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      It’s a win-win-win situation.

      Luca has resigned himself to a life as a bachelor. He’s watched all the Morettis fall in love, but nothing’s ever clicked for him. Until Harper…and Conor.

      Former super model Harper has spent too much of her life living up to other people’s expectations of her. Perfect hair, perfect body, perfect boyfriends. For the first time ever, she’s able to forge her own path. New career, no more diets, and—hopefully—a relationship with a man of her choosing, one who sees past the pretty face to the person inside.

      Conor has spent his entire life lost in the shadows, the forgotten Russo, but he’s decided it’s time for that to change. After all, both of his older brothers have found love. He’s determined it’s his turn, and that resolve gets a little push in the right direction when a new investment means he’ll be working with the man he’s always had a crush on. But if he likes Luca, why does he suddenly have feelings for Harper too?
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      “Un-fucking-believable.”

      Conor Russo stood on the sidewalk, watching as his latest investment went up in smoke…literally.

      The street was blocked by the three fire trucks and nearly a dozen firefighters working to save what was—hopefully still—going to be his restaurant.

      Well…his and Harper Branson’s restaurant.

      Conor still couldn’t quite believe he was going into business with one of the most recognizable faces in the world. A former supermodel, Harper had graced the cover of countless magazines, and she’d spent years as the face of Siren’s Smile, one of the most popular perfumes on the market. Images of her—and that famous siren’s smile—consistently showed up in television commercials, on billboards, the sides of city buses, and on endcap displays at the local grocery store.

      He and Harper had formed a partnership nearly a year ago, their plan to open a high-end restaurant here in Philadelphia. In early November, they’d found the perfect property in a prime location of the city and had decided rather than rent the restaurant space on the bottom floor, they’d simply purchase the entire three-story building outright.

      The building that was currently on fire.

      Conor had only met with Harper in person a handful of times, the last time being when she drove from New York City to tour the three different properties he’d narrowed down as their top choices. Since he lived in Philadelphia, he’d taken the lead on finding the real estate for their endeavor. They’d both agreed that this one was ideal for their plans, so they’d signed on the dotted line.

      The rest of their meetings had been done over video conference calls as she completed her coursework at the Institute of Culinary Education in New York, as well as finished the last of her modeling contracts. Now…here they were, mid-April, at the very beginning stages of this new business endeavor, and it was all going to shit.

      Conor rubbed his chest, trying not to let his anxiety get the better of him.

      Tonight was supposed to be a small celebration as Harper was, at last, ready to move to Philadelphia full-time to become an active partner in the redesign and reconstruction of their future restaurant—Harper’s Dining Room. The name was perfect, as Harper was known for her pleasant, girl-next-door appearance and attitude. Her entire brand was wrapped around her friendly nature, the idea for the restaurant name born from the fact that she was the type of person you’d like to share a meal with.

      Conor glanced down the street and saw Luca Moretti talking to one of his friends, Kayden Gallo, a cop on the Philadelphia police force. Kayden was clearly on duty, in uniform and serving as crowd control for the gawkers hovering nearby to watch the action.

      Kayden had parked his cruiser sideways at the end of the block to prevent thru-traffic, which was probably causing a lot of headaches in other parts of the city as this was typically a busy thoroughfare on Saturday nights, when the restaurants and bars in the area were hopping.

      The police barricade felt unnecessary considering no one could drive through with all the fire trucks parked in the street, blocking both lanes.

      Conor wasn’t surprised to discover Luca here. After all, he was the contractor on the restaurant reconstruction job, and the two of them had planned to meet tonight—right now, in fact—with Harper. Conor had been en route to the meeting when he’d gotten the call from the alarm company that a smoke detector was going off and the fire department had been alerted.

      Their original plan had been for Luca to give him and Harper a tour of the building, showing them what physical progress the construction crew had made thus far. Since work on the restaurant had only started a week earlier, all that had really been accomplished was gutting the first floor completely, maintaining the retaining walls, while taking the entire place down to studs.

      Luca looked over, spotted him, and gave him a quick wave. Conor nodded once, then glanced away, turning his attention back to the building, shaking his head in disbelief once more.

      Prior to their acquisition, the bottom floor of the building had been a pizza parlor, though that business had been closed for nearly six months. The top two floors had been sectioned off to create six small apartments—three on each floor. Upon purchasing the building, they’d honored the remainder of the leases of the current renters but didn’t re-up them. The last person moved out a few weeks ago.

      Thank God. He would hate to think of someone losing all their possessions in a fire. He glanced at the upper floors, slightly relieved to see that the flames didn’t appear to have made it that far.

      He and Harper had been delighted to find the building, located in Old City, a part of Philadelphia well known for its trendy restaurants, fashionable boutiques, and eclectic galleries. It was a popular tourist attraction, but it also pulled in quite a lot of local foot traffic as well.

      Conor glanced at his watch, then ran his hand through his hair anxiously. Harper should be arriving soon. This was going to be one hell of a welcome to Philadelphia for her.

      He’d called her immediately after receiving word that the fire alarm was going off, aware she was on the road and not checking her messages. Conor had foolishly told her it was probably nothing, that the alarm had most likely been triggered by dust from the demolition.

      So much for that theory.

      He needed to warn her before she arrived because this was going to be one hell of a shock. However, before he could pull his phone out of his jacket pocket, he caught sight of her walking toward the building. Her wavy, long blonde hair was pinned up in a tight ponytail and she was wearing sunglasses even though dusk had come and gone, giving way to night. He suspected the shades were less for eye protection and more an attempt to remain unnoticed.

      That was a pointless endeavor. Even if Harper hadn’t been famous, people would still notice her. She was a breathtakingly beautiful woman with electric-blue eyes, high cheekbones, a curvy figure, and legs that went on for miles. Those legs were currently framed in tight blue jeans paired with a plain, lowcut white T-shirt, chunky silver jewelry, and covered with a soft black leather jacket. On anyone else, it might look like a regular outfit, but Harper wore it like a work of art.

      A quick glance in the opposite direction proved that Luca had spotted her as well. Harper and Luca had never met in person before—tonight was going to be their first introduction—though Luca had been involved in most of their video conference calls since being hired as contractor.

      Conor couldn’t quite believe he was working with the Moretti brothers on this project. God knew that was something that would have been unheard of when his grandfather and father had been alive.

