
  
    [image: One Time in Paris]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to an actual person, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      Copyright © 2025 by Annabelle McCormack

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Published by Annabelle McCormack

      Edited by Marion Archer

      Proofreading by Caitlin Lengerich, @chronicledbycait

      Cover by Patrick Knowles

      Cover Art used with permission from Shutterstock.

      

      www.annabellemccormack.com

    

  


  
    
      To my Bookstagram family. You’re some of my favorites and I’m so grateful for you. <3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Isla

      

      
        2. Aiden

      

      
        3. Isla

      

      
        4. Aiden

      

      
        5. Isla

      

      
        6. Aiden

      

      
        7. Isla

      

      
        8. Aiden

      

      
        9. Isla

      

      
        10. Aiden

      

      
        11. Aiden

      

      
        12. Isla

      

      
        13. Aiden

      

      
        14. Aiden

      

      
        15. Isla

      

      
        16. Aiden

      

      
        17. Isla

      

      
        18. Isla

      

      
        19. Aiden

      

      
        20. Isla

      

      
        21. Aiden

      

      
        22. Isla

      

      
        23. Aiden

      

      
        24. Isla

      

      
        25. Aiden

      

      
        26. Isla

      

      
        27. Aiden

      

      
        28. Isla

      

      
        29. Isla

      

      
        30. Aiden

      

      
        31. Isla

      

      
        32. Aiden

      

      
        33. Isla

      

      
        34. Aiden

      

      
        35. Isla

      

      
        36. Aiden

      

      
        37. Isla

      

      
        38. Aiden

      

      
        39. Isla

      

      
        40. Aiden

      

      
        41. Isla

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Newsletter and Next Book

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Annabelle McCormack

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Half Title]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Wanderlust families]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            ISLA

          

          LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

        

      

    

    
      The weight of a male arm around Isla Scott’s waist registered for half a second before her stomach did a full somersault.

      Nope. Bigger problem. She was going to hurl.

      Scrambling for the side of the bed, Isla tripped, her foot still tangled around the bedsheet. Thunk. Her hands smacked against the tiled floor, and she winced, then straightened, scanning the unfamiliar bedroom.

      Oh God. Where the hell is the bathroom?

      And why was this whole—absurdly enormous—suite so blindingly white? It looked like a spa threw up in here.

      Do not think about vomit.

      Barreling toward the first door she saw, Isla caught sight of herself in the mirror—tanned skin, light brown hair streaked with pink, wearing nothing but a pink cheetah-print thong and a matching bra that screamed shots were involved.

      Head pounding, she opened the first door she found, hoping—praying—it was a bathroom.

      It was a closet.

      And she was too late.

      The stomach-souring taste of last night’s shots came back up with full force as she vomited.

      Isla shakily wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, trying to get her bearings.

      A groan from the bed. A shuffle of sheets. Isla squeezed her eyes shut for a beat before turning, stomach still churning.

      He propped himself up on his elbows, disheveled dark hair falling into sharp blue eyes. Familiar. Too familiar.

      Her pulse stuttered.

      Oh hell no.

      Not him.

      Aiden Camden.

      Waking up practically naked after a drunken night in Vegas was bad enough. But waking up beside someone she’d known all her life? A man who was one of her older brother’s best friends?

      Aiden winced, looking as rough as she felt. His blue eyes narrowed. “Isla? Oh. Bloody brilliant.”

      “Please, for the love of my future mental health, tell me we did not have sex.” She tiptoed toward the bed, yanking a blanket from the edge to wrap around her.

      “Um—” He moistened his lips, dark eyebrows furrowing as he slumped back onto the pillow. “I don’t believe so.”

      “Pants. Are you wearing any pants?”

      Aiden peeked under the covers, then shook his head. His well-muscled arms flexed as one arm crossed his bare chest, rubbing a knot out of his shoulder.

      Fucking fantastic. I can’t remember if I had sex with my brother’s best friend.

      They’d kissed. She was sure of that. The flash of his smile, the Eiffel Tower glowing behind him, the warm press of his hands against hers⁠—

      Then his mouth on hers. It had been unexpected. Rough and desperate and—God help her—exhilarating. A low laugh. His fingers brushing the strap of her dress. Her breath hitching⁠—

      Blank.

      Aiden Camden was infuriatingly good-looking. He knew it, and so did a string of brokenhearted women. Isla had sworn she’d never be one of them. And she wouldn’t be.

      So how the heck did we get here?

      Goddammit.

      “Um . . .” Isla glanced over her shoulder toward the closet.

      “You feeling poorly?” Aiden squinted at her like she might spontaneously combust.

      On the other hand, she wouldn’t mind spontaneously combusting right now. Where’s a good bolt of lightning when you need it?

      She nodded. “Uh . . . yeah. Your closet has seen better days. So has my dignity.”

      He grimaced. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Then you can start by helping me find my clothes.” All she wanted to do was get the hell out of there. Right now. Get back to her room and find out why Davy had abandoned her in the middle of the night. Where had the rest of the girls in the bachelorette party gone?

      Wrapping a sheet around his waist, Aiden stumbled out of the bed. It wasn’t fair, really. He was just as hungover as she was, but she looked like she’d been dragged by a bus and he looked, well, beautiful. Chiseled abs. Dark hair just slightly ruffled. Five o’clock shadow.

      Damn those Camden brothers. Every single one of them was stupidly good-looking.

      Even if she wasn’t slightly interested in Aiden, she could admit that fact.

      Okay, so maybe being here proved that some subconscious drunken part of her was interested, but it didn’t make the situation any better. Callum would kill her if he knew. For that matter, Callum would kill Aiden.

      Aiden grabbed a pair of trousers from the floor as he scooted past her, then left the room, going farther into the suite. A minute later, he returned—trousers on—with her slinky silver minidress in his hand. “Found this by the door. Presumably flung there in a moment of artistic abandon.”

      She did her best not to react. By the door? Her clothes had come off that quickly?

      Holy shit.

      “Turn around,” she demanded, taking the dress from him.

