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      A lot of people thought my life was glamorous—jetting around the world all the time. Different country every month. Different rooms. Different scenery. Different guy’s bed… With no partner or kids for me to answer to, and an empty apartment in between trips.

      Anyone who thought that was right—I loved my life.

      It was why I was sitting in the airport at eight-thirty on Monday morning, listening to the bedlam while I scanned the headlines on my phone.

      Most of the people waiting with me were doing the same, except for the two men sitting a few rows away.

      My gaze drifted to them every few seconds, not because they were sharing a phone and speaking Italian to the person on the other end of the line, but because they were h-a-w-t, and that spelled hello, sexy baby.

      Baby because they were probably a decade younger than me, and it was easier to think of them as being barely adults than remember I was turning forty-one in just a few weeks.

      They both had dark, almost black hair, and eyes in a similar color. The kind of gazes that were probably deceptive reflecting pools up close. And they both wore simple platinum bands on their left ring fingers.

      One was dressed like he was straight out of a fashion shoot—burgundy button-down shirt, dark trousers, and a suede vest, buttoned and showing off a trim and slender figure.

      The other wore jeans. His button-down was a similar color beige to the walls, but the sleeves were rolled up halfway to the elbow, leaving his thick forearms and large, rough hands on display, and highlighting the bulge of his biceps.

      I bet they were pretty when they fucked.

      I knew just enough Italian to pick out a handful of words. Combined with the snippets I heard coming from the phone they shared, it sounded like they were talking to a young girl. There was a lot of laughing and cooing and praise.

      The entire exchange made me smile, and not just because the men were easy to look at. I may be childless by choice, but I loved seeing happy, loving families. The world needed more of those.

      I turned my attention back to my own phone, and the news. Specifically, finance and industry. It could be some dry as toast shit, but I worked for an angel investor firm and had regular dealings with clients, so it helped to speak their language and have an idea of what was looming on the horizon for me.

      One of the big companies was up, one was down, one had pissed off a subset of their users, another had a data breach.

      I filed away the stories that would be global news when I reached my destination in Milan, and moved on. What books were new and hot this week? That was my kind of news. Especially those books that most people would turn their noses up at as being smutty or fantasy fulfillment for women. Like either of those were a bad thing?

      Wait, what was that?

      I flipped back to the screen I’d just left and scanned the page, looking for what had caught my eye. No. Fucker. I wanted to shout it out loud, but I settled for screaming in my head.

      Renowned Architect Curtis Webb to Make the Old New Again

      The article went on to describe how the creative and talented Dr. Webb was breathing new life into a structure in Milan, and turning it into a modern-day eatery.

      Dr. Webb only had his PhD because I’d written the bulk of his dissertation. That was young and stupid me—in my late twenties, convinced that I was unlovable because I wasn’t married yet, and happy to give my affections to any man who smiled at me and made sure I had an orgasm the first time we had sex.

      Fuck, Curtis had been an incredible lay in the early days. But a whirlwind romance, a Vegas wedding, and about six months of marriage had turned him into a basement dwelling troll who kept me around to do his laundry and his schoolwork.

      I stuck it out longer than I should’ve, thinking that I must be the problem, and when I finally sucked it up and left him, he drove that point home.

      Since then I’d learned that book boyfriends were the only good boyfriends.

      It sucked that our paths occasionally ran near each other. I was an appraiser and property evaluator, so running into renowned architects came with the territory. But for the most part, I didn’t have to talk to him, see him, or even think about Dr. Curtis Webb.

      Looked like I couldn’t avoid that this time. The property he was working on in Milan was within a few blocks of the one I was on my way to spend several weeks with. One of our newest investment clients was restoring a church right down the street from Curtis’s project, and I was heading there to be on site while things kicked off.

      It wasn’t just the vicinity of his project to mine that rubbed me wrong, it was the language in the article. Because our clients were doing something with an almost identical marketing campaign behind it—preserving the old while blending it with the new.

      My phone buzzed with a new text message.

      You reading the news? It was from my best friend and work partner in crime, Daria.

      Are there countries where castrating your ex is a legal means of recourse? I replied.

      She had an asinine ex-husband too, so she’d get it. God, I wish. Ooh, what about… Nope. Never mind. Still illegal.

      Don’t let that stop you from suggesting it. I hear there are no bad ideas, I wrote.

      This is a great idea. Still illegal, though.

      My laugh died in my throat when my phone rang, interrupting the conversation and souring the coffee in my gut when the name Dickhead McGee appeared on my screen. I’d be amused that either one of Daria’s children or boyfriends changed the name, if I wasn’t annoyed to see Curtis calling.

      I clicked Answer. “You’ve reached the desk of Carly Hammond. She refuses to talk to your arrogant ass right now, so— “

      “Hey, Temptress.” Curtis’s smooth tone and use of a nickname I’d learned to loathe made me grit my teeth. I could picture him sitting in some overpriced mesh draft chair, leaning back in one of those tacky Hawaiian print shirts he liked so much, with a smug look on his face. “Long time no talk,” he said.

      “For good reason.”

      Curtis made a clucking noise. “I hear we’re going to be working neighbors. I wanted to call before you got here, and see if we need to make any sort of who can be onsite when arrangements. To keep things from getting awkward.”

      Wait. What? “How did you know I was going to be there?”

      “Raphael Investment Group project plus restoration equals the adorable little Carly,” he said.

      Castration was too good for him. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” If this was a romance novel, I’d tell him next that he could meet my new boyfriend while I was there. It wasn’t, and I refused to let myself care what Curtis thought. “I’ll be busy working, so I’m more likely to run into whatever sucker you have doing your work this month, than I am you.”

      “Hmm. I’ll see you in Milan, Temptress.” His tone was cool, no hint of reaction whatsoever, and he hung up first.

      Which made me more furious. I exercised far more restraint than I should need to, to keep myself from calling him back just so I could be the one to hang up on him.

      Fuck it. I refused to let anything, even him, ruin the fact that I was spending the next few weeks in my favorite city. Milan was gorgeous in the summer. And the fall. In winter. Spring…

      He wasn’t going to spoil this trip for me.

      I kept the thought on repeat in my mind as the airline called for First Class to board. I made so many trips that it was nothing to upgrade my flight, and I fell in with the handful of other passengers in the same section.

      As I stowed my bag and settled into my seat, Mr. Jeans with the sexy forearms took the seat next to me, and Mr. Suede Vest, who I assumed was his partner, sat across the aisle from us.

      The view ought to make for a nicer flight, and helped push Curtis further from my mind. “Do you two want to sit together?” I asked. “We could swap seats?”

      “No, thank you.” Mr. Jeans’s accent sent pleasant shivers racing down my spine. “He likes to watch.”

      Was that a lost in translation kind of reply? I hoped not, because the way he winked when he said it made me want to clench my thighs together. “Lucky for me, I like the attention.”

      Mr. Jeans smirked. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      They were even hotter in person. Go figure.

      They were also mostly quiet as everyone finished boarding, and we left the gate. I could respect that. Appreciate it even. Friendly was one thing, but non-stop chatting from Salt Lake to New York, even if it was mostly flirting, wasn’t for me.

      I could turn my attention to my current read. As I pulled the book up on my phone, a few choice words stood out.

      He lingered on her breasts, pinching and twisting her nipples, while his partner gave her pussy extra attention.

      I’d forgotten I left off on one of the spicy scenes. As long as no one read over my shoulder, I’d be fine.

      Easy to say, but as I read about the heroine being worked over by two adoring gods, insistent need throbbed between my legs, and my pulse quickened.

      I really shouldn’t read this in a place where I couldn’t masturbate, but there was no way I was stopping now. It was so easy to imagine myself in her place.

      “I don’t think teeth work that way.” Mr. Jeans’s sexy-as-fuck accent wove its way into my reading.

      Heat flooded my skin as I looked up to find him looking between me and my phone screen. I raised my brows, rather than letting him see how turned on I was. “Oh really? You’re an expert in wolf shifter fangs?” I kept my challenge teasing.
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      It was impossible for me to ignore the stunning woman with the blond streaks in her long hair. That the hint of pink in her cheeks changed based on her scowl or her smile. That she hadn’t hidden the way she was watching Diego and me.

      When I’d pointed her out to him, we agreed that if we were back in Milan, we’d take a few hours, or an entire night, to get to know her better.

      Discovering I was seated next to her on the plane was an incredible surprise, and catching a glimpse of what she was reading sent the blood rushing straight to my dick. Should I leave her alone to enjoy her book? Probably. But I had to know what the odds were of watching Diego bury his face between her legs by the end of the flight, and then me fucking her until she screamed after.

      Now that I’d struck up the conversation with her, she was watching me with expectation. “We have them in Italy, you know,” I said. “Men who become wolves.” Not my best line, but it wasn’t bad.

      “Do you.” Her flat tone, the fact she hadn’t phrased it as a question, was its own kind of scream—one of disbelief.

      “Seductive men who fill the room with their presence, and take what they want in a way that’s so sexy their prey can’t resist? And who growl and bite during sex? We do.” Just a short list of the reasons I’d married Diego.

      Her laugh brightened her entire face, and her eye roll was the perfect accent.

      “I’m Tony.” I wasn’t. I was Raul. But Antonio was my middle name, a family name, and when I was in The States, I was in the habit of going by Tony because it made life easier for everyone. “He’s Nick.” I jerked my head back at Diego.

      “Lee.” Her smile was guarded, but it still shone in her eyes.

      “I admit to reading over your shoulder,” I said. “When the word cock caught my eye, I had to see the context.”

      The natural pink in her cheeks, the color she’d tried to hide under powder, darkened. “If I admit to having done the same on more than one occasion, with someone else’s book, will you think less of me?”

      “Exactly the opposite.” I watched her as we talked, each little movement, trying to gauge if she was interested or just being polite. Diego and I had an open relationship, built on honesty. The two of us had been committed to an amazing woman when we were younger, the mother of our daughter, but she’d decided Mom Life wasn’t for her, and moved to the US. It turned out she’d been more infatuated with the idea of fucking two men than she was with raising a family with us.

      Diego and I would love to have a relationship like that again, to bring a woman into our life longer term, but we realized the odds of that were unlikely. It didn’t stop us from sharing our bed with people who grabbed our attention.

      “I don’t know how you can argue that it’s not possible. The biting.” Lee seemed to still be focused on my opening comment. “You’re talking about a man who magically turns into a wolf. All bets are off.”

      Was that a challenge? I was torn between proving her wrong, and flirting. Doing both seemed unlikely with a woman who was willing to argue werewolf anatomy, but trying ought to be a blast. “It’s not a matter of magical transformation, it’s about anatomy. The human mouth isn’t shaped that way. Would you like a demonstration?”

      She snorted—even that was attractive on her. “Did you just offer to bite me?”

      “It sounds rude when you put it that way.” Though Italian was my first language, I’d grown up around English speakers—both American and British—thanks to my family’s company. I was familiar with a lot of the slang and idioms, but I wasn’t above using my accent to sound like I didn’t quite understand what I was saying.

      I knew what was coming out of my mouth.

      Lee’s disbelief hadn’t faded. “I sound rude? you just asked if I wanted a demonstration of how teeth work.”

      “That’s only rude if you’re not interested.” This was fun, and if it didn’t get me slapped it’d be worth it. Hell, even if it did get me slapped…

      “Arrogant much?” Lee asked. “Or is it only arrogance if it’s not true?”

      I liked her. “No, I’m quite arrogant. But I have earned it.”

      Lee leaned in closer, despite her doubtful expression. The proximity sent the faintest hint of vanilla drifting toward me.

      If I ran my tongue up the side of her neck, along that creamy skin, would she taste like panna cotta?

      “Your demonstration wouldn’t be valid, even if I agreed to it,” Lee said.

      “Why not?”

      “Their jaws shift.” She nodded at her phone. “To be a wolf snout. Your jaw is far too square to have the same effect.”

      I was glad she noticed. “It’s not a matter of the shape—the front teeth don’t cut skin the way a knife would.” Was I really arguing the anatomy of a werewolf bite? This was fun.

      “Their entire bone structure changes, and you think their teeth stay the same?”

      I couldn’t win this disagreement, which meant I needed to change the rules. “I can’t say I’ve thought much about it. You on the other hand seem to have put a lot of thought into it.” Not that I was shaming her—it was both interesting and sexy.

      “My wolf shifter stories keep me warm at night.” She paused, furrowed her brow, and blushed.

      Was that a confession? “Is warm a euphemism?”

      “For giving myself orgasms. yes.”

      So much for innuendo. I was surprised at the response but not disappointed. “That’s something I’d like to see.”

      “It’s not something I tend to do for an audience, hence the giving myself…” She ducked her head as she trailed off, but the gesture didn’t hide the pink growing up her neck.

      I was so in. “But you want to. For me.”

      Her head shot up and so did her eyebrows. “Do I?” Her voice was flat again. “Because you’re so charming and handsome?”

      “I am, but that’s not why. Because you’re turned on, I have a sexy accent, and this is a once-in-a-lifetime chance to check something naughty off your bucket list.”

      “Once-in-a-lifetime chance.” She searched my face.

      She was about to tell me yes. Would she let me lick her fingers when she was done?

      “Move, please.” Lee stood.

      Oops. Called that wrong.
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      I heard most of the conversation between Raul—Tony—and Lee. He was such an asshole sometimes, but he was my asshole. I was happy to admit to being the sucker who loved him.

      “Move, please.”

      I wasn’t surprised when Lee stood and made the request.

      Raul, on the other hand, looked like she’d just spit in his drink. “Excuse me?” His question was a request to repeat what she’d said.

      Lee huffed. “I’m swapping seats with your friend, partner, whatever. Please move.”

      I tried to hide my chuckle—I liked her. She was attractive, intelligent, and held her own with Raul. Triple threat, right there. I grabbed my carry-on, and stepped into the aisle, so she could have my seat.

      “I’m sorry about him,” I said as she brushed past me.

      She gave me a glance. “Don’t.” She didn’t sound annoyed, but there was no playfulness in her voice either.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “He’s obviously not sorry, and he doesn’t need you cleaning up his messes.” Lee settled into my now-empty seat.

      I’d done plenty of cleaning up his messes, and never complained. For instance, if we’d hooked up with her, I could imagine licking along her pussy, cleaning Raul’s cum from her hot, wet skin. Not that I’d share that fantasy with her, but the images were enough to make me hard.

      I gave her a short bow. “Regardless, enjoy the rest of your flight.” I took the seat next to Raul. “You’re an idiot,” I said teasingly, and loud enough for Lee to hear.

      “Did you see her? Worth the risk, my love.”

      Looking past him, I focused on Lee. She already had her head down and was staring at her phone, but she wasn’t moving. “I did see her.” And assumed she was still listening to us. “She’s stunning from head to toe, but the way she turned you down.” I mimed a mid-air kiss. “Hottest thing I’ve seen in a long time.”

      Raul raised an eyebrow.

      A corner of Lee’s mouth tugged up, but she didn’t look up.

      With Raul’s Adventures in Flirting having come to an end, we tucked into work for the rest of the flight. There were almost four more hours until we landed at JFK International, and Raul and I had things to finalize before we got home.

      We were building a tasty empire, and one restaurant was the first step. Thanks to Raul’s family connections, we’d managed to secure an abandoned church to use as our building, and the people his cousin knew in finance had helped us secure some funding.

      Remodeling would be my focus when we got home—I’d be working closely with the representative our investors were sending to oversee things—and Raul was refining the menu. We worked in our own worlds on the flight, only pausing occasionally to nudge each other for an opinion.

      This was only my third time in the US, and only my second flying across the continent. It still amazed me how big things were. My gaze kept drifting to the window, to watch the landscape scroll by and change so far beneath us. The attendant said we were flying at forty thousand feet. I either dropped or added a zero trying to convert that to kilometers. Twelve? One hundred twenty?

      We were high up, and it was gorgeous.

      When the light went darker outside my window, it drew my attention once again. We’d flown into a cloud bank.

      A flash of light outside made me wince, and a crack of thunder threatened my hearing.

      The plane dropped, taking my stomach with it, and leaving my laptop in the air for a heartbeat. As the computer crashed back to my tray table, several people screamed.

      The flight switched from smooth to riding over a back country road with no shocks in an instant. I clutched my laptop and waited for the bumpiness to pass. I wasn’t a flying novice, but I was in the dozen-or-so-trips-in-my-lifetime category, rather than the all-the-time category, so this kind of disturbance was new for me.

      Raul wrapped his hand around mine and gave me a comforting squeeze. “Passerà,” he muttered kindly.

      Roughly, this too shall pass. “Certo.” I offered him a smile.

      The flight attendant came over the speaker to tell us we’d encountered some turbulence, and asked everyone to return to their seats, buckle their seatbelts, and put their tray tables up.

      With the plane bouncing and bucking, occasionally dropping a foot or two before recovering, the crew stumbled their way down the aisle to collect whatever drinks hadn’t already covered the passengers.

      Out the window still looked stunning, but in a more menacing way, as the lights on the wings reflected off clouds and icy drops pelted the body of the plane.

      This would even out soon. We’d fly through the storm. We’d be fine. I wasn’t terrified, but I was a bit anxious.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. We’ve encountered the edge of hurricane Isabella. Airports between here and the coast are closing in anticipation, so we’ll be landing in Philadelphia. People at the gate can answer any of your questions, our attendants cannot. They don’t know any more than you do.”

      The plane erupted in shouts again, this time of protest, as a dozen bells chimed at once for the crew’s attention.

      This was bedlam.

      The plane lurched again, and the sound grew louder until it was a deafening blend of terrified screams and angry yelling.

      This was utterly ludicrous. Why were people so poorly behaved? The frazzled staff was trying to collect garbage and answer questions and calm people, all while they bounced around the cabin with each lurch of the plane.

      An attendant stood a few feet from us, trying to talk over the PA, but her voice didn’t carry over the rest of the noise.

      This was ridiculous.

      I nudged Raul’s legs out of the way. He gave me a questioning look as I moved past him, and I held up a finger to indicate he’d see soon enough.

      When I stepped up next to Announcement Attendant, she stared back with wide eyes.

      I tended to look imposing when I needed to, and she was already under a lot of stress.

      “Sir, I need you to—”

      “May I?” I nodded at the microphone receiver in her hand.

      She looked between it and me as if she didn’t quite understand. “I don’t…”

      “Please.” My voice was firm.

      She nodded and handed me the device.

      I pressed the Send button, and whistled sharply. The high-pitched sound split the air, and the bulk of people shut their mouths in favor of looking around for the source. Now most of the plane was looking at me.

      Not my favorite thing, but I knew exactly what they saw—a large, casually dressed man who looked like I had zero fucks to give. I was imposing, and when I spoke, many of them would hear the accent and draw conclusions.

      “The captain has kept you apprised of the situation.” I let a hint of menace slide into my voice. “The crew needs to do their jobs, and can’t answer your questions. When we land, you will be taken care of.” I was only repeating what had already been said, but if even a fraction of people drew their own conclusions about what the large Italian man meant by taken care of, things would be quieter.

      The noise started again, but not nearly as much of it. I handed the woman the receiver, gave her a brief nod, and returned to my seat.

      A glance at Lee as I passed showed she was watching me with amusement. She didn’t try to hide her smirk when I met her gaze.

      I slid in next to Raul again, and he squeezed my knee. “You’re sexy when you go all gruff-mafioso,” he teased.

      “I know.”

      After some circling and frequent updates from the crew, we landed and disembarked. The pack in front of every desk in the airport was dense, as people clambered to figure out what they were supposed to do next.

      “If we pick a line, we’ll be here all night,” I said. But if we didn’t, who knew how long we’d be stuck here? We could afford to lose a day, though I hated to take so long to get back to our daughter, but much longer and we’d cut into our work schedule.

      Raul nodded. “I’ll make some calls.” He pulled his phone from his pocket, but paused without dialing, his gaze falling on something behind me.

      I turned to see Lee approaching, a faint smile on her full lips. How often did she wear a look like that? The kind of expression that said she knew and saw more than she was letting on.

      “Nick, right?” She stopped next to us.

      I stopped myself from looking around, to figure out who she was talking to. Nick—short for Dominic, my middle name. I hated when Raul did that. “That’s me.”

      “In case no one else said so, or even if they did, nicely done on the plane.” She sounded sincere.

      I didn’t care if anyone besides Raul had an opinion about the things I did, but hearing Lee’s words warmed me.  “Thank you. I hate seeing a situation deteriorate that way.”

      She chewed her bottom lip, biting the plump flesh into a swell I wanted to nip at, and took a step back. “Anyway, I’ll let the two of you be.” Despite the words, she didn’t turn away.

      Was her demeanor different from on the plane? If so, it was subtle. I could be reading too much into the situation.

      “Wait,” Raul said, despite the fact that she hadn’t left. “We got off on the wrong foot earlier.”

      “Because I turned you down?” There was the Lee from First Class.

      Raul chuckled. “Because you didn’t want to.”

      No. Really. I’d married an asshole. “She gets it, principe. You’re pushy.”

      Lee’s smile grew as she ducked her head. When she looked up again, her mostly blank expression had returned. She focused on me. “Do you not have a problem with him hitting on me?”

      “I have a problem with it if you do.” I shrugged. “Otherwise, no. We’re very European in our relationship.”

      She furrowed her brow. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I was hoping you did, because I don’t, but we hear it from a lot of Americans,” I teased.

      “Essentially, anything goes as long as everybody agrees.” Raul put it much more directly and clearly than I had.

      Lee’s not-quite smile was back. “Listen, I don’t know if the two of you have made arrangements for the night, but I have a hotel room already, if you’re interested.”

      I didn’t have to look at Raul to know that he was as shocked as I was by the offer, though he was probably hiding it better.

      “Not-like-that.” Lee’s words tumbled out quickly. “I just… Forget it. I’m an idiot. I hope making arrangements for the layover goes okay for you.” She spun away from us.
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      What was I doing? Inviting two strangers to share my room? Because I was a grown-ass woman who was terrified of being left with nothing to keep me company but my thoughts during a heavy storm, and the pretty men with the prettier accents could distract me?

      I’d be in a hotel, surrounded by hundreds of people. It wasn’t the same and I was wavering on re-extending my offer.

      “You didn’t give us a chance to answer.” Nick’s reply was enough to tip me toward facing them again, rather than scurrying away like a timid little mouse. “We don’t know the city. I don’t suspect finding a room, in this weather, this time of night, will be easy. We’d love to share yours. I even promise my husband will keep his hands to himself.”

      “Unless you beg me to touch you,” Tony added.

      I rolled my eyes, but I liked the shameless flirting, and the relief that spread through me was instantaneous. Not complete, but better than the panic that had started to creep in before they accepted. Any other time, any other conditions, I’d be fine, but this weather…

      “If you can wait a few moments, we do still need to make some calls,” Nick said.

      I gave him my best cool-but-sweet smile. “I’ll be here all night.”

      They both chuckled, and stepped away. I found an unoccupied slice of airport near a pillar, where they should still be able to see me, and let the crowds mill around me the way the wind outside was doing to the building.

      When the lights flickered around me and several people gasped and murmured, I hugged myself. It had been fifteen years and I shouldn’t care, but the really bad storms, the ones that brought the world screaming to a halt, made my gut churn.

      “Shall we?” Tony’s voice startled me and kept me in the airport rather than letting me drift into the past.

      I nodded. We joined the throngs of grumbling passengers headed in the direction the signs told us to, to catch a taxi to my hotel.

      “Is your final stop Milan?” Tony asked.

      I was fine spending the night with two strangers, but not telling them who I actually was. Still, if they were on the same flight as me after this, they’d know the truth. “Yes. I’m hoping to land me one of those sexy wolf shifter mates. I hear there’s a surplus there.”

      Nick’s laugh was a deep, rumbling sound that slid through me with tantalizing promise. “A surplus doesn’t always mean a better selection.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” I liked him.

      “So all pleasure, no business?” Tony asked.

      “Finding a wolf mate is serious business.” I couldn’t hold a straight face long enough to finish the sentence. “But yes, always pleasure. Milan is one of my favorite places to visit.” Fortunately, because the partners at the investment firm I worked for had some serious contacts there, I got to spend a lot of time there.

      “What do you like best about it?” Nick sounded genuinely interested.

      Would I fuck them tonight? I had no idea. I had plenty of fantasies about being with two guys, especially after seeing how it worked out for some of the other people in my life, but in reality I couldn’t even stand having one man around long-term, and Tony had such a massive ego.

      In my experience, that didn’t always equate to other massive attributes. Empathy. Personality. Dick.

      “I love the food,” I said. “The people. And oh God the history and architecture. I could lose myself in exploring the back streets for hours, and still not discover it all.”

      Tony’s smile shifted to more genuine, less this is my sexy, lady-killer smirk. “You and Nick both. I bet he could show you some great new sights.”

      “I don’t know. It sounds like Lee could teach me a few things about the city.” Nick studied me intently enough I both felt it and wondered how he kept walking without running into anything.

      “I’m still just a tourist,” I said. “Every time I’m there I discover something I never knew existed.”

      Nick stepped ahead a foot or two, and the crowds naturally parted for him, making walking easier. “I do too. Still. And I grew up there.”

      “I’ll have to get a list from you before we get on the plane tomorrow.” I wanted to say you’ll have to show me around, but I didn’t want to set any expectations. There was still part of my mind intently aware of how risky it was to offer my room to two men the way I had.

      Though, the longer I talked to them the less threatening they were. Rather, the less I thought tonight was a mistake. The creepy guys, the nice guys, tended to have red flags that became more apparent with time, and Nick and Tony weren’t raising any of those.

      We made it out to the curb and caught a minivan cab, letting us all sit in back with each other. They both sat across from me, and we made more small talk on the trip to the hotel. I didn’t know anything more about their actual lives than they did about mine when we arrived at our destination, but I had a good idea of who they were as people.

      Nick tended toward more serious, though his sense of humor was obvious, and Tony was the flirt. But it was also clear they absolutely adored each other, which was sweet.

      As we walked into the hotel, cream and gold and elegance spread out in front of us. Normally the company wouldn’t spring for four-star lodgings, but this was an emergency and Kandace, the partner overseeing this investment, took pity on me and approved a large reimbursement while I was here.

      The gift shop caught Tony’s attention, despite it being closed, and he dragged Nick toward the window, saying something about souvenirs for Eloise. I let them look, grateful for the chance to check in without them hearing my full name. Telling them I was Lee wasn’t total falsehood. It was what my sister called me when we were little, and she still used the name sometimes when she teased me.

      I gave the desk clerk my information and she tapped away. “Oh, three guests,” I added.

      She frowned, but the expression vanished so quickly I might have imagined it. “And I have you in the honeymoon suite?”

      Did she? I let out a laugh-sigh. “Very possibly.” I’d told the woman who handled our reservations to put me in any room she could find. “But I don’t need any of the special amenities.”

      “It’s included in the cost.”

      “Treat yourself when your shift is over?” I was serious. A massive suite for the night would be fun, but I didn’t need rose petals on the bed or champagne and strawberr— On second thought, those last two might be nice.

      She handed me the room keys. “Most of it is already up there. Enjoy your stay and please call if you need anything.”

      I found Nick and Tony where I’d left them, and from what little I understood, it sounded like they were playfully arguing over how big a teddy bear they should get, and what color.

      “What do you think?” Tony asked me. “Pink or purple?”

      I stared at him, wide-eyed and searching my brain for an answer. What little I knew about modern little girls was relegated to Daria’s six-year-old, who loved pink. Then again, her thirteen-year-old would live in navy blue, given the chance. “Red.” Which was really just darkish pink, so it was a happy medium?

      I’d draw on my own experiences, but I spent most of my childhood stealing my brother’s GI Joes, because they had better gear for going on archeological digs, while my sister made them ponchos to keep off the sun and hide the ugly camouflage. “Or anything but army green,” I added.

      One corner of Nick’s mouth tugged up. “Noted.”

      Tony shook his head and sighed. “We’ll decide in the morning.”

      “By we’ll decide he means whichever one of us gets down here first wins,” Nick said.

      “I can’t wait to see the results. Shall we?” I jerked a thumb toward the elevator, and tried to ignore the anticipation of spending a night with these two mysterious and sexy men.

      The suite was opulent. That was the best word I could think of for it. More like a small apartment than a large hotel room, with a living room, kitchenette, and bedroom. Flowers sat on the table, along with a gift basket, a congratulations card, and an ice bucket holding a bottle of champagne.

      A sharp whistle of admiration came from Tony, who stopped next to me. “I didn’t know you felt this way.” His tone was instantly the same seductive he’d used on the plane. “Gattina, why didn’t you say something?” He wrapped an arm around my waist, startling me.

      I squealed in spite of myself when he dipped me and hovered his face near mine. “As long as you’re willing to share my heart, yes, yes, I accept your proposal. We can have forever.” Tony finished with a melodramatic flair to his voice, and his mouth was so close to mine, he could kiss me.

      A low rumble filled the room, and the clap of thunder made me jump in his arms. The only issue I had with this room was it kept us so high up that the wind was easy to hear howling outside. I’d be staying far from the windows tonight.

      “You’re going to scare the poor woman.” Nick offered me his hand, and tugged me from Tony’s arms. “Unless you liked it.” He looked at me.

      Thank God for the distraction. “I’m not marrying anyone. It’s nothing personal, I’m just not the marrying type.” I didn’t have a problem speaking my mind when needed, but bluntness wasn’t always called for. Diplomacy seemed like the best bet in this situation—offering nothing, and keeping most options on the table.

      “That’s fair.” Tony didn’t look offended the way he had on the plane. The fact that he was over being told no was a pleasant surprise.

      I moved to the basket on the table. “I see no reason to let this go to waste, though. I bet we don’t even have to be married to use any of this.” As I talked, I pulled the ribbon away.

      Nick stuffed it into his pocket.

      Odd, but okay. The cellophane wrapping was obnoxiously loud and huge, but we wrestled into a trash can with a few huffs and a lot of giggles.

      “Chocolate strawberries.” I held the box up like I was a proper Vanna White. It was tempting to claim them all as mine, but that might be rude. Then again, it was my room.

      “Which you look like you might sell either or both of us out for,” Nick teased.

      I ducked my head. “Not that I’d admit, but maybe.”

      Tony took the box from me, popped it open, and extracted a single, decadent looking piece of fruit. “In that case, I’ll feed you strawberries until your heart’s content.”

      He didn’t seem to have an off button after all. I’d mind more if each try wasn’t both flattering and a bit of a turn-on. When he held out the strawberry, I let him press it to my lips, which I parted in a soft sigh. I teased my tongue along the tip, making sure I had the room’s attention before biting hard.

      “Ouch.” Tony cringed.

      Chocolate crumbled and juice dribbled down my chin. This was far more hilarious than sexy, and I snickered through the bite of strawberry.

      Nick drew a finger up my chin, and I almost choked instead when he wiped away the juice and licked his finger clean. “If you two are done…” he said.

      Tony shook his head. “Never.”

      “For now.” This was fun.

      “Serious for a moment,” Tony held up his hands. “This is an expensive room. Let us pay our share.”

      “Not necessary. My company is picking up the tab and I’m going to let them.”

      “Then we’ll send them a check. Who—”

      I clucked. “No. Thank you, but that’s my final answer on the room.” Conversation was going to be limited if we couldn’t talk about ourselves. What was I going to do to stay distracted from the beast raging outside in storm-form? I glanced at Nick—it might be fun to see if he was climbable, but I wasn’t quite that desperate.

      Yet.

      He held up another box from the basket. “Dice games.”

      Tony stepped closer. “Lover’s Dice,” he read.

      “I should’ve read that first.” A hint of pink whispered across Nick’s cheeks, and he set the box down. How adorable was that? He was a blusher. “The strawberries looked good,” he said.

      I could probably share after all. “They are. I bet they’re even better with the champagne.” I didn’t want to be drunk with the men, but a few sips might help calm me down.

      Tony plucked the bottle from the ice. “It’s a decent vintage. If I were actually the newly wed husband, I might think the hotel was trying to steal my new bride away.”

      “Lucky for them, you’re not a jealous man,” Nick said.

      “Depends on the circumstances.” Tony handed him the bottle. “Do the honors?”

      Nick pressed the base of the bottle into his hip.. “I’m not experienced in this, so apologies in advance for not doing it gracefully.” He untwisted the muselet around the neck and cork, gripped the cork, and wiggled.

      A loud pop filled the room as the cork flew from his hand and champagne burst from the neck of the bottle, spraying both him and Tony.

      Was I allowed to laugh? “Low pressure system plus icy cold champagne…” I really wanted to laugh.

      When Nick snorted, I stopped holding back, and Tony joined in as well. Tentative giggles turned to full-blown laughter.

      As we calmed down, Nick set aside the bottle and undid the top two buttons on his shirt. “We probably need fresh clothes. Maybe we can squeeze out our shirts to fill our glasses.”

      I wanted to keep the light mood, but my gaze had frozen on his chest, which he was exposing a tantalizing inch at a time. Or rather, then hints of inked art I saw underneath.

      “Unless you’d like to lick him clean,” Tony said.

      I very much would. “I’d like to see the full artwork.” Look at me, behaving myself like an almost adult.

      Nick eased his shirt from his shoulders to expose a stunning, intricate wolf.

      “Where do we stand on that licking you clean idea?” I asked before I realized what I was saying.

      Nick straightened, giving me a better view. “Tony’s cousin is a tattoo artist,” he said.

      “It’s amazing.” I was reaching for it, to trace the lines of both ink and muscle, and stopped myself. What was coming over me?

      Tony’s hand on mine made my pulse spike, and he nudged me forward to touch. Heat flowed through me when my skin connected with Nick’s, and I followed the contours. Nick’s sharp intake of breath and his follow-up whisper of a groan dipped between my legs and made my vagina clench in anticipation.

      Nick nodded behind me. “If you think this is amazing, you need to see Tony’s. He’s one of her favorite canvases.”

      I turned to look at Tony, whose mouth was quirked in a smirk. I didn’t care if this made him smug, now I had to know. “May I see?”

      Tony took his time unbuttoning his shirt, then sliding it down his arms. Arrogant fucker. But when I saw his back, it was worth it.

      “Wow.” It was a dragon, cast in deep blues and reds and intricate, gorgeous detail. It rippled and writhed with his muscle every time he moved.

      “You can touch it.” He glanced over his shoulder.

      I almost didn’t dare, but temptation won out. I trailed along the lines, not sure where to look first. So many details.

      Yeah, if I had the chance, I was going to sleep with these men.

      Tony whirled, startling me, and grabbed me, holding my wrist and my gaze tightly. “I think we should skip the champagne and get drunk on you,” he said.

      My wince slipped out without my permission. Oops, I meant to use my indoor face.

      He raised his brows. “What was that?” He stopped using the I’m going to seduce you tone.

      “You’ve gotta stop with the lines.” I’d opened the door for the conversation, might as well walk through it. “I’m standing here thinking about sleeping with you, and then…” I blew a light raspberry.

      “What?” He had the grace to look surprised. Good on him. “The American girls love my lines.”

      I shook my head. “They love your accent. I love your accent. The cheesy lines? Not so much.”

      He huffed a sigh. “I guess you want Nick, in that case. He doesn’t use ridiculous lines.”

      I glanced back at Nick. “No?”

      “No,” he said.

      “What do you do instead?” I half expected him to say stand here and look incredible.

      Instead Nick moved closer, brushed the hair off my neck and dipped his head. He moved his hands to my hips, and his breath teased my skin. “I tell you that I’ve never met anyone like you.” The words rolled off his tongue with ease. “That your voice is like raindrops on piano keys and that the faint scent of vanilla on your skin drives me wild. And then,” he trailed his mouth up to my ear, never quite making contact, “I say that I’ve been fantasizing about you since I met you. About burying my face between your legs and licking your cunt until you’re quivering with desire and your cream is pouring over my tongue.”

      Nick let go of me and stepped away. “That’s what I do.”

      “Fuck me.” I didn’t mean to say that out loud either, but that was the hottest fucking thing anyone had ever said to me.
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      When Lee muttered fuck me, it took the last of my restraint not to bend her over the chair and do exactly that. The words I’d spoken hadn’t been an act. My desire for her had been building since I saw her, swelling each time I got a taste of her attitude, and I still felt her light touch tracing over my ink.

      “I believe there was mention of licking away the spilled champagne?” Raul said.

      As much as I liked the idea of Lee’s tongue all over my body, I wanted to be the one licking and sucking. “I have a better idea.”

      Raul raised an eyebrow.

      “Do tell,” Lee said. “In vivid, complete, tantalizing detail if you would.”

      “I saw the jetted tub in the bedroom.” I loosely grasped her fingers and tugged her in that direction.

      When we reached the tub, I turned the hot water knob. A loud groan, the kind that rumbled through our feet, filled the room, and drowned out the thunder, and no water came out. That was bad. I shut the faucet off, and the noise stopped.

      Raul frowned and reached past me. When he repeated my actions, he got the exact same result.

      Go figure.

      A scowl was etched across Lee’s face, and she spun away to march to the nearest phone. She picked it up and dialed. “Yeah, hi… I’m in the honeymoon suite, and the tub is broken… Broken as in, it doesn’t work? It’s making a noise and there’s no water coming out… I don’t—” She sighed and looked at me. “Does the shower work?”

      I headed into the bathroom to check, and a moment later returned to tell her yes.

      Lee conveyed the message to the person on the phone. After another pause, she said, “No, I understand.” Her voice was tight, and her smile was through gritted teeth. “No, it’s not your fault. Thank you.”

      Lee hung up with another heavy sigh. “They’re having problems in several rooms, and their plumber can’t make it in during the storm.”

      “And you let it go, just like that?” Raul asked.

      She glared at him. “It’s not her fault, and yelling at her won’t help anyone. She comped the room, and most everyone else will yell at her. Always save the Karen for situations where it actually matters.” Her long yawn cut her off. “I’m sorry. I’ve been on non-stop flights for a few days, and it’s catching up to me.”

      “Why don’t you shower and head to bed,” I said. The sexy mood had vanished, and she looked like she needed some rest.

      Lee looked between us. “I’m not the one covered in champagne.”

      “It’s dry now anyway. Thirty minutes more won’t matter.” Besides, I wanted a few minutes to talk to Raul. “Go.”

      She hesitated, but not much longer, and then headed into the bathroom.

      Raul sank onto the edge of the bed.

      “Do you want to fuck her or fight with her?” I teased.