      The Russos and Morettis had participated in a four-generations-long feud that had included everything from infidelity to workplace sabotage to sketchy loan sharking to high school rivalries. It seemed the animosity had finally ended with Conor’s generation—he and his brothers, Matt and Gage, as well as Luca’s large clan of brothers and cousins attempting to make amends.

      The rift began to be repaired when Gage had married Penny Beaumont, whose brother, Rhys, was in a strange sort of throuple relationship with Tony Moretti and a young single mom, Jess. Gage’s marriage had opened the door to more interactions between the two families and had led to Tony and Matt—who’d legit hated each other since their senior year of high school—burying the hatchet just a month earlier.

      Of course, their newfound peace was also helped along by the fact Matt had fallen in love with Liza Moretti, Luca’s cousin.

      The last few weeks, Conor had found himself receiving invitations to countless Moretti social events, like happy hours with his brothers and their new group of friends as well as a standing lunch date the Moretti men had every Wednesday at Paulie’s Diner.

      So far, he’d turned them all down because he wasn’t entirely comfortable with this new norm. In truth, he’d preferred the years when his path rarely crossed that of the Morettis. It hadn’t been hard to avoid them the past fifteen years or so, as Conor rarely left his office in his night club, Enigma. For the most part, he didn’t travel in similar social circles and his day-to-day routines didn’t overlap those of the Morettis in any way.

      Though to be fair, his solitary routine didn’t overlap with those of anyone.

      As for Luca serving as contractor…Conor had Gage to thank for Moretti Brothers Restorations winning the bid to refurbish the building and create Harper’s dream restaurant. Not that it was much of a bidding process.

      For the first time in his life, Conor offered a job based on nepotism.

      A couple of weeks after Thanksgiving, he’d been invited to join Gage and Penny—as well as Rhys, Jess, and Tony—for dinner. Typically, Conor would have offered an excuse and stayed home, but for some reason, he’d accepted that night, too fed up with eating takeout alone.

      During the meal—which had been very laid-back and enjoyable—Gage had asked Conor how things were going on the restaurant project. Conor had told them about purchasing the building and their plans for the renovation, complaining about how the construction company he’d hired had backed out just a few days earlier.

      For the next hour, he and Tony had dominated the conversation, discussing his and Harper’s vision. Conor had gone into detail as he described the building, which Tony was familiar with, claiming it used to be his favorite pizza joint.

      One thing led to another and before he knew it, he found himself offering Tony and his brothers the contract right there at the table, and Tony—mercifully—had promised to fast-track the project, even though Moretti Brothers had a waiting list of future clients.

      Conor realized nepotism wasn’t the right word. There was no denying Moretti Brothers Restorations was the best construction firm in the city, but given their families’ past hostility, Conor had never worked with them, even after his father passed away. Considering Russo Enterprises did a great deal of construction in and around the city, they’d been shooting themselves in the foot by not hiring the Morettis all along.

      This restaurant was their first foray into a Russo/Moretti professional relationship since the original rift four generations earlier. Conor suspected his brothers as well as Luca’s family were very interested in the success of the partnership, as it would potentially open the door to more joint ventures, which could be profitable for both companies—Russo Enterprises as well as Moretti Brothers.

      While Conor hadn’t had any qualms offering Tony the job that night at dinner, he wasn’t sure he would have been quite so quick to do so if he’d known Luca would be the actual contractor—not Tony—and their primary contact at Moretti Brothers.

      Primarily because he and Luca had a tiny bit of a past, one that still, all these years later, brought up some latent, misplaced jealousy and embarrassment. He wasn’t able to shake those feelings, even though the incident had occurred nearly twenty years earlier.

      The worst part was, he was pretty sure Luca didn’t have a clue anything had even gone down between them.

      Much to Conor’s chagrin, back in high school, he’d been wildly attracted to Luca, who had unwittingly been the first person to break his heart.

      And now…they were working together.

      Fucking. Awesome.

      It had been easy to forget Luca existed when they never ran into each other, and for most of his adult life, mercifully he’d had no more than half a dozen “Luca sightings.” During those run-ins, they’d done little more than say hello and move on.

      Ever since beginning work on this project, Conor had managed to avoid in-person meetings with Luca, instead dealing with the man behind the camera on his computer, and always with Harper and one or two of Luca’s other brothers in attendance as well.

      Conor watched as Harper got closer, her attention focused solely on the building. Black smoke was billowing from the broken front windows as two firefighters directed a powerful stream of water from their hoses, dousing the flames.

      Before Conor could call out to her, Harper pulled out her phone, tapping on it for a minute or two.

      “Hey, Conor.”

      He looked over to discover Luca approaching him, also taking note of Harper on her phone.

      “Did you warn her?” Luca asked.

      Conor shook his head. “She knew about the alarm, but I didn’t have a chance to call back and tell her it wasn’t just a glitch.”

      “Shit,” Luca muttered.

      Harper must have felt their gazes on her because she looked their direction, tapped her phone a couple more times, tucked it away, then gave a quick wave as she headed toward them.

      “Hello, Conor,” she said as she stepped up to him. “Guess the dust theory didn’t pan out.”

      Conor grimaced. “It did not. Not exactly the welcome to Philadelphia you were expecting.” He reached out to shake the hand she offered.

      “Not even close.” Then her gaze traveled to Luca. “Well, hey, there you are. Luca Moretti…in person,” she said genially.

      “Hello, Harper,” Luca replied, with a smile that was too charming for Conor’s peace of mind as his cock—the asshole—twitched.

      Aaaaand this was why Conor had avoided meeting with Luca in person. He did a terrible job holding his libido at bay around the man.

      Harper offered a handshake to Luca as well. “It’s nice to finally meet you face-to-face.”

      “I wish it was under better circumstances,” Luca said, as all three of them turned to look across the street.

      Conor didn’t see flames anymore, which gave him hope that perhaps the fire was out. If it was, it appeared it had been contained to the first floor. Not that that was necessarily good news. There would still be significant smoke damage to the floors above. God only knew how long this was going to set them back on the project.

      “Do we know what started it?” Harper asked.

      Luca shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “You were here this morning, weren’t you?” Conor asked Luca. Though it was a Saturday, Luca had mentioned putting in a half day in hopes of turning the corner on the demolition phase and moving them toward the actual remodel. “You mentioned at our meeting yesterday you planned to do something with the electrical wiring.” He, Luca, and Harper had held a quick video call, touching base on their plans for this evening, including the tour of the building, followed by a late dinner.

      Luca nodded. “I did say that, and I was here earlier.”