      He didn’t hesitate. “We need to get our story straight. Callum . . . he cannot know about this.”

      “There’s nothing to figure out,” she said, shimmying into her dress. “I won’t tell him and neither will you. That’s simple enough. You’ve got a girlfriend anyway, so I very much doubt either of us wants anyone to find out.”

      “Lola’s not my girlfriend,” Aiden said flatly. “I told you that last night.”

      “Currently.” Isla checked around for the strappy heels and clutch she was sure must be somewhere nearby. “Every other time I see you, you’re back together again.”

      Aiden didn’t respond, going over to the closet. He opened it, blinked once, then promptly shut it again. “Right. Well. That’s traumatizing.”

      Good God, the embarrassment. How was she ever going to look Aiden in the eye again?

      It wasn’t like she never saw him. She’d be seeing him soon enough at Liddy and Callum’s post-elopement party in London, which her brother and his new wife had finally managed to plan despite the logistical nightmare of having Isla’s divorced parents agree on one place to celebrate. Isla had suggested they do the party in Costa Rica at La Hacienda, which would have been perfect because she wouldn’t have had to travel now that she was running the boutique inn full-time.

      But her parents hadn’t agreed to Isla’s suggestion, and now she had to go all the way to London for a party where the Camden brothers would all be in attendance since they lived in London and were Callum’s closest friends.

      “Um. Yes, well. This . . . was . . . something. I’ll see you in London.” She slung her clutch’s strap around her wrist and started for the door.

      “Isla, wait.”

      She turned in the hallway to find Aiden standing there, hands in his pockets. She bit the inside of her lip, stomach roiling with the same nausea she’d woken up with.

      “For what it’s worth—not that I have much memory of the blessed event, thanks to a massive amount of gin—I don’t think much happened between us. I was practically non-functional. I can’t even remember the last time I got this smashed, and as soon as you leave, I’m going straight back to sleep.”

      “Okay . . . thanks?” She furrowed her brows. Was he trying to make her feel better? Piss-poor attempt, if so. They’d ended up in bed together, and the fact that neither of them remembered how did nothing to alleviate that problem. “Good to see you,” she managed, then continued forward.

      “But—”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t tell Callum,” she said, not bothering to glance back at him. Her hand was already on the knob. Her stomach was really starting to churn.

      “I just don’t want to leave you thinking I have a habit of preying on unconscious women in cheetah print.”

      “Let’s just forget you ever saw my knickers.” Isla’s fingers tightened around the doorknob. “But for your peace of mind, I don’t believe that.”

      “Good.”

      She opened the door.

      And froze.

      Standing in the doorway, suitcase at her side, sunglasses perched low on her nose, was Lola. Her red lips parted with surprise. “Isla?”

      A bubble of anxiety rose in Isla’s stomach.

      No. Not anxiety.

      Then she threw up on Lola’s Louis Vuitton suitcase.

      If humiliation were an Olympic sport, she’d just stuck the landing.
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            AIDEN

          

          24 HOURS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      The last thing Aiden wanted was to sit at this table with his ex. The coffee was abysmal, and the Vegas lights were a migraine waiting to happen, the pounding in his head only getting worse.

      He should have known Jorge Salas would tell his daughter about their meeting in Vegas. He just hadn’t expected her to show up uninvited—especially when her presence had already complicated Camden Enterprises’ negotiations with Ipolymer.

      Nothing had been kosher in his business relationship with Salas Group since the moment he’d made the mistake of sleeping with Lola Salas.

      That had been playing with fire. His older brother Quinn had warned him, but he hadn’t listened because Lola was beautiful, polished, and knew exactly how to handle herself at any function.

      A power couple, people said. He’d never liked the term—too American, too optimistic. She, the daughter of a powerful international investment banker. Him, the CEO of Camden Enterprises, a top defense contractor in the UK, with major dealings in the United States.

      Everyone thought they were perfect for each other.

      But three months into dating, Lola had started ring shopping.

      Three months.

      Maybe it shouldn’t have rattled him. But it had. He hadn’t nearly been thinking “marriage is the next step”—they’d never even talked about it. Or said I love you. He’d never been in a relationship for three months, even. Ever.

      In every relationship he’d been in—including the one with Lola—something had always been . . . missing. Not that he could name it. He wasn’t that interested in psychoanalyzing himself. He’d just known he wasn’t ready to marry her and had broken it off.

      She’d wisely dropped the wedding talk after that first breakup.

      “Why do you keep checking your cell phone?” Lola snapped, pausing mid-cut into a pastry. “I told you, he’ll be down soon enough.”

      Aiden frowned and cleared the notification from his watch. “We agreed to meet at the convention because it was neutral territory, Lo. Him sending you takes it a bit into less friendly waters.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake. We can have a civil conversation, can’t we?” Lola arched a perfectly shaped reddish-gold eyebrow, then stabbed her pastry.

      Every time they sat across from each other at a meal, Aiden remembered the way she stabbed her food, and the way it made him feel. Like she was going to turn the tines of that fork on him someday if he pushed hard enough.

      “The last time⁠—”

      “The last time was the last time. We agreed to that. I don’t want your scraps, Aiden. And I mean it. I’m here only as a favor to my father.”

      Somehow, he didn’t believe her.

      Just like he didn’t believe the messiness of their relationship hadn’t affected the acquisition of Ipolymer Synthetics. Jorge had been advising the board of Ipolymer, and somehow everything about the deal had just gotten messier after the last breakup with Lola.

      He undid the top button of his collar and leaned forward, the blast of the air-conditioning not nearly strong enough to keep the sweat from dampening his neck. “Listen, I really don’t have time for this. I have back-to-back meetings scheduled during this convention. Yes, we want Ipolymer—we need them. But that doesn’t mean we won’t walk from the negotiations if⁠—”

      “Like I said, he’s coming. You and I don’t need to hash out the details now; Daddy’s on his way. I just thought it would be nice for us to grab a cup of coffee and catch up.” She flashed a perfectly innocent smile at him—if he could believe anything Lo did was innocent.