      His smile spanned a rainbow of emotion, and was one of the hundreds of things I loved about him. “I’m not the one being difficult,” he said.

      “Be fair. You’re frequently the one being difficult.”

      He laughed. “But I’m not used to anyone besides you pushing back.”

      I shook my head and sat next to him. “In other words, you want her pretty badly.”

      “So much so. Tell me you don’t.”

      “I very much do.” There was no reason to lie.

      Raul leaned into me. “A good night’s sleep ought to either help her come to her senses, or make her more pliable.”

      “Either way, she’s a lot of fun.”

      Raul pulled away enough to study me. “You have a weird definition of fun.”

      “You know better than most.” I grinned.

      We chatted a little more, but the conversation paused when the bathroom door creaked open. Lee emerged, raking her fingers through her wet hair, her nose wrinkled.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She looked at me, surprise on her face. “Nothing. I’m good.”

      “That look didn’t say good.”

      “What’s going on?” Raul sounded concerned.

      Lee pursed her lips. “Nothing. I’m not a fan of sleeping on wet hair.”

      “Grab your brush or comb, and a hair tie.” Raul’s tone said there was no room for disagreement.

      Lee looked like she was considering arguing anyway. “Why?”

      I had a feeling because I said so wasn’t going to fly, but I knew what Raul was up to. He did this for Eloise on a regular basis. “He’s going to fix your hair problem.”

      “I don’t…” Lee looked between us. “Okay. You’ve got me curious.” She rifled through her bag, and emerged with a comb. She pulled the black band off her wrist and handed both to Raul.

      He pulled a chair away from a desk near the window. “Sit.”

      Though Lee raised her brows, she complied.

      With practiced efficiency, Raul pulled the comb through her hair enough to take out the tangles. It was very different watching him do this to this stunning woman than with our daughter. He was as gentle, but the way Lee’s eyelids fluttered when he ran his fingers along her scalp, the slight part of her lips when he tugged a little too hard, was alluring.

      Within minutes, a neat braid hung down her back.

      Lee stood, tugging on the hair, and a soft smile played on her face. “Thank you. Your little girl is lucky.”

      “No. We are. To have her.” I didn’t hesitate with the correction. It was time to pull my gaze from this display. “I’ll go next in the shower.”

      It was tempting to take my time once I got under the water, but Raul still needed a turn in here, and after having been so close to tasting the delicious creation in the other room, jerking off wouldn’t be the same.

      When I returned to the bedroom, Raul was sitting near the headboard, pillows propping him up, and Lee was asleep, her head on his upper thigh.

      I hadn’t expected that, but it was a lovely sight.

      We managed to shift her without waking her up, and I took his place while he went to shower.

      This was going to be a trip I remembered for a long time, no matter what happened next.
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      “Morning, principe.” Raul’s voice tugged me from a pleasant sleep. Though he was kissing me on the forehead, there was still a weight on my chest.

      I looked down to see Lee curled up against me. She was starting to stir, and looked stunning with a pink flush to her cheeks and sleepy eyes.

      Raul kissed her on the cheek as well. “Morning, gattina.”

      “Morning.” She sat and stretched, offering a pose any artist would sell their good arm to capture, with her torso elongated, and the thin fabric of her T-shirt highlighting full, round breasts and perky nipples.

      She dropped her arms and met my gaze.

      I didn’t try to hide that I’d been staring.

      She pushed her shoulders back, leaving herself on display. “You called me that yesterday, too. Gattina. What does it mean?”

      “Kitten,” I said. “It’s a term of endearment.”

      Raul leaned in to rest his hands on the bed and his cheek near Lee’s. “And in your case, it also means adorable, deceptively sweet, and clawed.” His tone was playful.

      “Aww, you noticed.” Lee twisted her head to kiss him on the cheek. “Is it still storming?”

      Raul stood again. “There’s some rain, but the bad stuff has passed.”

      That gave me an idea. “I don’t suppose you’re familiar enough with the city to take us on a tour?” This was some of the oldest architecture in the country, and I’d always wanted to spend time here. We didn’t have long today, but even a little glimpse would be fun.

      “What do you want to see?” Lee asked. She pulled her braid out and her hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, framing her face.

      I was captivated. “Old buildings. The more the better.”

      Her grin was back. “My kind of answer. I’ve got the perfect place for breakfast.”

      Someone should warn her. “Keep in mind, Raul’s a bit of a food snob.”

      “I’m not a snob. I am a chef, and I know when someone is cutting corners.”

      “You cook?” Lee looked impressed. “That’s such a coincidence.”

      “You like to cook?” Raul asked.

      “Not so much. But I love to eat.”

      I chuckled. This was going to be fun.

      Lee grabbed her luggage and stepped into another room to dress, which was reasonable but also disappointing. We dressed while she was gone.

      When she emerged she was wearing a loose blouse that was thin enough to hint at what was underneath, and a wrap-around skirt that flowed loosely and hung down to her ankles. It was deceptively chaste.

      Raul stepped up next to her and offered his arm. “Shall we be off?”

      She hooked her hand through the crook of his elbow. To anyone not in the know, they looked like the perfect couple. Beautiful plus handsome, dressed for a casual but still classy day on the town.

      I allowed myself to admire them for a moment. In another time and another place, would we consider seeing if she clicked with us? Seeing if she fit into our life? Eloise’s?

      That was a dangerous path to follow, especially with a stranger who clashed with Raul as much as not, who didn’t know our real names, and who was coming back here to another country when her trip was over.

      We checked out, and Lee called us an Uber to take us to what she described as the perfect breakfast place for us.

      I had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but when we arrived, a bit of a clue started to dawn on me. The street the car dropped us off on was lined with older brick buildings about two to four stories tall. The wet streets glistened in the lights and morning rain, and around us, people rushed with their heads down toward whatever their destination was.

      “Our destination.” Lee gestured toward a glass and aluminum door with the word bakery frosted on it in a simple font.

      It didn’t look like much from the outside, but in my experience those could be the best places.

      We stepped into an entirely different world inside. The first thing that was obvious was the smell—heavenly sweet and savory tinged with coffee.

      But I lost track of the scent when I saw the architecture and design. Exposed beams. Stunning stonework. Hardwood that shone, despite the dozens of feet relentlessly hammering it with their existence. “It’s beautiful.” I could pick apart the details for days. I needed pictures, and could already see this place influencing some of my design decisions.

      The line serpentined several times around a series of stanchions—always a good sign. We took a spot at the end, and were processed through more quickly than I expected.

      When we reached the front of the line, none of us could decide on just one thing to try, so we ordered one each of half a dozen different pasties. I insisted on getting the bill, despite Lee’s protests.

      “You paid the room tab,” I reminded her.

      “The room was comped, because of the tub.”

      Perfect. That meant no guilt over her picking up the bill. I handed the cashier my card, plucked Lee’s from her hand and slipped it into the front pocket of her purse.

      Lee’s mouth twisted as she extracted her card and put it back in her wallet just as mine was returned to me. She huffed, but amusement danced in her eyes.

      A short while later, we made our way to a just-vacated and cleaned table, a corner booth in the back of the cafe.

      Raul slid in on one side of Lee, and I sat on the other.

      She laughed and shook her head. “Is this to keep me from running away?”

      “We’re not worried about that,” Raul said.

      I added, “We simply like the way it feels with you sandwiched between us.”

      Lee’s smile grew, and she hid it behind a sip of her coffee. “Me too.” The lid of her cup muffled her words, but I heard them all the same. “Anyway.” She set her cup down hard enough to splash, and winced. When she grabbed a plastic knife Raul held up his hands.

      “We’re sorry?” He didn’t sound distressed.

      “Don’t be. Well, maybe you should be a little, but not a lot.” Lee winked at him. She turned to the pastries we’d bought, and set to work cutting them into thirds with impressive and practiced efficiency. “Help yourselves.”

      Each of us picked something. I went for the chocolate croissant first, Lee for the fruit tart, and Raul for the blueberry muffin.

      I was just here to enjoy the food and company, and it looked like Lee was as well.

      Raul on the other hand, picked off little pieces at a time, and savored each one. “It’s not bad,” he said with the first bite. “Actually, it’s really good.” Another bite. “Vanilla—obviously. Cinnamon. A hint of lemon…”

      He was picking apart the recipe, which meant in the next week, I’d be sampling a series of modifications to his own blueberry muffin recipe, while he decided if he could improve on what he already had.

      Lee grabbed a piece of the same muffin, and bounced it lightly between her fingers. “I think it’s completely under proved.”

      “It’s not that kind of bread.” Raul gave her a puzzled look.

      “It’s a bit stogy?” She finished her portion quickly. She held up a utensil. “Spork?”

      I laughed at the antics. I was pretty sure she was quoting that baking show everyone loved, but I had no idea what silverware had to do with it.

      Raul was smothering his amusement behind a scowl. “You can’t boil the art of baking down to a few basic buzzwords.”

      “Boil. Cooking. I see what you did there. And the art of anything can be boiled down to a few buzzwords, depending on your audience,” Lee said. “For instance”—she gestured at the ceiling— “the flying buttresses in this place are divine.”

      My own humor wilted. I didn’t want to be disappointed in this woman, even for something like this. “Those aren’t flying buttresses.”

      “I know that, and you know that, but Joe Blow doesn’t know or care.” Lee sipped her coffee.

      And now I cared entirely too much. Even though it seemed unlikely most people would have the kind of knowledge I did, in this moment I desperately wanted her to speak my language—architecture, not Italian. “The stonework on the other hand, the blend of polygonal and rubble masonry is simple but effective.”

      “It’s a facade.”

      I stared at Lee. Another buzzword? “I would’ve noticed.” I turned to the accent wall immediately behind me, and scrutinized it. There was no way I’d been fooled by fake rock. But sure enough… “Wow. You’re right.”

      She nodded and her expression said duh. “The floor on the other hand, is the original white oak hardwood.”

      “I’ve got your hardwood right here.” Raul must have the answers he wanted about his muffin if he was making jokes.

      Lee laughed. “Do you ever stop?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “No.” Her reply came more quickly than I expected. “I’m still bummed that last night didn’t go anywhere. Don’t get me wrong, I wanted the sleep, but…”

      “But what?” I nudged.

      “Promises were made, that included orgasms.” She didn’t seem embarrassed by the topic.

      Raul dipped his head close to her ear. “We could still make those orgasms happen. This seems like a good spot.”
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      This was most certainly not a good place to fulfill promises of orgasms. There were people everywhere. Because we were in one of those U-shaped benches, that curved to fit the corner and only had one bench, anyone walking toward us had a straight view under the table,

      But Tony’s suggestion mingled with memories of Nick’s words from last night, and desire throbbed between my legs in response.

      Add to that the thrill of someone catching us…

      I was far more turned on than I thought I should be, and when Tony rested his hand on my upper thigh, my pulse kicked up in response.

      “What do you think?” he made a simple question sound like the most seductive proposition ever.

      “I think I want to see what we can get up to without getting caught,” I said.

      He slipped his hand under the slit of my wrap-around skirt, and teased his fingers along bare skin. With the length and flow of the fabric I could stay covered, but if someone looked close enough, they’d figure out where his hand was.

      No one was paying attention to us, but my heart slammed against my ribs and my legs parted with the anticipation of what came next.

      He skillfully tugged half my skirt more and more toward him, without disturbing the other half. Was that a marketable skill? It should be. When he teased his fingers along the crotch of my panties, a gasp escaped my throat. He repeated the gesture, nothing moving but his fingers, with a feather-light glide over fabric.

      His barely-there touch was a gentle build to an intensity that had me biting the inside of my cheek to keep from groaning loudly. My nipples dug divots into the padding in my bra, and I had to have soaked through the same spot in my panties that he was focused on.

      Nick moved a hand to my thigh, and the added touch cranked my desire up another notch.

      Tony pressed in, and I widened my legs to give him more room to maneuver. I wasn’t flashing the room yet, but if he kept this up, I’d be tempted.

      He stroked harder. Faster. I couldn’t come this way. It was too public. Someone was going to see.

      But this was so wicked, and it felt so good.

      He hit just the right spot, and I grabbed his arm. “Right there,” I forced the quiet words through clenched teeth.

      His chuckle was tight. “You like that?” he asked quietly.

      “God, yes.”

      He did exactly as I asked, fingering me until I couldn’t hold back the whimpers. Until the people in the room were a blur that didn’t matter.

      When I came, the orgasm consumed me from nowhere, hitting hard and stealing my reason. I dug my fingers into his arm. My cheek was tender from where I bit, and I could taste copper.

      When he finally eased up, I was panting to catch my breath. Holy shit, wow.

      As the world swam back into view, my fingers started to ache. I was holding Tony’s wrist far tighter than I thought, so I released him with an apologetic laugh. “Sorry.”

      “Not something you ever have to apologize for.” He hovered his mouth near my ear, his breath hot on my skin.

      Ever. Implying we’d do something similar again. I couldn’t see it after today, but the idea was a nice fantasy anyway. Today, though… I wanted to find a place where we could get up to more than just foreplay. The cafe might frown on me straddling one of my dining companions when I sucked the other one off.

      “Excuse me.” A timid sound drew my attention, and I looked up to see a young man standing at the edge of our table, staring at his feet, his face bright red. “We need to ask you to leave.”

      “Any particular reason?” Nick asked.

      Would I be as embarrassed as the employee if he said because finger fucking in our booths is against the rules?

      “You’re causing a disruption.” His voice cracked.

      I nudged Nick and Tony. “We should go.” Because I was about to collapse in a ball of laugher tinged with what the fuck did we just do?

      Nick slid out of the way. “Agreed.”

      “You have great muffins.” Tony growled seductively at the employee as we brushed past.

      The poor guy was redder than their cherry pastries.

      The instant the door swung shut behind us, cutting us off from the cafe, my laughter burst free without my permission. “Pretty sure that means we were busted.” This was mostly embarrassed amusement.

      “I hope they enjoyed the show.” Nick reached for Tony’s hand and the two intertwined their fingers. “I know I did.” Nick wrapped his other arm around my waist as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      “Should we call for a car? Head back to the hotel? Duck into a side alley and let me return the favor?” I strolled down the sidewalk with them, not breaking the contact.

      My phone rang, interrupting any brainstorming, and I reached for it. The number wasn’t familiar, and while I wouldn’t answer that on my personal time, it was during working hours and any number of our clients could be calling.

      As I pressed Answer and put my phone to my ear, Tony’s phone rang as well, and then Nick’s.

      Kind of weird. “Hello?” I said into the receiver.

      “I’m calling for Carly Hammond.” The man spoke with a heavy southern drawl.

      “This is she.”

      “Mrs. Hammond, I’m calling with the airline. We’ve got a flight available to get you to New York, so you can finish your trip.”

      I cringed at the Mrs. “It’s Ms.” I clipped off the retort. “And when?”

      “Ms. Of course.” Was that disdain in his reply? “It leaves in about three hours.”

      An eternity when one was hungry or needed a restroom. No time at all when it came to making a flight. “I’ll take it. Give me the information.”

      I made notes of all of the important details, and was disconnecting at the same time as both men. Apparently their calls were the same.

      “Back to the hotel for our luggage, then,” Nick said.

      The next few hours moved in a blur of us grabbing our bags, sharing a ride to the airport, and slogging our way through twice as many travelers as normal, thanks to the delayed flights last night.

      When we boarded the packed plane, my seat was nowhere near Nick and Tony. Disappointing. And my next flight, out of JFK and heading to Milan, was a different airline than theirs, thanks to my frequent flier perks.

      As I settled in to sleep on the long ride across the ocean, disappointment settled in. It was a fun day, one that offered great memories, but I was sad to have it come to an end.

      The two of them were good together, though. I hoped they had a great life when they got home.

      Sleeping on plans was a necessity in my line of work, as was shrugging off jet lag quickly when I reached foreign destinations. Rather than dwelling on what wouldn’t be, I focused on the incredible parts of the last twenty-four hours or so, and let myself doze in my seat.

      When I landed in Milan, I wasn’t refreshed, but at least I wasn’t groggy.

      I’d been here enough that I moved on autopilot through customs, and then to the baggage carousel. With my luggage in tow, I scanned the crowds for a sign with my name. Normally I’d take a cab to my hotel, take some time to relax, adjust to the new location… But I was a day behind schedule.

      There was my name, printed in neat block letters on a white background. My gut twisted in on itself. Tony and Nick stood directly next to my ride, heads bowed together as they chatted.

      Perfect chance to get their numbers… unless things were about to change now that we were on their home turf.

      I braced myself for either rejection or enthusiasm, and approached. “I’m Carly Hammond,” I said loud enough to be heard over the din.

      “Lee?” Nick looked up, and studied me.

      I gave him a warm smile. “To my friends. Carly to business associates.”

      “We made the friend list. Not bad.” Tony grinned and extended his hand. “Raul Bianchi-Gallo, and my business partner and husband, Diego.”

      Wait. My brain ground to a halt, backed up, and restarted again. Nope, that didn’t help. The sexy Italian men I’d sort-of hooked up with on my layover were the people I was supposed to be mentoring, coaching, and monitoring through the restoration of their new restaurant.

      Fuck me. Or maybe I should be grateful they hadn’t.
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      Lee—Carly— didn’t look happy.

      I wasn’t sure why not. When we left her in Philadelphia, she was all smiles and flirting and sweetness. It wasn’t as if I’d used some sort of pick-up line on her when she approached us just now.

      To find out we were about to spend a lot more time with her had my blood heated and my imagination racing. This was going to be an incredible few weeks of fun mixed with work.

      “Our things are already in the car.” Diego reached for her bags. “We can be on our way.”

      She stepped away. “You lied to me about your names.”

      Was she serious? “It wasn’t a lie, Lee. Those are names we use all the time when we travel.”

      “And to pick up women,” she said.

      “You gave us a fake name too.” Diego nodded at our driver, who stepped in and grabbed her luggage.

      She didn’t stop him, but her scowl stayed in place. “That’s what my sister calls me.”

      “And men you don’t want following you home.” I didn’t have a problem with the alternates—obviously—but her attitude felt undeserved.

      “It’s different.” Carly didn’t sound like she believed her own words.

      It wasn’t different at all. “You did it for anonymity and we did the same. We should get going.” I gestured toward the exit.

      Carly clenched her jaw—at least her stubbornness had been real. “Fine.” She fell into step beside us.

      Her scowl stayed in place as we stashed her luggage next to ours in the trunk. I held the front passenger door open for her, and she slid in with a tight thank you.

      “We’ll drop you off at your hotel, so you can check in, then meet you at the building location,” I said when Diego and I were settled in the back seat.

      “Sounds good.”

      “Are we really going to do this?” I wasn’t interested in a tension-filled few weeks just because of a few swapped nicknames.

      Carly looked over her shoulder at me. “We’re not doing anything.” Her tone softened. “And that’s the point. Lee had a lot of fun in Philadelphia, but I’m here on business. The only thing we’re doing is business.”

      “As you wish,” Diego said.

      I simply nodded. We’d see how long her resolve held up, but not here and now.

      We were halfway to Carly’s hotel when Diego’s phone rang. He showed me the screen, which had Home and Eloise’s picture on it, as he answered.

      Our nanny’s face filled the screen, and a loud wailing sounded in the background. The crying was Eloise, and I was instantly on alert.

      “I’m so glad you answered.” Ariana was in a panic. “She woke up from her nap in tears, and I don’t know why. She says her heart hurts.”

      “Daddy. Where are you?” Eloise’s cries made me cringe.

      “Put her on,” I said. We spoke both English and Italian around the house, so she was fluent in both, but the default was Italian.

      When our little girl’s face filled the screen, my heart cracked, and I knew Diego’s was doing the same. She looked miserable.

      “What’s wrong, Ellie?” Diego asked.

      “I miss you. I want you to come home. You were supposed to be home.”

      We were rarely gone this long, and we’d never been home a day late before. “We’ll be there soon.” I tried to sound as reassuring as I could.

      Eloise sniffled. “I want you home now..”

      “Soon, baby,” Diego said. “We love you.”

      We spent a few more minutes making sure Eloise was okay until we got home, then I blew her a kiss, and Diego hung up.

      How much of a fit would Carly throw if we changed our plans? It didn’t matter. We were going home.

      “Don’t bother dropping me off.” Her statement caught me off-guard.

      I looked up to find her twisted in her seat, watching us with concern. “Excuse me?”

      “I understand enough Italian to get the gist of the call.” Carly looked sympathetic. “Don’t worry about taking me to my hotel. I can catch a cab from your place.”

      That was the way things would’ve gone regardless, but if Carly thought it was her idea, things would run more smoothly. “Bless you.”

      The driver was already pointing the car toward our apartment. It didn’t take us long to get home. The instant I stepped from the car, Eloise darted from inside the building, her face stained with tears, and attached herself to my legs in a tight hug. Ariana followed behind at a more casual pace.

      I loosened Eloise’s grip enough to crouch and bring myself closer to her height, and she threw her arms around my neck instead, nearly knocking me over. “Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked, hugging her.

      “I had a dream that your airplane crashed and that you were never coming home and I was so scared.” Eloise finished her reply with a loud wail.

      Diego knelt next to us and settled a hand on her back. He kissed her on the top of the head. “We’re here now, see? It was just a bad dream.”

      “And you’re not leaving again?” she asked through sniffles.

      I continued to hold her. “Not for a while. We’re safe. We’re going to stay safe.”

      “Okay.” Eloise hiccupped. “As long as you promise.”

      I pressed my lips to her cheek. “Cross my heart.”

      Eloise pulled away and her tears vanished. “Who are you?”

      Right. Carly was still here, standing next to her luggage and looking a bit uncomfortable.

      Our bags had already been taken upstairs.

      “This is Carly.” Diego switched to English.

      “You’re pretty.” Eloise followed suit.

      Carly smiled. “Thank you.” She didn’t look like she felt any less awkward.

      “She’s like an Ariana for Dad and me,” I teased, switching back to Italian to keep Carly from getting too annoyed with what I was saying.

      “She’s going to babysit you?” Eloise sounded entertained by the prospect.

      “Exactly.”

      Carly huffed. “Tell me I misunderstood that exchange.”

      “Do you babysit my dads?” Eloise looked at her, eyes wide.

      Carly wrinkled her nose and furrowed her brow, before saying, “Your English is very good.”

      “Thank you. I practice all the time.” Eloise grinned.

      I was impressed. It was rare to see a question dodged so masterfully, especially when it came to our persistent little girl. I should probably come clean about who Carly really was, though. “Carly works with us, Eloise. She heard you were sad, and wanted to make sure you were okay before she went to her hotel.”

      Eloise hugged me again. “I’m okay now that you’re home.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Carly’s tone was always kind, never condescending, when she spoke to Eloise. Carly turned to us. “Since this crisis is averted, I’m going to check into my hotel. Catch up on a little work…”

      I didn’t want her to go. The flash came out of nowhere, and would be an odd thing to say aloud, given all the circumstances. “That’s a good idea.”

      “I’ll grab you a taxi,” Diego said.

      “Is Carly coming to dinner tonight?” Eloise looked at her. “Are you coming to dinner tonight?”

      Diego glanced up from his phone. “It’s been a long few days. Maybe dinner should be moved.”

      Eloise whipped out a pout without hesitation. “You promised.”

      I never yielded to her just because she looked cute, but in this case Diego and I had promised, and Eloise had been marking the days off her calendar in anticipation. Besides, this particular outing wouldn’t be an option for much longer.

      “Dinner where?” Carly asked.

      “Raul was going to make one last meal in the new building, in the original kitchen, before reconstruction.”

      “We need to get demo started within the week to stay on schedule.” Carly’s voice was apologetic and soft, as it was meant for only my ears.

      “Please, Daddy. Please, please, pleeeeaaase?” Eloise seemed to hear anyway.

      I glanced at Diego, whose shrug said I’m up for it if you are.

      I was tired. I wanted to sleep in my own bed. But this was a worthwhile detour. “All right,” I relented. “We’ll have dinner at the church tonight, and Carly is welcome to join us, but she didn’t promise you, so she doesn’t have to if she’s not interested.”

      “I’d love to see the place one last time before we gut it. And I’m dying to see you make that kitchen work as-is.” Carly had appraised the building before our investors agreed to put their money into this project, so she had a better idea than most what condition it was in.

      We made arrangements for later in the day. It was just after three, so I said we’d send a car for Carly at seven, and we’d eat at eight.

      I hated to see Carly go, and wasn’t sure why. She was randomly abrasive and had the power to make our professional lives hell. But there was something about her…

      None of that mattered.

      We gave Ariana the rest of the day off, and took Eloise upstairs, where our loft apartment took up the entire third floor of the building, and looked up at the world through vast skylights that covered the entire ceiling.

      Diego had found this place for us when we first decided to take that big step and move in together, years ago. There were things in my past that I regretted, but the apartment, Diego, and Eloise were nowhere near that list.

      We gave Eloise the LOVE T-shirt we’d bought for her in Philadelphia, along with a rainbow stuffed monkey wearing a matching top. She had to change immediately, to match her new friend, and then regaled us with stories of what she’d done when we were gone.

      The nightmare seemed to have vanished from her thoughts. Thank Christ.

      As she spun tales about her trips to the park, I couldn’t help but see Diego’s seriousness and creativity in her. I adored watching her play, tell stories, and just be a kid.

      When it was time to head to the church where we planned to build our restaurant, Eloise wanted to help. The three of us decided to walk. We stopped at the various shops along the way to buy ingredients. When we got to the building, Diego took Eloise to go explore, while I dove into dinner prep.

      A short while later, Eloise was back to help, so I pulled up a step stool and let her stir the soup, while I kept a close eye on her. It didn’t take long for her to decide she was bored, and she ran off to find Diego again.

      As I worked, a pleasant breeze blew in through the open kitchen door, and Eloise’s happy squeals floated in from random places in the building.

      A new voice drifted in, causing me to pause. American. Male. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but something about his tone made me pause.

      “Curtis.” That was Carly, and if I thought I’d heard her speak coolly, it was nothing compared to the ice in her voice now.

      Dinner was at a good point where I could walk away for a few, and I had a feeling I should be out there. I followed the voices to find Carly standing between the kitchen door and the street, her back to the wall, her arms crossed, and flowers clutched in one fist. The man across from her was Curtis Webb, who I’d met on a few occasions and didn’t care for at all.

      As I approached, Curtis glanced at me. “Mr. Bianchi. Good evening. I was just talking to your overseer about this old building of yours.”

      The reason I knew Curtis was because he’d tried to sell us on a brand-new building, rather than using this one. While I wouldn’t say that his newest project was because we’d turned him down, but the parallels were there.

      “Ms. Hammond understands the beauty in this structure in a way that’s hard for the average person to appreciate.” I didn’t know what I was walking into, but Carly’s body language made it clear she needed an ally, and I could do that.

      “Not everything is like fine wine.” Curtis made a tsk sound. “The rest of the world doesn’t necessarily get better with age.” He focused on Carly.

      Her entire body went rigid.

      This went deeper than the building, didn’t it? It was tempting to punch the man, but I wasn’t the kind of guy who let fists fly, just because. Besides, Curtis didn’t strike me as the type of person on whom a fist to the face would have the right kind of impact.

      I wouldn’t let his dig go unanswered, though. Whether it was intentionally directed at Carly or not. “Buildings and people are far too complex to be compared to something as basic as fermented wine juice. Her beauty is in a combination of internal and external construction. The way she stands up to strife. Resilience and architecture relay her true beauty far better than age.” Let him assume if I was talking about the building or Carly.

      I dropped my hand and let it brush hers, giving her the hint and the option without forcing the subject. She wove her fingers through mine.

      “Hmm…” Curtis’s gaze fell to our hands. “That’s certainly one opinion. Make sure you’re not missing something important in your infatuation.”

      “I’m not,” I said.

      “I’ll see you both around town. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” Curtis turned away and walked to the main street before vanishing around the corner.

      The instant he was gone, Carly muttered, “Thank you.”

      The way she was almost sunken in on herself was nothing like the women I’d met. “Do you know him?”

      “He’s my ex-husband.”

      Oh.
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      Eloise and I came back to the kitchen, to see what kind of help Raul needed finishing dinner. He was nowhere to be found, but voices reached us from the back alley.

      “Company.” Eloise grabbed my hand and tugged.

      I pulled her back gently, forcing her to stay behind me as we approached. One of the voices was Raul, the other was Carly.

      We stepped outside as she said, “My ex-husband.”

      “You came.” Eloise broke away from me and ran up to Carly.

      “Of course I did.” Carly crouched to her eye level. “I couldn’t refuse such a splendid invitation.”

      The tension out here was heavy, and Raul was pale with a dark expression that looked like he’d just found out the cream he bought that was supposed to be fresh had gone rancid.

      I gave him a what’s going on look.

      His shrug and glance at Eloise said I’ll tell you later.

      That ought to be an interesting story.

      Carly stood again, and looked at me. “Good to see you again.” Her voice was tight.

      “You too.” I meant it.

      She held out a paper-wrapped bundle of freshly cut flowers. “I wasn’t sure what you were making, so I didn’t know what kind of wine or sweets would pair with it. I brought the centerpiece instead.”

      “They’re lovely, thank you.” I gave her a reassuring smile, though it felt odd to do so without knowing why she needed to be reassured. “Ellie, why don’t you take Carly to find a vase, and put the flowers on the dinner table, while Dad and I bring out food?”

      “Okay. Come with me.” Eloise reached for Carly’s hand and yanked her inside.

      The instant they were out of sight, Raul leaned his weight against a nearby wall with a soft sigh.

      “What was that?” I asked aloud this time.

      He shook his head and let out a long sigh. “Curtis Webb is her ex-husband.”

      “Oh.” I’d need a minute to think up a more comprehensive response. Curtis had talked a great game when he approached us, but not only did his vision not align with ours, but all of our due diligence also said most of his promises were smoke and mirrors. “And?”

      “I don’t get the impression she likes him any more than we do.”

      It was reasonable that I was relieved at the news, and that she wouldn’t get along with an ex. After all, she was a business partner, and he was a rival. But my reaction felt like it was tied to more than the professional.

      “So what do we do?” Raul asked.

      I didn’t know which part of the situation he was focused on, but it probably wouldn’t change my answer. “Keep him the fuck away from her and otherwise, it’s business as usual.”

      “Agreed.” Raul pushed away from the wall. “Help me bring the food out to the table?”

      “Of course.”

      We grabbed the soup and bread and carried it out to the small dining table just outside the kitchen.

      Eloise and Carly were already seated next to each other, with Ellie mimicking our guest’s straight back posture.

      I wouldn’t complain about a good influence like that.

      “What are your intentions toward my dads?” Eloise asked as Raul and I set the food on the table.

      Where did she learn English like that? I needed to take a look at her online video history or ask Ariana what she’d been teaching our little girl.

      “Carly works with us.” Raul took Eloise’s soup bowl and filled it, before moving on to everyone else’s.

      Eloise looked at him with pursed lips. “I didn’t ask you.”

      “Ellie.” I put enough reprimand in my voice to let her know she was being rude.

      She pouted. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

      One corner of Carly’s mouth twitched up, but she recovered quickly. “My bosses very much believe in this restaurant, and so do I. I’m here to make sure the rest of the world sees how wonderful your dads’ idea is.”

      “Well I think you’re the perfect person for the job.” Eloise had already recovered from the mild scolding.

      I thought Carly was right for the job too, but I was curious how Eloise had formed an opinion in such a short period of time.

      Carly smiled. “You’re right, I am. How did you know?”

      “You’re pretty, and you have pretty shoes, and you’re really smart.”

      Apparently Eloise had been learning more from Raul than I realized.

      “Thank you,” Carly said. “You’re pretty smart, too.”

      “And pretty?”

      Carly’s mouth twitched again. “And pretty.”

      “Your food is getting cold,” I nudged Eloise’s soup closer.

      “Okay.” She ate daintily, sipping from her spoon, trying her best not to make a mess.

      Raul took a seat next to me. “You won’t get the full plating experience tonight, Carly. I apologize. It’s difficult to manage the full experience with a staff of one.”

      “I’m not complaining at all,” Carly said. “Pretty servings are great for photos and spreading the word, but I’m here for the food and the company. Both of which are exquisite.”

      Eloise frowned. “What’s x-quiz-it?”

      “It’s something that’s really good, plus extra,” Carly said. “Like when you get a banana split, and they give you an extra cherry on top.”

      “They do that?” Eloise’s eyes grew wide. “What’s a banana split?”

      “Do you know what an ice cream sundae is?” Carly’s tone stayed kind the entire time, never hinting at condescension or anything similar.

      Eloise nodded.

      “A banana split is when you split a banana in half, and put an ice cream sundae on top of it,” Carly said.

      Eloise gasped. “They can do that?” She looked at Raul. “Daddy, you need banana splits on your menu. It would be quiz-it.”

      I swallowed a laugh, almost able to hear Raul’s mental scream of horror at the idea of adding something so pedestrian to his world class menu. “She may be onto something.” It was a struggle to keep my tone serious.

      Raul shot me a don’t you dare look. “I have a big list of things to consider for the menu. I’ll add that to the I’ll think about it column.”

      “Yay.” Eloise clapped.

      We chatted through dinner about the mostly-banal—what kind of weather Carly could expect while she was here, where she needed to make sure she visited, and Eloise told her where the best parks were.

      Dessert was a homemade gelato—one of Raul’s specialties.

      Eloise had lost patience with eating like a prim and proper princess, and shoveled a large spoonful into her mouth. “Ismffquzttly?”

      “Swallow first,” I told her.

      Carly snickered from behind her napkin, and Raul grinned.

      Apparently Eloise wasn’t the only one who was losing patience with being good. She made a show of finishing her bite of dessert. “Isn’t this quiz-it, Carly?”

      “It most certainly is.” Carly ate her gelato at a more sedate pace. “Fresh cream?”

      “And hand churned,” Raul replied.

      Yup, we were breaking down into innuendo territory. Which I loved the idea of, but not with young ears around. “When we’re done eating, would you like the grand tour?” I asked. “I realize you’ve already seen the place, but not through our eyes.”

      “I’d love that,” Carly said.

      We finished dessert and coffee. Clean-up in the kitchen went quickly with four of us—Eloise was an expert at helping dry—and it wasn’t long before we were taking Carly on a tour of the building.

      The property was built hundreds of years ago as a church, and had been privately held by the same family almost as long. When Raul and I stumbled on the stunning old building, we knew it was the perfect place for our first restaurant. We wanted to respect the original use and architecture, but also breathe new life into the building.

      There was already a lot of buzz around what we were doing—two men married to each other, using historic Catholic architecture to earn our way. Whether that was good or bad depended on whom one asked, but for us it was all good publicity. Raul already had a reputation in Europe as a highly recruited head chef from other restaurants—the kind of name that brought in diners, despite those places not being his. And I’d worked on several restorations locally, bringing modern to life without destroying history.

      When this location worked, we had plans to expand across Europe, and then move into the US.

      The four of us strolled through the structure and grounds, and I pointed out our plans to Carly—where the main dining room would be and the individual large party rooms. She oohed and ahhed over the architecture and stained glass, which was the sexiest thing I’d seen her do to date.

      When we reached the chapel, Carly stopped in the entrance, and cast her gaze around the room. The statues were gone, and the relics of course, but the pews, podium, and windows remained. “Still my favorite spot. So much gorgeous work.” Awe filled her voice.

      Eloise pulled her hand from mine and ran down the aisle. “Daddy, I can do a cartwheel. Wanna see?”

      “Not inside. You know the rules.” I kept my voice stern but calm. First time was a reminder.

      She pouted. “But I’ll be careful. I wanna show Carly my cartwheels.”

      “Ellie.” Second time was a warning, but it was clear to me that Eloise was getting bored. I wasn’t ready to wrap things up, but we may need to. “And this is where we’ll have weddings,” I said to Carly.

      “Yay, weddings.” Eloise hurried toward the front of the room.

      Raul sighed, but he was smiling. “No running,” he called after her.

      “God, to have that much energy,” Carly said softly.

      I knew what she meant.

      Eloise walked up to the top step of the dais. “Okay. Time to have a wedding. Carly, your skirt is pretty, so it can be your wedding dress.”

      An image flashed in my mind—Carly in an actual wedding dress, and Raul and I being the lucky guys to take it off her at the end of the day. Preferably in a suite a lot like the one we’d just stayed in. I shook the thought aside—there were so many reasons that fantasy was a bad idea, starting with how little we knew Carly. Then there was our professional connection to her, and the fact that she lived in a different country.

      “Carly doesn’t want to get married,” I said as much for Eloise’s benefit as my own.

      Eloise’s pout was back. “But then I’d have a mommy again.”

      The words tugged on my heart hard enough to hurt.

      “If we had a wedding, it would only be pretend.” Raul stepped in.

      Eloise jutted her lip out further. “I know. A pretend wedding. A pretend mommy. It’s just fake. Please.” As she begged, she skipped down the steps, grabbed all three of our hands, and pulled us closer to the podium.

      “Who do you think I’m going to marry?” Carly asked.

      I should put an end to this. Say that it was time to go home, and wrap up for the night. But fake weddings were far less dangerous than cartwheels through wooden pews, and Eloise had behaved all night.

      She made a broad sweeping gesture with her arms. “All of you get married to each other.”

      “Dad and I are already married,” I said.

      Eloise nodded. “Yes. And now you will both marry Carly.”

      I liked the idea far more than I would admit out loud. I looked at Raul, who gave a faint shrug of acceptance, so I turned to Carly and dropped to one knee. The blush that spread across her face was worth the gesture, but I was going to take things a step further. “Carly Hammond, with your pretty shoes and stunning mind, would you make us the happiest dads alive by being our fake bride?”

      I wasn’t sure whose laugh was more musical—Eloise’s or Carly’s. Carly tugged me to my feet. “I will.”

      “Yay.” Eloise clapped. “Okay, everyone line up.” She positioned Raul on one side of Carly and me on the other, then stood in front of us again. “Wuv. Wuv bwings us togevew.  I'm gonna take no more chances but to make a short version.”

      Was it obvious we’d let her learn some of her conversational English from old movies? Probably.

      “Do you, Daddy?” She looked at Raul.

      “I do.”

      She turned to me. “And do you, Daddy?” I nodded.

      Eloise looked at Carly. “And will you marry my daddies?”

      “I will.” Carly looked like she was trying not to laugh.