      Conor gave him a very pointed look. “You don’t think perhaps something went wrong with whatever you did?”

      Luca scowled and crossed his arms. “What are you saying?”

      “Seems like a pretty big coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

      “You think I set the fire?”

      Conor sighed. “Don’t you?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      Conor wasn’t sure how Luca could discount that question so quickly. Surely, he didn’t think he was infallible. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I know how to do my damn job.”

      Conor felt something inside him snap. There were too many aspects of this project that were pushing him out of his well-established comfort zone. Taking on a business partner, working with a famous model, and having Luca thrust back into his life left him feeling edgy and…well…itchy. Like he was walking around every day in a scratchy wool sweater that was too tight.

      Conor raised a hand, gesturing to the building. “All I’m saying is it seems highly suspicious that the very day you start working with the electrical wiring, we have a fire. What else could have started it? The place has been gutted.”

      “I inspected the existing electrical wire, checked the GFCI outlets, and it was all up to code,” Luca insisted. “I don’t know what started it, but it wasn’t me.”

      “Must be nice to be so confident,” Conor muttered, hating himself the second the words left his mouth. He wasn’t a fighter by nature, so he wasn’t sure what he was doing.

      Luca’s features darkened. “How do I know this isn’t another attempt by the Russos to destroy the Moretti reputation?”

      Conor scoffed. “Jesus Christ. Do you seriously think I’d burn down my own building just to make your company look bad?”

      Luca shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time the Russos have pulled underhanded crap to ruin my family. I thought we were beyond all that feuding families shit, but maybe we aren’t.”

      “I had nothing to do with this,” Conor insisted.

      Luca didn’t look convinced. “You’ve got insurance on the building, right? And it’s not like you’re hurting for money. Like you said, the place was gutted, and the work has barely begun. Not much to lose that you couldn’t recoup easily enough.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me!” Conor was livid. From the corner of his eye, he saw Harper watching them, her gaze traveling from his face to Luca’s and back again like a spectator at Wimbledon. “That’s an outrageous accusation.”

      “Is it? I mean you were awfully damn quick to point the finger at me.”

      Conor put his hands on his hips. “So now you’re accusing me of insurance fraud to get even?”

      Luca stared at him, completely unrepentant. “You accused me of incompetence. Doesn’t feel so good, does it?”

      Conor should have seen this coming. While his brothers had been more than ready to put their stupid generations-long hatred toward the Morettis to rest, both men thinking with their dicks and hearts rather than their heads, Conor hadn’t been quite so convinced, wondering if there was simply too much water under this particular bridge.

      The problem was Conor and his big mouth, offering the job on a fucking whim, after a rare, enjoyable night out. He never did that. And once the horse was out of the gate, he couldn’t call it back because Gage and Matt believed Russo Enterprises working with Moretti Brothers Restorations felt like the next logical step in cementing the peace between the two families. Which meant, he was stuck trying to sort out old-as-shit emotions regarding Luca as well as fighting back some next-level arousal…all while dealing with a ticking time bomb in his head.

      His anxiety had been sky-high all day as he approached this meeting.

      Luca had been handsome and charming as hell in high school, and those characteristics had only grown since then. Which was why Conor should have held the company line and gone with another construction crew. Now he was standing here, starting to feel the too-familiar pressure on his chest that told him he was in danger of suffering a panic attack, but he couldn’t walk away in the midst of this mess, couldn’t resort to his old tried and true.

      Escape.

      Fuck.

      This… This was why he kept to himself, maintained familiar routines, avoided stressful situations.

      His panic attacks had begun when he was much younger, the first hitting when he was twelve. His mom had been going through one of her dark periods, her mood sending her to bed for days. Conor hadn’t been able to concentrate enough to study for one of his tests because he hated it when Mom disappeared to her room. While she was in the house physically, mentally she had checked out, and none of them were allowed to talk about it, expected to act as if everything was normal.

      Dad had read Conor the riot act for getting an F, calling him an embarrassment, reminding him that Russos didn’t fail. Then he’d sent Conor to bed without dinner. In his room, he had succumbed to a heart-thumping, chest-tightening, trembling pain that was unrelenting. He’d curled into a ball on the floor, fighting to breathe, certain he was suffocating to death.

      At the time, he’d wondered how long it would take before anyone found his dead body. When he finally managed to catch his breath, he’d crawled into bed and slept for twelve hours straight. He hadn’t understood what had happened that night, but he was nothing if not resourceful.

      Always a reader, he’d gone to the school library and checked out a book on mental illness, terrified that perhaps he was suffering from the same thing as his mother. It had been the first time he’d been able to attach a name to his mother’s illness.

      Depression.

      The library book had contained a wealth of information on not only depression but on panic attacks as well.

      Conor had been too ashamed to admit his own mental illness to his mom or brothers, so whenever he felt the telltale shortness of breath or the constriction of his chest muscles, he—like his mom—took to his room, hiding there until the worst of it had passed. It worked for him because he’d always been a big reader, so his family never thought anything of it, always assuming he had his nose buried in one of his books. They’d begun to refer to him as a loner, and he preferred they believe that rather than know the truth.

      In the business realm, he was a no-nonsense ball-buster, a man capable of getting exactly what he wanted as long as he held all the power, all the control. He’d never mastered the art of teamwork.

      However, none of that confidence translated to his personal life. Because when emotions came into play and things got tough, Conor was very adept at disappearing.

      Working with Moretti Brothers was a smart business decision, Conor knew that. The problem was it crossed into a gray area with Luca involved because the work and his fucked-up feelings were overlapping.

      He rubbed his chest and tried to take a deep breath, hoping neither Luca nor Harper noticed. “This was a bad idea, Luca. I’ll admit, I had my reservations about the two of us working on this project together and this proves that it was a mistake.”

      Luca rolled his eyes. “Fucking hell, Conor. That didn’t take long.”

      “What didn’t?” Conor asked.

      “You finding a way to avoid working with me. You’ve been pulling this shit since high school. I don’t know what the hell I did to you, but enough is enough. What is it about me that bugs you so much?”

      Conor didn’t know how to reply to that. He’d always felt as invisible to Luca as he did to the rest of the world. It never occurred to him that Luca might actually recognize the distance Conor had kept between them all these years.

      Before he could respond, another Moretti approached.

      Aldo, Luca’s cousin, was one of the firemen fighting the blaze. “Hey, Luca, Conor. Thought I’d let you know the fire is out.”

