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Dear Reader, 

	I can’t believe the ending for the Brilliance Trilogy is finally here! Kace and Aria have totally consumed me for the past few months and writing their story and returning to Chris and Sara, and Mark and Crystal has been like coming home. As always, I’m going to give a brief recap of book two to make sure you’re ready for A Sinful Encore! So if you haven’t read books one and two, please be sure to read those before reading any further.

	When we picked up with A Wicked Song (book two) Aria was on the run from Kace, having found out he knew her true identity as Aria Stradivari. When he catches up with her at minor medical as she’s getting the cut on her hand mended, he’s furious to find her with Alexander. Alexander being someone who has been pursuing a professional relationship with Aria, but crossing the lines of decorum to get under Kace’s skin, as they have a torrid history that hasn’t been divulged yet. Once he gets rid of Alexander, Kace begs Aria to forgive him, and tells her they once met several years ago when he studied with her father for a week. He was never after her for the formula to the Stradivarius violin, he just wanted to confirm his suspicions she was who he thought she was.

	Aria believes him. He’s been her rock, and she can’t deny their passion and connection. After all, she showed up in his life first, not the other way around. As Aria mends, she and Kace continue their search for her brother, Gio. But odd things keep popping up, a faint smell of perfume in the hallway at Aria’s shop, blacked out times on her camera feeds, and eerie voicemails with no one on the other end. Kace and Aria decide it’s time to loop Walker Security into her real identity so they can help find Gio, and protect them from whoever is threatening them.

	As Kace and Aria grow closer, they also make some big life changes. Kace is all in with Aria, he wants to assuage some of her heavy financial load, which includes buying the building her business and apartment are in, and putting it in her name. Despite Aria protests, she agrees and eventually agrees to move in with him. They settle into a new life together, and they set out to San Francisco for another charity event with Kace and Chris Merit. And although there is still a lot that plagues them, an even worse threat comes up in the form of Alexander. He finally gets his way and viciously spouts Kace’s dark secret publicly. Kace ended his relationship with Maggie, a producer who he only sought companionship with. When he realized she was in too deep, he cut ties. She immediately jumped into Alexander’s bed and they plotted to buy the rights to one of Kace’s songbooks out from under him. They made an ungodly amount of money off of his recordings. Kace took out vengeance against Maggie first, and sadly took her own life, or so it seemed. Kace and Aria both have their own speculations that Alexander may have been behind Maggie’s death, and staged it as suicide to cut Kace where he hurt, as he knew Kace’s sister had committed suicide years ago and it still plagues him—it’s the entire reason he and Chris do these charity events.. But outwardly, Alexander blames Kace and wants him to suffer, hence him playing games with Aria.

	In the aftermath of Alexander’s tirade, Kace a breakdown. He tries to push Aria away, but she knows who he really is and she fights for their present and their future. As she pulls him back to the light, the fallout has left its mark on them, but it has also brought them closer. Upon returning to New York, they didn’t know how much more the worlds were going to be upturned when they walk into Aria’s shop to find Gio standing there, beyond pissed to find Aria in Kace’s arms. And that’s where we pick up, with Gio, Aria and Kace in a faceoff…

	 


PLAYLIST

	Bad Guy by Billie Eilish

	Pieces by Rob Thomas

	People I Don’t Like by UPSAHL

	11pm by Maluma 

	Caprice No. 5 by Paganini

	HP by Maluma

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Once you experience loss, the kind that turns your heart to glass and then shatters it to a million pieces, a loss that keeps cutting you and making you bleed, you are left with a fear you will lose someone else you love. For me, with my mom and dad gone, my fear of losing Gio has always been a living, breathing thing—a knife-wielding monster stalking me, about to cut open my heart and watch me bleed. And now, now that Gio is standing here in front of me, the only thing I’m bleeding is joy. 

	I fling myself forward and wrap my arms around him, but my joy is not his joy. His hands come down on my arms. “Move, Aria,” he says, and when my chin tilts up to study him I find more than his dark, Italian good looks and a three-day stubble—he’s glaring over my head at Kace. “What the fuck are you doing with my sister, Kace?” He tries to set me aside.

	My leg steps wide, in front of his, hands pushing against his steel wall of a chest. “What are you doing?” I demand, holding onto him with all that I am. “Stop.”

	His jaw tics and his eyes lance mine.  “What is he doing here, Aria?”

	“I invited him.”

	“He’s Kace fucking August, Aria. I don’t even want to know how that happened and I don’t care. Step aside and let me deal with him.”

	There’s a tiny pinch in my chest at the familiar way Gio references Kace. I mean they’ve met years before and Kace is famous, but this reads like more. “He’s an old friend of Dad’s. You know that.”