      “You may kiss the bride.” Eloise hopped down the steps and ran past us.
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      I didn’t mind kids—other people’s kids—but I’d never wanted my own. However, Eloise performing a fake wedding ceremony was more aww-inspiring than puppy videos.

      As she brushed past us, Raul grabbed her wrist and swung her into his arms in a single, fluid motion. She squealed in delight. He leaned in and gave me a quick peck on the cheek.

      Kissing the bride, I got it, but I was still disappointed it wasn’t more.

      Diego gave me a similar kiss, and moved his mouth to my ear. “She thinks real kisses are gross,” he whispered.

      Ah. When they were done by the wrong guy, they certainly were. I wasn’t worried about that here.

      Eloise squirmed in Raul’s arms. “Daddy, I want to go home.”

      “We probably should.” He gave me an apologetic look.

      “No worries. I need to head out anyway.” Not because I had anywhere to be, but because these were one of our clients, and I needed to remember this was a professional agreement. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t ready for the night to end.

      Eloise screeched at a cringeworthy volume. “No. She’s my new mommy. She has to come home with us.”

      “Pretend.” Raul held her tighter.

      This was the point in the evening where the kid got tired, and I was happy to send them home with their parents.

      So why was I considering heading back to their apartment with them?

      “I’ll walk you out to grab a cab,” Diego said.

      Eloise pouted. “I want Carly to tuck me in.”

      Was my heart breaking? No, because I was an ice queen, and a little girl on the verge of a tantrum didn’t change that.

      “Carly’s going back to her hotel,” Raul said.

      I leaned into Diego and muttered, “I don’t mind. I can stroll back with you if you’d like.” Was my heart melting? It was clear these men spoiled their girl, but how they raised her was up to them. And I liked the excuse to hang around a little longer.

      “Daddy D.” Eloise huffed.

      Diego glanced at me, and sighed. “Carly will tuck you in, but you have to remember she doesn’t live with us. She’s not staying.”

      “Okay.” Like that, Eloise’s pout was gone. She twisted free of Raul’s grip, landed on her feet, and ran up to my side. When she grabbed my hands, hers was so tiny. She tugged me toward the exit. “Let’s go.”

      “Do we need to grab anything?” I asked Raul.

      He shook his head. “It can all stay here.”

      We headed out, he locked up, and we were on our way. Milan at night was as gorgeous as during the day. Streetlamps lit the blend of old and new, highlighting stone in the buildings and on the sidewalks. Architecture older than my entire country towered above us, and there were as many people walking around us as there were cars on the road.

      The sounds, the scents, it was all like being in a fairytale.

      Eloise held my hand tightly, and pointed out all her favorite places along the way. By the time we reached their apartment, I knew where the best places were to play, get ice cream, and who had the yummiest pastries.

      Honestly, the important stuff. Maybe I needed six-year-olds as a tour guide more often.

      I envied the architecture of the building they lived in. The stonework, the color, and the warmth and history it radiated. They were on the top floor, in a loft with an expansive skylight that let the stars shine down on them from the velvet sky.

      “I’ll give you the tour,” Diego offered for the second time tonight.

      Raul took Eloise to get her ready for bed.

      Their décor was a combination of modern and classic—steel and glass and stone, except for the sofa in the living room that looked worn and loved and like a family regularly used it to sit together and watch movies.

      Exactly the way a living room couch should look, in my opinion.

      At the top of a winding staircase was their office, overlooking the rest of the house and stealing the best part of the sky view. I could easily picture Diego sitting at the drafting table, working through a design.

      On the main floor, the kitchen was clean. Sleek. And as obviously Raul’s domain as upstairs had been Diego’s.

      Eloise’s room was on one side of the apartment, and the men’s was on the other, by a guest room.

      “She used to sleep next to us, but she announced about six months ago that she was too old to live in the room next to ours,” Diego said.

      That was precocious, and fell in line perfectly with the little girl I had dinner with. “She’s only six. Wait until she’s sixteen.”

      “Never.” Diego laughed. “I’m never letting her grow up.”

      Raul joined us again, Eloise in his arms. Her hair was brushed into a braid, and she was wearing a purple nightgown. “I’m a forest fairy,” she said.

      Harmony—Daria’s youngest girl—would love her. “Forest fairies have to sleep at night, so they can help visitors during the day, right?” Not what I wanted to say, but I was trying hard not to scar her.

      Eloise scrunched up her nose. “No. Forest fairies sprinkle dust so everyone can fly.”

      And never grow old and be lost boys forever. “That sounds like fun.”

      “It is.” She hopped from Raul’s arms, grabbed my hand, and tugged. “Tuck me in.”

      We moved to her room. Fortunately, I’d watched Daria’s kids a few times and had a good idea of how this should work. The stuffed bunny on Eloise’s bed was well-loved, so I picked it up. “Who’s this?”

      “Tweety.”

      Ah—what? “That’s such a good name for a bunny. How did you come up with it?”

      “It’s a stupid name for a bunny.” Eloise stuck her tongue out at me. “And I tried to tell her that, but she said she’s yellow, and she sounds just like Tweety Bird, and she said that’s her name.”

      Oh. I couldn’t argue with that logic, so instead I pulled back her blankets and patted the mattress for her to climb in.

      She scrambled into bed, took Tweety from me when I handed it—her—over, and let me pull the covers up. “Thank you for coming to dinner with us,” she said.

      “You’re welcome. Have sweet dreams.” With a little luck, she wouldn’t ask me to tell her a story. She obviously had a broader imagination than I did.

      Raul and Diego each gave her kisses and hugs and goodnight wishes, and we left her to sleep.

      “Do you want to stay a little longer?” Raul asked. “We can open a bottle of red and chat.”

      That was a bad idea. Wait, scratch that. Accepting their dinner invitation was a bad idea, but technically it could be called a business meal. Coming back here at all was a bad idea, but how was I supposed to tell Eloise no?

      Sticking around longer, and drinking, was a horrible, no good, very bad idea. But I didn’t want to leave yet. “I shouldn’t drink anymore. We have work to do in the morning.”

      “But you’ll stay.” Diego rested a hand at the small of my back, and nudged me toward the living room.

      “I don’t think it’ll hurt for me to stick around for a little longer.” It could hurt a lot—my career, my libido when it didn’t get what it wanted… But I was sticking by my answer.

      I settled into a chair, and they sat on a sofa across from me.

      “I’ve been thinking…” Raul was so much a part of this place. It was clear this was his domain and he knew he was one of the kings. “None of this would have happened—all the things between us—if we’d met you when we were at the Raphael Group in Salt Lake City.”

      I knew what he meant, but at the same time, “Some of it would’ve happened. The storm. The flight delay. I definitely would’ve invited you back to my room.” Or gotten them another one. Their business plan was well thought out, well researched, and would make our partners millions as it went global. The kind of money restaurants didn’t normally make.

      “Would you have let me finger you under the table?” Raul asked.

      Heat spread across my cheeks. “No.”

      “See?” Diego winked at me.

      And I was out of arguments. I also wanted to stop talking about the impromptu orgasm that had been one of the most fun but also embarrassing of my life. “I was supposed to be at the meeting, but I had a visit run long in Chicago. I was literally back home long enough to sleep, pack clean clothes, and hop on another plane.”

      “That’s got to be rough, traveling so much. Not seeing home.” Diego’s frown said he was having a hard time impinging it.

      But I loved it. “It’s the life I chose, and I get to see so many amazing places.” These days it could be a little much. Sometimes I missed stability, like when I barely had a night between trips, and I saw more of the hotel rooms than my condo. But overall, I still loved it.

      “What’s your favorite place you’ve ever been?” Raul asked. “Or rather, if I were going to take my husband on a surprise trip, where should I take him?”

      Diego laughed. “It’s not a surprise if I’m sitting right here while you plan it.”

      I liked watching the way they played off each other. It was obvious they belonged together. “Have you ever been to Angkor Wat, Cambodia?”

      Raul wrinkled his nose, and I knew instantly where Eloise had gotten the look from.

      “No, but I’ve always wanted to go.” Of course Diego knew what I was talking about. Stone buildings, ancient architecture, and amazing culture.

      “There you go. Next birthday sorted.” I bit back the urge to offer to be their tour guide. At least I could show a teensy bit of restraint.

      Raul leaned in, elbows on his knees and gaze on me. “Speaking of celebrations, between the honeymoon suite and the wedding, I feel like the universe is trying to tell us something.”

      I wanted to make a joke about bad wedding planners, but my sister had lived the ultimate as far as that was concerned, and it still felt too soon to bring it up. “Tell us what?”

      “Well, weddings and honeymoons usually mean honeymoon sex.”

      “Which should be off the table, given our working relationship.” I didn’t want to argue. I kind of hated myself for arguing. But I was a professional.

      Raul raised an eyebrow. “You said should be.”

      Did I? Oops.

      Diego stood and crossed the short distance between us. He offered me a hand.

      When I grasped his fingers, he tugged me to my feet and swept me into his arms in a single, smooth motion.

      I swallowed a squeal, not wanting to wake up Eloise. “What are you doing?”

      “Taking this conversation someplace more private.” Diego carried me into the bedroom, on the other side of the apartment from Eloise’s. He set me on my feet in the middle of the room.

      So this was what conflicted felt like. On the one hand—I hadn’t agreed to anything, they were making assumptions, and they were clients. On the other hand…

      God they were sexy, and I really wanted to see what we could get up to.

      Raul moved behind me and rested his hands on my hips. “With those romance novels you read, you probably have some high expectations.”

      “Mutual respect and orgasms. Not that high.”

      “And not at all unreasonable.” Diego rested his hand at the base of my throat with enough weight to tease but not to squeeze. “We shouldn’t do this.”

      Disappointment whispered through me that he was agreeing with the more reasonable part of me. “No, we really shouldn’t.”

      “What if we say just this once?” Raul pressed into my back and slid his fingers to rest on my stomach.

      Damn it if this wasn’t far more tempting than it should be.

      Raul’s offer bounced in my head. Just this once never worked in books, but this was real life, and it didn’t require a happily ever after between the three of us, all wrapped up neatly in 300 or so pages. If I married every guy I had a one-night stand with, I’d have a larger harem than any author would dare write about.

      “It would make it easier to work together moving forward.” I was convincing myself as much as agreeing with him.

      Raul tapped a light rhythm against my stomach, teasing. “And it would get rid of that question of what if.”

      “Because we’d already know the answer.” No more wondering about what sex was like with them, or if there would be regrets that things didn’t go further in Philly. I met Diego’s gaze. “We’d all have to be on board.”

      “We are.” Diego dipped his head and claimed my mouth. His kiss was intense and hard—the kind of sensation I felt in my toes. Without any words, but with a skilled tongue, his mouth made demands that practically stripped my panties off on its own. “Besides,” he murmured between tiny bites along my bottom lip, “I haven’t had a chance to taste you yet.”

      How had my clothing not spontaneously combusted yet? Those words, that voice… “Promises promises,” I said playfully.

      “Damn right.” Diego’s growl rumbled through me.

      Raul brushed my hair from my neck and drew his mouth along the bare skin. The nibbling and sucking raced over my body.

      While he distracted me in the most delicious way, Diego undid the top button on my dress, and then the next, and the next, moving down the front until my dress hung open, and he was on his knees at my feet.

      With a nudge of Raul’s mouth against one shoulder and his fingertips on my other, my dress fell to the ground, leaving me in nothing but my panties—the bodice of the dress had been support enough for my less-than-ample breasts.

      Was this already hotter than I’d imagined, being worshiped by two men, not knowing which to focus on, and wondering who was going to do the next thing to make my pulse race? Yes. Yes it was.

      Diego pressed his lips to my hip, at the edge of the elastic, and dragged his teeth along the fabric of my underwear. The tingle caused by friction made me gasp, and a groan escaped when he nipped at the patch that covered my pussy.

      And then he pressed his mouth in, licking and nipping through cotton, while Raul kneaded my breasts and rolled my nipples between his fingers. Need surged inside me, mounting until my panties were soaked, both from Diego and desire. I was swaying on my feet and my head was pleasantly light and fuzzy.

      “I knew I’d like the sounds you make when you’re turned on.” Raul’s whisper brushed my skin.

      And here I thought I was being quiet.

      Diego hooked his fingers in the elastic of my lingerie and dragged my panties down my legs. I stepped out and he tossed them aside, making sure I was steady on my feet again before burying his face against my bare skin. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep a cry from escaping.

      From behind me, Raul glided his touch down my spine, sending a pleasant shiver racing up. He traced along the curve of my ass, and slipped his hand between my legs, forcing them apart. A gasp escaped my throat when he plunged his fingers inside me.

      Diego licked from my opening up to my clit, devouring me like dessert. He wrapped his mouth around my swollen bud and flicked with his tongue. With him bathing me in pleasure, and Raul pumping inside me, the room spun and the outside world fell away.

      The only thing I had to hold onto was Diego, and I gripped his hair for all I was worth. Pleasure built inside, swelling, growing, pushing at the edges of my restraint…

      Until orgasm washed over me. Holy…

      Unf.

      Yummy.

      Diego pulled away and I wobbled. A light giggle flitted past my lips. My legs didn’t work. How about that?

      Raul guided me to the bed, laying soft kisses along my shoulder before he sat me on the edge, then he turned to Diego. Raul offered a hand up. “Well? That looked like fun.”

      “You’re the one with the million-dollar tastebuds, you tell me.” Diego gripped the back of Raul’s neck and crushed their mouths together, sharing my taste. The passion and love that flowed between them was tangible. The way they dove into the kiss, the tangling of their tongues… Then they were unbuttoning each other’s shirts, and pushing those out of the way.

      I was getting hotter just watching them, but not because it was two men kissing. Because it was obvious how much in love they were, and how much they were enjoying each other.

      A pang echoed in my chest, a whisper of I want that, but it was easy to bury under fascination and desire.

      Through the kisses, they continued to undress each other—belts, trousers—and then they were naked. Raul turned to me and tugged me to my feet.

      “Watching you and Diego kiss makes me want a taste of my own,” he said.

      “Now that’s a good line.”

      His grin made my insides gooey. “Of course it is.”

      Raul’s kiss was more playful than Diego’s, but no less intense, my nude body molding to his, his erection digging into my stomach. He tugged my hair to expose more of my neck, and bit lightly along the skin. When he used his full body to push me back, I was caught off-guard, and fell onto the bed with a laugh and a squeal. They were making it hard to stay quiet.

      I scooted into the middle of the mattress, and Raul knelt between my legs, pressing his knee to my core. He pinned my arms above my head as he found my mouth with his again. I’d wonder where Diego was, but this was too much fun. The intensity plus the fun were like spicy food chased with margaritas—I was probably going to regret both in the morning, but for very different reasons and right now they were incredible together.

      Raul reached above us, into a drawer next to the bed, and pulled out a condom.

      Being worshiped was fun, but I wanted to play and tease a little too. I took the condom from him, tore open the foil, and reached between us to put it on him. His low groan and the way his eyes rolled back when I wrapped loose fingers around his shaft was incredible.

      Raul pressed closer, mouth gliding along my skin. “I’ve been captivated since I first saw you. I want to watch your face when you come. I want to see your stunning expression when you climax.”

      With the mood in the room, the want, his words were another layer of seduction, weaving together and wrapping me in desire.

      Raul teased the head of his cock along my slit, up and down, bumping my clit over and over, before finally sliding inside me. This time I groaned at the same time as he did. Fuck that felt good. He was big enough to stretch me out, and he entered me slowly, drawing that feeling out.

      He didn’t increase the pace once he was in me, either. He withdrew almost to the tip of his cock, at a glacial glide, before plunging deep again. I wanted to let out a loud moan with each penetration, but I settled for a muted sigh.

      Diego joined us on the bed, stroking himself. He grabbed my nearest hand and moved it to his cock, to help stroke. HIs grip was firm and commanding.

      Perfect.

      Raul picked up the pace, hammering harder. Pressing my knees to my chest and pinning me in the most delicious pretzel shape. He moved one hand to my clit, and circled with his thumb, while he fucked me. While I stroked Diego.

      This was incredible. The attention, the sensations. The men. All of it. I wanted to fall into it and stay there forever. Or at least for a very long time. As the three of us moved together, pleasure built inside me again, growing and swelling, until orgasm crashed over me.

      I came hard, squeezing Raul, and he increased his pace in kind, drawing out my climax. My grip fell away from Diego as I tumbled into the sensations.

      A warm spray hit my chest as Diego finished, stroking himself and covering me.

      Raul dug his fingers into my thighs, and his grunts, his drive, told me he was finishing as well.

      The blend of all of it kept me tangled in pleasure, even as the desperation faded and the grunting became the three of us trying to catch our breath.

      This was amazing. Worth breaking a rule like never sleep with a client. The kind of forbidden I didn’t regret, that would stay with me for a long time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d rarely been more grateful that I limited my undressing to a single room with a one-night stand. Raul and Diego were still sleeping, and I wanted them to stay that way until I was gone.

      With the moonlight streaming through their massive windows, it was easy to slip my clothes back on, and tiptoe from the room. I found my shoes by the front door, slipped them on, and slipped quietly from the house.

      The city looked different at three in the morning. Streetlights caught different things than sunlight did, and the entire city had a more ancient, reverent feel. Like I was walking on holy ground.

      A wave of loneliness swept in from nowhere, gripping my heart and stealing my breath. It was only seven or eight back home. I sent Daria a quick text. Hey. Any requests while I’m here?

      My phone rang seconds later, with a return call from her.

      “Ciao,” I answered.

      “Are you all right?”

      One corner of my mouth tugged up, but sadness sank in. “What makes you think anything is wrong?”

      “Because I know what time it is where you are.”

      Right. “I don’t know. I’m just feeling… off.” As I talked, I walked in the direction of my hotel, my footsteps slow, and the city closing in around me.

      “D deficiency?” Daria teased.

      D as in dick. We joked with each other a lot about that. Or we had, before she got herself two sexy young boyfriends who adored both her and her kids. Another foreign pang echoed in my chest. “That’s definitely not it.”

      “Ooh, does that mean you have a story to tell? Wait, if you’re sad, it must not have been good D. Do you need a different dose?” She was half playful, half concerned.

      And suddenly I didn’t want to talk about sex. I didn’t want to share the details, or even the vagaries, of the last two days. I always wanted to talk about sex. I loved to make sex jokes and tease my friends about having sex and brag about the good sex and complain about not getting enough sex, but tonight… “I don’t know. I’m just off.”

      “So you said. What’s up?” Like that, her light tone was replaced with pure sympathy.

      I worked my jaw a few times. Whatever I said, Daria would listen, but I couldn’t find the words. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s this stuff with Curtis.” Great. Bringing up my ex would make me feel more grounded. Not.

      “You’re going to own this project,” Daria said. “You’re going to make this thing shine and stomp his dick into the ground with the gorgeous pair of new heels you’ve already picked out to spend your bonus on.”

      I had to smile at her confidence in me, and the fantastic visual. “Yeah, I am.”

      “You can talk. I’ll listen. I’ve got all night.”

      “I know.” I stopped in front of my hotel. “But I should get some sleep.” What a shitty brush-off. It was the best I had, though.

      “Okay.” Daria sounded resigned. “I’m here if you change your mind. Call me, no matter the time.”

      “Thanks.” I wouldn’t be calling her though. I’d sleep off the rest of my jet lag, I’d relegate the last day or two to memories, and in the morning I’d be myself again. Cool, collected Carly who didn’t let men distract her and who loved her traveling lifestyle and perfect single life.
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      It was disappointing to find Carly gone in the morning, but not a surprise. It was probably also for the best, given everything.

      Still, last night lingered in my thoughts. The fun was something I’d remember for a long time.

      Diego wandered out from the bathroom, his hair damp, a towel around his waist. God, he was sexy. I was so fucking lucky to have him, and when the towel fell away, that point was driven home.

      He pulled on his boxers. He’d scowled when I gave him this pair, with rubber ducks on it, but he wore them without question. “I’ve been thinking…” Despite his casual tone, I already knew what was underneath.

      The thought had crossed my mind too, but I’d dismissed the idea. “It would be nice to have a third in our relationship again.”

      I wouldn’t try to deny that. We discussed it on a regular basis, and we were both on the same page. When we’d married Eloise’s mother almost a decade ago, Diego and I were both happy with the commitment. With all three of us being together, with not caring who Eloise’s biological father was, and with the entire arrangement.

      Isabella, Eloise’s mother, had decided she didn’t like it, but Diego and I were still right there, feeling like finding the right woman would make our relationship… more whole.

      “What if that person turned out to be Carly?” Diego asked. “Not that we know her well enough right now, but there’s something there. Do you feel it?”

      “Nope.” I was already set with my answer, and my reasons. Top of the list, “She’s American. She lives in the States. She has an entire life there.”

      Diego frowned. “But she gets along so well with Eloise.”

      “So does everyone. Ellie is a princess that wraps the world around her finger.” Which we’d both encouraged, either intentionally or otherwise.

      Diego finished dressing. “You’re still thinking about it, or you wouldn’t know what I was talking about.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s a good idea. It just means I liked fucking Carly as much as you did,” I’d already showered and gotten ready for the day. We had a meeting at the cafe downstairs in about fifteen minutes.

      With a shake of his head, Diego reached for the doorknob. “You’re such an asshole sometimes.”

      And so was he, when the situation required it. I wasn’t being unreasonable about this, though. I stopped him from opening the door with a hand on his. “I don’t want to be the bad guy on this.” I softened my tone. “But you know as well as I do all the reasons that it’s a bad idea to even entertain this thought. After what happened with Isabella…”

      She’d decided the idea of having two husbands and a child was far more fun to imagine than to live, and she walked away to pursue her career.

      “I know.” Diego sighed.

      Carly had a reputation for being the best at her job, and so far she’d proven that to be true, in addition to being a lot of fun to spend time with. But that didn’t mean she should have a permanent place in our lives, and considering it felt like a straight line to disappointment when things didn’t work out. And I refused to consider what it would do to Eloise.

      I kissed Diego on the cheek. “We’ll find her, whomever and wherever she is, but for now… let’s go conquer the world.”

      We made sure Eloise was ready to go, though she was already up and dressed and talking about how she was going to have breakfast with Uncle Antonio. I expected a discussion over whether or not she could bring one of her stuffed toys to keep us company, but the fact that she didn’t ask was a testament to how much she was looking forward to the morning.

      Ariana would meet us at the cafe a short while into the meeting, and take Eloise for the day, but Antonio wanted to see her as much as she did him.

      Antonio Bianchi Junior was my cousin, and president of the biggest tech company in the country. Not that Italy was known for its software innovation, but the business was big globally, too. Thanks in part to his father, but as much to Antonio when he’d taken over a few years ago, after Tony Sr retired.

      Antonio had made the contact for us at The Raphael Group, though we’d still had to win the investment ourselves, and he was introducing us today to a woman he said was one of the best social media managers out there.

      I was familiar enough with that side of the business to realize that just making a few posts now and then wouldn’t cut it, especially since a lot of our diners would come from people who posted pictures of their food online, and followed it up with praise.

      Mila was supposed to know how to leverage all of that to our advantage.

      Diego, Eloise, and I headed downstairs to find Antonio already waiting with a brunette who looked about ten years my junior.

      Eloise squealed and ran up to Antonio to hug his legs. He ruffled her hair and picked her up. “Hey, Smurf.”

      She scowled. “I’m not a Smurf.”

      Antonio tugged at the sleeve of her blue sweater. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m Sonic the Hedgehog. Zip, zip, zoom.” She squirmed.

      Antonio set her down, and Diego snagged her hand before she could race away.

      “Sorry we’re late.” I exchanged brief hugs with Antonio. We weren’t late, but propriety insisted I offer the platitudes.

      “Nah. We’re early,” Antonio said. “Mila wanted to see the neighborhood and get a feel for the vibe. This is Mila, by the way.”

      She extended her hand and Diego and I each shook it and introduced ourselves.

      “There’s a fantastic vibe here,” she said as we took our seats. “It’s all going to work great for building on your existing brand.”

      Diego sighed and pulled out a chair for her. He scooted it in as she sat. “Our life is not a brand,” he said.

      I pulled Eloise into my lap as the rest of us sat as well. She was old enough to get her own seat most of the time, but with the way she was squirming today, and the fact that she was leaving soon, made me want to keep a closer eye on her.

      Mila gave Diego a tight smile. “I understand, but you do know that’s not true, don’t you?”

      “I do.” Diego sounded resigned.

      We’d had parts of this conversation before—a big restaurant, a global experience like we wanted to build, wasn’t just about the food. People would be there as much for the name attached to it as anything—my name. Our names.

      Dining with us would be an experience. It would be bragging rights. “We’d love to hear more of your thoughts, Mila,” I said.

      She held her phone up and the digital shutter clicked as she took several pictures. As she focused on me, I turned Eloise’s face toward my chest and held up a hand. “No. The neighborhood is fine. The food. The construction. But Ellie is off-limits.”

      “Oh, of course. I understand.” Mila didn’t hesitate to point the camera in a different direction. “I’m so sorry. People do already know that you’re fathers.”

      “That’s fine. Just no pictures of Eloise, and don’t use her name,” Diego said.

      Something we both firmly agreed on. She could do that when she was old enough to make the decision for herself, but our daughter wasn’t a facility for our success.

      The waiter interrupted to take our orders.

      “Can I have ‘presso?” Eloise asked.

      I hid my smile and adopted a stern expression instead. “Not unless we want Ariana to quit.”

      “No.” Eloise pouted.

      “You can have a cornetto,” Diego said.

      Eloise clapped. “Yay.”

      We ordered coffee and pastries for the rest of us, and the waiter left.

      With an insistent tug on my sleeve, Eloise drew my attention. “You didn’t order anything for Mommy. Isn’t she coming to breakfast?”

      The game was cute last night, and I definitely didn’t mind the honeymoon sex, but it was time for the pretending to stop.

      “She had to go home,” Diego said before I could correct Eloise. “She’ll be back later.”

      “She’s my mommy. She should live here.”

      Antonio frowned. “Is Isabella in town?”

      This needed to stop. “No. It’s—”

      “My new mommy.” Eloise talked over me.

      I didn’t have a reason to yell, but this was one of those instances where pretending wasn’t good. “Enough.” I made my voice firm. “Last night was make-believe.”

      “But it was fun make-believe. Last night we had dinner at the church, and then I married Carly to Daddy and Daddy, so she’s my new Mommy.”

      Antonio’s eyes grew wide. “Carly, the appraiser and project manager from Raphael?”

      “It’s almost a shame it wasn’t real,” Mila said. “The two of you finding a new third, being so open with your love… One of those all publicity is good publicity things. Plus the pictures on Insta…” She sighed happily.

      The frustration on Antonio’s face matched what was building inside me. “It would be a disaster for business. Conflict of interest is never good.” He would know—he’d lost a start-up he built with his best friend because of their indiscretions with a contractor. Then again, the three of them were still together, and he ran the family business…

      But I didn’t see this working out the same for me if we let it go on. “Once again, it was a fake wedding. We were playing make-believe.” Why wasn’t Diego backing me up? He must feel like I had it under control. “Our six-year-old performed the ceremony, and no one is actually married. We’re not faking being married for headlines.”

      “She does have a point about the publicity,” Diego said.

      I stared at him in disbelief.

      “I won’t post that you’re married,” Mila said. “I get it. Indulge me for just a moment though… What if you let me tell the story of the fake wedding? We’ll make it clear that it wasn’t real. You can give me a tour of the church, I’ll get some photos up on your feeds, and talk about how cute the entire thing is. No photos of Eloise. Just a fun little fluff thing about how the building is so enchanting, even a pretend wedding has its charm.”

      “I like it,” Diego spoke up before I could consider it.

      Mila was going to follow all the rules we’d laid out, and this was a good chance to show the place off but still keep the story fun. And really, I didn’t see what it could hurt. “Okay, sure. Let’s do it.”
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      My hotel wasn’t what I expected, and I was happy for that. Rather than one of hundreds of rooms shoved into a massive building, it was a little cottage on a street of them, that came with maid service, and a main building with a kitchen, and other services.

      I loved it. It would be roomy for this longer stay, and it was quiet when I stepped out onto the back porch in the morning. A little stone path ran through wildflowers growing just a few feet from my door.

      It was taking me longer than normal to wake up, and I wasn’t used to that. Sure, I’d gone wandering through town in the early hours of the morning, lost in a minor existential crisis, but I should be able to shrug that off and go back to work this morning.

      A little coffee and I’d be just fine. 

      I settled into the giant wicker chair with almost as large a cushion to watch the sun rise. When the warmth hit my face, those first rays of brightness, I closed my eyes and sank into the sensation as the birds chirped around me.

      It was like living in my own personal Disney movie, except that the thoughts flitting through my mind were so far from being G-rated it was almost funny. Last night was incredible. Not just the sex, though I struggled to remember the last time I’d had laugh out loud fun and orgasms in the same night. 

      The company was good too. The guys. Their little girl.

      And of course, the fact that I’d had my first threesome. Something I’d been fantasizing about more and more since both Daria and Brooke had each fallen for two men. 

      Honestly, I’d expected to be disappointed by the experience. There was so much hype around it, that how could I not be let down?

      And I was anything but.

      “Of course you loved it, Carly. It was filthy and no strings. Your favorite.”

      Holy fuck, was the bird talking to me?

      There were three of them perched on my table, and a fourth was drinking my coffee.

      “Hey.” I jerked the mug away. “That’s mine.”

      “Needs more sugar,” the robin said.

      Why did she look like a cartoon? I was pretty sure birds didn’t have lips. Or talk.

      And was that one tweeting Halestorm?

      Could I get them to do my laundry?

      I jerked awake with a start, almost sending myself tumbling out of my chair. As I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, the world was back to normal, and the Carly-is-a-Disney-princess dream was gone. 

      The fuck was wrong with me?

      My phone said I’d slept for nearly an hour. I needed to get ready and meet Diego and Raul soon.

      Yup, those memories of last night still filled me with warm fuzzies. I needed to stash that, so we could get work done.

      A yawn threatened to split my jaw and my eyelids begged me to let them close again.

      Was I dealing with jet lag? That wasn’t like me either. But I was struggling to stay awake, and no matter how much half of me willed it, the other half of me refused to get out of this chair.

      I forced myself to pick up my phone and call Diego.

      “Ciao.” His deep voice was like light fingers dancing over me when he answered the phone.

      And God, the things he could do with those fingers. “Hi. It’s Carly. I’m running just a little—” a yawn ambushed me, and I couldn’t hold it back “—sorry. I’m running just a little late, but I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you sound tired,” Diego said.

      I was. So, so tired. “I’m fine.”

      “If you want to stay in today and get some more rest, I can make sure operations run smoothly.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Why would I do that?”

      “You’re dealing with jet lag on top of jet lag.” Diego sounded sympathetic. “And being up late.”

      Was that a dig at my sneaking out?

      No. It wasn’t as if they wanted me in their house when Eloise woke up.

      “They’re just hauling out old appliances today. We’ve got it covered,” Diego said. “I promise neither of us will think less of you if you take the day off.”

      Every inch of my body wanted to take his advice, but there was a tiny-but-loud part of my brain that screamed I was slacking if I did this. “I might just sleep for another hour or two, and then I’ll join you guys.”

      “If you do, you do, and if not, no worries.”

      I thanked him and disconnected.

      When I woke up again, the sun had cleared the building and was behind me. I got up long enough to have the kitchen bring me some bread, fruit, and cheese for lunch, and I drifted off inside after I’d eaten. 

      I dreamed of fae wandering the stone path behind my cabin and sexy men with accents and tattoos who told fairy tales about the magical creatures to adorable little girls who were far too smart for their age. There were spots where I woke up again, but not for long.

      The next morning I felt a billion times better. Maybe I’d had some sort of 24-hour bug. I was ready to conquer the world today, though. I reached for my phone and made sure I hadn’t missed anything vital during my mini-Rip-van-Winkle impersonation.

      Famous Foodies Find Foreign Love at their Front Door

      I started in shock at the side-by-side pictures of Diego and Raul in one image, and me in the other.

      What the…?

      The first paragraph of the fucking article was background about the guys. Raul’s family, his money, their name and who they were globally.

      The second paragraph was a little about me, though a lot more about my employer.

      And it wasn’t until paragraph three that it said our wedding had been fake. A game of make-believe with a child performing the pretend ceremony.

      Who the fuck read the news all the way to paragraph three? I’d bet there were statistics that said 99 percent of people never read past the headline.

      This was bad. This was so bad. It was seven here, so it was eleven at night back home. How many of my colleagues had already seen it? My bosses? If they hadn’t yet, it would be waiting for them first thing in the morning. 

      Even if this wasn’t big news for most of the world, Raphael tended to track their clients. A lot of their investments relied as much on public perception as a business plan in order to grow and succeed, so we watched all of our clients. 

      I needed answers and a solution. I called Diego and there was no answer, so I dialed Raul immediately.

      “What is this?” I asked the instant he answered, not giving him a chance to speak.

      “This is not what was supposed to happen.” Raul didn’t ask what I was talking about. “If you’re coming over this morning, we can talk through it.”

      “How about you explain right now, and I decide what the appropriate next steps are?” It wasn’t as though I had the ability to pull their funding, but if Kandace didn’t like this, she did.

      Raul sighed. “It was supposed to be fluff. Fun. It's supposed to be clear from the start that the wedding was fake.”

      “Why was the wedding mentioned at all?” Was it me who was being dim? No. This wasn’t right or normal.

      He explained the meeting with Antonio’s social media contact. The discussion. The decision.

      I clenched my jaw. “Do you know why Antonio and Justin lost control of their start-up in San Jose?”

      “Because they fell in love with their contractor.”

      Close, but not quite. “Because the tech sites ran with the gossip about it. No one would’ve cared if the news hadn’t gone public. I’m sure your cousin is good at his job, but he should not be making your social media decisions.” I hadn’t expected to have to be Bad Guy Carly so early in this project, but this was part of what I was here for.

      “It wasn’t his decision, it was this person he introduced us to.” Raul’s voice held an edge. “And he is extraordinary at his job.”

      And now he thought I’d insulted his family. I’d react the same way if someone said mean things about Jeremy or Megan. I took a deep breath. “It’s done, and the details of how aren’t as important as making sure we fix it and that it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Meet us at the church. We’ll talk things through.” Raul was no longer friendly or bright.

      Fine. I didn’t need to be swooning over them anyway. This friction was bad, but it would also make it easier for me to keep my distance from both men. “I’ll be there in less than an hour.”

      I hurried through a shower, but spent far more time debating what to wear than I should. We were doing demolition today, and I ’d probably help. I didn’t have to, my job was to be on site and monitor, but I tended to go hands on. Which meant I should be in jeans, long sleeves, heavier weight clothing I could still work in.

      Instead, I wanted a dress. Pretty. Light. Easy access…

      Pants it was.

      As I was telling myself it was okay I hadn’t brought my entire wardrobe of flattering denim, my phone rang. 

      Lyndsay was our social media manager at The Raphael Group, and if she was calling this late, her time, I had to assume she’d seen the news. 

      “Hey, girl,” I answered brightly.

      “Don’t give me that.” Her tone was light, despite the scolding. “What is this?”

      I swallowed the defiant urge to pretend I was clueless about her question. “The wedding stuff?”

      “The wedding stuff. If Kandace and the other partners see this, they’re going to freak out. They will see it.” Lyndsay’s job was to help our clients build and maintain a positive public presence. Normally she’d start working with Raul and Diego a month or two from now, as they drew closer to needing more press. 

      She was going to have to start now, and start with whoever this person was they’d brought on. 

      “I’m looking into it now,” I said. This was what I got for taking a day off yesterday. Stupid, Carly. “I’m meeting with them this morning to find out how it happened and figure out damage control.”

      Lyndsay tsked. “No. Get me answers, but I’m on damage control. I’m already spinning something up in my head and I’ll have you details in the next few hours.”

      No mention of the fact that she’d be up all night if she did that. And I was on the verge of begging forgiveness for sleeping through it happening in the first place. “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault. I know you’ve got me on this,” Lyndsay said. “Send over any details when you get them, and I’ll add them to the campaign. Fortunately the truth is buried in the news, so I can pull out the fairytale of the magical church wedding, and we’ll build on that.”

      I sighed. “Okay. I’ll keep you updated.”

      On the cab ride to the building, I scrolled through the headlines related to my marriage to Diego and Raul. The first few, from the bigger outlets, were all the same story over and over. One place had published it and everyone else ran with the same.

      The problem with that was that so many places only took the headline and the about sections from the original. The more articles I scanned, the fewer mentioned the entire wedding was a kid’s game. 

      I did find sites with retractions. Brief statements that read we reported earlier… and we were incorrect. 

      That would be the majority of them later, but please let the real news be enough to make people forget the fake.

      An email arrived from Lyndsay with the subject line Hot Takes.

      It was a series of links to social media posts. All of them featuring a version of the wedding headline, and an opinion.

      Disgusting.

      Woke culture gone wrong.

      Beautiful.

      Heartwarming.

      The world needs more of this.

      Two men in a loving relationship, raising a daughter, and they still have enough love to bring a woman into their life. FLOVE.

      One of them was just a string of crying emojis that ended with a heart.

      At the end, was a note from Lyndsay. It’s almost too bad we have to squash this. Half the world loves the three of you together.

      The words pinged in my chest, though I wasn’t sure why.

      Yeah, too bad. Thanks for the links, I sent back.

      I got to the church, and headed inside toward the kitchen, where we were starting demolition. As I drew closer, the voices that drifted to meet me made my gut fold itself into a pretzel. 

      Raul and Curtis.

      I pasted on my best, most bullshit smile, and rounded the corner to find the two men facing off, Raul wearing a frown and Curtis in a smirk that was pure I’m going to walk away on top.

      “There she is. The blushing bride.” Curtis’s voice boomed off beams and rafters, and so did the snideness. “No, wait, it’s not real, is it? Not for you, Temptress.”

      My blood turned to ice, my feet froze to the floor, and my mind ground to a halt. Why did he always have this effect on me? Why couldn’t I just spit in his face and walk away?

      “Gattina.” Raul approached me without hesitation. When he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me close, Curtis’s eyes grew wide.

      But Curtis recovered quickly.

      This was not the way to fix misleading headlines, but the last thing I wanted to do was pull away. “Morning.” I managed to keep my voice clear and my expression pasted on.

      “You look stunning this morning.” Raul rested a palm on my face and brushed his lips over mine.

      This was bad. So, so bad. Not the way to fix any problems at all.