      The Moretti family was a large, tight-knit group, and Conor had come to learn that every relative seemed to know what every other relative was doing, so it was no surprise Aldo knew he and Luca both had ties to the building.

      “That’s good,” Luca said.

      “It was mostly contained to the kitchen in back. The fire marshal is walking through right now to determine how it started. Might take a few hours, though.”

      “How bad is it?” Luca asked.

      “Well, someone with a higher pay grade than me—the code inspector—will have the final say-so, but I don’t think there was a significant amount of structural damage. That’ll be a good thing in terms of moving forward with construction,” Aldo explained. “Unfortunately, the code inspector works a nine-to-five, so I wouldn’t look for any decision on that until next week…if you’re lucky.”

      Luca placed his hand on Aldo’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Thanks, man. That sounds like as good a news as we were going to get.”

      Aldo smiled, then turned his attention to Harper. “Just wanted to take a minute to say I’m a big fan, Ms. Branson,” he said, his white teeth shining bright when contrasted by the black soot on his handsome face. The Morettis were graced with damn fine Italian genes, every single male in the family undeniably attractive, every woman beautiful.

      “Please, call me Harper,” she replied, batting her eyes and flashing the fireman a gorgeous smile of her own, thanking Aldo for his help in fighting the fire. Conor didn’t know her well, but it didn’t take a genius to see she was flirting with the man.

      Aldo headed back across the street, but before Conor and Luca could continue their argument, another man approached, this one with a McDonald’s bag and a large soda.

      “Ms. Branson? Wow! It really is you. When your name and order came across the app, I thought it had to be a joke.”

      Harper turned around, lighting up when she saw the guy, who was blushing. “You found me. I wasn’t sure you would, considering all I offered you was ‘sidewalk outside a burning building’ and the street name.”

      The Door Dash driver laughed. “I figured if it really was you, it wouldn’t be that hard. All I had to do was walk toward the fire trucks.”

      She reached into her purse and pulled out a ten-dollar bill, handing the tip to him. “Thanks so much.”

      “Do you think I could take a selfie with you?” the delivery man asked.

      “Sure,” Harper agreed, and the two of them smiled widely, mugging for the camera as the young guy snapped the pic with his phone.

      “Wicked. Enjoy your food.” He waved as he walked away, clearly thrilled to have met a celebrity.

      Harper carried her food over to the curb, plopping down and opening the bag. Pulling out a burger, she opened the box, taking a huge bite and moaning loudly. “Oh my God. This is the best burger I’ve ever had.”

      Distracted by her behavior—and grateful for the brief reprieve from his argument with Luca—Conor stepped over to her. “That’s a Quarter Pounder with Cheese, Harper,” he said, as she continued to shove the burger into her mouth. “I promise you, this city is filled with countless burgers that are much better.”

      She snorted. “I’ve had an almond since yesterday at lunchtime. Not to mention the fact I’ve been on a crash diet for the last month in the lead-up to this morning’s photo shoot.”

      Luca dropped down next to her on the curb. “An almond? As in one?”

      Harper nodded. “I needed to lose twenty pounds prior to this shoot. I only managed to drop fifteen. So, after much discussion this morning—which is why I got here so late—the photographer decided to go with beauty shots.”

      At his and Luca’s blank expressions, she explained. “From the neck up. Which means all my dieting was for naught. Fuckers,” she grumbled.

      “Let me get this straight,” Luca said. “You show up here, discover your building is on fire, and your first thought was to open up the Door Dash app and order McDonald’s?”

      “Yep,” she replied as she ate the last bite of cheeseburger, licking ketchup off her fingers. “Wasn’t sure dinner was still going to happen, and I was too hungry to wait anyway.”

      “Jesus,” Luca muttered. “Did you chew that thing?”

      Harper laughed. “It’s called inhaling for a reason.”

      Conor had been surprised when Harper contacted him out of the blue a year and a half earlier. She’d gotten his name through the friend of a friend, who had kindly praised him as an excellent restauranteur and a great contact about the city, since she’d set her sights on Philadelphia for her venture.

      He’d hesitantly agreed to a phone call, not expecting much to come of it. He’d never taken on a business partner before, preferring to be the one who called all the shots when it came to his investments. However, one conversation in, and he’d been instantly taken by the woman, who wasn’t anything like he had expected.

      When he’d learned a supermodel wanted to open her own restaurant, Conor had assumed she was just looking for a way to capitalize on her name once the modeling gigs began to dry up. He’d gone full stereotype in his mind, expecting a rich, spoiled, vain diva. What he’d gotten was a woman who matched her brand perfectly. She was down-to-earth, witty, and she’d proven herself to be intelligent and hard-working as well.

      He’d been impressed to discover that she was going to culinary school, not just to study cooking but to also earn a degree in restaurant management at the Institute of Culinary Education. She was keen to learn everything she could, and after a fifteen-minute conversation, he’d genuinely believed her when she said working as a chef in her own restaurant was her dream job.

      Conor had always thought she was drop-dead gorgeous, but as he got to know her better, he realized she was even more beautiful inside.

      “Did you get fries?” Luca attempted to peek into the bag.

      Harper slapped his hand away. “Refer back to my earlier statement about one almond.”

      Conor didn’t like looming over them, so he took a seat on the curb next to Harper.

      “So,” she said after taking a sip of soda. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. We’re currently dealing with a burned-out building, incompetence, and insurance fraud.”

      Neither he nor Luca responded. Conor felt like an ass for his earlier allegations. Luca hadn’t been wrong when he’d accused him of looking for a way out. That was exactly what he’d intended.

      “And a lifelong family feud,” she added.

      Luca grimaced, while Conor rubbed his jaw, but again, neither of them answered.

      “Fine. We’ll tackle all that shit later. First things first. Because there’s a more important issue to address,” she said.

      Conor wondered what the hell could be more important than the fire and he and Luca being at odds.

      “What can you tell me about that gorgeous firefighter?” Harper nodded her head toward Aldo as she pulled out a large order of fries with a shit-eating grin.

      Luca laughed. “He’s my cousin, Aldo, and he’s got a girlfriend.” Then he pointed in Aldo’s direction, where he and Kayden were standing close, talking. “And a boyfriend.”

      “Damn,” Harper mused. “That’s hot as shit.” She tipped the carton of fries toward Luca, who grabbed a couple and shoved them in his mouth quickly.