      Hell, innocent and Lo Salas were the two furthest terms from each other in the dictionary, and he knew that from experience.

      But thinking about her that way now won’t help anything.

      That lack of innocence had been precisely what had roped him back in—not once, not twice, but four times.

      A chance meeting. A tempting smile. A reminder of how good they’d been together. And every damn time, he’d fallen for it, conveniently forgetting how ruthless she could be. Then at dinner or at the till at a market, she’d remind him—an offhanded insult, a condescending remark. And just like that, the spell would break.

      Not this time, though.

      This time, the ambush wouldn’t work.

      This time, he was here for a damn work convention, and hopefully, he’d close the acquisition with Ipolymer before returning home to London.

      He was not here to make a massive mistake with a woman.

      But he’d be nowhere closer to that acquisition if he pissed Lola off enough.

      He glared down at his coffee, wishing he’d ordered the tea he really wanted. But the last time he’d ordered tea at a coffee shop in the US, the damn thing had taken a full half hour to cool to a drinkable temperature, and he’d still scalded his tongue on the first sip.

      “I know that look,” Lola said, her voice suddenly softer. “You don’t have to be so angry. Is it wrong for me to want to know how you are?”

      “I’m not angry.” Aiden frowned at her. “I just don’t think this is particularly productive. The last time I saw you, Ipolymer walked away from the negotiating table the next day. It’s taken me a full eight weeks to get them back for discussions. I can’t afford for my personal life to have an impact on the business dealings of Camden Enterprises.”

      Her hazel eyes darkened. “If you’re implying that my father did anything illegitimate as a result of our last breakup, that’s just disgusting.”

      Fuck. The bloody woman was putting him in a damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don’t situation.

      “Lo, I really don’t want to do this again.”

      She changed her tactic, her eyes growing shiny. “You won’t even have coffee with me? Really, Aiden? Is that how things are? Coffee for fifteen minutes while my father—whose plane landed late, I might add—gets settled into his hotel room? You’re unbelievable.”

      Aiden pressed his lips to a line. Mayday. Bloody mayday.

      But no one would be coming to save him because he was thirty-one years old, and if he couldn’t manage a civil coffee with his ex, he had no business running a multinational defense contracting corporation. He settled on a neutral, “I don’t know what to say.”

      She stood, crumpling her napkin onto her plate.

      Dammit.

      “Lola, hang on⁠—”

      “No, we’re done here. I can see from your expression that this was a massive mistake.” She shook her head, a scowl on her pretty face. “Honestly, Aiden, you’re such a man-child. You can’t even handle sitting with me civilly. It’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s not about not sitting with you. I’ve just got loads of meetings, and I’m not here for pleasure. Vegas isn’t my dream destination. I’m here for a convention, and that’s it.”

      “Of course you are. You wouldn’t know the meaning of fun if she sat on your face.” Lola grabbed her purse. “Which she has. Several times, I might add. I can’t believe I lost nearly a year of my life on this back-and-forth, wishy-washy nonsense from you.” With a glare, she turned and stalked away.

      Aiden stared into the void she’d left, unsure if he should feel relieved, offended, or both.

      Was that it?

      Had getting rid of her been that easy?

      Of course, he did have a few onlookers staring at him as though he’d just struck the woman—Lola had never known volume control. He gave them a stiff nod, then lifted his mobile to avoid any eye contact.

      His mobile buzzed, and Aiden glanced down at an email.

      Sender: Jorge Salas

      Subject: The meeting is off.

      He exhaled sharply, fingers curling tight around the table’s edge, the cheap laminate pressing against his palm.

      Fucking fantastic.

      He pushed his chair back, wanting to storm out of the café. Instead, he gathered his paper cup, and the plate and cup Lola had left behind, and carried them over to the bin.

      Ridiculous. This was how Jorge Salas did business?

      But, deep down, he knew it wasn’t just about Lola. Salas was guiding Ipolymer on the acquisition. He knew how much Camden Enterprises wanted it, and he was driving a hard bargain because they could afford to.

      The board had sent him to Vegas with one order—make that acquisition happen.

      And now everything was bleeding at the seams.

      Fuck.
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      “You’re here!” Megan squealed as Isla rolled her suitcase through the door of the Paris Las Vegas suite.

      The blast of cool, air-conditioned luxury barely eased the travel fatigue pressing behind her eyes. The suite was bright, polished, too perfect—much like the five smiling faces waiting to pounce. The replica Eiffel Tower loomed beyond the window, a gaudy reminder of exactly where she was.

      Subtlety, thy name is Vegas.

      Isla sucked in a deep breath and surveyed the smiling faces of “the Squad”—her five closest friends from her years at Trinity All-Girls Preparatory, the exclusive boarding school her father had shipped her off to in Connecticut during high school, when Mum had finally relented to his pestering to put her in a “place that will expand her possibilities.”

      “There they are,” Isla said as brightly as possible, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she stopped in the foyer.

      Megan—the bride-to-be and the only reason the Squad had gotten her to agree to come to Vegas in the first place—came at Isla with arms outstretched and wrapped her in a bear hug. “I’m so happy you made it. I kept telling the girls I really, really wanted you here!”

      Isla returned the hug and then looked beyond her toward the other women gathered on the couch. Somehow, if it was possible, none of them appeared to have changed. Like, at all.

      They probably haven’t.

      A voice from an adjoining room filled her with relief. “Is she here?” Her best friend and former roommate, Davy, hurried out, jet-black hair streaming behind her.

      Even in high school, Isla and Davy had bonded over being the outsiders among their blue-eyed, blond classmates. Both of their fathers were English, but unlike Isla’s Costa Rican mother, Davy’s mother was Indian. They’d clung to their shared love of film and acting, a friendship that had followed them well past graduation—Isla to London’s theater and film scene and Davy to the BBC.

      Isla grinned at Davy. “How’s the jet lag?”