      But Curtis’s look of shock lingered longer this time, and I wanted so badly to make him choke on anything that I was happy to lean into Raul rather than smack him and push him away.
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      I was shocked, but pleased, to see Raul and Carly walking toward me with his arm around her waist. As they got closer, she said something I couldn’t hear, and he nodded.

      They drifted several centimeters apart instantly.

      So much for that, but at least I hadn’t been hallucinating, I guess?

      It was clear to me that Raul had been interested in the chase, and while Carly had been having fun with us, she was more interested in her career.

      There was more between us and her, and I was willing to push until we uncovered it. I wasn’t even bothered by this morning’s headlines, though it was my understanding that Carly was going to fix them by burying them. I didn’t want that.

      I’d pull the three of us together and she’d be ours, and in the meantime I could be disappointed at the friction between Carly and Raul when they weren’t flirting or fucking.

      When they were close enough, I greeted them with a warm smile, gave Raul a quick kiss, and grasped Carly’s fingers. “Feeling better?”

      “Sleep-wise? Yes, thank you.” Her pulling away was gentle but clear.

      Her entire body was rigid. From Raul?

      “Did I miss something?” I asked.

      Raul shook his head. “Curtis stopped by to offer his congratulations.”

      “And the world thinks the three of us are married.” Carly drove straight to the point.

      I was bothered by the Cutis news, especially since he’d been here yesterday, too. After we turned down his proposal, months ago, I’d hoped that would be the last we saw of him. I also hated that Carly was already pushing to clear up the misunderstanding about our relationship.

      “So, you want to make sure the world knows the three of us aren’t married, but perhaps let Curtis keep believing it?” I pieced some things together based on their posture when I first saw them.

      Carly caught her bottom lip between her teeth and frowned. “I mean he’s just…” She finished with a huff.

      “He’s an ass,” Raul said. “After what he did to us?”

      At the words, Carly jerked her head up. “Wait. What did he do to you?”

      Best to tell her now, and make sure we were all on the same page. “Fortunately, nothing.”

      She raised her brows.

      “But,” I added quickly. “He was pitching us a building idea about the same time we approached the partners at Raphael. We heard his pitch, we didn’t like it, and we turned him down.”

      “Curtis doesn’t like to hear no, even if it’s something he doesn’t want. How did he take the news?” Carly said.

      Raul shrugged. “He told us we’d regret the decision and that it didn’t matter what kind of connections we had, our restaurant would never be anything without his help.”

      Curtis’s words had seemed carefully picked to imply threat without being a direct threat.

      We’d seen them as a threat. “Honestly, we haven’t seen him since, until two nights ago. I figured he’d gotten over it, and moved on.”

      “If he thinks he should have this contract and your business, he hasn’t moved on.” There was an almost haunted look in Carly’s eyes. She shook her head and the expression vanished.

      Right. “So, we have to make sure everyone in the world knows our wedding was pretend, except your ex-husband?” I wanted to make sure I had the rules straight.

      “That is… The important thing here is that you don’t lose your funding.” Carly’s answer was as diplomatic as anything I’d ever heard.

      It also felt intentionally vague for a woman who hadn’t had any issues with being direct up until now.

      “Lyndsay—our social media guru—is working on a solution,” Carly said. “She’ll tell us what to do, and until then, we don’t touch public platforms. It’s easier to fix saying nothing than it is to fix saying the wrong thing.”

      “Agreed.” It wasn’t as though I had any interest in denying the rumors anyway.

      Carly clapped. “Right, then. Let’s get to work.”

      Tear down was happening in the kitchen today. We wanted to save as much of the original wood as possible, along with stained glass, and structure. But over time, new walls had been put in, and things had been moved and modified.

      For the next few days, we’d remove the old, everything that was going, and make room for renovation and new structure.

      Raul and I wanted to be as hands-on as possible during this process. Partly to keep an eye on things, but also because this was our dream. Seeing it grow and evolve would be indescribable. We weren’t allowed to do certain tasks, for insurance and licensing reasons, but for today as long as we followed safety procedures and stayed out of the deconstruction zone, we could help haul debris out to the dumpster.

      I was surprised to see Carly grab a pair of heavy gloves, and join in the work. She looked just as sexy with her hair pulled back, a few loose wisps catching her face while she dragged sheetrock out of the building, as she had last night walking home.

      It was hard to say why I was so certain Carly belonged in our lives. Sure, I could list things that drew me to her—in addition to being stunning, she was smart, she wasn’t flustered by Raul, and Eloise was drawn to her. But the parts made up a bigger whole, and I knew there was more there.

      Once I proved it to her, we’d be on our way to happily ever after.

      The work crew was tossing the debris into a large pile, and a lot of the pieces needed to be broken down into smaller ones, in order to be removed. We agreed that Carly would help with the breakdown, and Raul and I would take turns wheeling the results out to the dumpster.

      Carly tried to argue that she could do that as well, but a test run showed that she wasn’t quite tall enough for the task.

      I finished emptying the wheelbarrow while Raul and Carly returned to the trash pile to break things down. When I joined them again, Raul was saying something about, “They’d better be ready to pay rent. Oh, and they need to stay out of the important rooms.”

      Carly swung her sledgehammer into a giant piece of plaster, and made an impressive dent. “You’re not zoned for residential.”

      “I don’t assume they’re living here. They probably have their own restaurant,” Raul said.

      I grabbed a scroll saw and took it to one of the beams, temporarily halting the conversation. When I finished I asked, “Who’s paying rent?”

      “I wanted to know if there are any ghost stories about the buildings around here.” Carly loaded chunks of plaster and wire frame into the wheelbarrow.

      Raul and I disagreed on whether or not ghosts were real, and each of us was fine with knowing the other was wrong. “Did Raul tell you no? Don’t listen to him.”

      “You heard what I told her. If there are any of those bastards here, they’d better not think they get a free ride.” With that, Raul grabbed the newly-filled wheelbarrow, and pushed it toward the exit.

      “He’s not a believer,” I said to Carly.

      “I noticed.” She continued her portion of the demo. “Are you?” Her question was all curiosity and no judgment.

      “Absolutely.”

      Once again, I had to interrupt the conversation with the saw, and I made my way through all of the current lumber while Raul returned, then left again with another load of trash.

      “I don’t know one way or the other,” Carly said. “There are some things that are obviously not real, at least to me, and others I can’t explain. Maybe it’s ghosts, or excess psychic vibes. I didn’t get a straight answer from Raul—are there stories about this place? Lost souls? Apparitions seen in the night?”

      I nodded. “A building this old has both energy and lingering ghosts. For the most part they’re quiet. It’s not the kind of activity that brings in tourists or anything. Essentially, we don’t bother them, and they won’t bother us.”

      “How do you avoid bothering them when you’re tearing down the walls of their house?” Carly asked.

      “I still think they should have to pay rent.” Raul was back.

      Carly tossed more waste into the wheelbarrow. “I can think of at least a few partners who’d agree with you.”

      I did the same as Carly. “They were here first. It doesn’t seem right to charge them because we moved into their home.”

      “But we bring the positive vibes.” When Raul put it that way… I was pretty sure he was just making shit up. “We’re revitalizing their home. Making it happy. Cooking good food in it. That’s got to be worth something to these ghosts, right?”

      “I don’t think you could call charging them for that rent.” Carly paused to drag her arm across her forehead, leaving a white smear of dust.

      I wanted to reach up and wipe it away, capture one of those moments where her gaze met mine, our breath caught…

      But in the bulky gloves I wore, I’d only make it worse.

      “Can we call it a door charge?” Raul asked.

      I shook my head and wheeled the next load of trash outside.

      I returned to Carly saying, “Ghosts drink free on Thursdays?”

      “Tuesday.” Raul was resolute. “Maybe—”

      “Whoa.” Carly dropped her sledgehammer as she yelled, and pushed past us. “What the fuck?”

      At the anger and panic in her voice, I whirled to follow her gaze. The backhoe doing demolition brought its bucket through a load-bearing wall.

      “Stop,” I shouted at the same time as Carly. My feet were already moving, carrying me in a sprint to the site supervisor. “Shut the demolition down.” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

      Marcus, the supervisor, looked at me, unimpressed. “Excuse me?”

      “That’s a fucking load bearing wall, and your man just took out the main beam. Shut. It. Down.”

      That spurred Marcus into action, and the room erupted in chaos as the crew worked to get a temporary support structure in place.

      An hour later, the roof was stable, though our plans weren’t.

      “Why were we told to tear that wall down, if we weren’t supposed to?” Marcus demanded to know.

      I stared at him in disbelief. I knew the plans. I’d been involved every step of the way in their creation. “You weren’t.”

      “I was.” Marcus yanked his phone from his back pocket, and scrolled to an email from Carly, that said Updated plans. “The new blueprint was attached to this.”

      “No. That wasn’t me.” Carly sounded as shocked as I felt. “I didn’t send you that.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      She glared at me. “Yes, I’m certain I didn’t tell the crew to destroy the building. Did you really just ask me that?”

      Her offense sounded real, but I was staring at the email that said otherwise.
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      There was nothing I’d seen in the short time since I’d known Carly that made me think she was incompetent. We’d been told at the start of this project that she was the best at what she did, and I believed it.

      So there was no reason to think she’d made a mistake on our contractor instructions—especially one as severe as telling the demolition team to tear down a load-bearing wall.

      “Forward me that email,” I said to the contractor.

      He did, and it only took me about two seconds of examining it to see that while the message had her name and signature on it, it hadn’t come from her email address. It had been spoofed, and not very well.

      “This isn’t from Carly,” I said.

      The contractor glared. “Look, I don’t—”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I didn’t need a long-winded excuse. “It looks like it is on the surface, and you didn’t know. It’s done, and thank Christ we caught it before it was a problem.”

      He looked annoyed, rather than relieved. “Great. Want to let us get back to work? This is costing.”

      I looked at Diego and Carly.

      “We can’t just dismiss that it happened,” Carly said.

      Diego nodded. “And it’s not a fluke. Someone went to the effort, only a few days in, of sabotaging something significant. It could’ve drawn out our build time by weeks, and that’s only if it didn’t do serious damage.”

      “What are we supposed to do about it?” As she talked, Carly walked up to the jack that was supporting the ceiling. She studied it for a moment before looking back at us.

      I could only think of one solution. “We lock down all communication.”

      “All orders double checked by us, for each crew, every day before they start.” Carly seemed to know exactly what I meant.

      “That feels excessive,” the contractor said in Italian, looking at Diego and me. “You’re going to let her decide that?”

      I swore I heard an American woman when he said her. “Yes.” My reply came easily, and in English. “Double sign-off on every set of plans, every day. One from Carly, one from Diego or me. Someone went to the effort of spoofing a change request, to have your demo crew wreck our fucking building.” The longer I thought about it, the more pissed off I grew. “In fact, we need the rest of today’s plans, now.”

      Diego stepped away to let everyone else we’d be working with know. As Carly and I went through the rest of planned demolition work for the day, I was intently aware of the time ticking away. This was going to grow all of our deadlines, even with us having caught the one issue.

      We’d planned to be on-site for some of the work. Were Diego and I going to have to adjust our schedules to have at least one of us here at all times?

      The demo crew was finally cleared to go back to work.

      “This is why I’m here,” Carly said, as they started up again.

      I stared at her in disbelief. “In case someone tries to sabotage our project?” I wasn’t sure if I was impressed or nervous that our investors built that into their timeline.

      Carly’s smile was flat. “To oversee construction. I’m meant to be on-site as much as is needed, so the two of you can get your own work done. We’re investing in you. Your idea, your dream. It’s important you can actually work.”

      Had she read my mind, to know that was one of my concerns?

      Diego was still making phone calls, and I had a different, more personal request for Carly. “I need a favor. Could you not mention the ghosts, that conversation you had with Diego earlier, around Eloise?”

      “Of course. Is she scared of them?”

      Not quite, and I hated to admit this next bit, even to myself. There was a teensy part of me that believed what I was about to say made Eloise more Diego’s daughter than mine. We didn’t know which of us was her biological father and we’d never wanted to find out. It truly didn’t matter—we were both Daddy—but sometimes that little bit of doubt nagged at me. “She has tea with one of them, and I’d rather not encourage that.”

      Carly covered her mouth, not hiding her quiet laugh. “Imaginary friend means she’s creative.”

      “Not imaginary. Not to Diego and Eloise. A spirit from beyond the veil.”

      “Right. Okay. I won’t mention it at all around her, I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, you don’t believe in ghosts, but you do believe in wolf shifters?” Carly’s tone was playful.

      And I had the perfect counter. “Of course. Shifters are real. Diego is descended from a long line of wolves.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Hold that thought.” She walked past me, toward the demolition crew, but stayed at the edge of the work zone, studying them as they went.

      I was as captivated by her as them, so it was a good thing she was paying attention. What was it about this woman?

      When she returned, she kept half an eye on the work still. “Lupo-Bianchi. The White Wolf. I get it.”

      Diego’s last name. “Clever girl.”

      Her grin was breathtaking. “Is that why you both hyphenated your names? So you could be a wolf too?”

      “I’ll give you the real answer, not the playful one. But we can go back to having fun after if you’d like.”

      She laughed. “I appreciate that. On both counts.”

      “Yes, I wanted to take his name—who the fuck doesn’t want to be a wolf?” Since I was a kid, I’d been fascinated with all sorts of fierce and mythological creatures. Werewolves, dragons, centaurs… I’d make my mother read me so many stories where they were the heroes. Rather, I’d beg her to make the stories up, since not many existed. “But my name has weight. I’d be an idiot to ignore that it’s opened doors for us.”

      “You don’t strike me as an idiot.”

      I was almost surprised to hear her say so.

      “Though,” Carly continued. “You do strike me as someone who wants people to think you’re dumber than you are. Does playing the pretty rich boy with more money than brains open doors too?”

      “Ouch.” I wasn’t really offended. It wasn’t that I played dumb, but I did work to make sure people felt comfortable around me.

      Carly didn’t seem to make that a priority. She was like Diego that way, and it might have been one of reasons I was drawn to her.

      She shrugged. “Hey, I said you were pretty. Show me that tattoo on your back again and I’ll tell you you’re fucking sexy.”

      How did the conversation take this turn? I didn’t care as long as we were here. “Will you fall on your knees and worship me?”

      “Don’t push your luck.” Carly licked her lips, despite the words.

      “Only every chance I get. Fortune favors the persistent.”

      “That’s not fortune, that’s… persistence. Which I’ll admit is also sexy.”

      I could push back. Remind her she didn’t care for the persistence on the plane. But I’d rather not risk ruining the moment. “As for believing in wolf shifters, I believe they make incredibly sexy romance heroes.”

      “You read romance novels.” Disbelief dripped from Carly’s retort.

      “I do. The world is full of shitty things, so I want my fiction to have a happily ever after.”

      She sighed. “I feel that on a fundamental level. But you’ve found your HEA.”

      One of them. I loved Diego with all my heart, and yet, I still had room for one more in there. “I did, and I never take that for granted, because I don’t think most people ever do.”

      “Do what?” Speaking of the wolf, Diego was back.

      “I don’t think most people find a man as wonderful as you to love for the rest of their lives,” I said.

      Diego smirked. “Of course not. No one is as wonderful as me.”

      Carly’s laugh was interrupted by her phone ringing. “You two kill me, and I love it. I’ll be right back.” She wandered away, but not before I caught her saying, “Why are you still awake?”

      She wasn’t gone long. “That was Lyndsay. She’s going to have a statement in my inbox any second now that will refute the news about us being married. She’s run it by legal, so it needs to be posted exactly the way she sends it to me, though you’re welcome to add text before or after. It needs to go everywhere you have an online presence—personal pages, business, your website… Even if you never use the account, if you have a login, this goes on it.

      “We’ll get to it right away.” The sooner we could put that behind us, the better.

      “You know, the instant you put that out there, whatever you told Curtis becomes null and void,” Diego said.

      What the fuck? I didn’t want to have that argument with Diego in front of Carly or the work crew, we always presented a united front in public, but I did need him to ease off this marriage thing.
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      I was grateful to Raul for rescuing me with Curtis, but trying to drag their feet on this fake marriage thing… I was feeling railroaded that the news got out, and now there was a second train boxing me in if they refused to tell their followers it wasn’t true.

      Diego has a point.

      That was an irritating little voice in the back of my head. Did I love rubbing Curtis’s nose in anything? Especially the implication that I was not only happy in a relationship, but it was with two men who he may have almost as much of a problem with as he did me?

      I could play both sides of the rumor. Denounce it publicly but tell Curtis of course it’s real, but we can’t let anyone know.

      Which was a stupid, stupid idea. In a book it might work out in the end, with a bunch of silly, embarrassing fumbles along the way, but it wasn’t going to work in real life. “Send out the notices,” I said with finality. “Every social media account, everywhere you have a presence. This isn’t up for negotiation.”

      I kept an eye on the crew while the guys headed off to do their own work. As I stood at the edge of the kitchen, power tools roaring around me and dust kicking up into the air, my head swam, and a tick throbbed in my temple. Maybe it was a leftover symptom from all the sleeping I did yesterday.

      Downing a lot of water, I kept watching and working.

      A short while later, Raul and Diego returned, and we broke for lunch.

      The food seemed to help with my dizziness and headache. The lack of jackhammers, and the company from the guys, were pretty good too.

      Everyone got back to work, but fortunately my weird head thing stayed at bay. As the clock crept past two, Daria called.

      “Hey, you.” I wasn’t used to hearing from her while I was on the road. Not in the middle of the workday like this. Then again, I didn’t make a habit of calling her at three in the morning from the other side of the world, so maybe this was the new normal.

      I strolled away a short distance in case this was the kind of conversation that needed to be had in private.

      “Have you been kidnapped?” Daria’s question was demanding. “Blink if the answer is yes. Wait. I won’t see that. Cough if the answer is no.”

      What the…? “What are you talking about?”

      “The headlines. You. Married. To clients.” And now she was talking in fragmented sentences. This wasn’t quite as surreal as the singing birds from my waking dream the other morning, but it was still weird. “Is that why you called me the other night? You’re in trouble, aren’t you?”

      Ah. I coughed. “That’s the signal for no isn’t it? I’m fine, I promise.” I looked up to see Raul watching me, curious amusement on his face.

      Good, let him wonder.

      “I don’t know…” Daria’s sigh was heavy. “I’m not sure I believe you.”

      It was six her time, so she probably hadn’t gotten into work email or any details. “Have you read any of the longer articles? The wedding wasn’t real. It was a kid’s game.”

      “The longer articles aren’t the ones trending. You got married because of a kid’s game? Like Candy Land the Ball and Chain Edition?”

      I snorted. “I didn’t get married. They have a daughter—”

      “Too. Adorable. Is she adorable? Wait, I don’t want you to answer that. Do they think she’s adorable?”

      “They’re her fathers, of course they do. But yes, she is.”

      “Blink if you’ve been kidnapped.”

      I couldn’t stop laughing. “Knock it off. Do you want to hear my story or just make up your own?”

      “The one in my head is probably better,” Daria said.

      I rolled my eyes. “I assume that’s true. But here’s the truth—their little girl wanted to play pretend wedding, and I was available. The story that was supposed to run would’ve been about how whimsical this church is, and it inspires all ages to play make-believe.”

      “The feminist in me is bothered that the default make-believe was wedding and the mom in me knows that Harmony would’ve done the same. Do you promise you’re all right?” Daria stopped teasing long enough to sound genuinely concerned.

      It was sweet of her, but unnecessary. “Fuck. Yes. I promise I’m fine.”

      “Okay. When Brooke calls, if you tell her a different story, I’ll know.”

      I shook my head. “Thanks for the heads up.” We said our goodbyes and I disconnected. Rather than rejoining the guys, I waited. If this was how Daria reacted, I needed to make sure I told Megan none of this was real before she found the news on her own. She’d probably send Nigel after me, to make sure he took care of whoever was holding me against my will.

      Just a few minutes later, Brooke called. “Daria told me you’d been kidnapped.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Is Italy pretty?” Brooke and I hadn’t been friends long, but I adored her. It did mean she didn’t know my habits as well as Daria. In this case, that appeared to be a good thing.

      “It gets more gorgeous every time I’m here. Wanna see?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      Diego and Raul were currently focused on the demolition crew. I snapped a picture with them in the foreground and a stained-glass wall in the background, and sent it to Brooke.

      “Wow.” Her awe was tangible. “My view is better, but I love the stained glass.”

      Agree to disagree. Brooke’s boyfriends were pretty, but Diego and Raul were fucking sexy. Besides, the closest Adam got to an accent was a fake southern drawl when he was doing his Matthew McConaughey impersonation. “You’re biased,” I said. “Next time Daria calls and tells you I’ve been kidnapped, tell her I’m fine.”

      “Will do. Talk soon.”

      “What was that?” Diego’s question startled me. I didn’t realize he’d joined me.

      It was fun, but it was also ridiculous, that was what it was. “Friends who know me too well. What’s up?”

      “I’ve been thinking about how I want to change things up in the kitchen, to account for the demolition mistake,” he said. “Nothing big, but I’d like to run my ideas by you and Raul. Eloise is at his parents’ for the night. Will you stay an extra hour or two and talk through this with us?”

      Working late with the men I’d slept with just a few nights ago? With the guys the world thought I was married to?

      That seemed like a bad idea.

      Then again, I was here to work with and for them, so turning him down seemed stupid.

      “We’re staying here, if that helps your decision at all. Strictly professional,” Diego said.

      That was a smidge disappointing, but it was for the best. “Sure. I can stay.”

      Nothing would happen. I wouldn’t let anything happen. I didn’t want anything to happen.

      Except, if I had all of that tattooed on my forehead, I still wouldn’t believe that was the way I wanted things to go.
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      I didn’t want to tell the world that the marriage to Carly was fake.

      I wanted to keep her around, get to know her better, and convince her she was meant to be part of us. There was no way to explain how I knew, or why I didn’t want to let the notion go. The feeling was what it was, and there was no way to put words to it beyond that.

      Did I realize that made me sound like an obsessive, psycho stalker? Yes. Which was why I was keeping the thought to myself.

      I’d had the same feeling about Isabella, and while it was true, she broke our hearts and abandoned Eloise, and I couldn’t fathom or forgive that… She’d also been a huge part of bringing Eloise into our lives.

      So I’d be cautious with Carly. Curb most of the impulses. Watch and wait.

      That resolution wouldn’t stop me from enjoying her company though. Especially as she pored over blueprints with Raul and me. Her hair was pulled into a high and messy ponytail, and when she was deep in thought, her tongue caught between her front teeth, sticking out just enough to be adorably playful.

      Raul was captivated too, even if he didn’t realize how much, and his attention was captured in a different way.

      “We’re set then,” I said.

      Carly straightened up and blew up a puff of air, to clear a strand of hair from her forehead. “We are. I’ll have the office update the files, and by the time everyone gets in tomorrow morning, we should be set.” She used her phone to snap photos and take scans.

      This meant the night was almost over, and far earlier than I’d expected. Time to change that. “Let’s do dinner, to celebrate.”

      Carly raised her brows. “To celebrate… almost having the kitchen come down on us?”

      “To celebrate not only stopping that from happening, but finding a solution quickly.” Raul may not be on the we need Carly in our life long-term train with me yet, but he was still letting his libido steer at least a little.

      The way Carly shook her head wasn’t encouraging. “We don’t have a kitchen, how are we going to cook?”

      “This may surprise you,” I said playfully, “but we have this thing here where we can call restaurants and they deliver food to us.” We could also go out, but I’d rather keep the party private. Intimate.

      Carly laughed. “Really? Food delivery? Whatever will they think of next?” Her shock was so exaggerated, they probably heard it in Sicily. “All right, I’m sold. I’ll even agree it’s a celebration, though I’d like to propose instead of celebrating not failing, we make it about the fact that the two of you broke ground on your dream today.”

      That sounded like the perfect thing to celebrate. “I love it.” I set about gathering the blueprints rolled out over the large wooden table we’d set up at the edge of the kitchen.

      “I know the perfect thing. I’ll give them a call.” Raul already had his phone out.

      Carly looked between us, lips pursed. “I’ll… sit here and look pretty?”

      Responding to that felt like a trap, especially with the grief she’d given Raul for all of his cheesy pick-up lines. I was wavering on a reply when a clap of thunder rattled the windows.

      Carly’s amusement wilted, and when it came back, her smile looked forced. She hadn’t liked the storm at the airport either. Was it all storms or was there something specific she didn’t care for?

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      Like that, all emotion vanished from her face. “Totally good.”

      The next crack of thunder was further away, and some of the tension drained from Carly’s body. A third was barely audible, and her easy smile was back.

      Totally good. Sure.

      Raul finished making his call and pocketed his phone. “The food will be here in just a few minutes.”

      “In the meantime, I secured us a centerpiece for our meal.” I gestured at Carly, who sat perched on her stool still.

      Pink tinged her cheeks.

      Raul made a show of dragging his gaze over her. “We could skip dinner.”

      “Uh, no. We couldn’t.” Despite the words, Carly didn’t look upset. “Because I’m hungry for food.”

      “Pft.” Raul waved a dismissive hand. “Food is overrated.”

      “Says the chef who promised his restaurant would make us millions.” Carly seemed to have recovered completely from the thunder spooking her.

      A drop of water hit my cheek, and I frowned. That wasn’t right. Another followed.

      Carly wiped her hand across her cheek. “What the…?” She looked up.

      The sound of heavy raindrops hit the roof, and little splashes of wet splattered all around us.

      “The roof is leaking.” I was already moving toward the ladders and scaffolding from the construction crew, with Raul and Carly hot on my heels.

      “Help me move the scaffolding over here,” I barked the order at Raul. He’d understand both my tone and urgency. So would Carly. “Grab the plastic—” tarps, and something to secure them. I didn’t have to finish the command; she was already on it.

      None of the individual leaks were severe. A drop here and there. But they were spread at random widths across the ceiling, and I needed to make sure that we stopped the dripping and that the structure itself didn’t look like it was in danger of collapsing.

      Raul and I were used to working together without much conversation. When a task needed to be done, especially in an emergency, we tended to each know what the other needed. In this case, it was to make a plastic barricade, and direct any water coming in to buckets at the edge of the room.

      Adding Carly to the mix should’ve been stressful, but she fit in like a missing puzzle piece.

      As we worked, our delivery arrived. It would’ve been better fresh, but now was hardly the time to care about that. After making sure we didn’t need help, the guy left our food on the table and left us to work.

      The entire process took more than an hour of climbing, securing, and rearranging, but when we were done, I was confident our floors would survive the night without being waterlogged, and our roof would survive the storm.

      When we sat at the table again, my limbs were weary, but nervous energy thrummed under my skin, and I couldn’t stop bouncing my leg. “Thank you,” I said to Carly. “You didn’t have to chip in like that.”

      “I did, though.”

      “Have to protect the boss’s investment?” Raul’s joke was weak.

      So was Carly’s laugh. “That too. But mostly I had to save this gorgeous old building, and, well, your dreams. And it helped distract me.” The last part was said softly. “Anyway, what is this?”

      “See for yourself.” I helped Raul lay out the spread of food. There was fresh bread, prosciutto, and an assortment of soft and hard cheeses. “It’s all supposed to go on the bread right after the bread comes out of the oven, so the heat melts everything just a little.”

      “It looks incredible, regardless,” Carly said.

      For a few minutes, we were all focused on building our own sandwiches and eating. The edge from the panic had faded from my system, and I relaxed quickly. “May I ask what it is you don’t like about storms?” I looked at Carly.

      She made a muffled chuckle-sigh through her mouthful of sandwich, and didn’t seem to be in any hurry to finish chewing. “I love the rain. A heavy downpour, a drizzle, gray and cold, warm and wet… I could spend hours in the rain.” This time her sigh was more obvious. “When I’m home. My home. A familiar place that I know my family is nearby.”

      Close to family was a sentiment I understood, but I was fortunate that I was rarely far from mine. “If you don’t want to get into it, forget I asked.” I meant it.

      “No, it’s okay. You’ve both met Curtis and you seem to have a good understanding of who he is, so you might appreciate the story more than most people.”

      “You mean he gets worse?” Raul didn’t sound surprised.

      Carly’s smile was thin. “Only if you piss him off. Or inconvenience him. Or he didn’t have enough coffee for the day. Or…” She gave her head a quick shake. “Besides, I don’t invite men back to my room at strange airports every… ever, so I feel like I should explain that, too.”

      I had been curious, but so much had happened since then, that question had been pushed to the back of my mind. “We’re listening.”

      Carly took another big bite of her sandwich—was it strange that I appreciated she didn’t seem to have any issues eating in front of us? It was one of those small things that also made her that much more genuine. She washed the food down with drink, and dropped her hands onto the table with a heavy thud.

      “Right after Curtis and I got married, he moved us to Logan—that’s about two hours North of Salt Lake—so he could do his post grad work at Utah State. The weather’s a little harsher there, and we hadn’t been there for long when the first blizzard hit. He was working graveyards, I was home alone, and I got sick.”

      That had to be rough. I hated to think of Raul or Eloise being alone when they were ill.

      “It wasn’t a big deal at first. An hour or so after he left, the snow hit and so did my pain and nausea.” Carly drew in a deep breath and moved her hand to her right side. “I went to bed, figuring it would pass, and woke up a few hours later to more than two feet of snow, and the most intense pain I’d ever felt.” Her wince was the kind of ghost of a memory that I felt in my bones.

      “I fluctuated between fever dreams and curling up in a ball and sobbing. We only had the one car, so I was stuck at home, we hadn’t had a landline installed yet, and my cell phone reception was shit. On top of that, I didn’t know anyone in town yet.” She looked pained, and I wanted to wrap her up and comfort her.

      I settled for reaching across the table, and covering her hand.

      Carly’s smile was sad, but she didn’t pull away. “Curtis didn’t come home when he was supposed to. Or an hour later, or three. Fever dreams plus panic equal some fascinating explorations into the psyche.” She dragged in a deep breath, and swallowed hard. “When I finally got my phone to work, no one at Curtis’s work was picking up, so I called my sister, Megan. She ordered me to go pound on neighbors’ doors until I found someone who could take me to the hospital.

      “I found a woman about my age, who was only a few doors down. Daria still couldn’t leave until the roads had been plowed, but fortunately that didn’t take long. At the emergency room, I found out that my appendix had burst, and they implied I was lucky I got there when I did.”

      I didn’t want to ask, and add to the bad memories, but I had to know. “What about Curtis?”

      “Daria kept calling him—this woman I didn’t know at all—until he finally picked up. He said he’d been waiting at work for the roads to clear and didn’t think it would matter because I should’ve been asleep. He apologized profusely when he got to the hospital, but he also made sure they released me as soon as they could, and expected me to be back on my feet the next day.

      “Megan came to stay with me for the next few weeks, to take care of me. She and Curtis fought all the time.” Carly sighed. “I know it wasn’t the storm’s fault, but I hate to be away from home during any storm that shuts down an entire city.”

      “You never have to worry about that with us.” Maybe I shouldn’t have said that, but I needed Carly to know she was safe when she was around. The compulsion was so potent, it nearly overwhelmed me.
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      Carly’s story broke my heart and infuriated me on her behalf. I didn’t need more reasons to dislike Curtis, but I’d certainly found them. And when Diego reassured her that she was never alone with us, I couldn’t agree more.

      Her smile and her, “Thank you,” were the bright spot of the story. “I feel a little exposed after that.”

      “We’ve seen you naked.” I could’ve been more reassuring, couldn’t I?

      But her grin was brighter than it had been. “This is different, and I’ve seen you naked too.”

      “Do you want to hear our story?” Diego asked.

      What was he doing? I didn’t want to get into that. I didn’t have issues with the Diego part of things, or where we were now, with Eloise, but there were parts of our origin story that I never liked reliving.

      “As an overall question? Of course. I love a good story,” Carly said. “In response to me spilling my guts about a night that scarred me”—her hand fell to her right side again—“both physically and emotionally? Possibly not.”

      “We don’t know which of us is Eloise’s father.” Why did I say that? I shouldn’t have said that.

      Carly tilted her head to the side and studied me. “Both of you.” There was no hesitation in her response. “I’ve seen you with her. There’s no question that you’re both Dad.”

      I liked her. From the start regardless, but I swore almost every time Carly opened her mouth, I liked something new about her. “When we met her mother, Isabella, it was pretty close to love at first sight.”

      “For me.” Diego had almost always worn his heart on his sleeve. “Raul needed convincing.”

      A shadow passed over Carly’s face. “Ah. Okay.”

      I had no idea what that meant, and I didn’t know how to ask. “All three of us did the whole courtship thing. Dated. Fell in love. Talked about the three of us starting a family. You know, standard stuff.” This was usually where people said except for the three people falling in love thing, sure.

      Carly just said, “Sure. I get that.” Her tone was unreadable.

      “You do?” This time I couldn’t hide my surprise.

      She shrugged. “My brother and sister are both in triad relationships. And both happier than I’ve ever seen them. So, yeah, I get that.”

       I was almost positive I just heard Diego get a heart-on. I was telling a story, though. “We all agreed we wanted to start a family. We had so many conversations around it, because it was important to us we didn’t bring a life into this world who wouldn’t be loved.” My family was everything to me, but Diego’s blood relatives hadn’t left him with great memories. Those were his stories to tell, though.

      “I can tell you succeeded.” Whatever had clouded Carly’s mood had lifted again. “It’s clear watching the two of you with Eloise…”

      “Except, it was a problem with Isabella.” I hated this part of the story, but Carly had exposed herself and it felt fair to do the same. Besides, I wanted—needed—her to know. What Bella did to us… No one else would ever have that chance to hurt Eloise that way.

      Diego squeezed my knee. “We don’t know if it was postpartum depression or if Isabella had lied about wanting a kid or if she just changed her mind.”

      How could someone do this to their own baby? To our Eloise? How could someone leave such a perfect soul behind? It haunted me that I didn’t have an answer. “She left in the middle of the night. Her note said she wanted other things in life, and we never heard from her again.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Carly sounded somber.

      “And now we’re naked in front of you, too,” Diego said.

      The mood was ruined. Not that there had been much of one after the leaks. What a night. “When did you fall in love with Milan?” I didn’t want to end this evening on a down note. We’d started off having fun, and I’d rather add some good new memories than wallow in old, bad ones.

      Carly looked surprised at my question. “I never said…”

      “You did on the plane.”

      We had finished dinner, and I made quick work of gathering everything up, and setting it aside to throw out.

      “I guess I did.” Some of the tension seemed to drain from Carly. “I don’t think I can pinpoint an exact moment where I said I love it here. It was more of a slow-burn, you know? Knowing that the perfect restaurant was always there when I was in the mood. The perfect wine. The perfect old church with flying buttresses, five-hundred-year-old stained glass, and the kind of altar that made me want to do wicked, blasphemous things on it. And one day I realized this city captivated me like no other, and that it had for a while.”

      “It does do that,” Diego said.

      I was hung up on a different part of her reply and was about to do something that would either backfire on me, or build some unique memories. Probably the former. I was willing to risk it. “Wicked, blasphemous things on the altar?”

      “Ah. You caught that.” Pink flooded her cheeks, and she ducked her head. “Terribly wicked.”

      “Wicked enough to help us forget the bad parts of our pasts for a little while?” This was reckless in so many ways, and I was finding it hard to remember any of them. Further proof that we needed to mute the echoes.

      Carly met my gaze. “Depends on how good you are.”

      “Absolutely not at all.” Not tonight. We were talking about wickedness, after all. “But we give as well as you do.” I stood, moved to stand next to Carly, and tugged her to her feet. Dipping my head near her ear, I whispered, “If we make you our sacrifice, will you scream our names in worship?”

      She pulled away with a smirk. “God, yes.”

      Diego watched us, surprised. “Did I miss something?”

      “The moderate need to mask pain with sex?” Carly said.

      On the plane, I hadn’t been sure what to think of her bluntness. It was growing on me, and possibly infecting me. “What she said.”

      A faint frown crossed Diego’s face. “I’m trying to decide… If I want the same, but for different reasons, is it okay?”

      “Well,” I moved closer to him, until we were toe-to-toe, and linked my hands at the back of his neck. “Do you want to say no?”

      “Not really.” The way his reply rumbled through me… the familiar scent of his cologne… his heat as his frame pressed into mine… It was all familiar comfort, and at the same time, seductive intoxication. 

      I crushed my mouth to his, sinking into the purity of Diego’s soul. Devouring his moan and relishing the connection between us. I didn’t let him go when we broke the kiss. “Sounds to me like a good reason to say yes.”

      “So I probably shouldn’t be the one to point this out.” Diego clucked. “But I’m going to anyway. The altar is not a good size for having sex on.”

      “Boo.” Carly’s pout was adorable. “Do you think they planned it that way on purpose?”

      Grabbing her hand, I tugged her to us. “Probably. I’m sure they specifically had spoiling our fun in mind when they designed it.” I rested my hands on her hips, and when I spun her, she squealed. That sound would never get old. I guided her back to the table. “Fortunately we’re good at modifying the original plans when the situation requires.”

      The oak table was more than sturdy enough for what we had in mind, and it didn’t so much as wiggle when Carly sat on it.

      “What happened to just this once?” In contrast to her question, she wrapped her legs around mine and tugged me closer.

      Diego brushed her hair from her neck and glided his mouth along the curve. “We’re adapting. Also, this was your idea—the two of you.”

      “And you’re such an unwilling participant?” Carly leaned into his kisses.

      “I never said that. In fact, I am positive I said the opposite.” Diego gripped her hair and tugged, as if to emphasize his words.

      I traced the knuckle side of my finger down Carly’s front, barely making contact. Hesitation flashed through me, and the thoughts didn’t make any sense. What if this was the last time we got this? Of course it was, we just agreed. What if she was like Isabella? She wasn’t, because Diego and I didn’t plan to make her a long-term part of our lives.

      What if we didn’t get to keep her?

      Rather than dwelling on the ridiculously obvious, I rested my hand on Carly’s face, stole her from Diego’s kisses, and crushed my mouth to hers. She grunted against my kiss and fisted my shirt in her hands. This was the kind of physical that drove straight to my cock. I pressed into her heat, letting her feel my erection, grinding my hips until it ached.

      Better than feeling the ache in my chest. Which wasn’t there.

      Wrapping her legs tighter around me, Carly held me close, as if I was her lifeline. “I need right now to be the only thing that matters.” Her murmur against my mouth was so soft, I wasn’t sure Diego heard it.