      Then she offered them to Conor. He sighed, taking one and eating it. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d had McDonald’s, though he knew he was counting in years, not months. Regardless, it was a damn good fry, so he reached for another.

      Harper stuffed three fries into her mouth as she stared across the street at Aldo and sighed heavily. “Sounds like we’re all having a shitty night. I could use a beer.”

      Luca exchanged a glance with him before talking to Harper. “Me too. There’s a quiet pub next block over. That cheeseburger looked good. Might get one of my own if you’d like some company.”

      Harper perked up. “Oooo…a pub sounds good. Do you know if they serve dessert? I could go for a piece of pie or cake or maybe an ice cream sundae.”

      Luca chuckled as he clutched his heart. “Beer and dessert? Harper, you are my kind of woman.”

      Harper leaned toward Luca and bumped her shoulder against his in a friendly manner. Conor swallowed hard, struggling to sit here and watch Luca and Harper flirt with each other. This was probably the point where he should excuse himself, let the two of them⁠—

      “What do you say, Conor?” Harper asked.

      She was giving him that famous smile, and Conor felt the first tingles of…something he should not be feeling for his new business partner.

      Then Luca looked at him in such a way that Conor knew the other man expected him to turn down the invitation. Maybe he was even hoping that he would. It felt like a dare Conor couldn’t resist.

      If he was smart, he’d bail.

      On fucking all of it.

      The pub and the project.

      Luca continued to stare him down.

      Russos aren’t weak.

      Russos don’t fail.

      Those words were the mantra that had played in his head for most of his life. Always spoken in his father’s voice.

      For the first time in forever, Conor didn’t want to escape. He was tired of being alone. Tonight, he wanted to be a part of something, even if it was just burgers and beers at a pub.

      “I’m in.”

      Those two words elicited two very different reactions from his partners. Delight on Harper’s part, disbelief on Luca’s.

      “Great.” Luca stood and dusted off the seat of his jeans, drawing Conor’s attention to his very sexy ass. “I’ll go tell Aldo we’re heading out together and get him to call me when the inspector figures out what started the fire.”

      Conor rose as well, offering a hand to help Harper up as Luca jogged across the street to talk to his cousin.

      Harper tossed her trash into one of the city bins, the two of them standing next to each other on the sidewalk as they waited.

      When Luca returned, he asked, “You two ready?”

      Harper nodded and the three of them walked together to the pub.

      As far as nights went, Conor had to admit, this one had been un-fucking-believable.

      And it wasn’t even over yet.
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      Harper walked between Conor and Luca as they headed to the pub, discreetly trying to take stock of the two men. She’d met Conor in person before and had gotten to know him a little, so she felt a bit more comfortable with him. He was a tall, handsome man, his medium-brown hair cut stylishly, longer on top, shorter in the back and on the sides. He had a well-trimmed beard that she found ridiculously sexy. He wasn’t overly muscular, though he was fit.

      During their previous meetings, he’d always worn a bespoke suit with solid-color silk ties—as if a pattern would simply be too wild for him. Everything he wore screamed wealth, though she didn’t think that was his intent. Instead, it felt as if he’d discovered his style at some point in time and just stuck with it for ease and comfort’s sake. Tonight, he’d broken the pattern, but only barely, opting for black dress slacks and a crisp white button-down shirt, sans tie, which meant he’d left the top two buttons undone, giving her the tiniest peek at his throat and sternum. No visible tats on the straitlaced businessman. No surprise there.

      While she’d seen Luca on the computer screen, he’d been relegated to one tiny square during the video chats. The man really needed a lesson in backlighting because the window behind his desk meant he’d always been more silhouette than detail. That small square hadn’t kept her from figuring out the guy was built with a capital B, but she hadn’t realized just how large he’d be…or how fucking gorgeous.

      She wasn’t a short woman—five-eight before heels—but his size dwarfed hers, something she’d rarely experienced. Luca’s broad shoulders, thick arms, and calloused fingers revealed a man who worked with his hands, and worked hard. His skin was a darker tan than Conor’s, though both men boasted of Italian genes, which had granted them that lovely olive skin tone she loved.

      Luca also sported a beard, but his was thicker and more unruly than Conor’s, though his hair was shorter. Luca was probably one of those guys who owned his own set of clippers and he just slapped on the same guard every time and went for it in front of his bathroom mirror.

      While Conor was dressed up, Luca wore loose-fitting jeans that were almost too well broken in and a basic black T-shirt that wasn’t overly tight. She hated those men who bought their shirts a size too small thinking it made them look more buff. Luca didn’t have to resort to smoke and mirrors because he was the definition of strapping.

      She had noticed tattoos peeking out of his shirt sleeves during their meetings, but she hadn’t realized quite how colorful or extensive they were. Luca had full-sleeve tats on both arms, intricate, heavy patterns in black, gray, and red. She’d always been a sucker for tattoos, and Luca’s looked utterly lickable.

      They’d just turned a corner, the sign for the pub Luca had suggested halfway down the block, when her phone rang. Harper pulled it out of her purse and sighed. It was her first night of freedom and she kind of wanted to keep it that way. For a moment, she considered letting the call go to voicemail, but she knew Bradley Renner, her manager—former manager—was probably just making sure she’d arrived okay.

      “I need to take this,” she said to Luca and Conor, who politely moved a few steps ahead of her, giving her some privacy. “Hey, Bradley.”

      “Hello, Harper. I wanted to see if you got there safely.”

      “I sure did,” she replied. “Traffic was a beast getting out of the city, but once I hit Jersey, it let up.”

      “That was my fault,” Bradley admitted. “I’m still not sure we should have gone with headshots. Maybe I should talk to the client and see if⁠—”

      “The client was perfectly happy with the shots we got.”

      For most of her career, she’d deferred to her ambitious manager because their goals had lined up. She’d wanted to be a supermodel, and he’d wanted to get her there. It was the perfect working relationship.

      “You’re right. They were happy. I’m dropping it.” She could hear the smile in his voice.

      “Wow. I’m seeing real growth here, Mr. Perfectionist.”

      Bradley chuckled. “Haha. Is everything good with the restaurant?”

      “Yep,” Harper lied. There was no way in hell she was telling Bradley about the fire. He would probably take it as some omen that her new venture was destined to fail.

      As soon as she thought it, she felt guilty. Yes, Bradley had worked overtime to convince her to change her mind once she decided to leave modeling, but when she graduated from culinary school, he realized how serious she was, and since then had been her biggest cheerleader—after Mom and Luna.