	“Which is exactly my problem,” he says. “You really think him being here is innocent?”

	“Don’t go down that rabbit hole with him, Aria,” Kace warns, his voice ticking with agitation. “Don’t do that to me or us.”

	Gio’s gaze jerks toward Kace. “Us? There is no fucking ‘us’ for you with my sister, Kace. I’m here now. I can tell her how it is.” 

	There’s a shift of energy behind me and I know Kace has lost patience. He’s moving toward us and I rotate just in time to press my hands on the chests of both men. “Kace,” I plead, my eyes meeting his. “Don’t. He’s just trying to protect me.”

	“And who protects you from him?” Kace demands. 

	“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Gio snaps. “She doesn’t need protection from me.”

	“Really?” Kace challenges. “You’re the one who knocked on doors and brought trouble to her.”

	“Like you?” Gio challenges.

	“I’m not trouble for Aria. I might be for you.”

	“Kace,” I warn, balling my hand around his T-shirt, and when he looks at me, I remind him of what matters. “He’s my brother.”

	“There is nothing you don’t know,” he says. “Your brother’s just freaking the fuck out.”

	“Yeah, I’ll show you freaking the fuck out,” Gio snaps. “He knows who we are, Aria. I’m about two seconds from snapping, August. How are you with my sister? And it seems you’re fucking her, too, to top it all off.”

	I hit Gio in the chest. “Stop talking like that. Stop it now. Both of you, back off now.” They don’t move. “Now!”

	Both men grimace, staring each other down, but a heavy moment passes and there seems to be some general, unspoken agreement between them. In unison, they both take two steps back. I do the same to allow myself to get a good view and read of the two people I both love and want to throttle right now. 

	“I didn’t find Aria,” Kace says. “She found me. And I love her, man. I am not here to hurt her or you. I don’t want anything that’s yours.”

	“You love her?” Gio challenges. “Bullshit.”

	“You left, Gio,” I say. “I found my own way.”

	He flicks me a frustrated look. “You’re too naive. Mom made you that way. You found a path he wanted you to find.” He glares an accusation in Kace’s direction. “I should beat your ass.”

	“I’m not going to fight you,” Kace says. “That’s not good for Aria. That gets us nowhere.”

	“Because you know I’ll break every bone in your hand and make sure you never play again.”

	I step in front of Gio and shove him. “Stop. You will not touch his hand. Dad once called him the one true daisy in the wind. That might not mean anything to you, but it does to me and it did to Dad. The one person he felt worthy of playing a Stradivarius.”

	“And now, maybe he feels he’s the one person worthy of the secret of its creation.”

	“No,” Kace says. “Absolutely not. That’s you and Aria.”

	“But if you’re fucking her, you have access.”

	“No,” Kace says. “That is not what this is.”

	“And yet here you are, and the only good thing about that is I now have access to your ass to beat.”

	“If you touch him,” I say softly, “we’re done, Gio. Done. I am all but done right now.”

	His gaze jerks to mine. “You’d shut me out for him?”

	 “I love him. He has done nothing wrong.”

	Gio’s eyes meet mine, a brutal anger in his, scolding like lava from a volcano about to erupt, but like Kace, he’s a man of control and I watch him wrangle with his emotions, watch him restrain himself. His attention jerks to Kace’s. “Leave. Now.”

	“He owns the building, Gio,” I say, losing my patience with my brother. “He is not leaving.”

	“I don’t own the building,” Kace counters. “You and Gio own the building.”

	“The deed is on your desk, Gio,” I say. “He paid it off for us.”

	“Because he wants something,” Gio bites out. “Why don’t you see that? You of all people should see that.”

	“If you have a reason not to trust Kace,” I say, “speak it now.”

	“He’s Kace-fucking-August. He spent weeks with Dad. It’s not an accident that he’s here. He didn’t just innocently show back up in our lives.”

	“You’re right,” I say. “Sofia made that happen.”

	His eyes sharpen, his stare cutting to me from Kace. “What does that mean?”

	“The letter from Sofia I found on your desk told me there was an auction at Riptide for a Stradivarius. It also declared that auction was the answer to finding our family secret. I went there looking for you. I found Kace. He was bidding on the Stradivarius, as you would expect of the greatest violinist on planet Earth. I found him, Gio, not the other way around.”

	Gio captures my shoulders and pulls me to stand in front of him. “What letter from Sofia?”

	A chill races down my spine with the confirmation of what I already knew. “You didn’t leave it, did you?”

	“No. I didn’t fucking leave it.” He draws in a deep breath, the lines of his handsome face drawn tight. His lashes lower and he abruptly sets me away from him, his gaze pinning Kace’s. “We are not done.”