      But I did. Loudly. Distinctly. I heard it and I felt it in my core. “Your wish is my command.”

      The three of us fell into kiss after kiss, with Diego letting me taste his mouth before he moved to Carly, then I stole him back again. She never released me, and the way her body molded to mine was delectable. Especially watching her cup Diego and stroke his erection through his jeans. 

      He nipped a row of light bites down her neck, while I kneaded her breasts through her top. I was so hard it hurt, and grinding against Carly threatened to rub a hole in my dick. 

      I gripped her chin and forced her gaze to mine. “I need to bury myself in you.”

      “God, I need that too.” Her desperation was contagious. Or maybe mine had consumed her as well. 

      I untangled myself enough to drop onto the bench that ran the length of the table, and Carly dropped to her feet next to me. I undid her jeans with clumsy fingers. Diego pushed her bottoms to the ground, grunting in frustration when her pants got caught on her shoes.

      Carly’s giggle was delicate. Sweet. Caramel sauce on a budino. “And to think, I almost wore a skirt today.”

      “To a worksite?” Diego sounded surprised.

      I wasn’t.

      “To see the two men I had so much fun fucking a few nights ago.”

      I suspected the words were coming, though maybe not so bluntly, but her answer made me harder regardless. I unzipped my pants, kicked aside my own shoes, and stripped off everything from the waist down. Wait. Condom. Wallet. That was important. 

      Straddling the bench, I reached for Carly. She pressed a palm to my chest and pushed me back, until I caught myself on my elbows. There wasn’t room for this here, and I didn’t care. She felt incredible hovering over me. Lowering herself onto my cock. Her pussy wrapping around me. 

      Her hair was mussed, her face was flushed, and she was extra slick and tight. I was pretty sure this was heaven, and if this angel riding me moved, I was going to come in a blink.

      Diego had shed his trousers and some point and now moved behind Carly. “Lean into him.” He settled a hand on her back and nudged.

      “What are you doing?” She glanced back, but obeyed. 

      “Joining in the fun. I want to be inside you too. I want to be pressed up against Raul as I do it.” Diego’s fingers teased my shaft when he slipped them inside Carly, as if to demonstrate his intent.

      Her laugh turned nervous. “I, uh… I don’t know that you’re going to fit.”

      “We’ll take it slowly.” Diego pressed his lips to the hollow behind her ear. “If it’s too much, I’ll stop.”

      Carly nodded.

      Staying still while Diego used his fingers to stretch Carly out was torture, but it was better than finishing too soon. When he eased himself into her, his cock pressing into mine, I moved my focus to Carly’s breasts again. Every time I pinched her nipples she made the most delicious sounds, and the play seemed to distract her and make her slicker at the same time. 

      With every inch that Diego slid deeper, my cock twitched in response. Carly’s groans were half-pain, half-pleasure.

      “Are you still okay?’ He asked.

      She nodded, and licked her lips. “Yes. Better than okay. Keep going.”

      I’d always loved this sensation—being wrapped inside a pussy with Diego joining me—but with Carly it was more intense for some reason. Better.

      When Diego was all the way inside her, the three of us sat still for a moment, acclimating. 

      “What happens now?” Carly asked.

      I pulled her closer to me, to steal a kiss and give her nipple another pinch. Sometimes actions were far better than words.

      Diego pressed his fingers to her clit, brushing my skin in the process. The way she clenched around us… fuck me. We rocked inside her and against each other, slowly and deliberately, while Diego stroked her swollen button. He increased the pace against her clit with her groans. 

      The build-up was excruciating in the best way. Her body twitched against our intrusion. Clenched. Spasmed. And when she cried out in pleasure, I felt it. The sensation of her orgasm started in my dick and yanked an invisible cord that ran to every point in my body.

      Diego and I were in sync—neither of us needed to say a word to know there was no reason to hold back. While Carly was at the height of her climax, I picked up the pace. Moving fast, fucking harder. As much as was possible in this position.

      I lost myself in the sensations. The sounds both of them made… Carly’s hands on my chest… The way she dug in…Her nipples pressing into my palms even through fabric. And of Diego slipping with me and against me.

      My pleasure built more slowly than if I were inside her alone, but when my balls tightened, it was still too soon. I wanted this to last.

      I couldn’t, though. When I came, it was hard, intense, and enough to transport an entire galaxy to sparkle in my vision. Diego’s grunts said he was consumed by ecstasy as well, and coming hard. His deep grunts and groans were loud. All-consuming.

      As the feeling ebbed, after I emptied myself, silence sank into the room. The world paused as the three of us stayed connected—sated—and grasped for our breath.

      “How is it that the two of you chase my demons away, in real life and in my head?” Carly’s question was quiet.

      “I could say the same about you.” I hadn’t realized how true that was until the words passed my lips. She stilled parts of my mind I couldn’t silence on my own. That even Diego couldn’t keep at bay.

      Diego kissed the back of her neck. “Come home with us tonight.”

      “Okay.” Her answer surprised me.

      It was a bad idea to keep doing this, but I didn’t want to fight the pull to her. Not right now.
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      I shouldn’t have gone home with Raul and Diego, but their place was close, and they were safe and warm…

      In the morning, I woke up to them talking in hushed, strained voices, a few feet from the bed.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Diego looked up, startled, but his expression softened quickly. “Ariana has food poisoning, and can’t take Eloise. Everyone else’s schedules are full too. We’re trying to decide which one of us will stay home with her.”

      I couldn’t have that. Raul and Diego both needed to be on-site today for different reasons. 

      “I can stay here with her.” Whoa. What was I doing? I’d like to be on-site as well, but I didn’t need to be. Any work I had could technically be done from anywhere. That didn’t mean I should babysit.

      “We can’t ask you to do that,” Raul said.

      This was where I should say you’re right. You should stay. We can shift your schedule. “You didn’t. I volunteered.” Apparently I was determined to do this. “You both need to be there, I don’t. And I’ve watched kids before. I promise they’ve all come out of the experience with their fingers and toes intact.”

      “Not exactly a screaming recommendation.” The way Raul raised an eyebrow said he didn’t find the same humor in my words that I did.

      “Do you want my references?” Now I felt like I had to defend myself. So I could do a job I shouldn’t have volunteered for in the first place. “You’ve talked to Daria before. She trusts me with her children.”

      Diego shrugged and glanced at Raul. “Pretty sure Daria doesn’t even trust people to borrow a pen, so that seems like a good reference.”

      “If you’re sure you don’t mind.” Bless Raul for giving me one last chance to back out.

      “I don’t.” And damn me. “Leave me with any instructions I need. Allergies, screen time, all of it. Eloise and I will have fun.”

      Diego’s smile of relief was worth my offer. The soft expression that crossed his handsome, chiseled face. “Thank you.”

      Before Eloise got home, I borrowed clothes from Raul, rather than taking the time to go back to my own place and change. His T-shirt was too big, and I had to tie the sweatpants up tightly and roll up the ankles, but it was oddly comforting to be wrapped in something that belonged to him, and it would keep me modest and ready for my day of childcare.

      Raul’s mother came in with Eloise, handed the girl’s bag to Raul, and exchanged hugs with him and Diego. She said several things rapidly in Italian that I didn’t catch, including pointing at me more than once, and Raul replied in kind.

      There. That was my name. I understood that one word. As Raul said it, he gestured to me. I understood his introduction, at least that was something, so I summoned a warm smile and offered my hand.

      She clasped it warmly between both of hers, and fired off another short string of Italian.

      I looked to Raul for a translation, but all I got was him blushing.

      “She wants to know if you’re the new mommy Eloise was talking about,” Diego supplied.

      Raul responded to his mother, and I caught the word fingere—pretend—in reply. 

      She shook her head and patted the back of my hand, before saying something else.

      Raul rolled his eyes. “She says it’s a shame it’s not real. You’d make a good mother.”

      I most certainly would not. I kept the thought to myself, and just kept smiling.

      “I did tell her to leave you alone. You’re a business contact,” Raul said.

      All without me prompting. Good. Perfect. Fantastic. 

      Raul exchanged a few more words with his mother, gave her a hug, and sent her on her way. A short while later, he and Diego were ready to leave. 

      As they were walking out the door, I called out one more reminder. “Don’t forget to post the retraction-slash-clarification about the wedding today.”

      “I’ve got it. Promise,” Diego said, and they were gone.

      And I was alone with their six-year-old, and had no clue what to do first.

      “Why are you wearing Daddy’s shirt?” Eloise tugged on the hem of said garment.

      Well, fuck. That went downhill fast. “My own shirt got dirty, and he loaned me something so I could stay here with you, instead of having to go back to my hotel.” That was as close to the truth as could be.

      Eloise shrugged. “Okay.”

      My meetings with the people back home wouldn’t be until later today, so I would spend one-on-one time with Eloise this morning and give her Dad-approved screen time this afternoon during my calls. “What do you want to do first?” I asked. “Do you need breakfast?”

      “Nonna fed me.”

      “Do you want to color?” That should be an easy yes. Harmony loved to color, so I assumed all six-year-olds did.

      Eloise shook her head.

      “Do you want to play dolls?” I was rapidly running out of ideas.

      “I want to make buildings, like Daddy does.”

      Okay. I could do that. “Make them out of what?”

      “Legos.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Eloise pulled me into her bedroom, told me which big buckets to drag out of the closet, and dumped piles of bricks on the floor. “Take those and put them together.”

      I did as I was instructed, and she scowled.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Not like that.” She huffed and crossed her arms. “Fine. I’ll do it myself.” Her gruff voice and exasperation reminded me of Diego. It seemed she’d been watching him work. 

      Eloise grabbed all new bricks and started to build. Occasionally she would give me instructions, but it seemed I wasn’t up to her high-quality standards. The structure she created wasn’t quite as structurally sound as I would require from my clients. 

      I didn’t correct her. There was no reason to stunt her creativity. As she built, I saw Diego’s influence in the uniformity of the design, and Raul’s in the pieces of flair she added to the exterior. And it was all wrapped in this adorable little package of sunshine and joy.

      As we moved past noon, and toward two, Eloise announced that I would be making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for lunch.

      Good. I could do that. With a little luck, Raul hadn’t set too high a bar there. We headed into the kitchen. I grabbed the ingredients, put peanut butter on one slice of bread, jelly on another, and squished them together.

      “No,” Eloise said. “Not like that. That’s not how Ariana makes it.”

      It mattered? That was fine—I’d eat this one. “How does she do it?”

      “Jelly first, then peanut butter on top.”

      That sounded messy and grossly inefficient, but the girl needed to eat. I applied the ingredients as instructed. As I put the second piece of bread on top, Eloise said, “Not the purple jelly, the orange.”

      Seriously? Fine. More leftovers for me. 

      I grabbed the marmalade out of the fridge. “This one?”

      “Yes.”

      Good. We were back in business. I made sandwich number three, in the exact order I was supposed to. As I was finishing up, my phone rang. “Do you want to go watch TV, and I’ll cut your sandwich and bring it to you?” Please don’t let that be a violation of some we only eat in the dining room rule.

      “Okay.” Eloise hopped from her seat and ran into the living room.

      Perfect. Because Kandace was on the phone. “Ciao,” I answered. “What has you up so early?”

      “I’m still seeing that this news story of you being married to my clients is out there.” Straight to the point. 

      One of the things I liked about Kandace. I cut Eloise’s sandwich vertically— a straight line top to bottom. “Diego promised me he’d post the copy Lyndsay wrote him. It should’ve been up there this morning, but they’ve also been in meetings.”

      Great, now I was making excuses for them. The opposite of my job.

      “This has to get fixed,” Kandace said. “I know you know that, but…”

      I cradled the phone between my shoulder and ear, grabbed the plate, and walked into the living room. “I’m not their babysitter.” I’d said that about dozens of clients, but I knew better. I just wished it hadn’t come to that with these two.

      I set the sandwich in front of Eloise.

      She screamed so loudly I nearly dropped the phone, and then she started to cry. 

      “Are you someone’s babysitter?” Kandace’s tone turned concerned in an instant. 

      “Fu—dge. I’m sorry. Please don’t cry, sweetie,” I said to Eloise. “Not you,” I said to Kandace. “What’s wrong?” Back to Eloise.

      “You cut it wrong, and it’s ruined.” Eloise’s wail was earsplitting. 

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Lucas was a picky eater too.” Apparently Kandace was still on the line. “Never tell him I told you that.” The screaming almost drowned her out.

      “Please don’t cry, Ellie. I’ll fix it, I promise.” How was I supposed to get her to stop?

      “Take her into the kitchen with you,” Kandace said as if reading my thoughts. “Have her give you every single step to make the sandwich. Assume nothing. Don’t stop until she’s eating.”

      Didn’t we just do that? But I’d had finicky clients before, I knew better. “Okay. But I need to call you back.”

      “I’ll be here.” Kandace disconnected. 

      I put down the phone and scooped Eloise into my arms. Her crying stopped in a blink. I carried her into the kitchen, set her on the counter long enough to wash the tears from her cheeks and make her blow her nose, and then put her in her chair. 

      “Can I call you Ellie like your daddy does?” If I was doing everything one step at a time, I might as well start there.

      Eloise sniffled and nodded.

      “Okay, Ellie. As you can see, I’m not very good at making sandwiches. I need you to tell me how, okay?”

      “Ariana knows how.”

      Holy fuck. 

      But still better than working with a stubborn client. “Ariana is sick today, and I want to learn so I can do it right. Can you teach me?”

      Eloise’s scowl was etched deep, and she looked like an angry pixie. But she relented and walked me through the sandwich making process. When she was in front of the TV, eating and watching people in colorful costumes sing and dance, I called Kandace back.

      “I’m so sorry about that,” I said as soon as she answered.

      “Should I ask why you have a literal child screaming at you?”

      As opposed to the figurative children who usually screamed at me. “Because I am a babysitter.” Despite my saying otherwise just a few minutes ago. “Raul and Diego needed someone to watch their little girl so they could work.”

      “That’s going above and beyond for the job.”

      “When in Rome?” 

      Kandace laugh-sighed. “Pretty sure that’s not what that saying means. Don’t take this personally, but… You’re not sleeping with one of them, are you?”

      “What? No.” God, was that too much? Not enough? Suddenly I had no idea what genuine denial sounded like. But it was true—I wasn’t sleeping with one of them.

      “Okay. I’m sorry.” Kandace rarely apologized. “Given the situation, I had to ask.”

      “The situation?”

      “That a large part of the world thinks you married the men I just invested in?”

      Oh. That situation. “Right. Duh. Is Mom Brain a valid excuse?”

      “Not after five hours. Give it at least a few months.” Kandace chuckled.

      We were back to a lighter tone. Good. Great. “Diego promised me he’d post it today. I’ll send him a text now and remind him, and nag him until it’s done.” My job. I’d do my job. I wouldn’t let rumors reflect poorly on my employer.

      “I know you’ve got it covered,” Kandace said.

      We said our goodbyes and disconnected.

      She might be saying she had faith in me, but she still had to follow up. She still had to remind me that my job wasn’t done, and I hated that. I loathed feeling like something had fallen through the cracks because of me.

      It was time to stop fucking around—literally—button down, and do my job.
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      When Raul and I got back from the worksite, Eloise greeted us with big hugs. Carly stayed in the background, but that made sense. Eloise was a bit of a force of nature when she wanted to say hello.

      “How was your day, little miss?” I scooped Eloise into my arms.

      “It was so much fun.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. “What did you do?”

      “We made a building just like you do at work, and then I taught Carly how to make a sandwich, and then we went to the store, and we looked at all the pretty clothes, and Carly bought me a bracelet, because I’m a secret assassin and I need this to keep me hidden and hunt my targets.”

      That explained why Carly was wearing something different than when we left this morning. Eloise’s bracelet was a simple silver chain that looked like a decorative rope, and sparkled in the light as if it were lined with gems, despite it only being metal.

      “We don’t assassinate people. It’s not considered polite.” Raul kissed Eloise on the top of her head.

      “No, it’s okay. I’m a good assassin. I hunt them and save them.”

      Six-year-old logic for the win. “That’s okay then.” I put her down again. “Do you want to show us your building?”

      “No. It fell down. Carly said it was too loud.” A frown passed over Eloise’s face, and then she was smiling again. “But I can show you the rabbit we made.”

      “Okay. Go get it.” I pointed her toward her playroom.

      As Eloise ran off, I turned to Carly.

      “The building was too loud?” Raul said.

      Carly shrugged. “I told her it wasn’t structurally sound. Did everything go well?” Her tone was cool, and she seemed determined to keep at least a meter between us.

      “Everything went fine.” I didn’t know what to make of her behavior.

      “And you posted the clarification about the wedding and the fact that it was fake?” Carly asked

      Fuck. “Of course I did.” It wasn’t that I’d ignored the task on purpose so much as it wasn’t a priority, so it slipped my mind. But I’d do it tonight. “How did things go here? Was Eloise too much?”

      “She was an absolute angel. Except for the sandwich trauma. I’m not just saying that. She was very well behaved, even in the store,” Carly said.

      Which was another thing that had me curious—what about today compelled Carly to go shopping for a new outfit. Before I could ask about the excursion, Eloise was back with a pink assortment of building blocks, attached to a smaller cube, with two ear-ish things sticking out of what was probably the head.

      She handed the creation to Raul. “This is my bunny. Her name is Carly, too. She comes from a magical land of salty water, and she likes shopping and ice cream and ordering take-out.” She looked back at Carly, who’s blank expression shifted to a warm smile in an instant. “Did I get it right?” Eloise asked.

      Carly nodded. “You most certainly did.”

      “Daddy, doesn’t Carly look pretty? Both Carlys?”

      I took a moment to examine the bunny, and at least as long to drag my gaze over Carly before looking her in the eye. “She looks beautiful.”

      “She really does,” Raul said.

      Pink crept into Carly’s cheeks, despite her neutral expression. “I should get going.”

      “No. Stay. Play. Daddies can tell you about their boring day.” Eloise grabbed Carly’s hand.

      Carly pulled away gently and ruffled her hair.

      “Go put bunny Carly away.” Raul handed the plastic rabbit back to Eloise.

      She ran off again.

      “Do you need anything else from me?” Carly asked the instant our girl was out of earshot. Her voice was strained.

      Your company. I didn’t suspect that would go over well, given Carly’s demeanor.

      “No. Thank you for today.” Raul matched her tone with a frustrating precession.

      This time her smile was tight. “You’re welcome. I’ll see you at the worksite tomorrow.”

      “Of course.” Raul nodded, and showed her to the door.

      I held onto my growl of frustration until she was gone, then let the sound slide out. “This isn’t right.”

      “She’s not going to stick around indefinitely.” Raul didn’t look at me. “She’s not a mother, and she’s not a wife. What do you want for dinner.” He was already walking toward the kitchen.

      I followed, no longer trying to leash my reactions. “Were you in the same room as me just now? Did you see the way Eloise was acting?” She barely got that excited about spending the day at Nonna’s, and Raul’s mother spoiled her more than we did.

      Raul pulled the cut of beef we’d bought on the way home from the bag, and set the paper-wrapped meat on the counter. “Carly’s good at what she does. I expect at everything she does, including babysitting. That doesn’t change what I just said.”

      “She’s not Isabella.” Why did I need to say that? Because that had to be one of Raul’s hesitations—he didn’t want to go through that again. Not that I blamed him.

      “She’s not.” As he talked, he rolled up his sleeves, then grabbed a series of spices from the rack. “Not in either direction. You know what Carly is, though? Going back to The States in a month or two.”

      “Aren’t you having fun with her?” How was I the only one who felt that connection?

      Raul sprinkled liberal helpings of seasoning on the meat, but didn’t rub it in yet. “I’m having a blast, but that doesn’t change anything either.”

      Fuck. He was right, and I didn’t have anything to say that would change the fact that Carly didn’t live here. That she couldn’t be a long-term part of our lives if she went back to her own.

      Raul wiped his hands clean and closed the distance between us. He pulled my arms around his waist and then wrapped his around mine. He pressed our foreheads together. “I want the same thing you do,” he said softly. “I want an additional someone in my life. In yours. In Eloise’s. But it’s not her.” Did his voice crack on the her?

      I wouldn’t call him on that. I wouldn’t ruin this moment.

      Instead, I helped him make dinner. We listened to Eloise give us more detail about her day with Carly. I tried to ignore the ache at the joy on her face. Was it a mistake to introduce Carly to our daughter?

      God I hated that thought, but that didn’t mean I was wrong to ask the question.

      As the night wound down, we got Eloise ready for bed, tucked her in, read her a story, and gave her good night kisses.

      Then we headed to our own room.

      “Should I ask what’s on your mind, or do I already know?” Raul asked, when the door was closed behind us.

      I might as well say it out loud. “Was it a mistake to introduce Carly to Eloise?”

      “We introduce a lot of our friends—”

      “You know that’s not what I’m asking.”

      Raul scrubbed his face. “I do.”

      There was no denying that Eloise was already smitten with Carly.

      “We can’t have Carly over anymore.” Raul managed to say the words without emotion. “For Eloise’s sake and yours.”

      I hated the idea, and I hated that he was right.

      Raul cupped my face between his palms and pressed his forehead to mine. “You think I don’t get it, but I do. If you think Carly’s not drawing me in every time she’s around, you’re wrong.”

      The confession caught me off-guard, but I felt the realness of it.

      He tilted his head to press his mouth to mine. Softly. Sweetly. “But we still have each other. We will always have each other.”

      “We will.”

      Raul trailed his fingers along my jaw, down my neck and chest, to my waist. With practiced efficiency, he had my belt and trousers undone with barely more than a flick of his wrist.

      He slid his body down mine, taking my clothing with him. When he wrapped a loose hand around my semi-hard shaft, I groaned in appreciation at his touch. And when he took me in his mouth, I was fully erect.

      I wanted to sink back against the nearest wall, or on to the bed, and relish everything about his touch. “This isn’t a solution. Orgasms aren’t going to solve anything.” Damn me and my brain.

      Raul dragged his tongue along my length as he let my cock fall from his mouth. He looked up at me from where he knelt at my feet, eyes dark with lust and sincerity. “This isn’t me avoiding anything, if that’s what you’re saying. It’s not us ignoring a reality we don’t want to face or muting it. This is a connection. Between you and me. We’re part of each other, and I want—need—you to remember that.”

      He gripped me again and glided his mouth down my shaft.

      I forced myself to push away doubt about Carly. To push her from my mind at all. Raul was right, I needed to focus on how I was linked to him.

      And it was an intense bond. Not just because he was sucking my cock. The cord that tied us to each other was vibrant and strong and unbreakable. I pulled Raul to his feet, fumbling with his belt and trousers before he finished standing.

      “I need to be inside you,” I growled against his skin as I sank my teeth into his shoulder. Before I finished shoving his clothes to the ground, I had him on his knees on the bed, tight ass at the perfect height.

      I kept one hand on Raul, not wanting to break the circuit that kept electricity flowing between us, and reached into the drawer for lube.

      When he had a slippery opening and I had a slick dick, I entered him from behind. Need had me moving faster than maybe I should—that drive to be a part of him—but the sounds that tore from Raul’s throat were pure pleasure.

      I loved this feeling, and I wanted to grip his hips and pound hard and fast, but I resisted the urge. Instead, I reached around to fist his cock. Staying buried inside him, I fed off the heat. The bond. All while I stroked.

      The hum of building pleasure rolled through Raul and vibrated against me. I used the deliciously familiar cues of the sounds he made to guide my pace and grip as short jerks tugged his hips, and his groans became punctuated bursts, I knew he was close.

      He covered my hand with his and set a faster pace. “Fuck me hard,” he grunted.

      That was all I needed to hear. I let the leash on my control snap, and worked my hips and legs, slamming inside him. When he came, he coated both our hands with a sticky mess, and the warm slickness only increased my need.

      I moved my grip to his hips, and dug my fingers in as I lost myself in how incredible Raul felt wrapped around me. I tumbled toward release as it built inside me. Surging. Pushing. Tightening in every inch of me.

      And when I came, I wanted the release to go on for an eternity. To move into this moment of bliss that was just the two of us, and the love we had for each other and the promises we’d made to each other.

      I would never let this feeling go.

      The frantic need that had wrapped around us faded, and I slowly softened and pulled out of Raul. Cleaning up was fun. Collapsing on the bed next to my husband was incredible.

      But what about Carly?

      The thought slammed into me out of nowhere.

      What about her? Raul was right, even though my heart swore he was wrong.
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      For the rest of the week, Carly was a level of professional I’d rarely seen in my life. She was efficient, she was composed, and she was never closer to us than she had to be.

      Fine with me. The starker the line dividing us from our fling—regardless of how fun it was—the better.

      Diego and I spent the weekend the way we usually did. Spending time with Eloise, enjoying each other’s company, and unwinding. Two things made this weekend different from any other…

      The number of times Eloise asked when Carly would be back. Each time, I gave her the same answer: Carly didn’t live here, she was only visiting, so she probably wouldn’t be back. And each time, Eloise would frown and say okay, and I would feel like the worst dad in the world for breaking her heart.

      And the two calls, one on Saturday and one on Sunday, from Curtis. They sounded like friendly calls. Both of them along the lines of I just wanted to check on you. See if you’ve made any decisions about changing directions. And both times I told him Of course we haven’t.

      Monday morning, as I finished cleaning up her breakfast dishes, she ran from the kitchen and into her playroom. A moment later she was back.

      “Daddy, I made this.” Eloise handed me a slightly humanoid-looking collection of green Legos.

      I took it from her with all the care an original Eloise creation deserved. “It’s fantastic. Does it have a story?”

      “Not yet. You have to give it to Carly, and she can tell the alien’s story.”

      “Okay.”

      Eloise scowled. “Promise you’ll give it to Carly.”

      I tucked it into my shirt pocket and patted it gently. There was no way I was going to tell her no. “I promise I’ll give it to Carly and ask her for the alien’s story.” And I had at least a little while to figure out what kind of response would be least likely to break Eloise’s heart if Carly didn’t want it.

      The notion sent a spike of anger and hurt through me, and I suppressed the reaction.

      Diego and I made sure Eloise was set for the day with Ariana, and headed to the church.

      Carly was already waiting, sitting at the table, typing away on the tablet she carried everywhere on the job site. Seeing her there, hair pulled into a messy bun, loose strands teasing her neck, and I had a flashback to last week. Taking her… Sharing her with Diego… Feeling her tight, slick heat wrapped around me…

      The memory was better than coffee to get my pulse racing first thing, and far worse if I wanted to get anything done today.

      She looked up as we approached, and her smile was the same cool one she’d used at the end of last week. “Happy Monday, gentlemen. Ready to continue your drive for world conquest?”

      “One restaurant at a time.” I was also ready to ignore the background noise and do business.

      Carly’s gaze landed on my chest, and heat raced over me.

      “Is that a pocket full of toys, or are you just happy to see me?” she winced the instant the words passed her lips.

      I raised my brows. “Yes. I have a pectoral erection.”

      “Pec-rection?” Diego laughed. “Is that a thing?”

      This was going to get ridiculous and quickly. I pulled the alien out and handed it to Carly. “Eloise made you a present. She says you need to tell the alien’s story.”

      Carly’s smile went from sad to warm to professional all in the amount of time it took her to grasp the mini figurine. “Tell her thank you, and that I will share their story as soon as they share it with me.” She set it next to her tablet with the utmost care.

      “Hey, we have a problem. Boss wants to talk to you.” A new voice cut through the fun. One of the work crew stood in the doorway leading to the kitchen.

      We followed him in a neat little train, through the demolished kitchen, and out to the back alley. A pallet of boxes waited for us, with one of them set aside and open.

      When I saw the flash of almost neon blue glinting in the morning sun, I knew what was wrong before anyone said anything. “That’s not the right tile.” For anything. Anywhere in my life. “Where did this come from?”

      “It’s what was delivered,” the contractor said.

      “Stand by. We’ll figure out what’s going on.” Diego looked as frustrated as I felt.

      He and I started making calls, tracking along the supply chain. Carly watched and listened and muttered about wishing she spoke better Italian.

      I finally got someone on the line who had more answers for me than Nothing’s changed. We shipped what we were told.

      “We were told the request changed. I got the information from Ms. Hammond’s assistant,” he told me in Italian, with the confidence of a man who knew he’d done nothing wrong.

      Carly’s assistant? “Ms. Hammond doesn’t have an assistant.” Did she? I covered the mouthpiece. “Do you have an assistant?” I whispered to Carly.

      She frowned and shook her head.

      “What was the name of the person you talked to?” I returned to the phone call.

      “He didn’t give it. But I can tell you he was American and didn’t speak the language nearly as well as he thought.”

      What? That would make sense, if the call came from The Raphael Group, but I’d never talked to anyone there who even pretended to speak Italian, and they wouldn’t have made this request without telling Carly. Without telling us. “We need the tile we originally ordered.”

      “Can’t do it. The original is a high demand design. The instant the order was canceled, someone else snatched it up.”

      My frustration soared. This was going to cost us time. Money. “We can’t use what we were sent.”

      “You can pay the restocking fee and we can send you something else in return.”

      Fuck. “I need to talk to my designer and builder. One of us will give you a call back. Don’t make any more changes to our account unless you hear from myself or Diego.”

      “Your euros.” He hung up.

      I wanted desperately to let the man know what I thought of his flippant attitude, but not until we had what we needed from him. I gave Carly and Diego a brief rundown of the conversation.

      As I explained, Carly went pale, and when I finished, realization sank in. It was insane, but I had to ask. “Would Curtis do something like this?”

      She worked her jaw. “I’d love to say no, but fuck. He might. When I left him, he told my boss the divorce was because I’d been sleeping with her husband. He’d never even met the man. He’s not above being petty, and he doesn’t care who gets huts, unless he’s changed.”

      Something told me he hadn’t. “Would he have sent that email last week? The one that looked like it was from you that almost got my kitchen destroyed?”

      The creases around her eyes and mouth deepened. “Fuck. Maybe. I’d love to say he wouldn’t go that far, but… he would. I’m sorry.”

      “This isn’t on you, it’s on him.” Diego’s words echoed my thoughts. “Besides, we told him no too, so this could be about us.”

      Christ, what an immature asshole. We’d figure out what to do about Curtis after we fixed the current issue though. “What do we do about the tile?”

      Diego had his phone out again. “I’ll call the supplier back and find out what they have in stock that meets our requirements and that we can get enough of within the next week.”

      “I’ll call Curtis.” Carly looked furious.

      I’d love to make that call myself, but it might end in death threats. “Are we sending the work crew home?”

      “We have to,” Carly said. “There’s nothing else they can do today. But we’ll figure out how we can rearrange the schedule once we have the tile answer.” She sighed loudly. “We accounted for delays and mistakes. They always happen. We have money and time in the budget as long as we’re smart about how we handle this.”

      That didn’t reassure me as much as she probably wanted it to, but I was grateful she could say the words and sound sincere.

      Diego and Carly made their calls, and I sent the work crew home. I promised the contractor we’d have more information for him by the end of the day, and he promised me we’d still be paying for their wasted time.

      Wonderful. Not.

      When it was just the three of us left, Carly, Diego, and I sat at that same table again. The memories of the other night were back, and I wasn’t in the mood. That didn’t stop the images of Carly, the whispers across my skin, from tormenting me.

      The reminder brought back that little nagging part of me that I’d been trying to ignore for days. The part that agreed with Diego that Carly could be a great longer-term fixture in our lives.

      I shoved the feeling aside in favor of getting work done.

      Carly hadn’t been able to get a hold of Curtis, but Diego had new tile options for us. He forwarded them to Carly, and she pulled them up on her iPad, so we could all gather around and make a decision.

      The decision we made was that they all sucked.

      “Alternatives. Let’s discuss them,” Carly said.

      I wanted the original tile I’d picked for my kitchen. “I saw an entire subway station floor once that was tiled with centissimo.”

      “I feel like that might be more expensive than actual tile.” Diego wrinkled his nose.

      Carly jabbed at her screen, and pulled up a new picture. It was impossible to determine why she was showing us computer parts until she said, “My brother has a friend whose bathroom is tiled with circuit boards.”

      “That sounds really cool.” Diego twisted his head this way and that.

      It kind of did, and my family had access to that kind of hardware. But this wasn’t the right place for that look. Also, “That sounds really nerdy.”

      “Nerdy can be sexy.” The way Carly tossed out the reply, without thought, with a playful smile… That was sexy.

      “I can be nerdy.” My answer came easily. Smoothly.

      Diego smirked and shook his head. “Possibly not the way Carly is thinking.”

      “Ooh, idea.” Carly’s face lit up. “If Curtis is so infatuated with proving… I don’t know. Whatever. We could tile it with his—”

      “Don’t say his entrails.” I didn’t know where my suggestion came from, but I was filled with both horror and justice at the concept.

      The disgust and horror that crossed Carly’s face was reasonable, but not as potent as I expected. “Eww.” She wrinkled her nose. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing. I told you not to say that.” I wasn’t the bad guy here.

      She stuck out her tongue. “I was going to say we could tile it with his and my divorce papers. Eww. Seriously.”

      “She’s right. There’s something wrong with you.” Diego’s tone was playful rather than accusatory.

      And it wasn’t as though I was suggesting doing that. I was saying the opposite. “Wrong with me in all the right ways.”

      Diego grinned. “I can’t argue that.”

      Carly huffed, but her smile was peeking through. She opened her mouth.

      “I hoped I’d find you both here.” That was Isabella’s voice, not Carly’s.

      My blood ran cold as our ex-wife walked into the room, and my entire world was yanked out from under me.
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      “Isabella.” Raul’s voice was cool.

      This woman was their ex?

      I didn’t like the look of her. Normally, I wasn’t petty—I’d adjust anyone’s crown without raising a fuss, and all that—but Isabella was striking. In-your-face, long, dark hair, perfect skin, striking.

      And I hated her for walking away from her family even more than I did for the way she looked. Though, she’d downgraded with the man whose arm she was on. He was attractive, and the ink that ran along his arms and neck was intricate and beautiful.

      But he wasn’t Diego or Raul, and if he couldn’t measure up to one of them, he’d never measure up to both of them.

      “Raul. Diego. It’s been so long.” She approached Raul, and it looked like she might kiss him on the cheeks.

      He backed away, and ice spilled from him.

      She turned to Diego, and the way he raised his eyebrow seemed to be enough to make her take a step back. “Five years,” he said. “What are you doing here, Isabella?”

      Her smile never faltered, but it hadn’t looked genuine to begin with. “I heard you remarried. I had to meet the lucky lady. Is this her?”

      A million thoughts raced through my mind in a split second, starting with I knew Diego still hadn’t fucking posted that retraction and ending with if this woman thinks we’re married, might as well as play it up. Bitch can choke on my tit.

      Yeah, I really didn’t like her. That didn’t stop me from pasting on my most sugar smile and extending my hand. “Hi, I’m Carly. Isabella, is it? Are you a cousin or something? Raul has such a great family; I love meeting more of you.”

      “I’m the original, hon.” She looked me over with disdain.

      Who knew? We had something in common.

      “The original, the only ex-wife.” Diego slipped an arm around my waist.

      It was easy to lean into him. Didn’t take any faking at all, unlike this conversation. I was grateful the work crew was gone for the day, though. Losing their time sucked, but I didn’t need witnesses to me being lovey dovey with Diego and Raul. No one beyond this woman.

      Her companion looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here. I gave him a more friendly smile, though if he was dating Isabella he may not deserve it. No reason to judge yet. “Are you Isabella’s…?” I trailed off on purpose.

      “Entourage. Bodyguard. Jack of all trades. You can call me Joystick.” He shook my hand.

      Unimpressed with the name, but my brother had friends with more ridiculous ones. Did he look familiar? No. I was imagining that.

      “No. Really. What are you doing here?” Raul slipped his hand into my free one.

      I squeezed. It probably wouldn’t comfort him, but I wanted him to know I was here for whatever they needed when it came to her.

      Some of Isabella’s fake smile slipped away, and a frown crept in. Oddly enough, the new expression didn’t look any more genuine than the old one. “I just want to see my baby girl. Please.”

      Oh hell no.

      “No.” Diego put a terrifyingly sexy amount of force into a single word. “And Eloise isn’t yours. Not anymore.”

      “She’s staying with family tonight, which you aren’t. It doesn’t matter how often you ask, you left. You’re not seeing her,” Raul said.

      I had never been so turned on by something so completely non-sexual before.

      “I suppose this… woman… has taken my place?” Isabella sneered.

      I stared back impassively. “You left. You would need to have been in a place, for me to take it from you.” That sounded so much more clever in my head.

      “Eloise actually recognizes Carly. Adores her.” Diego’s words both warmed and cut through me in a way I didn’t expect. “She wouldn’t be able to pick you out of a line-up.”

      Raul stepped forward. “Leave. Now. Or I’ll have you removed from the property.”

      “Whoa.” Joystick wedged himself between Raul and Isabella. “She’s a mother who wants to see her child. Who the fuck are you to turn her down? Eloise is her flesh and blood.”

      The way he raised himself up to full height, his ink, the sneer in his voice, all made him imposing and almost scary.

      But he didn’t hold a candle to Diego’s presence. “Isabella walked out. That was her choice, not ours. This is the consequence.” His tone was hard.

      “Because of stress. Postpartum depression. The pressure of living with a public family.” Joystick recited the list with passion. A list likely fed to him by Isabella.

      “She left to pursue her acting career,” Raul said.

      I wasn’t big on reality TV, but this was the kind of drama I couldn’t look away from. It was also personal, and it shouldn’t be. I hated that this woman had wormed her way into Raul and Diego’s lives. Had abandoned Eloise.

      “One of you isn’t even her real father,” Joystick said.

      Big mistake.

      Diego had Joystick’s shirt in his fist before I could blink, and was raising his other hand threateningly.

      Isabella pushed them apart. Not Diego so much—it was clear he wasn’t backing down—but she nudged Joystick back. “Let me see Eloise, or I’ll make my request a legal one next time. My asking you first was a courtesy.”

      Raul’s sneer, Diego’s glare, were potent and vicious.

      “You won’t come near her. Ever.” Raul growled. “Get the fuck out.”

      I wanted to follow Isabella as she walked from the church, and kick her ass. Not that I knew how to do such a thing, but I was willing to learn for this.

      One thing I could do, wait a day or two before I reminded Diego again about posting that wedding retraction information. The men would drive Isabella out soon enough, and then we could handle the already fading gossip. Until then, the more that pissed her off the better.