      “The restaurant is absolutely perfect. Everything is terrific.”

      She noticed both Luca and Conor slow down a bit, Conor even glancing over his shoulder at her. So much for privacy.

      She gave him a one-shoulder shrug and a no-big-deal look, and he turned back around. “Listen, I’m on my way to dinner with Luca and Conor. My contractor and business partner,” she clarified, though she’d said their names to Bradley before. “Why don’t I call you in a week or so when I’m more settled and we can chat longer?”

      “Okay,” Bradley said. “Sounds good.”

      “Talk to you soon.”

      “Goodbye, Harper.”

      “Everything okay?” Luca asked as they walked inside, and a hostess led them to a booth near the back. It was a Saturday night, and the pub was doing a great business.

      “Yep. Just the standard ‘did you get there in one piece’ call from my former manager. We’ve been in each other’s faces since I was fifteen, him always hovering over me like a mother hen, so I guess old habits die hard.” She slid into the booth, unsurprised when Luca followed her in, Conor claiming the bench seat opposite. She’d gotten the sense early on in their video chats that Luca Moretti was a charmer, a true ladies’ man.

      Why wouldn’t he be? The guy had the face and body to back up those actions. Harper would have to be dead not to notice the sex appeal that oozed from him, and she was not dead.

      Luca placed his arm along the back of the booth, turning his body slightly toward her, while giving her a sinfully seductive smile.

      She was amused by his flirting, but she wasn’t susceptible to it.

      After too many years as a model, living a life most people only dreamed of, she’d been the recipient of every kind of flirting known to man. She’d had men wine and dine her, cover her in jewelry, surround her with dozens and dozens of roses, attempt to seduce her with their handsome faces and sweet words and a whole bunch of other shit that wasn’t real.

      Harper had been kicked enough in the love department to know she would be smart to give it a wide berth while she focused her energy on opening the restaurant.

      If anyone were to look at her Wikipedia page, they’d see what might look like an impressive list of former lovers—a rock star, a billionaire, a couple of actors, even a prince. What wasn’t on the page was the ugly truth behind every single one of those “power couple” romances.

      Nowhere did that story of her life include the pain she’d gone through at the hands of men who had broken her trust.

      “What can I get you?” the waitress asked as she stopped by their table.

      “I’ll have a PBR,” Luca said. “And a cheeseburger and fries.” Glancing at Harper, he added, “Someone was stingy when it came to sharing theirs.”

      She laughed but offered no apology, and even though she’d plowed through the Quarter Pounder, she was still hungry. “Do you have onion rings?” she asked the waitress, who nodded. “Great. I’ll have an order of those and a vodka tonic.”

      “I’ll have a cab sav,” Conor said, before pointing toward Luca. “And another cheeseburger with fries.”

      The waitress left to fill their order, and Harper leaned back, sighing deeply.

      “Still hungry?” Luca asked.

      “I’ve been hungry my entire life, on a diet since before I learned to walk.”

      Conor winced. “That sounds miserable.”

      “It’s why I wanted to go to culinary school. Too many years of living without. I decided after modeling, I’d never diet again. Food has always been uncharted territory, literally the forbidden fruit, and the more time I spent without it, the more I craved it. A few years ago, my mom got me a gift certificate to do one of those two-hour cooking classes with her. We made tamales and loved it so much, we signed up for three more classes.”

      What Harper didn’t say was, that initial class happened after she’d collapsed following a photo shoot. Mom’s eyes had been opened wide to the stress Harper had been putting on herself, and she’d put her foot down—with Harper and Bradley—insisting that her grueling schedule be pared down.

      Harper hadn’t exactly been grateful with Mom’s interference at the time, but looking back now, she was fairly certain Mom had saved her life. Harper had been pushing herself to dangerous extremes, and the collapse had been her wake-up call.

      “After those classes, I became obsessed with cooking.” Harper had gotten very good at sharing this abridged version of her life, repeating this same tale to countless reporters and late-night TV hosts after announcing her retirement from modeling. No one, with the exception of herself, Mom, Bradley, and the medical staff at a private hospital, knew about her collapse. “One night, I was out with my best friend, Luna, and she asked if I’d ever considered going to culinary school. Just like that, the light went on, and I suddenly knew what I wanted my future to be.”

      The waitress returned with their drinks.

      Conor raised his glass of wine. “To second careers. For what it’s worth, I think you’ll be an amazing chef.”

      Harper smiled, tapping her glass against his, then Luca’s. “Thanks.”

      Luca took a swig of his beer. “You know, if you’re interested in learning more about cooking Italian food, I can introduce you to the OG of pasta.”

      “OG of pasta?” she asked with a laugh. “Sounds like there might be a waiting list to meet someone that important.”

      “I’ve got an in,” Luca said, his wide grin infectious. “Nonna loves to cook and loves to talk about cooking. Her eggplant parmesan is the greatest food on the planet. Takes her days to prepare it, so we usually only get it on special occasions. My brothers and I swear we want it to be our last meal before we die. Because one bite of that, and anyone would die a happy man.”

      Harper didn’t know Luca well enough to know if he was joking about the invitation, but she wasn’t about to turn down the offer. “I would love to meet your nonna. Italian cuisine was one of my favorite things to make at the institute. I bet she has all the old-school tricks when it comes to homemade pasta.”

      “You bet your sweet ass she does,” Luca said, grinning. “And believe me, I have no ulterior motives. None at all. I mean…obviously if you make the eggplant parmesan, you’ll need someone to sample it, and while I don’t like to brag, I am known for being a humble, giving man, so I volunteer as tribute.”

      Harper snorted. “I must admit, you do seem quite humble, and it would be a very selfless act, eating your favorite food as a favor to me.”

      Luca leaned back, his arm still resting along the bench behind her as he sighed dramatically. “Just the kind of man I am.”

      “Homemade pasta sounds like a lot of work,” Conor murmured.

      Harper got the impression he didn’t like their contractor flirting with her, which made sense. For the immediate future, Luca was basically their employee.

      Conor struck her as the kind of guy who did not mix work and play, but he didn’t know her well enough to know she was in no danger of succumbing to Luca’s charms.

      “No good Italian nonna would buy noodles in a box.” Luca crossed himself as if simply using the words “noodles” and “box” in the same sentence was a sacrilege.

      Harper leaned back, sighing blissfully, as it finally sank in that she was here. She’d done it, made the switch from model to chef. This moment had been the light at the end of the tunnel for so long, she’d started to think she would never make it. “I can’t tell you how happy I am.”