      “Oh, I have the worst jet lag,” Piper said from the couch. Out of their group of six, Piper was always the most likely to insert herself into a conversation, though it was always harmless. “I spent last week on the coast of Croatia, and I swear, it was exhausting coming back to Greenwich, let alone here.”

      Exhausting? Must have been rough alternating between cocktails and yachts.

      “Oh, Bobby and I went there last year,” Blair said, stretching back on the pristine white couch. Even from here, the giant diamond on her hand sparkled. That was a wedding Isla had missed. Blair and Bobby had done a destination wedding in Bora Bora—say that five times fast—where the rooms they reserved for their guests cost four grand a night. Isla could practically feel her bank account clenching at the memory of receiving that invite.

      Fortunately, running La Hacienda full-time gave Isla a better out to some of these invitations now. It was an upgrade, at least, from having to claim the poor starving actress card.

      As the other girls resumed their conversation, Davy joined Megan. The three of them exchanged a smile, and for the first time all day, Isla felt a shred of genuine excitement about this trip. Davy and Megan had gotten her through most of the roughest parts of high school. “I’m really so glad you could come.” Megan reached over and squeezed Isla’s hand. “How’s the hospitality industry treating you?”

      “It’s great. Insanely busy,” Isla said. “Rainy season will be coming up in a couple of months, so things will slow down then, but it’s been a wild winter. Lots of honeymooners and special events nonstop.” She glanced back at her suitcase. “Where should I put my stuff?”

      “You’re rooming with me, of course.” Davy took the handle of the suitcase. “Come on, I’ll show you where to stash everything.”

      Isla followed Davy into the bedroom she’d come from, glad for the excuse to put her things away before she really faced the rest of the Squad—and their inevitable questions.

      Love life?

      Nonexistent.

      Career?

      Busy. And not her first choice, but hey—at least La Hacienda still belonged to her family.

      Skincare routine?

      Tears and sunscreen.

      “Oh my God, I have never been so happy in my life to see your face,” Davy breathed as they stepped into the room. “If I have to hear one more word about ‘Bobby’ or tennis matches or their new diets, I might actually scream.”

      Isla smiled and set her carry-on on the made bed in the room. It had been ten years since they’d finished high school, and she hadn’t spent much time with the Squad since then. She knew they had her back—sort of—but she had always felt . . . different to them. “How much of this bachelorette party do we all have to spend together?”

      “Too much. But I’ll do my best to keep my complaints to a minimum.” Davy sank onto the bed beside Isla’s carry-on. “But seriously, last night. My God, Isla. We went to one of those hibachi places, and I have never been more embarrassed to be out at a restaurant with people—and that includes being with my mom, who returns every meal she gets. First, every single one of them had special, off-menu requests. Then Kelsey told the chef—after he’d already started cooking—that she had a shellfish allergy, even though she doesn’t. She just thinks shrimp juice is ‘gross.’ That was fun.”

      She flopped onto her back.

      Isla sat beside her. “Makes you wonder what we thought we had in common in high school, doesn’t it?”

      Davy shook her head, pursing her lips emphatically as she scowled at Isla. “No, I know exactly what you had in common with them. You’re a trust fund baby too, even if you pretend not to be.”

      “If by trust fund baby, you mean I’ll inherit some money from my father when he dies—assuming my stepmother doesn’t spend it all first—then sure, I’m a trust fund baby.” She nudged Davy. “And you’re acting like your dad isn’t Greenwich’s top plastic surgeon and your mom their top cardiologist.”

      “Yeah, yeah, don’t remind me.” Davy covered her face with her hands. “I have to hear about what an absolute disappointment I am every time I go home. If you’d just gone to medical school like we planned . . .” Davy shook her head bitterly. “My mom still wants to send me to India to become a doctor.”

      “At least you’re still chasing what you love. I bailed the second I had to pick between my dreams and my mother’s.” The words sat heavy in her chest—heavier than she expected. But it felt so good to tell someone.

      She couldn’t tell Callum that, of course. Callum had shelled out the money to save the inn from financial ruin when Mum had gone bankrupt. And he’d done it, in large part, to save the only childhood home that Isla had ever really known.

      He’d done it for Isla, not for Mum.

      But after having walked away from acting almost twenty months earlier, if she had to make the same choice all over again . . . would she?

      She’d loved acting. Few places felt as comfortable as a stage did for Isla. Like another home, really. One I gave up. And because the film and theater worlds in London were more closely linked than they were in Hollywood, she’d seen some success in both.

      Isla had been at the cusp of something, too. The audition before she’d gone to Costa Rica for Elle and Quinn’s wedding—when everything in her life had changed—had been one for a film where the producer had personally invited her.

      And when the producer had called her to tell her he wanted her for the part? She’d felt like such a flake for turning it down.

      Just that easily, she’d left behind a lifelong dream. She’d told herself she was all right with it—and maybe she was—but damn if she didn’t miss the excitement of creating.

      Davy was quiet.

      Too quiet.

      Isla had seen that look before. The way Davy bit her lip, eyes just a little too shiny.

      “What is it?” Isla asked gently. Davy had just started a job at the Travelog Channel—a huge promotion. “Did something happen?”

      With a sharp sniffle, Davy blinked back tears. “No. Not yet. But I’m one bad pitch away from getting fired. My boss called me into his office last Friday and told me that if I didn’t have an innovative idea on his desk when I return from this trip, I may as well pack my things.”

      Oh no.

      “What? Davy! What about the cheese adventure?”

      Davy sat, shoulders slumped. “Turns out they did that exact segment four years ago. Cheese capitals of Europe. Tanked harder than my high school math scores. So not only did I pitch something that’s already been done but I also pitched a failure of a concept, too.”

      “I know of an exciting boutique inn in Costa Rica that would be happy to host you for a travel docuseries.” Isla slipped her arm around her shoulder with a comforting squeeze.

      “Do you know that I tried to pitch something like that to them? Antony said I had to do better than a Costa Rican inn and rolled his eyes. He actually rolled his eyes at me in a meeting. In front of everyone, Isla. I almost evaporated into my seat I was sweating so badly.”