      The three of us tried to get back to work, but the men were distracted. Raul called his mother every hour to check on Eloise. Not that I blamed him. We finally decided on the tile, and while they weren’t as happy about it as they had been their first pick, some of that was probably because of the events of the day.

      Seriously. Who the fuck did that woman think she was? Vanishing. No contact. Nearly five years. And she just walked back into their lives like it was a perfectly reasonable and normal thing to do.

      We decided to call it a day, since we weren’t getting any work done. “If this was Curtis, I’d ask if I should go back to your place with you, to keep up appearances, in case Isabella was watching.” My joke came out strangled. I hadn’t heard back from him, and that made me even more suspicious.

      Raul’s scowl was stark. “I hate that he treated you like that. What kind of person does that?”

      “That same kind who tries to have an entire construction project fail, either because you told him no or I did.” I’d learned my lesson about narcissistic ex’s. I wished it was one I hadn’t had to learn, but I knew better now.

      Raul shook his head. “That’s fucked up.”

      “If we’re comparing ex’s, I have to admit I want to deck yours now that I met her.” I was trying to keep this conversation light. Pretty sure I was failing.

      “I would’ve paid to see that,” Diego said. “You would win.”

      “I don’t know about that, but I would’ve put on a good show.” No hair pulling and clawing for me. I’d come out swinging. “For her to just demand what she did…”

      Diego shouldered his laptop bag. “If you want to come back to our place, you just have to ask.”

      “That’s not what she was saying.” Raul looked at me. “Though, he’s right.”

      I was thinking about it. I shouldn’t. I needed to return to my hotel, spend the night alone, and forget that anything else was ever an option. But I’d love to come back to your place hovered on the tip of my tongue.

      My phone rang, saving me, and relief flooded inside when I saw that it was Daria, not Curtis. “One minute,” I told the guys before I answered the call. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey.” Daria sounded bright. Happy. “Where are you?”

      Weird way to start the conversation. “The worksite. Why?”

      “Because we’re at your hotel and they’re calling your room and you’re not picking up.”

      She was where? Wait. “We?”

      “Me. The girls. Brooke. Adam.”

      What? “What?”

      “Happy birthday. And surprise.” In the background, a scattered wave of surprise came from Daria’s phone.

      Oh. Wow. Umm… “We’re wrapping up here. Long day, you know how it goes. I’ll tell you about it when I get there. Be there in half an hour?” But would I really tell her about all of it? I didn’t know.

      “Okay. See you then,” Daria said.

      “That’s a no on coming back to our place?” Diego waited until I hung up to ask, and a hint of disappointment traced his question.

      I was a bit bummed, too. Not that my friends were here, but… “Apparently Daria is here to surprise me for my birthday.”

      “It’s your birthday?” Raul looked surprised. And possibly also like he was plotting.

      Crap. “Not for a few more days.” I’d love to not remember that I was almost a decade older than these men, and having them do the math and add another year to my age wouldn’t help.

      “Were you going to tell us?” Diego asked.

      “Probably not?”

      His frown said that was the wrong answer.

      “That’s fair.” At least Raul seemed to understand. “Have a good night, and tell Daria we said hi.”

      I gave them tight smiles, ignored the tug that wanted me to stay, and headed back to my hotel. When I got there, Brooke and Adam had already checked into their own room. Colin, Tanner, and Deacon hadn’t made the trip because they couldn’t take the time away from their businesses. There was plenty of room for Daria and the girls to stay in my little cabin.

      Besides, I hadn’t used the place half the time I was here, so maybe this made up for that in some sort of weird, round-about way?

      When I showed Daria and her girls to my place, Harmony was tentative and Alana was aloof about their shared room. But within minutes, they were each picking a bed, and Harmony was planning where the stuffed toys she’d brought with her would sleep.

      Daria joined me in the living room, while they settled in. She and I caught up a little on her flight. I promised to give her a tour of the city tomorrow night when we had a little more time.

      “Unless you’re working. If you give us a map and tell us where to go, we can find our way around,” Daria said.

      Working. Unless that tile came in PDQ, it was unlikely we’d be doing late hours for a few days. And no more overnight hours, for sure. Thank God Daria was here to save me from myself and my bad decisions. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “What’s going on?” Daria asked.

      Uh… “Nothing?”

      She stared at me.

      I returned the favor. Did I have I slept with our clients written on my face or something?

      “You called me in the middle of the night, just a few days after you got here, you’re acting cagey now. Tell me.” She prodded.

      I had to give her something. “I think Curtis is sabotaging our project.” Wow that sounded stupid when I said it out loud to someone who hadn’t seen what we’d been through.

      Her scowl and grunt were encouraging. “Why can’t that asshole leave you alone? What can I do?”

      “Apparently he approached the guys about doing this for them before we got involved. So he’s bitter on two fronts. But you’re on vacation. I won’t let you do anything.” I grabbed a bottle of wine out of the fridge, and two glasses, and joined her on the couch.

      The lines in Daria’s forehead grew deeper. “I will if I need to.”

      “I know.” In fact, having her here helped me relax. Daria always had my back.

      “How is it, working with Raul and Diego?” she asked. “They seemed nice enough in the offices—that great blend of silently imposing and outwardly assertive.” She took the bottle from me and filled the glasses almost to the brim.

      That sounded exactly like them. “Amazing.” Too much. “I mean good. Great. Fine. They’re fine.” Shut up now.

      “So, it’s good, then?” Amusement had replaced Daria’s scorn about Curtis. She sipped her wine. “Does it taste better because it’s from here, or just because I expect it to?”

      “Both.” I wanted to tell her. Everything. Such a bad idea, but I hated keeping this secret. “I fucked up, Dar.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I stared at my drink as the burgundy liquid wobbled with each breath I took. Nothing was wrong. Everything was wrong. This was a fucking mess.

      “Is this why you called the other night? What happened? Was it Curtis?” Daria set her glass down and leaned in.

      I didn’t mean to worry her like that. “Curtis didn’t do anything more than what I told you. Not that I know of.” He probably had. “I met the guys on the plane. Raul and Diego.”

      “Makes sense. You flew out at the same time.”

      Yeah. I really should’ve thought of that on the plane. Hey, me, these sexy men with Italian accents are probably your clients. “They didn’t give me their real names, so I didn’t know who they were.” That was my story, and I was sticking to it. “And you know how my flight was delayed?”

      “Yes.”

      “For a hurricane. I didn’t want to be alone during the storms.” I didn’t have to say why. Daria understood. “So I invited them to share my room.”

      The realization that spread across Daria’s face was almost cartoonish. “Fuck. Did you sleep with them in Philly?”

      “No.” Honest truth. Sort of. “I mean, we slept, but there was no fucking.”

      Daria seemed to relax. “Okay. So what’s with the build-up?”

      I finished my drink in a single swallow, and waited for the buzz to rush to my head. Instead, the wine landed in my stomach with a heavy thud. “I didn’t screw them until we got here. After I figured out who they were.”

      “Oh. Oh, Carly.”

      I couldn’t interpret Daria’s tone, but it cut deep. “Don’t you dare judge me. I cheered you on when you hooked up with Tanner and Colin.”

      “I’m not, I swear.” She was quick with the assurance. “I don’t want to see you hurt, but I’m not judging.” She gave me a sly smile. “Was it good? Were they good?”

      “It was so, so good.” So good.

      “That was the night you called me.”

      I nodded. “I left after they fell asleep. Snuck out like a proper early morning walk of shame. I couldn’t face them the next morning. Or their little girl. She’s so sweet. They’re so sweet. And fuckable. Fuck.”

      “You’ve got it bad.” Daria searched my face. “You know the consequences, so I won’t weigh you down with the list, but if you’re feeling something for them, maybe you shouldn’t ignore it…”

      “Nope. This is lust. I’m not feeling anything more for them.” I pushed power into the words, as much for my benefit as hers. “I have an ex-husband issue and a project that I will complete. There are no other feelings.”

      Daria’s frown reflected my own doubt, and I hated that.
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      My anger with Isabella being back, with her making ridiculous demands and even more ludicrous threats, lingered through the night and into the next morning. I was reluctant to leave Eloise at home today, but Ariana assured us that they would be fine, and that if anyone showed up claiming to be Mom that she’d call us immediately and keep the woman out.

      “Why now?” Diego asked for the billionth time as we headed to the church.

      And for the billionth time, I didn’t have an answer.

      We reached the building about the same time as Carly. As much as I tried to tell myself otherwise, seeing her made me smile. It didn’t matter how she looked, though this morning she had a cup of coffee in hand, her hair was already pulled into a messy bun, and she was wearing glasses.

      Hello, sexy teacher fantasy.

      I pointed to my own eyes. “You wear glasses?”

      “Contacts.” Carly said. “But I was up a little too late drinking with Daria, and my eyes weren’t having that this morning.”

      “Is she the bad influence friend?” Diego asked.

      Not that I’d seen. When we met Daria in Salt Lake she was professional, competent, and excelled at her job. It didn’t surprise me that she and Carly were friends.

      Carly shook her head with a laugh. “No. She’s the smart let’s plan everything friend. Brooke is the good are you sure we should do this friend, who we found either fifteen years too late, or at the perfect time, depending on your perspective. I’m the bad influence.”

      Diego looked her over in a way that made my blood roar, wanting to see them together again. “I’m not sure I believe that,” he said.

      “Good.” Carly grinned. “That means I’ve done my job.”

      She really was sexy. And smart. And compelling. Maybe Diego was right—she was exactly what we needed in our lives.

      Of course, every argument I gave him still stood. Isabella being back was a good reminder that we couldn’t let someone into Eloise’s life who wouldn’t stay, and Carly wasn’t staying.
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      “Speaking of my friends, I told them they could come by at lunch for a tour of the place.” Carly interrupted my thoughts. “If that’s all right.”

      I wanted to counter with As long as we can come to your birthday party. I wouldn’t say that, though.

      “Of course it is.” Fortunately Diego was on it. “We’d love to meet everyone.”

      The three of us got to work. Carly was back to being cool and professional. It was exactly what she needed to be, but I missed how easily she’d slipped her hand into mine yesterday. How comfortable it was to see Diego wrap an arm around her waist.

      Sure, that was for Isabella’s benefit, but I couldn’t help but want it to be a more permanent thing.

      Diego, Carly, and I were prepping a portion of the building for demo work, when an echo rang out through the room. “And shepherds we shall be, for Thee, my Lord, for Thee.”

      What the…?

      The voice carried through open air, and the speaker seemed to have a good grasp of how to use acoustics to his advantage. “Power hath descended forth from Thy hand, that our feet may swiftly carry out Thy command. So we shall flow a river forth to Thee, and teeming with souls shall it ever be.”

      I’d be a lot more concerned about the words, if a tiny smirk wasn’t playing on Carly’s face.

      “What is that?” Diego asked.

      “Boondock Saints,” I said at the same time as Carly.

      He looked between us. “How do you both know that?”

      Was he serious? “How do you not? How did I marry a man who doesn’t know Boondock Saints?”

      “Sounds like a tragedy in the making.” A man stepped through the nearest doorway—the owner of the movie-quoting voice.

      He was with Daria, which meant these were Carly’s friends. There was another woman with them as well, and two younger girls, one in her teens and one about Eloise’s age.

      “You couldn’t pick a less threatening way to announce yourself?” Despite Carly’s question, her grin was broad now.

      The man shrugged. “I’m in a church. It was the obvious choice. Would you prefer, I was the first angel, loved once above all others. A perfect love. But like all true loves... one day it withered on the vine…” He sang the last few lines.

      “Boondock Saints again?” Diego asked.

      “Prophecy,” Carly said at the same time as the man.

      She was even sexier than I thought, and apparently my husband’s movie knowledge was seriously lacking. “We need to brush up on your movies,” I said to Diego.

      “I’ll give you a list.” The man already had his phone out. “Better yet, I’ll be there. Name the time and place.”

      Carly gave a light laugh. “Gentlemen, these are my friends. You’ve just met Adam.” The man bowed deeply. “The lovely woman on his arm is Brooke. You know Daria. And these are her daughters Alana and Harmony.”

      Harmony, the younger one, curtsied. “Ciao.”

      Eloise was going to like her.

      “Hello.” Alana blushed and ducked her head.

      I could wait an eternity for Eloise to reach the age where older men made her shy.

      Carly pointed at us. “Raul and Diego. Now everyone knows everyone.”

      The group of us took off on a tour of the building. Adam asked all the right questions about the stained glass and the architecture to make Diego light up, and Alana and Harmony were quite well behaved.

      Until Harmony found the confessionals. “Mommy, I’m bored. Let’s play hide and seek.” She ducked into one of the small boxes before anyone could answer.

      Alana yanked open the door. “They’re not for hiding. They’re for confessing your sins.”

      “What are sins?” Harmony asked.

      Alana crossed her arms and huffed. “They’re when you do stupid things. Like now.”

      “I’m not stupid. You’re stupid.” Harmony’s response was shrill and loud.

      Daria looked mortified. “I’m so sorry. We’re not church people.”

      “I’ve got this.” I stepped between the girls and crouched in front of Harmony, who was still sitting in the confessional. “Do you want to learn something your sister doesn’t know?”

      Behind me, Alana huffed again.

      Harmony nodded.

      “The Italian word for Harmony is armonia. It means two people who sing a beautiful song together. Which is the one thing that’s even more fun here than hide and seek. Do you want to see?”

      She was watching me with wide, curious eyes. “Yes.”

      I took her hand and led her to the front of the chapel, where the choir traditionally stood. “This is where people sing from.” I showed her the spot for the soloist. “Do you want to try?”

      She stepped forward, looked out over the room and the entire group watching us, and ran back to my side. “No.”

      “What’s your favorite song?” I asked her.

      “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.”

      I looked up at Daria, who shrugged.

      There were far worse answers, and at least I knew the lyrics to that one. “I guess I’ll have to sing it alone, but then it won’t be armonia.”

      “I’ll sing with you.” Carly joined us. She knelt to look Harmony in the eye. “You don’t have to stay up here.”

      Harmony grabbed her hand.

      Faint, tinny music reached our ears, and I realized Adam was holding up his phone, and the song was playing.

      I wasn’t a singer. As a child they specifically kept me off the choir, mostly because I was incapable of keeping a beat. But I did love singing along to the music anyway, and Carly carried the tune beautifully, so she kept me on track.

      As we headed into the second verse, Harmony joined us. Her voice was tiny and tentative at first, but by the chorus she was singing along at the top of her lungs. Carly swooped her into her arms.

      By the end of the song, everyone in the chapel was singing. It was loud and out of tune and one of the most glorious sounds I’d ever heard. When we finished, I turned to Harmony. “That was armonia.”

      “I like it.” She grinned.

      Carly set her on the ground, and Harmony ran back to Daria. “And people say musicals are unrealistic,” Carly said to me. “Tell me you’ve never done that before.”

      “I haven’t.” It was true. “But the situation seemed to call for it.”

      She shook her head, but she was smiling. “I might think it was super sweet that you’re good with everyone’s kids, if I wasn’t a bitter old bachelorette.” Her tone was light and her voice soft.

      “No talking like that,” I scolded her. “Or I’ll spank you.”

      “Promises promises.” Carly spun away on her toe, her smirk never fading, and headed back to her friends.

      I joined them, and we continued our tour with renewed enthusiasm.

      “Oh. I almost forgot.” Daria’s exclamation came out of nowhere.

      Carly gave her a warning look.

      Odd reaction.

      “Forgot what?” Diego stepped right through that open conversation door.

      Daria looked at him and me. “The two of you need to come to Carly’s birthday celebration. Night after tomorrow. Bring your girl, unless you have plans.”

      Did Carly just growl? And how much did Daria know about what had happened between the three of us.

      I already knew what Diego’s answer would be, and I shouldn’t play along. A birthday party with friends was innocent enough, but it felt like every extra moment spent with Carly was another excuse. Another reason to forget she wasn’t a permanent part of our lives.

      “We’d love to,” I said.

      Diego’s phone rang, and when he said, “It’s Ariana,” Ice ran through my veins, and I halted abruptly.
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      Ariana didn’t call us at work often, but it didn’t mean her reasons for doing so were bad. Still, as I answered the phone, disquiet ran through me. “Ciao.”

      “There’s a woman here, like you said. She’s claiming she’s Eloise’s mother and she wants me to let her in. I told her no, but she’s not leaving.”

      My anger spiked. “I’ll be right there. Call me if you need.” I hung up to find the entire group watching me. Raul was the only one I cared about. “I need to go.”

      “Isabella?” Raul asked. “I’ll come too.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve got it. We’ll be back soon.” I understood his desire to join me, and if he’d taken the call I’d feel the same, but there was no reason to tear us both away.

      Raul worked his jaw as if he was going to argue, then gave me a short nod instead.

      I tried not to count the seconds between the church and the apartment, and failed. When I arrived, Isabella was nowhere to be seen. I pushed inside to find Ariana sitting on the couch, fidgeting with her hands, while Eloise sat nearby, singing along with the TV.

      Eloise grinned when she saw me. “Daddy. You’re home from work early.”

      “I’m only here for a little while.” I scooped her into my arms. “But you and Ariana are coming back to work with me.”

      “We are? Huzzah. Is it because of the scary lady?”

      Was it wrong that I wanted to smirk at her description? “Did you have to talk to the scary lady?”

      “No. She went away again.”

      “She left when I told her you were on your way here. I never opened the door for her,” Ariana said.

      Good. But what the fuck was Isabella up to? I kissed Eloise on the forehead before setting her down. “Go grab three toys. You have to hurry, so we can go.” I didn’t expect another encounter while I was here, but an uncomfortable urgency spilled inside.

      Eloise was so happy to spend the day at work with us that there was no dawdling. It wasn’t long before we’d joined Raul and the others at the church again. I was surprised Carly’s friends were still there.

      “Raul told them what was going on,” Carly said. “They wanted to wait to make sure everyone was okay.”

      “We’re fine.” I forced cheer into my voice, despite the rambling thoughts about what is Isabella up to? “I don’t want to delay any vacations.”

      Daria smiled. “No delay. We’re here for Carly first, and she’s here for you.” That was a long pause. “For work.”

      Carly shot Daria a look that was impossible to miss, and was filled with warning.

      Fascinating.

      I was about to shoo the tourist group out the door when Harmony walked up to Eloise. “My name is Harmony. You’re my new friend. What’s your name?”

      Eloise looked at Raul and me, as if asking permission. Maybe the scary lady drove home the don’t talk to strangers lessons.

      I gave her a nod of encouragement. “It’s okay. We know these people.”

      Eloise grinned and turned back to Harmony. “I’m Eloise. My daddies say we can be friends.”

      “I have lots of daddies too.” Harmony looked excited.

      Eloise shook her head. “I don’t have lots. I only have two. That’s a normal number.”

      “I have three. Plus a mommy.” Harmony pointed at Daria. “But one daddy doesn’t live with us because he’s a dickhead.”

      “Daddy. What’s a dickhead?” Eloise asked us.

      Adam did a poor job of hiding a snicker, and Brooke hid behind her hand. I assumed also hiding laughter.

      I looked at Raul. This felt like the kind of question he should handle.

      “I’m sorry.” Daria sounded mortified. “Harmony, you know we don’t talk like that.” She looked at us. “Her sister and her uncle—”

      Alana huffed. “Don’t put this on me.”

      “I get it.” Raul raised a hand. “My cousin has taught Eloise far worse, just in a different language.” He crouched in front of Eloise. “You know those words we don’t say in front of other people?”

      Eloise nodded.

      “That’s what a dickhead is,” Raul said.

      “Okay.” Eloise looked satisfied with the answer. She turned back to Harmony. “I didn’t have a mommy, but Carly’s going to be my mommy now.”

      The adults’ amusement shifted to various levels of shock in a snap. This was where I should correct Eloise, but I didn’t want to.

      “Carly’s not anyone’s mommy.” Apparently Harmony had this covered. “She says kids are best when you can feed them sugar and send them home with someone else at the end of the day.

      I’d never seen Carly so bright red.

      While I didn’t doubt that she’d said something like that, I wanted to hear her at least try to deny it, or correct the statement, or do something that would reassure Eloise. Not a fair expectation from me, but I wanted it anyway.

      “We should get going.” Daria’s voice was a little too loud. “Let you all get back to work.” She took Harmony’s hand.

      Harmony grabbed Eloise’s hand in her free one. “My new best friend is coming with us.”

      I was certain Daria and her friends were capable people, but I wasn’t letting Eloise out of my site the rest of the day. “Eloise needs to stay here today,” I said firmly.

      “Daddy, no.” Eloise’s bottom lip quivered.

      So much for being excited to join us at work.

      As if on cue, she and Harmony both started to cry.

      Fuck. I picked up Eloise again, and tried to smooth her tears.

      “Harmony.” Daria’s tone was sympathetic and sharp.

      “We just met. You can’t tear us apart.” Harmony’s voice was surprisingly clear for a child who was bawling.

      Ariana stepped up closer to Raul and me. “I can watch them both,” she said in soft Italian, only meant for our ears.

      Like that, Eloise stopped crying. Apparently she heard anyway. “Can Harmony stay here with me and Ariana? Please.”

      “Mommy, can I do that?” Harmony didn’t hesitate to join in. “Please?”

      It was amazing what a beautiful chorus of begging two little girls could create.

      “You’ll miss seeing Milan, Harmony.” Daria’s voice was firm.

      Harmony shrugged. “I’ve seen pictures.”

      I looked at Raul, and an entire conversation flowed between us without words. “We’re okay with it if you are.”

      “She’ll appreciate the trip more when she’s older.” Carly gave Daria an apologetic look. “And I’ll be here.”

      Daria sighed. “If you’re sure.” She focused on Ariana.

      Our nanny nodded. “I’m positive.”

      The girls cheered, and dragged Ariana with them as Eloise pulled Harmony to her favorite hiding spot under the altar.

      “Thank you, and I’m sorry,” Daria said.

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s not a problem.”

      “Here.” Raul scribbled something on a piece of paper and handed it to Adam. “When you need a break from being tourists for an hour or two, classic movies, video games, and wine. Tell them I sent you.”

      “Sweet.” Adam tucked the information away.

      After a few more minutes of exchanged instructions with Daria, we pushed them out the door.

      When they were gone, Carly tossed a glance at where the girls were playing happily. “I’m sorry about that. Are you sure it’s okay?”

      “I’m positive.” I had a hard time denying my little girl anything, and if that included a new friend who kept Carly closer… Yes, I was going to take advantage of that.

      We got back to work, but either Raul or I kept an eye on Eloise at all times. If Isabella was willing to go to the house while we were gone, and we had no idea why she was really here, I couldn’t rule out her walking right up to Eloise while no one was looking.

      And if Isabella so much as touched a hair on Eloise’s head… I didn’t know what I was prepared to do, but we’d find out fast if it came to that.
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      So this was forty-two. The woman staring back at me in the mirror didn’t look any older than yesterday, but my brain had been hung-up on my new age all day. Turning forty didn’t hit me this hard, why was today different from the last two birthdays?

      My phone sat on the bathroom counter, and it buzzed with a new text. Another message from Curtis. The fifth or sixth today. None of them said things like Happy Birthday or I got your message, they all just said I need you to call me.

      Manipulative fucker. He knew the vague notes would drive me nuts, and I was going to ignore him until he provided at least a hint of context for his request.

      Daria stopped in the doorway of the cabin’s master bath and looked me over. “I hope I look that good at your age.” Her tone was playful.

      “You’re not even two years younger.”

      She shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

      “Well don’t.” Maybe I shouldn’t have ribbed her so hard on her fortieth birthday.

      She stepped into the room with me and straightened one of the straps on my dress, before looking me over again. “Your guys would agree with me, but they’d be nicer about it. You look incredible.”

      “They’re not my guys.” I glanced in the mirror again. The dress was meant to be casual—sleeveless with a short sweater over the top, and a flowing skirt. I didn’t look bad, so why did I feel like an imposter?

      “They never stop watching you when you’re in the room with them,” Daria said. “And the way they do that watching… They’re your guys.”

      But they weren’t. Because they were my clients, and they lived in a different country than I did, and they were almost a decade younger than me.

      And there it was. I was faking so much right now, including that I was young and carefree. “They’re not.” I put enough force in my retort to let Daria know that conversation was over. We should go back to when I thought she was judging me for being with them. That was more like what I thought I should be feeling.

      She pursed her lips and studied me. “You don’t get to be grumpy just because the last number on your age changed between yesterday and today.”

      I opened my mouth.

      Daria held up a finger. “Don’t you dare tell me you’re older than me, because you know better.” She spoke forcefully. “You are going to have fun tonight, missy. Whether you like it or not.”

      “How am I supposed to argue with that?” And why did it make me feel better?

      “You’re not.” She grabbed my hand and tugged me out of the bathroom. “Stop fussing, you look gorgeous and we’re not going to be late.”

      I followed her into the living room, where Harmony and Alana were waiting. Harmony was in a pink dress with a poofy skirt—her princess dress. Alana was dressed more simply, but just as elegantly in pressed slacks and a light sweater.

      How was Daria teasing me about her age when her oldest was already carrying herself like an adult? Would that be Eloise in nine years?

      Whoa. Pump the brakes there, me. Watching Daria’s girls grow up was as close to parenthood and wishing they’d stay young a little longer as I wanted to get.

      “Are you going to tell me now what the plan is for tonight?” I asked as we headed out.

      Daria shook head. “Nope.”

      “I’m going to find out when we get there.”

      “You’re right. You are,” Daria said.

      Brooke and Adam joined us in the resort lobby, and I asked the concierge to call us two cabs. We weren’t all going to fit in one.

      They never stop watching you. Daria’s words echoed in my mind. That was Adam with Brooke. He gave her his full and undivided attention, and the best way I could think of to describe the way he watched her was unending worship.

      Not what I had. Not what I’d ever wanted. That meant a kind of commitment that I’d sworn I’d never get sucked into again. Not after Curtis.

      So why did it sound so tempting tonight? Why was I almost as green as my dress with envy, watching Brooke with Adam?

      Because I was in an I’m old kind of contemplative mood. Daria was right about one thing—I needed to snap out of this.

      We grabbed our rides, and Daria gave our driver a name I didn’t know. A short while later we pulled up in front of a stucco building that was covered with vines and flowers. We stepped under an awning of terracotta tiles, to find Diego, Raul, and Eloise waiting for us.

      The three of them were the perfect little family. And it made my heart ache.

      But I wasn’t going to lose myself in thoughts like that.

      After a round of greetings, Raul said we should follow him. As we did exactly that, Daria leaned in closer to me. “If you love it, this was all my idea, and if you don’t, he insisted on arranging everything.” She spoke loud enough for everyone to hear.

      Raul glanced back at us with a smirk. “It was really nothing. The least we could do for our favorite project manager.”

      We stepped through a set of double doors and onto a back patio, and I stalled as I tried to take it all in. It was like stepping into another world. One of green, and classic-but-hidden architecture, and was that the sound of a stream?

      “Fake stars.” Harmony pointed up. “Pretty.”

      Sure enough, strands of lights ran above our heads, providing most of the illumination. The space looked big enough for multiple parties, but there was just a single long table for ten in the middle of it all.

      It was beautiful.

      “The family who owns the place has a long history with Raul’s family,” Diego said. “He called in a favor or three.”

      For me. He’d arranged this for me. What was I supposed to do with that?

      “Come see the water.” Eloise grabbed Harmony’s hand and tugged her toward a pond sitting at the edge of the clearing.

      “Stay in sight,” Daria and Diego called at the same time.

      I was so glad I didn’t have to worry about things like that.

      No, really, I was.

      A young man barely older than Alana came around to take our drink orders, and she was instantly prim and smiling and not bored. Daria did stop her from ordering the wine though, regardless of the waiter’s insistence that it’s okay here. No one will mind.

      Nope, I didn’t envy parenthood at all.

      The antipasto arrived shortly after our drinks, despite us not having ordered. Raul told us the entire evening was taken care of, at the chef’s insistence, but promised I would love it.

      The defiant part of me wanted to prove him wrong, but the gesture was so sweet that I couldn’t argue.

      We all took our seats, and it was impossible to miss the way Daria maneuvered the birthday girl to sit between Raul and Diego. Eloise started to argue, but Diego let her sit on his other side, next to Harmony, and that made her happy.

      “Adam, Raul has something for you,” Diego said as we all nibbled on the cheese and olive tray.

      Raul rolled his eyes, but reached inside his suit coat anyway. “I’m hoping you’ll appreciate this more than my uncultured husband does.” He extracted what looked like a DVD case and handed it to Adam.

      “My lack of appreciation is because I am cultured.” Diego’s counter was playful.

      Adam took the gift, and his eyes grew wide as he studied it. “Is this signature real?”

      Raul nodded. “My uncle knows the director.”

      “What is it?” Brooke leaned her head in.

      “It’s called Star Odyssey,” Diego said. “Worst. Star Wars knock-off. Ever.”

      “You mean best.” Was Adam petting the case?

      Raul lightly elbowed Diego. “I told you so.”

      “Hey.” Brooke wrapped her hands around Adam’s arm and leaned into him. “Mine. You can’t have him.”

      Daria shot me a knowing look as she said, “Don’t worry. Pretty sure they’re interested in someone else.”

      This was exactly the kind of teasing I was known for dishing out, and it turned out I wasn’t a fan when it was directed back at me. “Love the wine.” I took a long swallow. “Do you think I could get a bottle back home without it breaking?”

      Diego frowned.

      Raul sucked in a sharp breath. “Unlikely. But if anyone could pull it off, it’s you.”

      The fun continued through dinner, which was amazing. And just as incredible was watching how well Diego and Raul got along with my friends. I could picture them hitting it off just as easily with Megan and Jeremy.

      And now I was daydreaming about introducing them to my family. But that wasn’t weird, right? I’d met Raul’s mother.

      Totally not weird. My picturing them in other parts of my life, and me in theirs.

      The entire evening was spectacular, but when Harmony and Eloise both started sulking and yawning, it was time to call it a night.

      We were all saying our goodbyes when Eloise grabbed my hand and refused to let go. “You can’t go. You have to come home with us.”

      “Carly doesn’t live with us.” Raul’s retort was kind but firm.

      “Why not?” Eloise stomped her foot and pouted. “I want Carly to come home with us.”

      Daria leaned closer to me. “It’s your birthday.” Her whisper barely reached my ears. “You don’t turn down two smoking hot younger men on your birthday.”

      “It’s up to Carly,” Diego said to Eloise. “We can’t make her come home with us if she doesn’t want to.”

      Was he serious?

      Eloise looked up at me with wide eyes and a quivering bottom lip. “Please?”

      I should be bothered that Diego put this decision on me with Eloise listening, but I didn’t want to turn them down. Not hurting her feelings was a great excuse to say yes.

      Raul grabbed my hand before I could answer. “I need to borrow Carly for a moment.” He led me back from the group a few feet, closer to the water. “If you say yes, no sneaking out in the middle of the night.”

      “I have to leave at some point.” I hated the words more than I expected. “It’s not as though I’m coming back tomorrow night.”

      “I know. But give me the promise anyway, for both of them.”

      Not for you or me? The question died on my lips. Of course not for us. We knew what this was, and there was no reason to deny it. “I promise. I won’t sneak out in the middle of the night tonight.”

      “Thank you.” Raul squeezed my fingers.

      We returned to the Diego and Eloise, and at my Yes, she cheered

      Which warmed me in a way I didn’t want to admit.

      My friends from home went their way, and I left with Raul, Diego, and Eloise. She kept hold of my hand most of the way home, and when we reached their apartment, she wanted to show me everything.

      “Ellie, it’s bedtime.” Raul told her.

      The child’s pout only lasted for a second, before she grabbed my hand again and pulled me toward her bedroom. “You can tuck me in, and read me a story, and give me a good night kiss, like a real mommy does.”

      Was that my heart cracking in my chest? Why was this all hitting me so hard tonight? Like this entire arrangement, my being here now, was the best thing that could’ve happened to me. Where did this feeling come from?

      Regardless, I couldn’t shake it. It was my birthday, I was feeling contemplative, and that seemed like a good excuse to just go with things for the night.

      Besides, this would be the last time I did any of this. The last time I made sure Eloise was content at bedtime, and snuck off to her daddies’ bedroom to do naughty things, and woke up at their place the next morning.

      The last time.

      I might as well enjoy all of it.

      When Eloise was safe in bed and satisfied with her story, Diego led me to the other side of the apartment. Raul waited in their room, and the towels spread out on the bed tied my tummy into delicious knots.

      “Thank you for tonight. It was like a fantasy birthday,” I said.

      Diego cupped my cheek and the way he caught my gaze stole my breath. “There are plenty more where that came from.”

      I didn’t know how to interpret a promise like that. Or I didn’t want to, I wasn’t sure which.

      He brushed his lips over mine, and a spark lit my soul on fire.

      Raul glided his fingers lightly down my back. “You still need to unwrap your presents, though. And yes, I mean us.”

      I could deflect by teasing him about using a line like that, but I liked it. I was pretty much a sucker for everything to do with these two men. There was one problem with his suggestion, though. “I don’t know where to start. How am I supposed to pick?”

      “Fair point.” Raul lay a row of light kisses along my shoulder, teasing the edge of my dress. “Maybe you should unwrap yourself, and we’ll help with the rest.”

      Diego drew a thumb along my bottom lip, drawing a gasp. “I’m not picky about who takes off what.” His voice slid into that low, growling tone that made me wet even without his touch. “As long as it all comes off and I get to taste you. Christ, I fantasize about tasting you again.”

      Their voices. Their smiles. Their bodies…

      I couldn’t fathom turning down any of it. Not tonight.

      But as I unzipped my dress, my earlier insecurity slid back to taunt me. This kind of hesitation wasn’t like me, but tonight I was feeling the I’m so old pretty heavily.

      The way both men watched me helped me push aside self-doubt. Diego bit his bottom lip when I let my dress slip to the ground.

      Hello, sexy.

      Their clothes fell away as well, until the three of us were naked in the middle of their room. I didn’t have time to think about what next before Raul was pressed against my back and Diego was tracing teasing lines along my skin, pausing to kiss a spot every few touches.

      With attention like this it was easy to forget I was older. They were younger. This was probably the last time I’d be with th—

      Nope. Not going there. This was my birthday, and I was going to enjoy the fuck out of tonight. Out of them.

      Diego pressed his lips to the hollow at the base of my throat, then kissed a trail up to my ear, to catch my earlobe between his teeth. “We have more of a present for you than just orgasms.” His voice sent goosebumps racing over me. “Lay on the bed on your stomach.”

      I nodded, too giddy, too much electricity humming around us, for me to speak. A moment after I complied, something warm and liquid hit my upper back, followed by a whiff of lavender. Massage oil? A second pool landed on my calf, near my ankle.

      Diego kneaded his fingers into my shoulders, and I let out a long groan of pained relief with that first deep touch. None of us spoke. I was afraid if I did, I’d ruin the calm that had settled into the room.

      Diego continued to rub and work at the muscles along my back, while Raul inched his way up my legs. I got the impression from the time and attention they put into each new area that they did this for each other. And now I was a part of it. The realization combined with their skilled fingers made moisture pool between my legs.

      But the massage was also so relaxing, it was lulling my eyes shut. Tugging me gently toward sleep. The biggest thing keeping me conscious was both men working their way toward my core.

      They didn’t touch my wet, aching pussy, though Raul spent more time kneading my ass than maybe I needed.

      “You still awake?” Raul asked.

      I nodded. “Mhm.”

      “Roll onto your back.”

      I complied without hesitation. The pleasant cloud that wrapped around us was something I had no interest in peeling away. Watching Diego drizzle the warm oil onto my breasts was as good as feeling it, especially with the way he was so focused on me.

      He handed the bottle to Raul, who applied just as liberal a dose to my thighs.

      This wasn’t a deep tissue, knead-out-the-tension-in-the-muscles massage. Diego focused solely on my breasts, his hands slipping easily over my skin as he teased the sensitive flesh and pinched my nipples.

      Raul worked his way along my legs, but it didn’t take long before he was slipping between my legs. Finally.

      I whimpered when his fingers brushed along my slick pussy, and when he parted my folds, a light cry slipped from my throat.

      The anticipation had been good, but the payoff was far better.

      Raul dipped into my opening, and I arched my back at the penetration. His smirk said he was pleased with himself, for eliciting so many reactions.

      He should be.

      He moved his touch back up to my clit, and focused on the aching, swollen nub, while Diego continued to slip over, and squeeze, my nipples.

      Orgasm built quickly, thanks to the double helping of worship, and I gripped the towels and sheets in my fists when I came. Waves of pleasure crashed around me. Neither man let up until my body was shuddering from too much.

      And then they were taking turns kissing me. Kissing each other. Devouring my mouth with nips and nibbles and swapping groans when Diego’s lips met Raul’s.

      Diego settled next to me on the bed, one hand on my stomach, his fingers splayed and tapping a teasing rhythm. “You’re so fucking stunning,” he said. “You glow brighter than any goddess, especially when you come.”

      Heat flooded me. What was I supposed to say to that? “I thought the lines were Raul’s department.” I was going to deflect, apparently.

      “That’s not a line. I’ve never meant anything more.”

      Fuck me, I was on fire. He—they—could seduce me anytime.

      But they couldn’t. Not again after tonight.

      I shoved the traitorous thought away.

      “I want you to ride me. So I can worship you.” Diego rolled onto his back and tugged me toward him. “I want to see you above me when I make you come—make you glow—again.”

      I slipped easily around Diego’s hips as I straddled him. With the amount of oil they’d used, I’d probably be slipping easily on everything for a while.

      Not that I was complaining.

      I didn’t know when he’d rolled on a condom, but I was grateful there was no need to pause or discuss. It would be fun to draw this out, to tease them the way they’d teased me, but I was out of play. I lowered myself onto Diego, letting out a long moan as he penetrated me, driving in to the hilt.

      Raul knelt beside us, and gripped his dick in his hand. The way he raked his gaze over us, he might as well have been giving me the full body massage again. “You two are gorgeous when you fuck.” His voice was a low growl. “Definitely makes me a fan of watching.” He knotted his fingers in my hair and yanked as he leaned in to crush his mouth to mine.

      When Raul let me go, Diego gripped my thighs and rocked gently inside me. The slow gyration was nice. Playful.