      “Happy?” Conor asked, clearly surprised, given the way the night had gone.

      She waved her hand. “I mean the fire thing sucks, but it sounds like the building is okay. Hopefully this won’t set us back too far.”

      “From what Aldo said,” Luca chimed in, “we should be okay.”

      Harper smiled at him, then looked back at Conor. “As for being happy, I was referring to finally being here in Philadelphia. Tonight is the first night of the rest of my life. I’ve been counting down to this day for years.”

      “Really?” Luca asked.

      “Yep. Because I’m doing exactly what I want to do.”

      Luca frowned. “You didn’t want to be a model.”

      Harper wasn’t sure how to answer that question. Of course, she had the standard line, the polished one, but when she spoke, those weren’t the words that came out.

      “Modeling wasn’t exactly a choice I made. It’s not like I said I want to grow up to be a model. It was just what I was. My mom put me in a beautiful baby contest five seconds after I was born, then in pageants. That evolved into commercials, then photo shoots, then walking the runway, followed by big contract deals. I did love it. All the attention, the traveling. It was exciting, and then…”

      “And then?” Conor asked.

      Harper’s answer to that wasn’t simple…and it occurred to her she’d taken this conversation too far off course. “It wasn’t,” she admitted. “There was a lot of pressure to always be perfect, always be on, always be spotlight-ready. My manager had created a very definite Harper brand, and I was expected to live up to it.”

      “Girl next door,” Luca added.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yep. Harper Branson, the fresh-faced, smiling, pleasant, upbeat girl everyone wants to be friends with.”

      Conor frowned. “I don’t mean to upset you, but we’ve had a lot of conversations, and you do strike me as a very positive person.”

      She laughed. “To be honest, I am. Bradley didn’t mold a bitch into a nice girl. He worked with what he had. The trouble is, it’s hard to always be happy, you know? I have sad days just like everyone. Or days where I was stressed out and preoccupied. Or even just days when I got out of bed on the wrong side and felt grumpy. I had to smile through all those days.”

      Luca took a sip of his beer. “That would suck.”

      “Yep. I had to weigh a certain weight, smile that smile, and be the person everyone expected rather than the person I was that day.” Harper picked up her drink and took a large gulp, just to stop herself from talking. “Wow. That was a lot of oversharing for the first night. Sorry about that.”

      “I don’t mind,” Luca said sincerely.

      She gave him a grateful smile, chalking up her loose lips up to the fact she was overtired from the long, traffic-riddled drive here, over-giddy—she hadn’t lied about how good that Quarter Pounder tasted—and uncharacteristically comfortable with these two men, who were essentially strangers.

      In her mind, they represented the realization of a dream, so she was acting way too familiar with them, too quickly. “Anyway,” she said, aware it was time to change the subject, “I just realized I was ready for the next big challenge, for something different.”

      If there was one thing she’d learned the hard way, it was to play her cards close to her chest. Being a celebrity came with a price, one that meant well-meaning friends weren’t always as sincere as she thought, using her renown to make money by selling her story to the tabloids or to steal a few minutes of fame for themselves. Which was another reason why she was surprising herself by being so open and honest. “I guess what I’m just trying to say is that I’m really happy to be embarking on this next chapter in my life.”

      “I’m glad we’re going to be a part of it,” Conor said.

      Harper had picked up bits and pieces of her dinner companions’ personalities through their Zoom meetings, things like Luca’s charm and wit, and Conor’s serious nature and intelligence. Luca laughed easily and she’d enjoyed his sense of humor as much as she was impressed by his expertise and vision when it came to bringing her dream restaurant to life.

      Conor, in some ways, was Luca’s polar opposite. Managing to provoke a smile from Conor felt like a bigger deal, more like an accomplishment, because he didn’t smile much. Not that he came across as grumpy or miserable. He was a brilliant businessman, and while they were partners in this venture—fifty-fifty—he’d felt more like her mentor this last year, answering her countless questions about running a restaurant and about the city. He was patient and kind, though a bit too quiet for her rather boisterous personality.

      What she hadn’t picked up on during any of their previous conversations was the tension that seemed to simmer between the two men. That hadn’t been apparent over Zoom at all. To be honest, she never would have guessed Luca and Conor had any association prior to this project. She’d thought they were strangers when the work had begun, so discovering some long-standing feud and deep-seated animosity had taken her by surprise.

      She was tempted to pick up the conversation Aldo, the gorgeous firefighter, had interrupted earlier, but she decided to wait until after the onion rings were delivered. She was still hungry and didn’t want to take a chance they’d both storm off. She hated eating alone.

      However, she was going to address it because Harper had been the type to let sleeping dogs lie in her past—always deferring to Bradley, her mom, her clients, her fans—but she was turning over a new leaf in Philadelphia. She’d spent the first twenty-nine years of her life, tiptoeing around everyone’s feelings at the expense of her own. Those days were over.

      She was hopeful whatever had transpired between them, Luca and Conor could clear the air. She wasn’t interested in dealing with two men at each other’s throats throughout this entire project, so they needed to make peace. Perhaps it was the stress of the fire that had provoked the argument and now that things didn’t seem quite so dire, cooler heads would prevail.

      “How far back do you think the fire will set us?” she asked Luca when the silence at the table drifted a bit too long.

      Luca took a quick swig of his beer. “No way of knowing before the code inspector checks out the building. If there’s minimal structural damage, then hopefully we can get right back to work. Sounds like the kitchen took the worst of it, but there will be smoke damage throughout and that’s a bitch to deal with.”

      “Nothing on the top two floors had been touched, and since the plan was to gut them once the restaurant renovation was complete, we’ve lost nothing there,” Conor added, before looking in Harper’s direction. “You sure you don’t want us to move the timeline up on the apartment overhaul? Maybe we could hire a second construction company to tackle that project.”

      Luca frowned. “We have other crews, one of which is near the end of their current project. Once they’re finished, I can move them over to work on the apartment above. And if you’re tied to the current timeline as far as the restaurant goes, we can always hire temps, get more people in place to complete the work.”

      Conor nodded. “Let’s talk about doing that,” he said to Luca, before turning back to her. “Otherwise, you could be in that hotel for a while.”