      “You can’t let him intimidate you. You’re good at this. This is what you were born for—you said it yourself.”

      “Oh, who am I kidding? My parents sent me to school hoping I’d get an MD and an MRS., and so far, I’ve failed on both accounts. I’m a has-been wannabe filmmaker who can’t even pitch a tantalizing idea to keep my entry-level job at the Travelog Channel. This isn’t National Geographic, Isla. They give shows to influencers on a regular basis. Most of our shows are on YouTube—only a few make it to the cable channel or get picked up by a bigger network. The only film that got me noticed was because you starred in it, and you’re so freaking beautiful that no one was paying attention to the filmmaking.”

      “Stop it.” Isla shoved her away. “Listen, this is what we’re going to do. Between scheduled selfies and whatever horrors Kelsey has planned, we’re going to brainstorm ten killer ideas. Minimum. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Davy answered tearfully, clearly unconvinced.

      Isla stood, determined to cheer her up. “What’s on the agenda for tonight?”

      “Silver dresses, dinner, Chippendales show at nine thirty, then time in Ellis Island Casino.” Davy sighed with about as much enthusiasm as Isla felt.

      “Sounds like we need to pre-game.” Isla unzipped her carry-on and pulled out a bottle of tequila she’d picked up duty-free at the airport. “To solving our problems,” she declared with a confidence she didn’t know she possessed.

      “How much of that bottle do you think it will take before I believe it?” Davy groaned.

      Isla poured two shots and raised hers with mock solemnity. “Let’s find out.”
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      “This is bloody mad.” Aiden pinched the bridge of his nose, exhaling slowly to keep his temper in check.

      “Sit down. Grab a drink.” Felix peered up at him from the bar with a chagrinned expression.

      With a clenched jaw, Aiden slid into the barstool beside Felix. He’d always hated Las Vegas. Probably unreasonably so. But something about it had always seemed so . . . irritatingly dirty. Infuriatingly sleazy.

      This wasn’t helping.

      “Look, we’ve known each other for a long time, Aiden. I told you from the start that I’ll always shoot straight with you. And I’m warning you now because I consider us friends.”

      Friends? He barely knew Felix Covington. His company was among many that Camden held contracts with, and the two men were friendly enough, but Aiden didn’t know if he could name three personal facts about the man.

      Felix sipped on his Manhattan and winced. Perhaps at the drink. Perhaps at his own lack of subtlety.

      “This is business, pure and simple,” Felix said. “The company just isn’t impressed by the way this whole Ipolymer deal has gone down. You keep saying it’s going to happen, and—look—I’m sure you’re trying your best, but you can’t shit where you sleep. Frankly, that sort of behavior just hasn’t impressed my board. I’m doing what I can, but partnering with another company is looking more appealing to them the longer this drags out.”

      Aiden let his eyes drift from the bar toward the chaotic, blinking lights. No wonder people lost all sense of time in here. The noise, the crowds, the flashiness, the fliers of mostly naked women everywhere—it was overstimulation dressed up in neon—even with the jet lag. If he tried to lie down and go to sleep right now, he’d struggle to shut his brain off. It was like drinking inside a pinball machine.

      He ordered a gin and leaned back, thinking before he responded. Felix’s news wasn’t just a blow—it was earth-shattering. If Covington Biotechnics partnered with another company, the repercussions would be felt in every single division of Camden Enterprises.

      How in the hell was he supposed to go to London with this news?

      But the truth was that he had fucked up. He had made such a disaster of the Ipolymer acquisition, however unintentionally.

      “You want my advice?” Felix asked unhelpfully.

      Aiden’s drink arrived, and he lifted the glass. “Is it the kind I ask for, or the kind you give anyway?”

      “Just make nice with Lola until the acquisition is secured. After that, it’ll be a done deal. You can break up with her—again—or divorce her, or whatever the hell it takes. But business is business. At the end of the day, sure, you shouldn’t have gotten involved with her, but now that you can’t unfuck that mess, you may as well enjoy yourself until you get what you want out of the deal. You could do a hell of a lot worse than Lola Salas.”

      Aiden’s jaw flexed.

      Christ. That’s what passed for romantic endorsement now? What a charming approach to corporate strategy—marry, merge, move on.

      He’d worried about this sort of thing when he’d considered leaving the military and taking over at Camden. He wasn’t a paragon of morality, but he had standards. Ethics.

      His father had built this company from the ground up. If not for the stroke, Arthur Camden would still be at the helm—gruff and demanding but honest. Aiden could respect that. What he couldn’t respect was this underhanded bullshit.

      No wonder Quinn had bolted off to save the world with philanthropy while Aiden was stuck saving the balance sheets.

      Second-born, second-choice, and just the sort to live this interminable, soulless monotony until he became just as rotten as the colleagues around him.

      After secondary school, he’d tossed his reputation to the wolves by trying to save Ciara, a family friend, from humiliation after she’d wound up pregnant by some bastard who’d abandoned her. Aiden had claimed the baby was his and ruined his family’s faith in him. Ciara had miscarried, but the damage was done.

      He’d already joined the British Army’s Intelligence Corps and was gone.

      For six years, he tried to earn back credibility by completing a secondment with MI5 and developing counterterrorism and diplomatic security skills. It was enough to impress his father when Aiden was needed for the CEO role at Camden, but not enough to shear the wool as the black sheep of the family.

      And maybe someday, I’ll be just as soulless as they believe. But not today.

      He slung his drink back, slammed the glass on the bar top, and stood. “I’m not for sale, Felix. If your company is so worried about my so-called bad behavior, surely getting involved with Lola Salas for a fifth time won’t impress anyone. Good night.”

      Without giving Felix a chance to respond, Aiden left, searching for the exit. He needed to go outside and get a breath of fresh air.

      Today had been a catastrophe from start to finish. The conference hadn’t started so terribly—Pinnacle was always one of the most notable events he attended. He’d spoken yesterday and been on a panel, and everything had felt surprisingly . . . positive.