      Nice wasn’t on my list tonight. I set a faster pace, grinding against Diego. Heat pulsed inside every time he hit that sweet spot in me. Every time I caught sight of Raul stroking his cock while he watched us with a captive gaze.

      I lost myself in the throes of pleasure, surrounded by warmth and adoration, and my body surged toward climax, but hovered right near the peak, refusing to take those last steps.

      Diego slipped his hands up my legs, and pressed his thumb to my clit. He bumped in time with our frantic fucking, and another orgasm sped through me.

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming his name. To keep the oh, God, Diego, from spilling from my throat and drifting out into the apartment.

      A warm spurt hit my thigh, and I swore knowing that Raul was coming, that he was coating my leg, stretched out the orgasm.

      I clenched around Diego, lost in the sensations. Devouring every touch and sound and scent.

      He moved his hands back to my legs, squeezing tight. The desperation in his grip almost hurt, but in the best way possible. He grunted, his entire body shuddering as he jerked and spilled inside me.

      I swore the sky opened and the angels sang at that peak of ecstasy for the three of us.

      The edge faded off. We sloped away from the summit. Silence sank into the room. But that sensation of being wrapped in safety—wrapped in their affection—didn’t fade.

      I was so glad I promised Raul I would stay, because this was exactly where I wanted to be. I couldn’t imagine a more perfect birthday.
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      Waking up wrapped up in Diego and Raul was too easy. Finding Eloise waiting for us in the kitchen, made me smile more broadly than I wanted. Knowing that she was coming to work with us a third day in a row was only hampered by the knowledge that it was because the men didn’t trust leaving her here until they’d figured out what Isabella wanted.

      Daria met us at the church with my own clothes in case I didn’t want to wear Raul’s sweats and T-shirt all day. In a way I did, but it was probably more appropriate for me to change.

      Harmony wanted to stay with her new friend a third day in a row, and Eloise had nailed the I’m going to beg until Daddy says yes.

      “Harmony is going home in a few days,” Raul reminded them. “This is only temporary.”

      “We can have Zoom playdates, like Mommy does with work,” Harmony said.

      I swallowed my snicker, but it almost slipped out at the way Daria rolled her eyes.

      “Don’t you want to see any of the city?” Daria asked.

      Harmony shrugged. “I’ve seen the hotel. And the church. And the restaurant. Those are part of Milan.”

      Precocious child. I loved it.

      “It’s okay, I promise,” Ariana said. “They’re really well behaved together.”

      Daria, Raul, and Diego relented. I couldn’t argue. Ariana had kept the girls out of the way so far, and I had no reason to believe it would be a problem today.

      Daria left with Alana, to go do more touristy things, the girls went to play while Ariana watched them, and the men and I got to work.

      We were halfway into the morning when we got a call that the tile we’d been hoping for was in early. The only catch was someone had to come pick it up now.

      Diego grabbed a couple of guys from the crew doing light demo in one of the other rooms, and took them with him. On his way out, he told Eloise where he was going, and that Raul was still here if she needed him.

      Which left Raul and I to work in silence. Most of what we were doing today didn’t require manual labor, so we were sitting at the table we’d set up for things like this, both of us on our laptops, clicking away at the keys without speaking.

      He was working his way through applications and resumes—it was time to start hiring crew for this place—and I was updating budgets and timelines.

      Until he said, “You should know something.”

      “What’s up?” I shouldn’t have been so quick to ask. His tone and the sinking in my gut told me I might not want to hear this.

      “Diego and Eloise—”

      The sound of running, and Ariana bursting into the room, cut him off. She had Harmony with her, and both of them looked like they were on the verge of tears.

      “Eloise is gone,” Ariana said in a frantic tone that ended in a sob.
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      I would’ve been furious if I weren’t busy fighting off panic at hearing the words from my worst nightmares. “What do you mean gone?”

      “I’m so sorry. I only turned my back for a second, hand to Christ. The girls were playing, and I looked again and she was gone. I’ve looked everywhere, but… God, I’m so sorry.” Ariana’s explanation tumbled out in a rush of Italian and fear.

      Shouting at her wouldn’t solve anything, as much as I needed an outlet. “We need to— look again— call the police— get her back— call Diego.” I couldn’t grasp a thought long enough to even speak in one language.

      “Harmony, hon.” Carly’s voice was soothing. Maddeningly calm. She crouched in front of the girl. “Did you see where Eloise went?”

      Harmony started to cry. “I’m sorry,” she wailed.

      I bit the side of my fist to keep my frustration from escaping. Losing control was one thing I shouldn’t do.

      “Sweetie.” Carly knelt in front of Harmony. “It’s okay sweetie. You didn’t do anything wrong. Did you see where Eloise went?”

      Harmony kept crying, but within moments, Carly had calmed her down.

      Too bad I had other things on my mind, or I might be impressed.

      “Did you see where Eloise went?” Carly asked again.

      I held my breath when Harmony nodded.

      “He had pictures on his sleeves.”

      Joystick. I showed her my tattoo sleeve. “Like this?”

      “Kind of.” Harmony wrinkled her nose. “And he talked like me and Carly.”

      As in, he spoke English? Definitely the man who was with Isabella the other day. “Ariana, call the police.” I already had my phone out and was listening to Diego’s line ring.

      “Hey. What’s up?” Fortunately he picked up quickly.

      I forced my thoughts into enough of a straight line to form a complete sentence. “Before I start, promise me you’ll let me finish before you cut me off.”

      “Raul?”

      I dragged in a deep breath through my nose. “Eloise is missing, and I think Isabella has her.”

      “What?” Diego’s shout echoed in my ear, and I didn’t blame him. “I’m on my way there now.”

      “Police will be here soon,” Ariana said behind me.

      I relayed the message to Diego.

      “Maybe don’t send them this way immediately, in case I need to wash blood off my hands.” Diego’s laugh fell flat.

      I didn’t have to ask to confirm he was only half joking. “Sitting in prison for kidnapping, losing her means to travel, will hurt her a lot worse. And if the news gets out…” Her precious career would crash.

      “I’m heading over there now.” Diego hung up.

      I wanted to be there to meet him, but I also needed to be here to keep looking for our baby girl.

      When I disconnected with Diego, Carly was on the phone, it sounded like Daria based on what she was saying. Harmony clung to her hand and had all-but attached herself to Carly’s leg.

      That should be Eloise. Holding on tightly. Dragging Carly into another room to see whatever she’d made. Not missing.

      I stopped the work crews for the day. We couldn’t have them here while this was going on, but I didn’t let them leave in case anyone saw anything. Most of them were happy to help look for Eloise while we waited for the police, but there was still no sign of her.

      My focus was shot when the police did finally arrive. I gave them distracted answers about Eloise’s mother. Sent them dozens of pictures of our daughter, to make it easier to look for her. The only thing that kept me from decking the officer who implied this might be my fault, was that I needed all of their help.

      Diego still hadn’t called me back. The police were on their way to Isabella’s hotel to talk to her. They set up a widening perimeter search around our building. I called Antonio, who of course couldn’t do anything but offer to help search.

      What good was it having family connections if I couldn’t call in useful favors when I needed them the most?

      I’d tear down the neighborhood, the country, burn down the world, to get my daughter back. And if Isabella or anyone hurt her, I’d tear them apart with my bare hands.
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      I hammered on Isabella’s hotel door with the side of my fist until she opened up.

      “Diego. What are you—”

      I shoved into the room the instant she had the door open enough for me to put weight into it. “Where is she?”

      “Who? Diego. What the fuck?” Isabella’s anger had nothing on the rage coursing through me.

      The room wasn’t the fancy suite I expected, based on what I knew about Isabella. This was a simple space. A bathroom, kitchenette, and two beds. Good. Easier to search. “Eloise? Where are you, sweetie?” I called.

      “She’s not here, you psycho.” Joystick stepped in my path, fury flashing across his face. It was hard to take him seriously in the ridiculous Hawaiian shirt he was wearing. “Because you won’t let Isabella see her.”

      I clenched my jaw, and his shirt in my fist, and shoved him into the wall. He hit the structure hard enough to rattle the bolted down paintings. “I’m told you’re the one who took her. If one hair on her head is out of place.”

      “She’s not here. No one took her.” Joystick shoved me back.

      I growled. “Someone took her. Is she in the next room? Where the fuck is she?” I swung at Joystick’s gut.

      He doubled over with a grunt.

      “Diego.” Isabella’s voice was loud and shrill. “She’s not here. We didn’t take her.”

      I whirled on her, my rage making red dance at the edges of my vision. “Convince me. Because if you had anything to do with this, the strings we’ll pull to make the rest of your life miserable… Prison will be the worst of your problems. I will personally ensure your existence becomes a living Hell.” I didn’t know if Raul’s family had connections that deep, but I’d make it happen somehow.

      Isabella’s anger faded to fear. “I swear it. I don’t know what happened to Eloise.”

      “Not convinced.” I wasn’t buying the bullshit front. She’d never been a great actress.

      “Why would I take her?” Isabella asked. “I walked away for a reason.”

      Joystick’s expression went slack. “What?”

      “Then why the fuck are you back?” I wouldn’t be distracted.

      “I— I just wanted to see her. To see what she’d become. Then I was going… I just wanted to see her.”

      Wow. If that wasn’t the most obvious lie ever… I raised myself up to full height, and let the force of my fury spill out. “Tell me the truth.” I looked terrifying right now, and sounded scarier. I didn’t need a mirror to tell me that was true.

      “Bella. His daughter is missing. Your daughter. Tell him anything you know.” Joystick’s tone was forceful.

      She looked between us, brow furrowed. “I swear to Christ I don’t know where she is. I don’t fucking want her. I’m only here for Raul’s family. Their connections. I need investors for my next film.”

      “What?” Joystick’s shout matched my own disbelief.

      The answer made me sick, but it was the most real thing I’d heard come out of her mouth since she showed up in our lives again. “You’re fucking disgusting.” I spat. “If you come near any of us ever again…” I left the threat to hang in the air and turned away. Waste of fucking time.

      “How could you say that about your own child?” Joystick’s furious question faded behind me as I walked down the hotel room hallway.

      I needed to get back to the restaurant. My phone was in my hand to call Raul when Joystick caught up to me.

      “I had no idea,” he said.

      “I don’t care.” There were more important things to worry about.

      “Let me help look for her.”

      I couldn’t turn that down. The more people searching the better. “Suit yourself.”

      I called Raul to tell him I hadn’t had any luck, and that I was on my way back. My heart sank to hear him say they hadn’t found anything either.

      Joystick caught a ride with me, and was blissfully silent the entire time. Regardless of his real reasons for doing this, I was grateful for the help, and at the same time might snap if he said anything wrong.

      When we reached the church, I had to argue with the police for a few minutes, and wait for them to go get Raul, before they let me in. Carly’s friends had come back while I was gone. Daria was sitting with Harmony, and Raul told me everyone else was out searching.

      Raul was updating me, and his stress and frustration radiated and amplified my own.

      “Mommy.” Harmony’s yell startled us. She was pulling on Daria’s sleeve.

      Daria turned to her. “What, hon?” Even her tension was audible.

      All these people we didn’t know, here in our time of crisis. I’d be grateful for them when it was over.

      “He’s like the man Eloise went with.” Harmony pointed at Joystick.

      He held up his hands. “I didn’t take her. I swear.”

      “His tattoos, right?” Raul asked.

      Harmony shook her head rapidly. “No. It wasn’t him. It was someone like him. Like his shirt, with all the pictures on it. But all the way down his arms.”

      Realization spread through me, and Carly’s mutters of, “No. No, no, no,” reinforced the revelation.

      I looked at her. “Would he?”

      “Kidnap a little girl? I wish I could say no, but…”

      I grabbed her arm. “Let’s go.”

      “Shouldn’t you tell the police?” Joystick’s question hit my back.

      Raul said something to him, but Carly and I were too far away to hear it. I wasn’t waiting for anyone. I had to know now. And if we did find Eloise with Curtis, odds were high that he wasn’t walking out of there.
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      If Curtis had touched a single hair on Eloise’s head, I’d hold him down while Diego beat him, I didn’t care how much bigger than me Curtis was.

      “His office or his hotel?” Diego asked as we climbed into his car.

      I’d be offended if he thought I might know, but now wasn’t the time for anything but going. No thinking. No feeling. We just had to get this done. “Office.”

      I had no idea why that was my answer, and the entire way there, I fluctuated between that and home in my head, but I didn’t share the doubts with Diego. We needed to pick a single direction, not waver.

      Curtis’s office was in one of those shared workspaces, where anyone could reserve a room or a desk. When we stepped inside, Diego seemed to know exactly where we were going, so I followed. The woman at reception tried to stop us—I caught something about you don’t belong here—and we brushed past her without pausing.

      He was in one of the individual offices, rather than the common working space, and when we pushed into the room, he was on the phone.

      Eloise on the floor in the corner, playing with building blocks. My heart bounced that she looked okay. And when she looked up with a smile, I almost dared feel relief.

      Not yet, but soon.

      “Daddy. Carly.” Eloise grinned.

      “I’ll have to call you back,” Curtis said to whomever was on the other end of the line.

      I crouched and held out my arms. “Come here, sweetie.” I focused on Eloise.

      She ran up to me and gave me a big hug, and I held her facing away from the room while Diego swung a fist at Curtis’s face, and connected with a sickening sound.

      Fuck. Yes. I covered Eloise’s ears. “Were you having fun?” I asked softly. This might be a beautiful scene for me, but she didn’t need to see it.

      “Listen, you fucking wanna-be—” Curtis looked furious.

      Diego punched him again, this time in the stomach.

      “I just wanted to talk to Car—”

      Diego grabbed Curtis by the shoulders, cutting him off, and drove a knee into his groin. Curtis grunted and dropped to his knees.

      “Nobody move.” Police burst into the room.

      It didn’t matter if I’d understood the words or not, their tone was indication enough. I should be grateful they got here so quickly after us, rather than wishing Diego had a few more minutes to pound on Curtis.

      Diego held his hands in the air and stepped back from Curtis.

      “He’s her father,” I said.

      The next few hours passed in a blur. Confirming Eloise was safe, and Curtis was the one who took her, answering questions for the police. Watching Diego and Raul wrap Eloise in their arms and being pretty sure they weren’t letting her out of their sight for a while.

      Sitting in the midst of it all as one specific and harsh reality sank in. This was all my fault.

      As the longest day in the history of days wound down, Diego and Raul were finally able to take Eloise and go home. Daria had sent her girls back to the cottages with Brooke and Adam, and waited for me.

      I was both grateful to have her here, and feeling completely unworthy of the consideration.

      We didn’t say anything on the ride back. When we stopped by the place Brooke was staying, Daria’s girls were happy to see her, and an ache grew in my chest at the overall vibe in the air. That closeness and kind of family feeling I didn’t even have with my siblings. Megan, Jeremy, and I were close, but Daria, Harmony, and Alana needed each other.

      Harmony was a bundle of energy when we got back to our place. “Can we do this again tomorrow?”

      Daria shook her head. “No, hon. We can’t.”

      Please, God, never again. Please.

      “Do your boyfriends know Donovan?” Alana’s question jarred me on multiple levels.

      They’re not my boyfriends, the protest died in the back of my throat. “Who?”

      “That’s why he looks familiar.” Daria puffed out a sigh. “The guy who came back with Diego was on a show years ago, when he was a kid. Donovan’s Wilde Ride. They still play the reruns.”

      I never even thought to ask what Joystick was doing there. “Yeah, I don’t think they know him. He was… I don’t have any idea.” And honestly, it was the least of my concerns right now, what some former child-start wash out was doing first with Isabella and then with Diego.

      “Come on guys, bedtime.” Daria ushered the girls toward their room.

      I sank onto the couch, and tried not to play the entire day on repeat, to a steady beat of guilt.

      I failed. The gnawing inside just kept chanting your fault, your fault, your fault. What if Eloise hadn’t been okay? What if—

      “Are you all right?” Daria’s question drilled through my thoughts.

      “Totally fine.” I couldn’t even summon the strength to fake a smile.

      Daria sat next to me. “Are you sure?”

      “Totally,” I repeated. “I mean, except for… What if this is my fault?” All of my doubts and guilt poured out in a long string of rambling brain vomit, and when I reached the end of the thoughts, I looped back to the beginning.

      The hand on my leg startled me, and I looked up to see Daria watching me with concern on her face. “You can’t do that,” she said. “You can’t lose yourself in those kinds of doubts.”

      Easier said than done. “I can’t not.”

      “If you don’t pull away, this will devour you.” Daria’s voice was kind. Concerned. “I’ve played the what if game so many times with the girls’ safety, and you can’t. This wasn’t your fault. Curtis did this.”

      I didn’t deserve her worry. “Because of me.”

      “Because he’s a Grade A asshole.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.” Daria talked over me. “I promise you, as hard as it is to believe right now, you need to not fall into that hole. It won’t help anyone. Not you, and not Eloise.”

      The name made my insides clench again, and tears pricked my eyelids. “I guess.”

      “You’ll get there.” Daria squeezed my knee. “Try to get some sleep?”

      I nodded. But sleep wasn’t my friend that night. When I did manage to doze off, it was to a cascade of nightmare scenarios in dream form, and every single time it was my fault.

      I gave up around four in the morning, and forced myself to wait until after six before calling Raul.

      “Ciao.” He sounded more exhausted than I felt when he answered the phone.

      “Did I wake you?”

      His laugh was sharp and bitter. “No.”

      “I wanted”—needed—“to check and make sure Eloise was all right.”

      This time his sigh was soft. “She seems fine. She slept in our bed, but as far as I can tell, she thought she was playing at your friend’s work all day.”

      My friend. The words nauseated me. “How about the two of you?”

      “We’ll be having nightmares for a while,” Raul said.

      Yeah. I knew what that was like. “I’m sorry.” I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my voice from cracking. “I didn’t know he would—”

      “It’s not your fault.” Raul’s assurance came quickly.

      That didn’t make me believe it any more than I already did. “You should both take the day. I have everything under control at the church, and I can keep them on track. Take the time with your family.”

      There was a pause, and for a moment I thought Raul might argue. He just said, “Thank you.”

      I went through the motions when I got to the worksite, but fortunately everything ran smoothly. It seemed without Curtis trying to sabotage the project, we had a lot fewer errors.

      So much of this was my fault. Daria was wrong. Me being involved with this project caused this problem, and threatened one of the sweetest souls in existence.

      When I got back to my cottage that night, I politely shrugged off Daria’s attempts to distract me, slipped in my earbuds, and spent the evening writing up instructions for Diego and Raul.

      I saved the message as a draft, nauseated both at the thought of sending it and the thought of having to sit on it any longer, and called Kandace. We exchanged pleasantries. I was grateful she didn’t know about the events of the day, because I wasn’t sure I could handle that kind of heavy conversation.

      Not that I could avoid it. “I-can’t-stay-here-to-see-this-project-through-to-completion.” My words ran into a single blur as I forced them past my lips before I could hesitate.

      “I— Oh.” Kandace went silent. The empty air stretched on longer than I cared for. “Is everything all right?”

      “The project is fine. Fantastic. I should’ve said that up front. The guys are fantastic.” In fact, they were almost perfect. “But…” How much should I tell her? All of it. As little as possible. I had no idea.

      “But what?”

      I fiddled with the edge of my notebook, picking the corner of the cover until the layers of paper started to fray. I should’ve planned this call before I made it, but I needed to operate on momentum so I didn’t question everything I was doing. “My ex-husband approached them—Diego and Raul—after they pitched you but before the deal was final. He may have been interested in their project, but he’s also interested in my involvement in it. He’s already caused problems.” So many horrific scarring problems. “And my being here is making things worse.”

      His being in jail would hopefully stop them, but we could have that part of the conversation when I got back to The States.

      “Carly, I—”

      “Daria can manage this one. I’ll give her whatever she needs. Work with her on all of it. The guys are good, and they can be trusted to work with a remote project manager. Please.” I didn’t mean that last word to come out sounding so desperate.

      But I was.

      “Okay.” Kandace sighed. “I trust you on this. Are you heading home in a few days then?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Oh. Wow. Okay. Well, we’ll talk when you get back. And Carly?”

      “Yeah?

      “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      I didn’t know how long until I would be. “Totally fine.” I hung up before she could question me further.

      When I told Daria I was heading home with them, she just frowned. “Are you sure?”

      No. Not even for a second. “I’ve never been more certain.”

      “Okay.” She pulled me into a hug, and my heart fractured at her acceptance.

      I sent the men an email the next morning, as I was waiting to board my plane. Thanked them for the great trip, told them again I was sorry, and said they could contact Kandace if they needed anything.

      And I turned off my phone, so they couldn’t call me and protest. It was time for me to go home.
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      I thanked God over and over that Eloise was all right. In fact, she seemed better than all right—it was as if nothing had happened to her. I was pretty sure Raul and I wouldn’t be sleeping well for a long time, though.

      The day off was a blessing as well. We weren’t ready to let Eloise out of our sight. Even the next day, we weren’t willing to leave her with someone else. Raul agreed he could keep an eye on her during the day if she came to the worksite with us.

      We discussed what to do with Ariana, and were torn. In the end we gave her the rest of the week off, but Eloise loved her, so we weren’t ready to let her go.

      When we got to the church, I was surprised that Carly wasn’t already there.

      Raul checked his phone, and frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” I couldn’t handle anything else going off. Seriously.

      “Email from Carly,” Raul said. “She’s gone.”

      I laughed. It wasn’t a funny joke, but as a joke, it was better than focusing on the terror of losing our daughter, even for just a few hours.

      “Where did she go?” Eloise asked.

      Raul scrubbed his face. “Home.”

      Fuck me. He was serious.

      “No.” Eloise’s wail was heart-rending.

      Raul crouched in front of her. “Carly didn’t live here. You knew that.” His voice was kind, but that didn’t stop me from hating that he had to say it.

      “She didn’t even say goodbye.” Eloise pouted.

      I ruffled her hair. “I know. Sometimes that happens. I’m sorry.”

      Raul shot me a look that said he very much disagreed with my approach to this, but I wasn’t happy with his either. I held my tongue though. With the events of the last few days, there was no reason to add another stressor to our lives by starting an argument.

      We pushed through work, making sure one of us was watching Eloise every second. Each new arrival or loud sound made us jump, and given we were on a construction site, that meant we spent most of the day on high alert. We managed to simultaneously work and be overprotective fathers, but by the time we got home, we were drained.

      Dinner was quiet, as was most of the evening. We put Eloise in bed, and retired to the living room.

      “Are you going to say it?” Raul asked in a low, cool voice.

      I wasn’t sure what he meant. “Say what?”

      “Whatever you’ve been holding back all day.”

      Ah. That. “You could’ve been more kind when you told Eloise that Carly was gone.” The smart move would be to leave things at that, but I was emotionally exhausted. “But you were just waiting for Carly to leave, weren’t you?”

      The clench of Raul’s jaw said I’d pushed too hard, but I needed this out of the way. “No. I didn’t want her gone,” he said.

      “Then how are you treating this, her leaving, what happened with her, like it’s nothing?”

      “Because I don’t have a choice. We don’t have a choice. This was always going to be the way things ended, whether it happened today or a few weeks from now.” Raul’s voice never rose in volume, but the frustration cutting through his words matched my own.

      “Do you really not want her in our lives? Do you not see—”

      “Of course I want Carly back,” Raul hissed. “I did see how good she was with Eloise. How incredible she was with us. But she’s a grown woman who has control of her own life, and that life isn’t here. A month with us doesn’t change that. Is she going to leave her family behind, her entire world, and move halfway around the globe, for a fling? Would you expect me to do that if she wanted us to move there?”

      As long as it was me, Raul, and Eloise, that was all I wanted. I knew Raul’s family meant something to him though. “No,” I said. “I wouldn’t expect it. But I would at least ask you to consider if there was a middle ground.”

      He sighed. “I… I get it. She’s gone. I don’t want her gone. But we don’t always get what we want.”

      I tugged Raul close, and wrapped my arms around him as we sank onto the couch together. Fighting with him wouldn’t change Carly’s mind, and it was making me feel like shit. Why couldn’t I have an answer for how to make this right?
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      The next few days, we were no more willing to leave Eloise alone. We’d probably have to let her go back to school, when the time arrived, but how were we supposed to hand her over to anyone?

      The weekend gave us time to spend time together, and just appreciate each other’s company. I refused to let myself linger on thoughts like Carly is missing out.

      Monday, we left Eloise with her Nonna, tried not to make too big a show about walking away, and headed to the worksite.

      I wouldn’t have let Eloise out of our sight, but interviews started today for kitchen staff, and I wasn’t going to have her around dozens of strangers.

      Around mid-morning, Joystick walked into the building. I was both surprised and apprehensive to see him. Had he made things right with Isabella? Was he here on her behalf? Was she really that ballsy, considering what she’d said to me last week? The questions had tension coiling through my entire body.

      “Hey.” He gave me a warm smile.

      I wasn’t prepared to offer the same in return. “What can I do for you?”

      Raul must’ve seen him come in, because in an instant, he was by my side.

      Joystick held up his hands, as if in surrender. “Not here for nefarious purposes. I just wanted to check on all of you, and make sure you and your daughter were all right.”

      “We’re good.” I clipped off the half-truth. For his purposes, for what he was asking, we were fine.

      “I’m glad.” Joystick sounded sincere. “I can only imagine what you went through, and if I can do anything… And I’m sorry about Isabella. I’d known her for like, three days. Her I need to see my daughter sounded righteous. I didn’t realize.”

      “You should’ve asked more questions,” Raul said.

      Joystick shrugged. “Probably. The instant I found out who she was, why she was really here, I kicked her out of my room.” A hint of disgust bled into his voice. “Told her to lose my number and that if I ever saw her manipulative fucking face again… I let her fill in the rest. I’m absolutely disgusted that she’d do something like try to worm her way back into a child’s life for fucking connections.”

      “Yeah. That’s Isabella.” I didn’t try to hide my distaste for our ex. Joystick on the other hand seemed all right. He radiated a genuine vibe, and despite being a stranger, he had been here helping us look for Eloise.

      Joystick cast his gaze around the room. “What are you doing here? Restaurant, right? In an old church? That’s so wicked. How do you come up with an idea like that?”

      Now he was asking questions. It was a nice distraction though. A hint of normalcy. “Raul bakes, I love historic architecture, it was a natural conclusion.”

      “Heh.” Joystick scoffed. “Sure, okay. So, I like tattooed hotties, mature women, and video games. Natural assumption is that I should build a themed restaurant around it?”

      Interesting conclusion to draw. I wasn’t sure what to say. “Not quite my point, but if you also like themed restaurants and the idea of owning one, why not?”

      “Dude, you guys are nuts. I love it. So, I’m gonna leave you to work. I figured I’m here, I might as well see the city. Any suggestions?”

      No. Really. Who was this guy? “We can give you a list—local places and tourist traps. You flew to Milan without any sort of plan?” I said.

      Joystick shrugged. “So I was at this party, and God I hate those Hollywood bullshit events, but a friend asked me to go, and then ditched me. I couldn’t even tell you how much I’d had to drink, but I was probably a tequila away from black-out something. This woman says let’s go to Milan, and when I woke up fourteen hours later, apparently we were almost here.”

      “You don’t look too upset about the fact that Isabella—I assume—basically tricked you into coming here.” Raul’s puzzled expression was understandable.

      “I was furious at first. But like I said, when I was soberish, she told me she was here to find her daughter, and you know the rest of the story.” The way Joystick explained things, he made it sound like a common occurrence in his life to just end up in a foreign country.

      I couldn’t fathom being so spontaneous. Though, I’d do something like that for Raul. For Carly.

      Raul and I gave Joystick a list of places to visit, and he was on his way.

      Life returned mostly to normal. Or rather, as normal as could be when Raul and I jumped every time we had to leave Eloise alone, and with a person-sized hole that was impossible to ignore.

      Around the end of the week, Raul got a call from a friend letting him know that Curtis had warrants in the US for fraud. There was some current discussion between the two countries about where he would do his time first.

      As long as he stayed in jail for decades, I wasn’t picky about where the cell was.

      The following Monday, more than a week after Carly had gone home, she’d managed to direct all of our questions through someone else at her offices. Worse, Eloise was still asking every night if she was coming back.

      I was surprised to see Joystick walk into the church again. He exchanged greetings with Raul and me. “I’ve been thinking about your suggestion,” he said.

      I stared at him, confused. “Which one? The sandwich place down the street?”

      “Aw, man. I went there that first day, and I keep going back. Incredible.” Joystick’s face lit up. “But no. Your suggestion that I open a themed restaurant back home. I can’t get the thought out of my head. You’re right, I should do it.”

      “That’s not how the conversation went,” Raul said.

      Joystick waved a hand. “You know what I learned growing up in Hollywood? When someone gives you credit for an amazing idea, you take it.”

      But was it really such a great idea? I hated to squash anyone’s dreams…

      “So, I want to hang out here. Learn from the two of you,” Joystick said.

      That sounded distracting at best. “We’re not doing a lot of the restaurant work right now. This is mostly construction.”

      “Of a restaurant.” Joystick’s tone carried the perfect hint of obviously.

      He was odd, but he was also friendly and fascinating. I could think of a dozen reasons to tell him no, some more polite than others, but there was something about him. “As long as you don’t get in the way, sure.”

      Raul shrugged his agreement.

      Having him here wasn’t the same as working side-by-side with Carly, and fuck I missed her.

      But sooner or later, I needed to admit she wasn’t coming back.

      Later, most likely. Much later. Because every time I even considered the notion, my heart revolted in such a way that the idea made me ill.

      We needed her back.

      How was I going to convince Raul and Carly of that?
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      Construction went a lot more smoothly without someone trying to sabotage us at every turn.

      Having Joystick on site wasn’t nearly as distracting as I’d expected. Despite the air of chaos he radiated, he had a decent sense of humor and was willing to learn. Though part of me couldn’t help but wonder if he was going to be here longer than Carly.

      The first night Eloise didn’t ask about her, the first night she went to bed without saying, Will Carly come visit tomorrow? was the night I swore my heart broke.

      I missed Carly. So, so much. It hurt to admit it to myself, and it was impossible to tell Diego. What was I supposed to say? Hey, I know I fought you on this, and I pushed her away as far as I could, but I want her back.

      It was morning—Tuesday, three weeks since Carly left, not that I was counting every minute—and I was sitting at one of my favorite cafes, with Antonio and Justin.

      Justin was trying to explain the concept of keywords in internet advertising, and I was not following at all. The way his face lit up when he talked about this shit reminded me of Diego trying to help me understand the significance of vaulted ceilings in cathedral construction.

      I’d rather be perfecting a soufflé recipe… or drizzling honey over Carly while Diego and I— I was trying my best to be polite and listen.

      “Where are you today?” Antonio’s question cut through my thoughts.

      Maybe hot oil was better than honey. Not edible, but slippery… “Nowhere,” I said. “This stuff is just way over my head.”

      Antonio studied me. “It feels like more than that.”

      “It’s not.” Damn him and his perception.

      “It’s the woman, isn’t it?” Justin asked. “Carly?”

      What? “Why would you say that?” My question came out more defensively than I intended.

      “I have a series of spiders that monitor who’s saying what about your family online.” If he wasn’t my cousin’s boyfriend and business partner, I was pretty sure that would translate to I’m stalking your entire family. “Have I told you about the importance of keywords?” Justin asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Yes.”

      He and Antonio laughed.

      Fine. I’d play his game. “Okay, how do keywords tell you that Carly is the reason I’m distracted?”

      “Fake marriage.” Justin ticked off a finger. “Everyone issued retractions but you and Diego.” Another finger went up. “Two months later, you still haven’t denied it.” Three fingers out.

      He wasn’t wrong, but I wasn’t ready to admit it. “You said it yourself—it was fake. The first source got it right.”

      “Mhm.” Justin looked unimpressed.

      I wasn’t going to argue with my cousin’s boyfriend about internet keywords and whether or not anything anyone said online mattered. I sipped my coffee instead.

      “If you miss her, why haven’t you hopped on a plane to go get her?” Justin asked.

      Sigh. The idea was so much more tempting than I wanted him to know. “First of all, I didn’t say I missed her, and second because I’m not a fucking caveman. I don’t go find a woman and hit her over the head and say mine before I drag her back to my cave.”

      “To each their own.” Justin shrugged.

      “Don’t listen to his bullshit,” Antonio said. “When he got here, he had to beg Emily and me to even listen to him. There was no cavemanning.”

      Justin rolled his eyes. “I didn’t beg. I don’t beg. You saw me because you can’t keep your hands off me.”

      The story had been cute the first hundred times they told it. I wasn’t in the mood for it today. “Keywords. Advertising. SEO. Got it.” I pushed back from this table.

      Antonio looked like he wanted to say something more, but instead we wished each other goodbye, and I headed to the church.

      As much as I wanted to wipe the conversation, Justin’s words, from my mind, I couldn’t. The thing about Carly though, one of the things I adored about her, was that she wouldn’t be won over by a grand gesture like I’m here, now, on your doorstep. Come back to Italy with me.

      She’d probably tease me and ask if that was the best line I had, and I’d counter with something far more witty, and we’d one-up each other verbally until we were either fake-fighting, or fucking.

      God I missed her.

      I headed back to the worksite, but I couldn’t get Carly out of my head. Worse, I didn’t know what to do about it.

      Why haven’t you hopped on a plane to go get her? Justin’s question played on repeat in my mind, taunting me.

      Because it wasn’t that easy. Because my family—my husband, my daughter—were here. I could take them with me, but we barely trusted ourselves walking out of the house with Eloise. There was no way we’d survive the paranoia of flying her to the US.

      And what the hell was I doing, even considering the ridiculous suggestion?

      The thing was... At least that was something. Better than all of the thinking and nothing I was doing now.

      Thoughts of Carly stayed with me through the workday. How much I enjoyed her company. How perfect she was with our family. How hard I’d fallen for her and didn’t realize it until it was too late.

      But I managed to make it through with my sanity intact, despite the one problem that had no solution except get over it. When we got home from work, we did all the normal things. Listened to Eloise tell us about her day. Made dinner. Read after. Tucked our baby girl in safe and sound.

      The whole thing was so perfect as-is. I really did have an amazing life.

      And knowing that didn’t stop that frustrating tick in my head insisting something—someone—was missing.

      When we got to our room at the end of the night, I was still no closer to either a solution to getting Carly back, or to pushing thoughts of her out of my head.

      Diego slid up behind me, wrapped his arms around my waist, and rested his chin on my shoulder. “What has you distracted?” His question teased my neck.

      I leaned into him and covered his hands with mine. If I told him, would I have to hear I told you so? It didn’t matter. This needed to come out or it would drive me mad. “You were right. We need Carly in our lives.”

      It’s about time you figured it out.

      Why didn’t you see it sooner?

      Now you realize…

      I was certain that some variant of those would come out of Diego’s mouth.

      He pressed his lips to my cheek, and settled into the hug again. “We really do.”

      Relief flowed through me, despite the lack of a solution. “What now?”

      “We call her. We tell her.” Diego made it sound so simple.

      And he was right. Again. The three of us had figured out some intense puzzles while Carly was here, and if we could do that, we could unravel a solution to all of us staying in each other’s lives.

      Except for one tiny little problem. “She’s not even showing up for work meetings. There’s no way she’s going to take our call. Unless…”

      “What are you thinking?” Diego murmured against my skin.

      I pulled away so I could face him. “Follow my lead?”

      “Of course.”

      I grabbed my phone and called Daria on speaker. She had become our contact with Carly gone, and while it was late here, it was the middle of the day for her.

      She answered quickly. “Hey. You’re not still working, are you?”

      Diego raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” I assured her quickly. Please let this be the right decision. Daria had apologized on every phone meeting that she couldn’t get Carly to join, and while there had never been more than professional conversation, I swore more lay underneath.  “I have a favor to ask, though,” I said.

      “We’ve been over this—they’re not favors, they’re plan alterations,” Daria teased.

      It has become clear lately why she and Carly were best friends.

      “This is a favor.” Diego spoke up.

      Now that we were doing this, every moment wasted was another moment too much. “Can you get Carly to talk to us?” I managed to make the request without rushing or fumbling over the words.

      Daria’s silence was deafening.

      “It’s not work related,” Diego said.

      Would that make Daria more or less likely to listen to our request?

      “All right.” When she finally responded, I let out a long exhale of relief. “I can send you over, and I can tell her she has to take the call. But I can’t make her keep you on the line.”

      “That’s all we can ask. Thank you.” I’d say it over and over if it would help.

      Daria clucked. “I’m going to transfer you now. Please don’t let her hang up on you.” Her request came out in a rush, and then we were on hold.

      A moment later, the line clicked. “This is Carly Hammond, may I help you?” Even in full-blown professional mode, she sounded incredible.

      “Hi. It’s Raul and Diego.” We love you. Come back to Milan, please. Maybe we’d do a little more small talk first.

      “I know,” she said. Was that a hitch in her cool tone? “Daria can answer any questions you have. She knows this project as well as I do.”

      But she didn’t. No disrespect to Daria, but Carly was intimately familiar with the details of our business.

      “This isn’t about the restaurant,” Diego said.

      This was taking too long. “We love you.” The words tumbled past my lips with no fanfare or warning. “We love you, and we miss you, and you need to come back to Milan so we can figure this out.”

      If Daria’s silence had been disconcerting, it was nothing compared to the seconds of nothing that stretched out now. Why wasn’t Carly saying anything? Did she need to hear more? I looked at Diego, trying to convey what now with my eyes.

      “I’m sorry.” Carly’s response was like a knife through the heart. Two simple words, and I was dead. “I can’t. If you need help with the project, Daria can help.”

      The line went dead.
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      I was back to me. Cool. Calculating. Professional. Removed. I didn’t need anyone but my BFFs and my job.

      So why was hanging up on Raul and Diego the hardest thing I’d ever done? Why did I want to call them back instead of bark at Daria to not do that to me again?

      Why did cutting them out of my life feel like the second stupidest thing I’d ever done?

      Marrying Curtis was still the first. Reigning champion of stupid. An idiocy I never wanted to top.

      Fuck I missed Raul, Diego, and Eloise. Ignoring them hadn’t diminished the memories. The doubt that leaving was the wrong thing to do. How long until I could get rid of these feelings?

      I needed to embrace the single life. To celebrate it. To remind myself what I loved about not being tied down to one—or three—people. Not too long ago, that would mean hitting up the bar with Daria, or Megan, or—

      It didn’t matter because they were all in happy, sweet, lovey-dovey relationships now.

