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      “Umm, surprise!” Giselle said with a small laugh. Even though it hadn’t been that long since I'd last seen her—that baby belly of hers had grown.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Stefan asked his family.

      I couldn’t help but purse my lips together and hide my laughter at his reaction.

      “Happy to see you, too, Brother.” Carlo slapped him on the back, then stepped over to me. “That shirt suits you, Francesca.” He smirked and leaned down to hug me. “I hope my brother is treating you well?”

      Dani's voice shot in with, “Daddy, was Auntie Fran-schmesh-ka a bad girl? Why is she getting a spanking?”

      Carlo chuckled in his deep, smexy voice. “Oh, I bet Auntie Francesca can be a really bad girl—” his eyes looked right into mine— “when she wants to be.” He winked.

      What the heck was that?

      Then Giselle questioned her daughter. “Where did you hear that word from? I know for a fact you sure haven't heard it from us. What do you think it means?”

      Carlo turned to listen to the explanation. 

      “It's when you're bad and someone hits your butt,” Daniella explained in her very cute, very sweet little girl voice.

      Giselle and Carlo shared a look.

      “And where did you hear it?” Carlo asked his daughter.

      Dani shrugged and said, “Owen in my ginastics class tolded me. He got his butt spanked when he ran across the road without his mom.” Dani zoomed around her father, right up to me. “Did you cross the road without Uncle Stefan?” she asked me with concerned, innocent eyes. Gosh, she looked exactly like her mother. 

      “Something like that.” I laughed and picked her up in my arms.

      “Don't worry.” She wrapped her little arms around my neck. “I won't let mean Uncle Stefan spank you.”

      I heard Stefan swear—and that only made me laugh harder. “Thank you, Dani. I'm so glad you're here to save me.”

      Nick cleared his throat and stepped up to me. “Francesca. You look well.” He grinned down at me. Then he gave me a quick kiss on the cheek as his hand landed on my lower back. “And I completely agree with Carlo. You look wonderful in this shirt.” He leaned in closer and whispered in my ear so Dani couldn't hear, “But you'd look even better out of it.” He kissed my cheek one more time and stepped back.

      And—what the heck was that?

      Eve said, “Okay, men to the car. Grab all the kid stuff out and bring it in.” She walked up to me and gave me a quick hug. “Francesca can tell us which rooms to stay in. There must be at least thirty-five bedrooms in here from the look of it.” She let go of me and smiled. “I have a feeling Stefan has only let you see one of the bedrooms, though.”

      She and Giselle laughed.

      Nick stuck in, “Or two.” I caught his eyes looking at me—and I wondered if he knew about Stefan's dungeon.

      Nah.

      I couldn't see Stefan sharing that kind of personal stuff with anyone.

      Well, other than the women he'd had down there, obviously.

      “Hold on a minute.” Stefan's hands shot up in front of him. “Why are you people here? And who invited you to move in?”

      The sleeping baby in Eve's arms sighed and snuggled into her. “Carlo's pipes are on the fritz. We had no choice.”

      Stefan frowned and said, “What about the guest house beside it?”

      Eve gave him a look. “You expect all of us to cram in there?”

      He crossed his arms and said, “Eve, the house you grew up in could fit inside the living room in that place.”

      Her jaw dropped open, and she spluttered, “Are you seriously giving me lip about this? You expect all of us.” She motioned with her hand. “And all of these kids,” she inhaled deeply and continued, “and a large, grouchy, pregnant woman,” she pointed at Giselle.

      Giselle frowned and said a quiet, “Hey.”

      Eve put her free hand on her hip. “To stay in that house together? When you apparently have a freaking—” she inhaled as her eyes widened, “castle here?” Her voice shrieked on the last two words. “And who knew you had a castle?” She shook her head. “Because you never told me. How is that? Not once in all the time we've known each other did you tell me you lived in a freaking castle!”

      Hmm.

      I was on Eve's side with this one.

      I wasn't sure how big Carlo's guest house was, but there were four adults and a ton of kids here. I bet that guest house would get pretty full pretty fast with all these bodies running around inside it.

      Plus, I felt bad for Giselle. She looked so big and so uncomfortable. I had a feeling she probably craved having a little space from everyone else before she was about to add one more human to all this chaos.

      “Of course we have room for you here.” I glared at Stefan and said, “Uncle Stefan can show you to your rooms.”

      Dani's little arms shot up into the air, and she yelled, “Yay!”

      I laughed and kissed her sweet, chubby cheek. “And you and I will go steal some of Uncle Stefan's cookies. I know where his secret stash is.”