      But after today, all he wanted to do was cancel his meetings for tomorrow, get the first flight out, and go spend the weekend somewhere—anywhere—else.

      Of course, he couldn’t do that.

      He had duties. Responsibilities. His family’s business weighed on his shoulders.

      Perhaps the mistake had been assuming he was cut out for this in the first place.

      When he started working at Camden five years ago, even his father hadn’t been certain he would be dependable. But Aiden had wanted to prove him wrong, show his worth. After the disaster with Ciara from his foolish teenage years, everyone had painted him as a villain anyway.

      That’s what you get for being soft.

      Maybe he just wasn’t cut out for this.

      Or maybe Felix was right.

      He’d made a mess of things. Maybe the easiest way out was playing the game—just long enough to win.

      But was he really willing to sink to that level?

      He didn’t have to like doing it, but it wasn’t really his fault, was it? Lola and her father were the ones who blurred the lines between business and personal where they shouldn’t have.

      The cool night air struck his flushed face as he walked out, heading for the Strip.

      In a different life, he would have been drinking the night away with his army friends, finding comfort in alcohol and women. Back when he’d been “irresponsible.” The good old days, apparently.

      And now, look at him—Mr. Responsible.

      And miserable.

      He unbuttoned his tailored suit jacket, then pulled off the conference lanyard from his neck, blinking in the glow of the nearby Eiffel Tower, a frivolous replica that paled in the shadow of the real thing. A cardboard cutout of culture.

      God, I miss Paris. Miss traveling for fun.

      Felix’s words rang in his head. “You may as well enjoy yourself until you get what you want out of the deal.”

      The temptation curled through his throat with sickening disgust. Was he being short-sighted here?

      I need the night off from this.

      Whatever problems he had would still be waiting for him in the morning—but a night of well-deserved relaxation might help him set his mind straight.

      Sucking in a deep breath, he raised his chin, scanning the Strip.

      Maybe I just need to shut up and let Vegas do its worst.
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      “That guy is staring at you again,” Davy purred from beside Isla, her head leaning back against the booth.

      Isla cracked an eyelid open and scanned the casino floor, then saw the man in question—a bearded guy wearing a cowboy hat and a hockey jersey. Quite a combo—Nashville meets slap shot. Looking over had been a mistake, though, as the guy saw her staring and winked.

      Isla tore her gaze away, straightening in her seat.

      “You should totally go for it,” Piper said from Isla’s other side. “He’s kinda cute.”

      “I’m not that desperate, but thanks.” Isla laughed and finished her drink. She needed to slow down, but the moment her glass emptied, another one always magically appeared. She adjusted the “bachelorette” sash around her torso with discomfort.

      They were nearing eleven, and dammit, when she’d lived in London, this had been the time of night she frequently went out. But after living in Costa Rica for so long, she was ready for bed.

      Mornings at La Hacienda started before sunrise, preparing the inn for the guests—those already there and those arriving later. Then, after a long and often brutal day that ran the gamut of helping the guests with anything they needed, playing a pseudo concierge, managing all the staff, and fixing travel emergencies—all with a smile on her face—she usually collapsed into bed early with aching limbs and depleted energy.

      “Who’s ready for the Eiffel Tower?” Kelsey asked, approaching the table with Blair. Each of them carried more drinks for the table. They set them down in the middle since only Isla had an empty glass. “It closes in an hour, so we need to hurry if we’re going to make it.”

      Great.

      “Wait, that’s tonight?” Davy groaned. She shook her head, looking a bit ill. “I thought we were doing that during the day tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, but Megan thought it would be more fun at night,” Blair said, flipping her long hair over her shoulder. “I mean, I’m not sure it’ll be that impressive, considering Bobby and I went on a private tour of the real tower last summer.”

      Megan’s smile faltered, a mist of insecurity in her eyes. And there it was—the Squad’s signature move—subtle status assassination.

      Isla leaned forward and gripped her friend’s hand. Coming to Vegas had been Megan’s idea, and Isla wasn’t about to let their other snobby friends make her feel bad about it. “I think seeing it at night sounds amazing. Actually, I’ve always thought it would be so fun to visit all the Eiffel Tower replicas. There are like twenty towns named Paris in the US alone. Wouldn’t it be wild to visit them all?”

      “Oh, that would be fun,” Davy said. Then her eyes widened, and she grabbed Isla’s hand. “A Tour of Paris. Oh my God. Isla. That’s perfect for a pitch!”

      “What’s perfect?” Piper asked, leaning over Isla to peer at Davy.

      “Um—” Isla glanced at Davy. Her friend wouldn’t want everyone else knowing about the job situation. “It’s nothing. Why don’t you all go on ahead to the Eiffel Tower, and I’ll catch up? I have to run to the loo. Want to come with me, Davy?”

      “What about all the drinks?” Kelsey asked, setting one of the new glasses in front of Isla.

      “We could chug them all.” Isla shrugged and took a sip.

      “I think we should take it easy.” Davy gave Isla a pointed, warning look.

      “Oh, just leave them. I’m sure we’ll get more. I’m with Isla—we can start toward the Eiffel while Davy and Isla go to the loo. I love the way you still keep some of those English terms and accents when you talk,” Kelsey told Isla with exaggerated eyebrows. “It’s so cute.”

      Crap. Isla hadn’t even noticed she’d let that slip. She normally tried to use English expressions and terms around her English friends and American ones around Americans, but when she was drunk, all bets were off. And even then, it wasn’t an exact science. The only reason she probably even had an English accent was because she’d lived in England until she was seven.

      Isla smiled tightly. “Thanks. It’s not an affectation. It’s just . . . how I speak.” But sure, let’s exoticize the British/Costa Rican hybrid like I’m a novelty at the zoo. Going to boarding school in Connecticut after living in Costa Rica with Mum for years had been the hardest transition. Her English father had moved there to be with his new American wife, and her mum had managed to convince him to let her stay with her for grade school.

      But once the pressure of “getting into a proper Ivy League” became more pressing to her dad, Mum had finally relented and sent her to Connecticut. Holidays were split between England at her grandparents’ and Costa Rica with her mum and her partner. Talk about culture shock.