      And I was annoyed by that, not jealous in any way. How dare they find people who were perfect for them?

      Sigh.

      I looked up as a shadow passed in front of me, to find one of the investment partners standing in front of my cubicle. Yeah, I was in the office, and had been far more than normal the last few weeks. I’d taken this job because I loved the travel. The fact that I could make my office anywhere.

      And now doing so reminded me of working with Diego and Raul, and that sucked.

      “Have we met?” Xander studied me, his brow furrowed. “I didn’t know we were bringing anyone new on.” The teasing in his voice almost made me smile.

      Almost. Instead I gave him a friendly scowl. “Knock it off.” If I didn’t have a job where I could talk back to the senior partners, what was the point?

      He shook his head. “I don’t take orders from newbies.”

      Asshole. And I meant that in the most affectionate way. “Do you take orders from the person who decides whether or not your next property is investment-worthy?”

      “Carly. Oh my God, it’s been so long.” Like that, Xander’s tone shifted. “Can I get you a coffee? A muffin? A new Coach bag to match those amazing nails?”

      I wiggled my gnawed-down nails in front of my own face, and looked between them and him. I usually got my nails done right after a job, because I tended to break and chip them while I was working. This time, I’d had other things—people—on my mind. “I’m good, thanks. What are you bribing me for?”

      “It’s kind of depressing seeing you mope around the office, and I have an early twentieth century school in New Hampshire that needs a look. You up for a two-day trip?”

      I really wasn’t, but he was asking me if I wanted to do my job. Hard to say no to that, no matter how casually we teased each other. “Sure.” It might take my mind off things for a few days. Give me that distraction I was looking for. Let me hook up with someone new and nameless.

      The last thought soured in my gut and sent acid surging up my throat.

      Maybe not that one.

      Our travel agency got me on a flight that afternoon, and I headed to the airport, happy for the distraction and a change in scenery.

      Except that sitting at my gate reminded me of when I last did this to fly to Italy. The First Class upgrade was lonely, rather than decadent. My hotel room was the same. I’d slept alone most of my life, even in Milan, but tonight it didn’t work for me.

      Even exploring the old school the next day didn’t brighten my mood the way I hoped. Every piece of classic architecture made me want to send Diego a picture and geek out with him. I wanted to hear Raul’s thoughts on how he’d make a better garlic cream tortelloni at dinner. And when the girl at the next table started crying because her kid’s menu gave her a paper cut, I wanted to hug her until she felt better, instead of asking for a different table.

      But I did my job, I sent Xander an honest and positive evaluation for the school, and I flew home again.

      The harder I tried to slide back into my old life, the more often I heard Raul’s voice in my head. We love you. Come back to Milan.

      Damn it.

      By Friday night, I was going out of my mind. Why did they have to call me? Why did Raul have to say that? It was hard enough forgetting them before the We love you, but now…

      So when Kandace told me her brother and his wife had taken her son camping for the weekend, and she wasn’t sure how to spend her time, I was quick to jump on the chance for some company. “Come to the bar with me,” I said.

      Kandace’s eyes grew wide. “Me?”

      “Of course you. Girls’ night. We’ll ogle guys and get so drunk we can’t think.”

      Her shock faded to a frown. ‘That sounds… fun?”

      “I promise, it’s more fun than you think.” I was already calling an Uber to take us to a nearby bar. Our cars were safer parked at the offices overnight.

      Two hours later, I was still nursing my first drink, while Kandace was on number four, and had started whistling at every man who walked by. It wasn’t the kind of distraction I’d been looking for, but it was entertaining in its own way.

      Still, I’d probably have to cut her off soon.

      “Come here.” Kandace crooked her finger and beckoned, while leaning in.

      Definitely have to stop ordering drinks. “What’s up?”

      “I want to tell you a secret.” Her words weren’t slurred, but this wasn’t the woman I worked for. She was more casual. More relaxed. “I. Am jealous. Of you.”

      Because I had an awesome single-woman’s life with no attachments or real obligation.

      Except I wasn’t satisfied with that anymore. Because something was wrong with me.

      “Why?” I asked, instead of dumping my thoughts on Kandace.

      “Because you and Daria have such an amazing friendship.”

      Oh. Yeah, I was pretty lucky for that. “You can be our friend too.”

      “It’s not the same. You’re both so close.” Kandace pouted. Fucking pouted.

      It was too bad blackmail wasn’t my thing. “It won’t be the same at first, but all relationships take time. You start off liking each other. Spending time with each other. And then you learn more about each other, and want to spend even more time together, and then one day you realize your life isn’t the same without them.”

      Fuck.

      Kandace squinted at me and frowned. “That does sound pretty good. But I’m your boss.”

      “And you’re an amazing boss. I have mad respect for you. We can still be friends.”

      Kandace twirled the stick in her nearly empty glass. “If we’re friends, will you tell me a secret?”

      She’d told me one, so that seemed fair. “Depends.” I tried to keep my reply light and airy.

      “Is there more than just a fake-wedding-for-headlines and the job between you and our handsome Italian restara… restronte… businessmen?”

      Yes. Except no. I should deny that instantly. “You’re asking as my friend, not my boss?”

      “I already said that.” The huff Kandace let out was full of offense.

      “There was sex, too.” I had to be honest, right? Build trust. And also, in case it came out later, I hadn’t lied. The there was so much more than that between us. There still is made my brain stall in ways I didn’t like.

      Kandace grinned. “Nice. Another thing I envy you for. Relationships are so easy for you.”

      “They’re really not.” The words slipped out without my permission. “If they were, I wouldn’t run away from them all the time.” Okay, me, I could stop anytime now.

      “But you don’t. Run away, I mean. You’ve been with us almost since the start. You’ve known Daria forever. You have friends everywhere. Those are relationships. Why haven’t you ever moved to Milan?”

      What? “If we’re trading secrets, I feel like you owe me another one first.” I was deflecting because I didn’t have an answer. And what was it about this bar that was making my mind open up and question everything in my heart?

      Kandace chewed her bottom lip. “I’ve-never-really-lived.” Her words rushed out in a blur. “I have a son who’s almost eighteen, who isn’t even mine, and I’m this big important name in investments, but if I died tomorrow, I wouldn’t have any me memories to take to heaven with me.”

      That was a sobering thought. She might agree since she waved the waitress over for another drink.

      “So, do something about it,” I said. It was much easier to push my advice on someone else than to take it myself.

      “Move to Milan,” Kandace countered. “You’ve been saying you want to for years, and we’ve been thinking of opening an office in Europe. You’d be great to help us start things there. What’s stopping you from going?”

      A dry laugh escaped my throat. “I’m scared.” Oh, wow. That hurt to say and was a relief at the same time. I didn’t fear anything. Except storms. And commitment. And someone saying they loved me when they were really just a narcissistic asshole who would do anything to get their way, including kidnap a little girl…

      She pointed at me with finger guns. “Me too.”

      “We should go.” I tugged her to her feet right as the waitress returned with her drink.

      Kandace reached for the glass. “But… booze.”

      I handed the waitress extra money. “Give that to someone else,” I said and turned to Kandace. “Finger guns is the point where you’re too drunk to be in public.”

      Kandace scowled. “I thought we were friends.”

      “We are.” I wrapped an arm around her waist to support her, and guided her toward the door. “That’s why we’re leaving. Because if you’re going to embrace life, sober is better. You’ll want to remember the sex when you pick up the sexy tattooed guy for a one-night stand.”

      “What if it’s bad sex?” Kandace asked.

      It frequently was. But never with Raul and Diego. I swallowed the thought. “Then the best way to learn from the mistake is to remember.”

      I called us a ride, and since I wasn’t actually drunk, had the driver take us to my car. I dropped Kandace off at home, then headed to my own place.

      The ridiculous conversation played in my head all night, mingled with the short phone call from Diego and Raul. The one where I hung up on them. The one where I ignored their confession of love and pretended like I was a stone-cold bitch who didn’t care.

      Why couldn’t I be that person?

      Why was this so terrifying?

      What if I moved to Milan and they didn’t want me?

      What if no one since Curtis had wanted me because I wasn’t wantable?

      When the last question dropped into my head, I hated it. I loathed that I could even think such a thing. Yet, the question wouldn’t leave me alone.
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      Our first restaurant, our church restoration and revival, had gone amazingly well. We were done under schedule and budget, and the building looked incredible. Tonight we were celebrating with friends and family, a sort of dry-run grand opening mixed with a way to show the place off to those closest to us.

      Raul and I were dressed in tuxes, and Eloise had a new dress that she couldn’t wait to show off to everyone.

      Really, it was all so close to perfect.

      Except that one missing element. That one missing person.

      Without Carly here, it wasn’t the same.  I wouldn’t let her missing presence spoil the evening, she’d made her choice, but I missed her terribly. It was going to be a long time before the ache attached to her name faded.

      Raul, Eloise, and I arrived at the restaurant early, to make sure everything was in order. He’d be spending most of the pre-dinner time in the kitchen, but would join us for the main course, and our staff would handle the rest. Nerve-wracking, but we had spent so long working toward this, and tonight was one of the payoffs.

      I greeted our guests with Eloise’s hand gripped tightly in mine. It had been a month since the incident, not nearly long enough to relax.

      Joystick arrived, and we spent a little time talking. He’d been hanging out with us most days on the worksite, asking questions, helping wherever we let him, and taking copious notes. He had an idea that Raul called the Buckaroo Banzai of restaurants—it was a little bit of all of Joystick’s favorite things thrown into one concept—and it was over the top enough that it would either crash and burn or be wildly successful.

      I was leaning toward the latter.

      “Fuck me. Who’s that?” he muttered.

      I would’ve scowled at him for using the language in front of Eloise, but when I followed his gaze, my mind snagged, and the world stopped. Carly had just walked in. Her hair tumbled in soft ringlets around the gauzy fabric on her shoulders, and her black gown teased at what lay underneath.

      “Daddy, she looks like a princess.” Eloise’s awe snapped me back to reality.

      One where Carly was still standing in our restaurant again, and she wasn’t a princess, she was a fucking queen. Our queen. When her gaze met mine, a soft smile spread over her face, and that was it. I was lost to her.

      Also, I was going to deck Joystick if he was drooling over her. No way around that, it was what it was.

      But Carly wasn’t alone, and Joystick had walked away from us to introduce himself to Kandace, who looked surprised and vaguely flustered at the well-dressed, tattooed man who had just greeted her.

      I was going to kiss Carly in front of this entire room full of people. Near the doorway, for everyone to see. I was going to press her against the wall and sear her memory into my mind, to confirm she was actually here, and I didn’t care who saw.

      “Daddy, let’s go.” Eloise broke away from me before I could act, and ran across the room. “Carly,” she shouted.

      Carly crouched as Ellie reached her, and when the two hugged, my heart was broken and mended again and again. It landed on healed and warm.

      “You look really pretty,” Eloise said.

      Carly pulled back enough to ruffle her hair. “So do you.”

      “I thought you weren’t coming back.” Eloise’s words echoed what I wanted to say.

      Carly kissed her on the forehead, and looked past her to me again. “Me too. But I was wrong.”

      I had no words. I wanted to pull Carly into my arms and kiss her for ages. Bend her over the closest table and fuck her until she screamed. Cuddle her. Never let her go.

      And the chatter of the crowd around us might not have been enough to stop me if Eloise weren’t here.

      Carly grabbed Ellie’s hand and stood, never taking her eyes off me. “I need to talk to you and Raul,” she said.

      Definitely. Talk. More. “How long are you here for?”

      “That’s what I want to talk about.”

      No. I wasn’t having that kind of vague, bullshit evasion. “That’s not an answer.”

      “For as long as you’ll have me. Is that a better answer?” Carly’s reply was breathless and one of the most incredible things I’d ever heard.

      “We need to talk to Raul.” I wanted to have the conversation now, but he deserved to be there for whatever she had to say.

      Eloise grabbed Carly’s hand as tightly as she’d held mine earlier. “Are you having dinner with us, Carly?”

      “If your dads will have me.”

      I dipped my head near her ear and inhaled deeply, filling my head with the scent of jasmine and anticipation. “In as many ways as you’ll let us.” My whisper was only for her ears.

      And the flush that spread through her cheeks was incredible.

      I straightened up. “Yes, she is.” I answered Eloise’s question. “But Carly and I need to talk to Daddy first, and you can’t be in the kitchen while it’s this busy. Let’s go find Nonna.” I paused, and looked between Kandace and Carly. “Do we need to rescue her?” I asked.

      Carly glanced over at Kandace, who was talking to Joystick. The other woman didn’t look upset or bothered, but mostly flustered. Carly smirked. “She’ll be fine.”

      We left Eloise with Raul’s mother, and went to find him in the kitchen. The instant I had Carly in a quiet hallway, no one else around, I pressed her to the wall with my full body.

      Her gasp and giggle sent flames roaring through me. I crushed my mouth to hers, swallowing the delicious sounds and memorizing the shape of her mouth; the feeling of her soft lips, her taste, and her whimpers.

      When I finally broke away, it was to her happy sigh. I pressed my forehead to hers and muttered, “Fuck, I missed you.”

      “I missed you too. Both of you. I’m sorry. I was wrong. I… would rather do this with both of you here.”

      I grabbed her hand. “Same.” I tugged her the rest of the way toward the kitchen, and had her wait in the doorway, out of the way of the staff.

      Raul had his back to us when I approached, and when I tapped him on the shoulder, he barked, “What?” He spun, and his gaze landed on something—someone—behind me. “Back in five,” he shouted to his staff, and was already walking toward Carly.

      When we reached her again, he did exactly what I’d wanted to do when I saw her again—he cupped her face between his palms and kissed her hard. Watching them was as good as doing that myself.

      Raul stepped back with a scowl. “Not that you deserve that, after leaving without telling Eloise goodbye.”

      “I know.” Carly nodded. “Hear me out before you kick me out.”

      We weren’t kicking her out.

      Raul glanced at his watch. “You have four minutes, thirty seconds.”

      “I’m sorry.” Carly pushed the words out in a rush. “I’m sorry I left without telling you to your faces. I’m sorry I left at all. I was scared of falling and not being loved back.” Her voice trailed off with the last few words, and she ducked her head.

      “You knew we loved you. We told you,” Raul said.

      My dry smile slipped out. “He didn’t figure it out until you were gone, so don’t let him give you too hard a time.”

      “I’ll give you all the hard you want.” Raul’s line didn’t have the oomph it should.

      A corner of Carly’s mouth tugged up. “I don’t know if it’s too late to say it back, but I love you too. Both of you. So much it scares me, apparently.”’

      I placed a finger under her chin and tilted her head up, so I could stare into her stunning eyes. “It’s not too late. It’s very much not too late.”

      “Two days from now, though…” Raul finished with a cluck.

      I shot him a warning look.

      “I’m sincerely glad you’re here.” Raul’s voice finally softened. “But if you’re leaving again, I pray to God Eloise hasn’t seen you.”

      “She has, and I’m not. I’m staying. Regardless of what you say next, I’m moving to Milan, because I’ve always wanted to live here, and to help The Raphael Group open a European office. But if you’ll have me, I’m staying in your lives, too.”

      I mentally fist-pumped at the news, grasped Carly’s fingers, and kissed the tip of each one. “Of course we’ll have you. Always.”

      “Fuck.” Raul scrubbed his face. “Don’t take this wrong—I’m happy you’re here—but this is the worst timing.” He glanced at his watch and back at his kitchen.

      Carly kissed him on the cheek. “Go. Work. I wasn’t going to miss this party, and I’ll still be here when you’re done.”

      He claimed her mouth in a brief-but-scorching kiss. “You’d better be.”

      “Cross my heart.” Carly squeezed both of our hands, and then let go of Raul’s as he turned away.

      I led her back to the dining room, we retrieved Eloise, and took our seat at the table at the front of the restaurant.

      The twenty or so people here with us followed my lead and took spots at other tables, in groups of two to five.

      Eloise regaled Carly with stories about everything that had happened while Carly was gone. With us, with her nonna, and with her building blocks. It was incredible to watch.

      When Raul stepped into the room, I told Eloise to stay with Carly, and joined my husband, standing in front of everyone.

      Our presence seemed to draw the entire room’s attention. Raul and I shared a look, and I gave him a brief nod and squeezed his hand.

      He stepped forward. “Thank you everyone, for coming.” We’d have to translate for our American friends when we were done. “We’ll make this brief, and then the first course will be served. This is something Diego and I have wanted for a long time, and we wouldn’t be here without support from all of you. We’re so very excited for this next part of our lives.”

      The sentiment of Raul’s words lodged in my chest, and clogged my throat with emotion. When he paused and looked at me, I didn’t have anything better to add, so I said, “Enjoy your meal. This is the first of many.”

      I gave Raul a long, sweet kiss, to the applause of the room, and lightly smacked his ass as I sent him back to the kitchen.

      When I returned to the table, Kandace and Joystick had joined us. The conversation was a combination of Eloise’s stories and Joystick’s as we worked our way through each course. Raul joined us when the main dish was served, but the topics didn’t change much. I couldn’t help but glance at Carly every few seconds, to make sure she was real and to confirm that she was here with us. But the company wasn’t the kind where I could say the things to her I wanted to.

      There was time, though. For now, we’d enjoy this success, this closeness with our entire family, and later we’d enjoy a different kind of closeness with Carly.

      Because now that she was here, I was never letting her go. She belonged with us, all three of us, and nothing could feel more right than having her here tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            31

          

          
            raul

          

        

      

    

    
      I was practically giddy that Carly was here. Tonight. Longer. The way Eloise brightened up, and Diego’s non-stop smile, made her being here even better.

      The evening was a huge success. The food would’ve been better if I’d made it personally, but it was good, and the company—being surrounded by our friends and family like this—was amazing. Everyone was complimentary of both the building and the meal.

      After dessert was served, as everyone was leaning back from the table and conversation was fading, Kandace leaned in. “The two of you—three of you—did a brilliant job. I can’t wait to see you expand, and I knew working with you was the right decision.”

      Of course it was. I’d save the ego for another time. “Thank you.”

      “And on that note,” Kandace smiled and pushed her chair back, “I’m going to leave you for the night. Congratulations, gentlemen.”

      “Hang on.” Joystick covered her hand where it rested on the table. “It’s the perfect time of night for a teensy bit of sightseeing. Would you like to see something incredible?”

      Carly covered her mouth, but I knew she was hiding her amusement because I was thinking the same thing; was he serious?

      Joystick raised his brows, but he kept his attention on Kandace. “I’m serious. It’s touristy, but I think you’ll love it.”

      “I don’t know…” Kandace hadn’t pulled her hand away.

      I wouldn’t send our benefactor off with some random person, but spending the last few weeks with Joystick, I knew he was as sincere as he appeared. “He’s seen a lot since he got here, and he’s not as jaded as we are.”

      “I’ll be here late tonight,” Carly added.

      “I figured.” Kandace worried her bottom lip. “Okay, I’d love to.”

      Joystick and Kandace’s departure was just the start. The remainder of our guests trickled out as well. When my mother came to collect Eloise for the night, since Raul and I had planned to stay late to oversee clean-up, Eloise turned to Carly.

      “Will you be at my house in the morning?” Eloise asked.

      When Carly said yes, my heart cheered as loudly as Ellie did. She gave Carly a hug, and ran to join her Nonna.

      And then everyone else was gone except me, Diego, Carly, and the staff tasked with helping to clean-up. If we were home, I’d say fuck it and leave the rest of the mess for morning. But we weren’t, so I couldn’t.

      “How can I help?” Carly asked.

      Diego shook his head. “No. Not in that dress.”

      “I could take it off,” she offered with a teasing smile.

      Studying her, I pretended to consider the offer. “I do have an apron that you’d look incredible in, especially with nothing underneath… But no. We need everyone else doing their jobs. Your ass is for our pleasure only.”

      “That came out way wrong.” Carly didn’t look bothered.

      “But did it?” I asked.

      That dry smile, the one that crinkled in the corners of her eyes and lit up her entire face, sent desire rolling through me. “Seriously though.” She ducked her head and her voice softened. “I’m sorry I left. Without finishing things, without talking to you… The place looks incredible. But I shouldn’t have— I never should’ve run away.”

      Diego opened his mouth, and I gave him a gentle look.

      “You weren’t ready to stay. I wasn’t ready for you to stay,” I said. “We had to figure it out.”

      Carly nodded.

      “I’m glad you both did.” Diego grasped our hands. “And that’s what I care about. That Carly is here now.”

      Clean-up didn’t take too long, thanks to the staff and to Carly, who helped despite our protests, and a short while later, she and Diego and I were walking home.

      Finally, we were alone. Not really, since the city still bustled around us, but close enough. With the cool night air brushing our skin, the high of being back together rushing through our veins, it was easy to let joy overtake us. Joy and lust.

      Carly walked between us, Diego and I each clasping one of her hands. “Are you afraid I’ll run again?” She teased.

      “No.” I squeezed, and she returned the gesture. “But Christ I need to touch you and I’ll take what I can get until we’re alone.”

      “Same.” She leaned into me, seemed to bounce off my shoulder, and did the same to Diego until we pressed in closer, stopping the walking bobble.

      I didn’t want to wait. I felt like I’d waited a lifetime for her, even though it had only been a month or so since we saw her last. The shadows ahead caught my eye and inspiration struck. As we neared a narrow alley between the butcher shop and the bakery, I veered toward it, tugging them along with me.

      We didn’t make it far before Diego tugged Carly into him, her back to his front, settled his hands on her hips.

      I stepped closer, sandwiching her between us, and rested a hand on her cheek. Wide, clear eyes stared back, amusement and lust sparkling in her gaze.

      “This is what I wanted to do when I saw you.” I brushed my lips over hers, softly at first, then deepening the kiss. Sliding my tongue into her mouth to dance with hers. Crushing into her until all I could feel was her body pressed against mine and the heat that flowed between us.

      This was a connection I’d only ever felt with Diego, but it was Carly-flavored. Smart. Witty. Strong. Experienced. And she was ours.

      When I finally broke away, she caught my bottom lip between her teeth and tugged before letting go. “That is what you did when you saw me.” Her voice was playful. “Except for the grumping after.”

      “Hmm. Smart of me. No more grumping, though.” I trailed the edge of my finger along her jaw and down her neck, and Diego dipped his head to kiss along the same path.

      Voices carried in from a few meters away. We weren’t isolated here. If anyone cared to stop and stare, even though our actions could be hidden from the street, it would be obvious what we were doing.

      Diego worked his fingers on the hand furthest from the street, slowly inching up the fabric of Carly’s flowing skirt, until one of her thighs was exposed.

      “What are you doing?” Carly asked with a laugh.

      “If you don’t know that by now, we have a problem. Do you need an anatomy lesson?” I asked, and dragged a thumb over her bottom lip. “This is your mouth.”

      Diego kissed along a slender curve. “This is your neck.”

      I slid a hand up her stomach, making sure my actions were shielded from the traffic, and cupped her breast. “This is your—”

      “Thank you, Doctors.” Carly caught my hand, but didn’t push me away.

      “We haven’t seen you for a month.” A hint of angst and longing bled into Diego’s voice. “You can’t expect us to keep our hands to ourselves forever.” His hand disappeared under her skirt.

      Carly shifted her weight, and Diego’s knuckles brushed my hip as he glided his hand closer to her core.

      “In a dark alley?” Her voice grew husky. “You sure know how to woo a girl.”

      “No girls here.” I moved one hand to join Diego’s, and moved further, to slip a finger under the edge of lace near her pussy. “Only a stunning, brilliant, irresistible woman.” I teased along the crotch, letting the outside edge of my finger brush her damn, hot pussy. “We can stop if you want.”

      “I didn’t say that.” The way Carly moved her leg gave me better access to my target.

      She was already slick, and my fingers slipped easily inside her. Her gasp at the penetration was fuel on an already raging fire, tugging at my erection until I was so hard it ached. I pumped in and out of her, loving the expressions that flashed across her face, while Diego kneaded her breast.

      Her soft whimpers became punctuated gasps. I couldn’t pull my gaze from her beauty. When she reached down and covered my hand, my cock almost busted through my zipper. She moved my touch higher, to her clit, and gasped, Harder.

      I wanted to pin her to the wall, hitch her skirt over her hips, and fuck her until the entire city could hear her scream in pleasure. She felt incredible writhing between us. The sounds that tore from her chest were delicacies. I teased her clit, tracing circles and pressing in according to the way she shifted her weight, until her nails were digging into my arm.

      “Oh, fuck.” She repeated the phrase over and over, and it became meaningless. She bit her lip when she came, her body swaying with pleasure until she jerked away from my touch with a shudder.

      I eased off slowly, to let her catch her breath, and Diego and I held her upright. Before I could pull my hand away completely, Carly caught my wrist.

      She held my gaze as she drew my slick fingers into her mouth one at a time, swirled her tongue around each pad, and licked me clean of her juices.

      “Dessert,” she said with a smirk when she let go of me.

      Fuck me.

      We took a moment to make sure her dress was straightened out again.

      As we resumed the walk home, my erection dug into my zipper. I tried to be subtle about adjusting myself. This stroll was going to be uncomfortable, and I didn’t regret a single second of what we’d done.

      It seemed like an eternity before we reached the apartment, despite it only being another ten or so minutes. We were barely inside, door locked behind us, before Diego was dragging down the zipper on Carly’s dress. We kicked off our shoes and Carly stepped out of hers as if they were live, offensive creatures.

      She pressed a hand to my chest before I could pull her body to mine. “No condoms.” Her request was breathless and desperate. “If you’re okay with that.”

      “So okay with it.”

      “Same,” Diego chimed in.

      And then we were all kissing. Lips roaming each other’s, and hands exploring bodies. I lost track of who I could feel, and whose mouth was on me, as we fumbled toward the bedroom in a mess of limbs.

      It wouldn’t do to leave clothing laying all around the apartment, but in our room, Carly’s dress hit the floor the instant we crossed the threshold. She shoved my jacket and shirt from my shoulders. Helped Diego push his trousers to the ground.

      When naked flesh met naked flesh, my mind threatened to combust. I’d step back and admire the sight in front of me—both of them—but I needed to feel more of her. Of him.

      Carly pressed her full body to mine, her breasts molding to my chest and her pussy teasing my cock. She nudged me toward the bed, and I fell back with little prompting.

      Watching her on her knees, straddling me, crawling up my body, sent my anticipation to join my sky-high adoration.

      The sex was fun, incredible, but it wouldn’t be the same if it was with anyone but the two of them. Carly belonged with us. She was the perfect fit for us. My life with Diego was complete before, but with Carly…

      She was like an upgrade. A light ganache drizzled on a perfectly balanced dish.

      I pushed myself onto my elbows to claim her mouth. To remind her that she was ours.

      To seal this moment of perfection into my heart forever.
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      I’d almost missed out on this. Almost walked away, given it up. The weeks it took me to figure things out were nothing in the grand scheme of life, but for this, they could’ve cost me the wonderful future that spread out before me.

      But I was here now, and my heart was filled to bursting that I was back with Raul and Diego.

      I pulled away from Raul’s kiss, and drew my body down his again. One of my breasts brushed his cock, sending a zing through me and drawing a groan from him. I wrapped my fingers loosely around his shaft, and traced my tongue over the head, relishing the way he shuddered at my touch.

      When I took his cock in my mouth, I felt his shudder of pleasure through my entire body. I sighed against his skin when he gripped my hair tight enough to pull, and set the pace.

      Diego brushed light fingers along the inside of my thigh, from behind, and I moaned, never letting up on my attention to Raul. Which made him fuck my face faster. Harder.

      The combination of everything pulled me deeper into the moment and my arousal.

      And then Diego licked along my slit. Oh, fuck, that felt incredible. I was supposed to be the one giving pleasure, but once again I was trapped in the most delicious way between these men.

      Diego dove his tongue inside me, temporarily distracting me from Raul, licking my pussy like I really was dessert. He glided his fingers forward to tease my clit, while he devoured my juices and drew cries of desire from me.

      I lost myself in all of it. Every sensation. Each touch and lick. The world grayed behind my eyelids and then exploded in a galaxy of stars when I came. This was all-consuming.

      I lowered my head to return to my own task, and Raul stopped me. Finger under my chin, he tilted my face up to meet my gaze. “Don’t get me wrong. I love your mouth wrapped around my cock, but I want to be inside you.” His voice was heavy and his accent stronger than normal, and the blend was exotically delicious.

      Sliding my way back up Raul’s body was an exercise in patience—pretending I had any, to test the limits of his. When my hips drew within his arm’s reach, he grabbed them and yanked me closer, until my core hovered over his shaft. He continued to dig his fingers into my skin with one hand, in a way that tantalized and screamed mine, and fisted his cock with the other hand.

      He thrust up, penetrating and impaling me, and I gasped at the sensation of being spread out.

      Teasing time was over. He felt too good buried deep. I lowered myself, and settled in, rocking gently, enjoying the sensation of being filled.

      “Christ you feel good.” Raul’s appreciation washed over me. He slipped his hands to my ass, then glided up my back, pulling me into him.

      It was difficult to move at this angle, but my body pressed against his, heat and electricity flowing between every point of contact, was a worthwhile exchange.

      He moved his palms back down, and spread my ass cheeks.

      Realization rocketed through me, and my desire and anticipation cranked. When Diego drew a slippery, lube-covered finger along my rear entrance, their intentions were confirmed.

      “I don’t think Diego’s going to fit back there.” I kept my tone light. “I mean, I’d like it if he did…” In fact, every bit of me tingled at the thought.

      Diego leaned in, his weight pressing me more tightly between them, and kissed the edge of my ear. “I’ll be gentle,” he whispered. “And you can stop me if it’s too much.”

      “Okay.” Like I was going to need any more convincing than that.

      When Diego placed the head of his cock against my back door, my entire body tensed.

      “Hey.” Raul rested his palm on my cheek and held my attention. “Eyes on me, Gattina.” He slipped his hand to the base of my neck. “Think about how good this all feels.” He traced a thumb along the more sensitive bits of skin, where neck met head met ear.

      It was easy to focus on his voice. His touch. To tell myself to relax as Diego slipped inside me, stretched me out, one agonizing inch at a time. The comfort didn’t only come from the sensations, though fuck those were incredible. I was pinned between two men I loved and adored, who felt the same about me.

      There was an eroticism attached to that I thought I’d never feel.

      And then Diego was inside me as well. I could even describe how it felt, being filled by both of them, beyond incredible. We sat there for a moment, peace and adoration wrapping around us, none of us moving or speaking.

      When they started rocking in time with each other, it was almost too much. Almost. I fell into the motion quickly, peace shifting to mounting arousal. Diego dropped kisses along my upper back shoulders, and Raul teased my breast, pulling one nipple into his mouth to suck and nibble.

      I couldn’t pick one sensation to focus on, so I let them all flow through me. Desire built inside me, surging in lapping waves, growing stronger with each bit of attention lavished on me.

      When climax tore through me, it caught me off-guard. Sliding in, growing to crescendo in a heartbeat, and stealing my breath and my thoughts.

      The only thing I knew was ecstasy. The only thing I felt was them. Nothing else existed except the rapture they filled me with.

      I was loosely aware of Raul’s grunts growing louder. More punctuated. Of Diego’s touch getting rougher. More insistent.

      And I knew when each of them came, spilling inside me, but it was a sensation more than a realization. Their pleasure flowed with mine, hitting yet another peak, before slipping away slowly.

      I sank onto Raul’s chest, my ear near his heart, the beat hammering in time with mine. I should roll off him, but my legs were done, and the only thought I could hold onto was yummy.

      When he and Diego slid out of me, my body both relaxed, and whimpered for the contact, the connection, to come back. Diego kissed up my spine, sending shivers of contentment through me, and brushed the hair off the back of my neck, to continue gliding his lips up to my ear.

      Raul trailed his fingers along my scalp. “Gattina, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.” I was out of pretty words. All I had was potent emotion. The kind that could destroy or heal, and had mended my heart. I forced myself to stop squishing Raul, and rolled to the side. Diego was so tender cleaning me up, it was its own experience in arousal.

      And then we were all lying next to each other, me trapped between the two of them.

      So I won’t leave again.

      The thought was brief, but enough to make me wince. I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Diego pulled me into him and wrapped his arms around my waist, leaving me facing Raul.

      “Now that the frantic need to fuck feeling is faded a little,” Raul said, “we need details. What’s going on? What changed? How’d we get so lucky to keep you?”

      I barely remembered what I’d already told them, so I might as well start somewhere near the beginning. “The partners have been talking for a while about opening a European branch. They’ve offered me a position helping to bring it up to speed, and then staying on. I’ll still be doing appraisals all over the world, though not nearly as many, and this will be my new home base.”

      “I like the sound of that.” Diego traced a lazy thumb in circles on my hip.

      Raul brushed my hair off my forehead. “Same.”

      “Me three. Obviously.”

      We talked for hours about everything and nothing. It was as if I’d always been here, but the aches inside, the fear that nearly made me surrender this, reminded me not to take it for granted. I was so fucking lucky to have found this.

      I woke up the next morning to a distant shout of, “Daddy. Daddy. Carly.”

      Eloise was home. I didn’t remember a day I’d ever been happy to wake up to a screaming child, but this morning her happy yells were musical.

      Raul groaned and pushed himself upright. “I’ll go take care of her and say hi to Mom.” He gave us both quick kisses, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, pulled on a pair of sweats, and wandered from the room.

      Diego brushed his lips over my shoulder. “This is morning at our house. Still up for spending more time with us?”

      “You bet your ass I am.”

      He sat up and pulled me with him. “You probably need clothes, though.”

      Right. That seemed reasonable. “I could put the dress back on. Eloise liked it.”

      “Eloise loved it,” Diego said. “But do you want to be wearing that all morning?”

      Probably not. “What do you suggest?”

      Climbing from the bed, Diego padded to the walk-in closet in the far wall, and vanished inside. A moment later he returned with a pair of boxers, a button-down shirt, and a belt.

      His shirt hung halfway down to my knees, making it long enough to cover the boxers. I belted it all in place and checked myself in the full-length mirror. “I’d be a hit on Paris runways, I’m sure of it.”

      He gripped my hips from behind. “They can’t have you.”

      Fair enough.

      Diego dressed as well, and we headed into the living room. Raul’s mother was already gone—he said she’d had places to be.

      The instant Eloise saw me, she ran up to me and gave me a tight hug. I squeezed her back, relishing the ping in my chest.

      “Hey. I don’t get one of those?” Diego sounded mock-offended.

      Eloise rolled her eyes. “I see you every day, Daddy. It’s not a big deal.”

      Ouch.

      “Don’t feel too bad. I didn’t get one either,” Raul said.

      The huff Eloise let out was Oscar worthy. “Fine. Hugs for Daddies.” She was smiling despite the theatrics, and gave each of them a tight hug.

      This was such an incredible feeling. I’d had this kind of closeness with my brother and sister, with our parents, when we were younger. The dynamic was different, but the feeling of love in the air was so similar. But we’d all grown up, gone our separate ways…

      I still loved Megan and Jeremy. Mom and Dad. But we had our own lives. I wasn’t replacing them, I was simply expanding my circle of affection. And now I was part of this family, too. Part of something bigger.

      “What should we have for breakfast?” Raul asked as we moved into the kitchen.

      Eloise grabbed my hand. “Carly should make breakfast.”

      Diego settled into a chair at the table. “Carly is a guest.”

      “Carly isn’t a guest, she’s Mommy.”

      I didn’t have the desire to correct her. “I don’t really make breakfast. The only things I know how to cook are eggs and chocolate chip pancakes.”

      The way Eloise wrinkled her nose was so much like Raul when he was considering something. “Chocolate chips are not for breakfast,” she said. “What are pamcakes?”

      “They are a thing that is amazing with chocolate chips. I can show you.” I moved toward Raul.

      Diego grabbed my wrist. “You’re not cooking. You’re our guest.”

      “She’s family.” Raul pulled me free and the rest of the way into the kitchen. “And I’ll help.”

      That sounded awkward and embarrassing. “You’re a world class chef. I’m a short order cook who tosses whatever’s in the fridge into a frying pan.”

      “I’ll be your sous chef. You’re in charge, just tell me what to do.”

      I eyed Raul suspiciously. It still sounded like a mistake to let him see how scattered I was when it came to cooking, but I was willing to give it a try. Besides, he probably knew how Eloise liked her eggs, and that would keep us from having a repeat of the peanut butter and jelly incident.

      Cooking with Raul turned out to be more fun than I thought. We kept accidentally letting Eloise steal chocolate chips, and he was incredibly patient given the mess I made in his kitchen.

      When we sat down to eat, everyone at the table was laughing. Joking.

      Eloise declared that chocolate chip pamcakes were the best food ever, and I couldn’t help but beam.

      This was what I wanted long term. I looked at the three other faces around the table, and I saw my future. Family. Food. Fun. Love. These amazing men and their little girl…

      This was more perfect than I’d ever dared hope for, and it was all mine.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for traveling around the world, and falling in love with Carly, Diego, and Raul.

      Kandace, Joystick, and Elijah are next, in THE EXCEPTION. Kandace wants to live life, but she’s torn between fun and responsibility. A one-night stand in Italy, with the sexy, tattooed Joystick, seems like the perfect way to let loose, but just for one night.

      Back home, Eljah is just the kind of sweet, smart, and responsible she needs for real life. When Joystick walks back into both their lives, and Kandace realizes they have a messy past together, things get messy. When they all start to fall for each other, everything falls apart.

      
        	Grab THE EXCEPTION today for some sweet, sexy angst.
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        * * *

      

      If you’re curious about Xander’s story, make sure you check out BOSS LEVEL.

      It’s lonely at the top.

      Judith knew it would be when she clawed her way up, trading away favors and any personal life to get to where she is today—the head of the hottest new video game company in the industry.

      When an old friend calls in one of those favors, she’s happy to help Xander out. His partner, Dominic, needs to impress some conservative clients, and showing up to get-to-know-you dinners with a heavily tattooed man on his arm isn’t the way to do it.

      And there are far worse things Judith could be doing than pretending to be Dom’s fiancée.

      When the fake kisses with Dominic start to feel real, she realizes there’s something missing in her life. Worse, she’s starting to realize she never should’ve let Xander get away.

      But the three of them together will bring everything they’ve worked for toppling down around them. There’s no way love is worth that kind of sacrifice.

      
        	Secure your copy of BOSS LEVEL today!
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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