      Harper shook her head. “My number one priority is finishing the restaurant, getting it up and running. You’ve set me up in a beautiful hotel suite with a kitchenette and comfortable living area, so it’s not like I’m roughing in. Unless⁠—”

      Conor held up his hand. “You can stay in that hotel as long as you need. That’s not a concern on my end. I just want to make sure you’ll be comfortable.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she reassured him. “Thank you.”

      When they’d purchased the building, Harper had expressed an interest in taking over the top two floors for her own living accommodations. She’d been happy when Conor had readily agreed. During one of their countless phone conversations, they’d discussed construction timelines, which indicated—pre-fire—that she didn’t need to sign a full-year lease on an apartment.

      Conor had surprised her by coming up with an easy, flexible solution. Russo Enterprises owned several five-star hotels in the city, and he’d offered to set her up in one of the suites for the duration of the construction work. The offer had been too good to pass on. So she’d put her furniture in storage, and her car, currently parked two blocks over, was packed to the gills with her clothing, toiletries, and other personal items she couldn’t live without until her apartment was ready to move into.

      “You didn’t tell your manager about the fire,” Conor pointed out.

      “Yeah, that wasn’t a conversation I wanted to get into. It’s taken some time—a lot of it—to get my manager on board with my career switch,” she said. “I mean, obviously he’s taking a hit money-wise by losing me as a client, so it makes sense. He owns his own agency, but I brought in the lion’s share of the revenue. Twenty percent of seven-figure deals is sweet. Twenty percent of five figures is less so.”

      “I guess I can see where he’d be sorry to lose you,” Luca murmured.

      Harper blew out a long breath. “Bradley was rather insistent that the clock hadn’t run out on my modeling career, and even when it did, he was ready for the next phase.”

      “Which was?” Luca asked.

      Harper groaned. “Television.”

      Conor had lifted his glass to take a sip of his wine but stopped midway. “Do you act?”

      She snorted. “God, no. I wish I did because acting in an actual show would be better than Bradley’s ideas.”

      Luca grinned. “Do I want to ask?”

      “He thought I would make a great judge on one of those competitive talent shows. Or I could be a celebrity on a reality show. Can you see me living in Big Brother’s house? Just the prospect makes me want to throw up. I have no interest in doing anything like that.”

      “I don’t know,” Luca said, his shit-eating grin letting her in on his joke before he launched it. “Now that you’ve gone to culinary school, you could try to score yourself a show on the Food Network, maybe become the next Martha Stewart or Pioneer Woman.”

      She pointed her finger at Luca. “Never say those words again,” she said, feigning an angry voice, though the fact her lips were quirking up at the ends gave her away. “I don’t mean to bitch about Bradley. To be honest, while it took him some time to come around, he’s actually been really supportive the last few months, interested in the restaurant and my plans for it.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Conor said.

      “I’ve spent the first twenty-nine years of my life under a spotlight. Now I’m ready to spend some time in the background, or more specifically, in the kitchen, making culinary masterpieces.”

      Luca lifted his beer, tapping it against her glass. “Sounds like a plan.”

      The food arrived, so they dug in, their conversation turning to easier things, like Luca’s insistence that Harper—now a Philadelphia resident—change her sporting team allegiance. He hadn’t liked hearing she was a Yankees fan at all. Of course, she was sort of overplaying her devotion to the team simply to get a rise out of him. Watching paint dry held more appeal to her than sitting through an endless baseball game.

      Conor hadn’t chimed in once during their discussion, so she assumed he didn’t care for sports any more than she did. Something he confirmed when he changed the subject and started talking about the latest book he was reading.

      Harper had just wiped the grease off her fingers after devouring the greatest onion rings she’d ever eaten—God, she really had been starving—when Luca’s phone rang.

      Glancing at the screen, he said, “It’s Aldo.” He answered immediately, all of them anxious to know what had started the fire.

      “Hey, man. What did the inspector find?” Luca listened for a moment, his brows furrowing. “How the hell did that get there?”

      Harper exchanged a glance with Conor, who was clearly as confused as she was.

      “Of course I didn’t put it there. It’s a construction site. Jesus, I don’t use space heaters anywhere.”

      Space heater?

      “A squatter?” Luca said, clearly repeating something Aldo had said. “I guess it’s possible. Today was our first break in the weather. It’s been downright cold the last few nights, but there was no indication that someone had broken in when I was working this morning. Was there any sign of forced entry?”

      Luca listened for a moment, then sighed. “Oh, I see. Okay. Yeah, thanks for letting me know.” He ended the call. “I guess you guys heard.”

      “The fire was caused by a space heater,” Conor clarified.

      “And you didn’t put it there,” Harper added.

      “I didn’t. Apparently, it was found in the cellar beneath the kitchen. I’ve only been down there once—when we did the initial walk-through on the building a couple of months ago.”

      “I haven’t been down there either,” Conor confessed.

      Harper considered the cellar. It had been pretty bare bones, the pizza parlor that had owned the building prior to them using it the same way she intended to.

      As storage.

      It was one of the places they hadn’t intended to do any renovations.

      “I only put in a few hours today, knocking off at noon since it’s Saturday and I knew we were meeting later tonight. I wanted to do a full inspection of the wiring, and that’s easier to do when there aren’t a bunch of guys around,” Luca went on to explain. “Didn’t have a chance to check out the cellar below. Didn’t consider it a top priority.”

      “Inspection,” Conor said. “Just an inspection?”

      Luca smirked. “It took several hours, so I didn’t get around to starting any of the new wiring we’d discussed.”

      Conor sighed. “I see.”

      “Aldo suggested there might have been a squatter?” Harper asked.

      Luca nodded. “He and the fire marshal think that maybe a homeless person had set up a nest down there. No way to tell if there’d been a forced entry because the fire destroyed any evidence of that.”

      Conor rubbed his forehead. “There’s not exactly a shortage of homeless people in Philadelphia. It’s probably not a bad guess.”

      “Yeah. According to Aldo, Kayden said there’s been a record high as far as break-ins this winter. He said it’s not uncommon for homeless people to seek shelter in abandoned buildings. The pizza parlor’s been closed for a while now, so that wouldn’t have gone unnoticed.”

      “Maybe not, but you and your crew have also been working there for a week,” Conor pointed out.

      Luca grimaced. “True. But, like I said, we haven’t gone down in the cellar and there’s only an outdoor entrance to it. If someone had found a way in, they could be sleeping there at night and hightailing it out before we start work each morning. At least now you know it wasn’t an electrical issue.” Luca gave Conor a pointed look. “As for the other thing…”
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TERMINATION
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