      She nudged Davy to exit.

      Davy climbed out of her seat on wobbly legs. “Actually, why don’t I sit here and drink as much water as possible while you go to the bathroom? I’ll wait for you, and everyone else can go on ahead.”

      “Are you sure?” Megan asked, worry creasing her brow.

      “Yeah, go on. We’ll be right behind you.” Isla winked at Megan, then hurried off in the direction of the bathroom.

      The alcohol buzz settled into her limbs as she walked, her legs feeling oddly bouncy. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone out like this. Back home, most of her drinking was with Sergio, her friend and the manager of the inn.

      Thank God for Sergio. He was the only thing keeping her sane at the inn. He’d started as a full-time tour operator and then seamlessly transitioned to manager when the inn booked out and work had gotten busy.

      She smiled to herself, feeling lighter than she had in weeks. For the first time on this trip, she felt relaxed. No drama or forced laughter. Just warmth and a buzz in her bloodstream. Maybe this trip hadn’t been a total mistake after all⁠—

      A hand clamped around her elbow.

      “Hey there,” a male voice said in her ear. Too close.

      Isla turned to find herself only inches away from Cowboy Hockey Man. She froze, her stomach roiling at the strong scent of beer coming from his breath.

      “Uh . . .” She shifted her elbow, but his grip was firm. Uncomfortable.

      Shit.

      This was why she always went to the bathroom with a girlfriend.

      “How’s about you and I get out of here?” Cowboy Hockey Man said, edging even closer.

      Isla’s eyes narrowed. “How’s about you take your hands off me?” She pulled her arm away forcefully, but he still didn’t let go.

      “Don’t play shy. I saw you eye fucking me from that table.”

      Oh my God. So foul. “Yeah, never. I prefer real men to wankers.” She yanked herself free and turned to go, but the man was still too close behind her.

      A cold spike of fear slithered up her spine. Fuck. She should have brought pepper spray.

      “There you are,” a male voice came suddenly. She knew that voice. And those eyes. Ice-blue and currently trained on her unwanted shadow with surgical precision. His hand gripped hers, and she turned, the familiarity of him flooding her with relief—Aiden Camden.

      What in the hell was he doing here?

      There is a god. Not Aiden, of course, but the one who’d sent him here like a guardian angel.

      “Aiden,” she managed.

      His eyes flicked toward the man following her. “I believe my wife asked you to leave her alone, didn’t she?” He tilted his head in challenge.

      Wife? Never had that word sounded so unbelievably sexy, even if it was from one of her brother’s best friends.

      Cowboy Hockey Man took a faltering step back, his gaze swiveling to Isla. “Oh sorry, man. I didn’t know she was married.”

      “That really shouldn’t have made a difference. She said no. Now get the fuck out of here,” Aiden snapped, drawing himself to his full height. Which was over six feet.

      Had he always been this tall? Or broad-shouldered? Or was that just the adrenaline talking?

      “Go back to England,” the guy slurred, his face red. “We don’t need more of your tea-drinking bullshit.”

      Isla relaxed, then hugged Aiden. “Wherever the hell you came from, I’ve never been so happy in my life to see a Camden.”

      “I don’t know if I should take that as a compliment,” Aiden said with a chuckle, then released her. “What are you doing here? I’m in town for a conference.”

      “Bachelorette party.” Isla threw her hands up. “Obviously.”

      “What else?” He smiled. “For a moment, I thought maybe I’d had one too many and hallucinated the scrawny girl who used to trail us, begging and whining to play tag.”

      She slugged him playfully with a roll of her eyes. “You’re quickly wearing out your welcome.”

      He gave her a charming smile. “Just teasing, of course. But I really didn’t expect to see you here. How’s Costa Rica?”

      “Not too different from when I saw you over Christmas in London.” She shifted with discomfort. “But actually, I was on my way to the loo and then I have to run to catch up with my friends—we’re going to the Eiffel Tower. Though I’d love to catch up⁠—”

      “Why don’t I hang around? In case that fellow comes back. I can walk with you until you’re safely reunited with your companions.”

      She gave him a grateful look, then smiled. “Thank you.” She hurried into the bathroom, feeling thankful already. Aiden’s sudden appearance had been not only wonderful—but she was truly glad to see him. He was safe—felt like home—someone she’d known her whole life.

      She grinned at her reflection as she passed a mirror.

      Vegas, you sneaky little minx.
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      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Lola gagged, stumbling back like she’d been physically struck.

      Turning a deep shade of red, Isla whirled toward Aiden, eyes wide, then she looked back at Lola. “I am so sorry!” She dashed back into the room, hurrying past Aiden. A few moments later, she returned with a wet towel in hand and bent to clean Lola’s bag. “I’m not feeling so well this morning.”

      “I can see that,” Lola said tersely. She crossed her arms, eyes shooting daggers at Aiden, who rubbed the back of his neck.

      This . . . looked bad.

      Because it is. Catastrophically bad.

      How in the hell had Isla wound up back here with him last night? One drink too many and suddenly he was the protagonist of a bloody farce.

      His memory was a blur. Not hazy—blank. His stomach cramped in pain as though he’d swallowed broken glass.

      This didn’t feel like a typical hangover, if he was honest.

      Isla straightened, started to hold the dirty towel out toward him, then stopped. Folding it in her hands, she gave him a faltering smile. “Talk soon,” she said, then flipped the barest glance at Lola. “Good to see you again, Lola.”

      She was gone before Aiden could say anything else, leaving a thick, uncomfortable silence.

      What the hell is Lola doing here now? To rub salt in the wound?

      Lola stared at him for a few beats longer, one dark brow arched with disbelief. “Well.” She crossed her arms. “I suppose I know who’s been occupying your thoughts lately.”

      Shite. Having someone like Lola be in possession of this information was so explosively dangerous. Callum would kill him. He’d never explicitly banned Aiden or his brothers from pursuing Isla, but he hadn’t needed to. Some rules didn’t need to be spoken—a rule he’d never intended to break. Especially since he and Callum had grown so much closer in the past several years after Quinn had moved to Nashville.