      Dani whooped and pumped her arms into the air. Gosh, this kid was so cute. No wonder Giselle was always pregnant.
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      “No, grab the portable cribs from the back, first. They'll likely want somewhere to put the sleeping babies right away,” Nick ordered as he pointed to the back of the long limo.

      “You couldn't have just called a fucking plumber?” I scowled at my brother. “I mean, seriously? I finally get Francesca back—” I glowered at my best friend, too, while we headed to the back of the limo. “Marry her and get her into my bed. And this is how you guys decide to congratulate me?”

      Carlo bumped his elbow into Nick's arm. “I'm getting the feeling we're not wanted.” Then he and Nick laughed.

      “Assholes,” I muttered under my breath.

      “You do have an extraordinary amount of space. I'd forgotten just how big it was.” Nick looked at me pointedly. “I bet you won't even notice we're here.”

      I let out a frustrated laugh and picked up one of the portable cribs. “As if that would be fucking possible.” I started walking toward the front doors—and then I stopped.

      Carlo bumped into me. “What the hell?” He shoved my shoulder.

      I slowly turned around and said, “You fuckers. You came here on purpose. Giselle's about to pop. And you want four extra hands around to help out.”

      My brother looked down at the stone walkway and then back at me. “A few extra hands would be good. You know how hard of a time she had with her last delivery.”

      Oh, now he was going to play the pity card. Because, yeah, we all knew how hard Giselle had it last time. Not just with the delivery—where she almost died—but with healing up afterward. And that woman ended up with horrible postpartum, too. She'd all but rejected the baby. Carlo had to be father and mother to the kids. Luckily, Eve and Nick had been there to help.

      My brother and I hadn't exactly been on the best of terms back then, for—reasons. So, I wasn't much help. But I did do my part by visiting Giselle when I could.

      “Fine. But the second your plumbing is fixed,” I jerked my head at the limo, “you guys are gone.”

      Carlo chuckled and nodded. “You bet,” he said, sounding completely unconcerned.
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      “How many cookies does him got?” Daniella asked with a very serious look on her face. 

      I couldn't help but laugh. “Your uncle Stefan has boxes and boxes and boxes of them.” 

      Her eyes went wide. “Are any of dems chocolate?”

      I nodded and walked through the dining room. “At least three different kinds of chocolate ones.”

      She gasped, covering her mouth with her hands. “Really?” she squeaked excitedly.

      “Really,” I reassured her. I'd found an entire cupboard of cookies while I was in the kitchen with Anna. It had surprised the heck out of me. Especially considering how in shape Stefan was. He didn't seem like the type to eat boxes and boxes of cookies all by himself. And I hadn't seen him eat so much as one cookie the entire time we'd been here. But, whatever. I wasn't going to complain about cookies.

      “Whoa!” Dani screamed the second we stepped into the kitchen. She spun around in my arms and practically jumped out of them. She squealed out loud as she ran to the wall of windows.

      I stood and watched her excitedly jump around with joy. 

      Gosh.

      She was just so cute.

      A few moments later, Eve rounded the corner and stopped in her tracks. “Holy cow,” she breathed out, her eyes wide with shock.

      “What the heck's going on in—” Giselle followed behind more slowly for obvious reasons. When she saw the wall of windows, she gasped, “Holy cow.”

      Dani kept jumping around like a little goofball.

      A few moments later—Stefan barged into the room. He had a huge, worried frown on his handsome face as he gazed around at what was going on.

      “Uncle Stefan!” Dani shrieked at the top of her lungs. “Look! Look!” She giddily pointed at the windows.

      “Christ,” he breathed out quietly. “I thought the ceiling had caved in or something with all the screaming.”

      Giselle and Eve both turned to him with expressions I couldn't read.

      Finally, Eve spoke up. “Really, Stefan?” she said, looking more pissed off than anything else right now.

      “Really, what?” he questioned her in a cautious tone.

      Eve's eyebrows rose on her forehead. “Seriously?” She twisted toward the windows. “This? What the heck is this?”

      His eyes narrowed at her. “It's a kitchen, Eve,” he said so sarcastically, even I wanted to kick him.

      “She's right. You had all of this!” Giselle flung her arms out. “And you never even told us about it? Let alone shared it with us?” Her voice sounded hurt and disappointed. 

      No.

      Beyond hurt and disappointed.

      “He has his reasons.” Carlo walked into the room and crossed his arms. “Don't give him shit about it. You're here now. That's all that matters.”

      Eve sneered at Carlo.

      Yikes.

      She was mad.

      “Excuse me? You're telling me that not once in the entire time he's known me,” she pointed at Stefan, “that he couldn't have said, “Oh, hey. Guess what? I have a—” she put her hands on her hips
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