      He and Callum saw each other nearly every day because they lived a few blocks away from each other and went to the same gym. They ran together five days a week. Got together for drinks and dinner.

      Fuck.

      “Ah, Lola, it’s not what you think.” He was acutely aware of his lack of a shirt right now, and the searing look from Lola told him she was too.

      “Oh, really? I’m not an idiot, Aiden. Please don’t sink to that level.”

      “I’m serious.” He fought for absolute deadly composure. “We had some business to discuss this morning, but she was out late. I think she has food poisoning.”

      “Business?” Lola gave a sharp laugh, cutting and cold. “Oh my God, you really do think I’m stupid, don’t you? I know what the walk of shame looks like. Look, I get it. You’re in deep shit. She’s Callum’s little sister. I saw the way he doted on her at Christmas when she was in London. I wonder what he’ll say when he learns⁠—”

      “You’re jumping to conclusions,” Aiden said cooly, though his gut churned with something disturbingly protective. He hated that Lola’s family ran in the same circles as his did. It meant that she not only knew exactly who Isla was, but that Lola also had access to Callum.

      “Like I said, she was here for a business-related thing,” he added.

      “Dressed in last night’s clothes? While you’re shirtless? Right.” She set her hands on her hips. “Are you going to invite me in at least or do I have to stand here at the door covered in your girlfriend’s vomit?”

      Aiden ground his teeth. He hadn’t even surveyed the room yet. What if there were . . . signs? Condoms? Clothing. Christ.

      The idea that they might’ve done something he couldn’t remember—something Isla might regret—made him feel physically ill.

      “She’s working on a project and needed my input,” Aiden said, feeling downright pathetic. Hopefully, he didn’t sound it. As long as he stuck to the story, she couldn’t know what she didn’t know.

      Lola poked him in the ribs as she pushed past him, dragging her suitcase. “Yes, and I know the sort of input you love to give.” She smirked grimly, hurt flashing in her features as she turned to look at him.

      She couldn’t stay here long. He had to get rid of her. Carefully.

      He couldn’t afford to piss her off further, though, because he needed Ipolymer. And he sure as hell didn’t trust her not to do something unhinged, like call Callum out of spite. She might not have Callum’s number, but he wouldn’t put it past her to get it.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked at last, crossing his arms. He had the odd sensation of wanting to find a shirt, but if he was going to pretend that he’d been fine hanging out here with Isla half-dressed under so-called “normal” circumstances, then he needed to play it cool. “How did you know where I was staying?”

      Lola surveyed the room, her gaze sharp. Penetrating. As though laying his secrets bare.

      “I asked around,” she said with a disaffected shrug. “I’m going back to New York this morning. My father’s given me oversight of the acquisition—the one you’ve been fumbling. I would have told you yesterday, but you refused to talk⁠—”

      “What?” Aiden restrained the flare of ugly anger that shot through him.

      But seriously. What. The. Fuck.

      Lola held his gaze. “I can do more than hang off your arm like candy, you know. I went to Harvard Business.”

      “I don’t know what you or your father are playing at, Lo, but this is absurd. Given our background and the trouble we’ve had with this acquisition⁠—”

      “We’re not playing at anything.” Lola pursed her lips. “Letting you know is a courtesy. I don’t have to talk to you directly, you know. Neither does my father. That was a courtesy, too. You seem to forget who we are and what we do in Salas Group, and it’s high time you had a reminder. We won’t be having any further meetings about the acquisition in Vegas. I’ll set something up for the next round of talks once I’m back in New York. Probably next month.”

      Bollocks.

      Another month of waiting to attempt to close this deal? The board at Camden will be furious.

      Visceral pain shot through him, his stomach cramping harder. He flinched, trying not to let it show.

      “Why, Lola?”

      Lola gave him a hard stare. “This is just business. And, honestly, I’m glad I came this morning. This was enlightening. Told me everything I needed to know.”

      He wanted so badly to just toss her out.

      Stick to the lie. “Isla is only a friend. I’ve known her since she was a girl.”

      “Well, she’s clearly not a girl anymore, Aiden. She’s a grown woman, and you seem to have finally noticed.” She smiled patiently. “Anyway, we’ll be in touch. Enjoy the rest of your trip.”

      Blessedly, she let herself out.

      Aiden sank onto a sofa, his stomach churning.

      If only there was a way to prove to Lola that nothing had happened. For Isla’s sake.

      But I don’t even know if nothing happened.

      The gap in his memory was seriously alarming.

      So much for one carefree night. He’d woken up with no memory, a pissed-off ex, and Callum’s sister in his bed.

      Bloody. Fucking. Fantastic.
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      The entire suite was still and silent until the bloody swing bar caught Isla at the door.

      Dammit.

      She pulled her phone out and dialed Davy, hoping and praying her friend would have her ringer on.

      “Hello?” Davy croaked sleepily.

      “At the door. Let me in.”

      Davy didn’t answer, and the line went dead. But a minute later, the soft metal click of the security lock slid into place, and the door creaked open. She scanned Isla, a mischievous grin on her face. “Have fun last night?”

      “Don’t start,” Isla hissed, then hurried into the room. She’d already thrown up once on the way back—right into a casino trash can. The towel from Aiden’s room? Ditched. Like her dignity.

      She could not afford to let any of the girls know about this. Thank goodness they appeared to still be sleeping.

      Once they were in the safety of their room, Isla shut the door. “Oh my God, I feel so sick.”

      Davy hadn’t appeared to have been sleeping after all—her laptop was open on her bed, papers scattered beside it. “I told you to take it easy,” Davy said with a shake of her head. “You need some water?”

      “Water. Ibuprofen. Gatorade.” Isla slipped into the adjoining bathroom and clicked the light on. Blinking at herself in the mirror, she cringed. She looked rough.

      She tied her hair back and washed her face and neck, desperate to get rid of the smell and taste
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