	With that, he turns on his heel and walks toward the back of the store. I stand there and watch him, my heart in my throat. He cuts right and turns into his office, slamming the door. Kace steps behind me, his hands settling on my shoulders. 

	“There’s nothing you don’t know, Aria. Not where I’m concerned.”

	I twist around in his arms and face him, my hand presses to his side. “I know, but I don’t understand what that was with Gio.”

	“It wasn’t about me. I made the mistake of hiding something from you once. I won’t do it again and I would have told you everything then. You know things about me now that could destroy me. Use it, if you must, to give him leverage over me.”

	“No. He might actually use it.”

	“Baby, I’m willing to take the risk.”

	“I’m not,” I insist.

	“You might change your mind. This is for you, and us, Aria. I need your brother’s trust. Walker needs his trust if they’re going to help us.”

	The door behind us opens and Savage walks in. “I waited until he was in his office,” he says. “I didn’t want to scare him off. What do I need to know?”

	Kace turns back to me, his hands resting on my shoulders. “I’ll update Savage. Gio’s rattled by the letter, more than he was me, and that says a lot. We need to know what’s going on.” He lowers his voice. “I love you. He’s alive. Go talk to your brother and hug him properly.”

	In that moment, I fall more in love with Kace than ever. He knows Gio will try to turn me against him. He knows and he still wants me to go to my brother. I press to my toes and kiss him. “Don’t go anywhere.”

	“Not a chance in hell. I’ll be right here waiting for you.”

	I turn and run toward my brother’s office, suddenly afraid he’ll disappear again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	I open Gio’s office door to find him standing behind his desk, his hands planted on the top of the wooden surface, his head tucked low, a pulse of agitation radiating from him. He doesn’t look up. I step inside the room and shut the door. Still, he doesn’t look up but then he knows it’s me. “Sofia left the letter for me to find, didn’t she?”

	His jaw tics. “Yes, I suspect she did.”

	“You have feelings for her,” I say, unable to tame the accusation in my statement.

	His eyes cut through me. “Where’s the letter?” 

	“Who is she?”

	He pushes off the desk and runs a rough hand through his hair before his hand settles on his jean-clad hips. He’s in all black and I can’t help but believe that’s because he’s been skulking around places he shouldn’t be. Because he should have been here, damn it. “Her mother worked for Dad,” he says. “She and I had a little thing when we were in high school.”

	“And she just rang your number?”

	“I was looking for answers, Aria. I know you know that. My questions led me to her.”

	“In Italy?”

	His lips press together. “Yes. I went to Italy.”

	My anger is a hot whip that has me lifting off the door and rounding the desk, where I shove his big ass, which does nothing, so I rest my palm on his chest. “You could have died. You are such an asshole. I didn’t even know you were there. You might not have come back.” I rear back to hit him again and he catches my wrists.

	“Pipe down, little sis. I’m here. I was never not going to come back.”

	I push against him. “Let go.”

	“Are you going to hit me?”

	“Yes, and you deserve it. You were begging for the trouble you apparently found. You didn’t even take my calls.”

	“I ditched my phone. I didn’t want to be connected to the States or to you.”

	“You could have found a way to communicate,” I snap. “For instance, before you left. And you’re holding me. You can let go of me anytime now.”

	“Are you going to hit me?” he asks again.

	“Yes, again. I just told you, you deserve it.” 

	He growls and lets me go anyway. I palm him hard in the chest with both hands and then face the desk, leaning on the hard surface. “Damn it, Gio.” I glance over at him. “Who’s her mother?”

	“Angelena Bertoni.”

	“Angelena?” I push off the desk and turn to him again. “Wasn’t her daughter Sonia, not Sofia?”

	“It’s a running joke between us. I forgot her name way back when we first met and called her Sofia. Sofia became our thing.”

	“Oh. Well, that’s weird, but whatever. I loved Angelena. So did Mom. She was mom’s assistant in the office, not Dad’s, or that’s how I remember it. I was much younger than you were. Did you talk to Angelena? Does she know anything about the day Dad disappeared?” 

	“The answer to that question is why I went to Italy. She disappeared about three months after Dad disappeared.”

	I blanch and lean on the desk, a twisting feeling in my belly. “That feels wrong.” I glance at Gio. “And connected.”

	“Exactly,” he says, leaning on the desk next to me and crossing his booted feet. “That’s why I went to Italy.” 

	I scowl. “That was not an excuse for what you did, but what happened when you got there?”

	“I went to see Sofia.”

	“And?” 

	“And she was just as eager to talk to me as I was her. She’s always thought their disappearances were related. She has a whole room devoted to the mystery of our disappearance, as well as her mother’s. The walls are covered in photos, charts, and names.”

	“All of which could have been about us, the Stradivari family, not her mother.” 

	“Yeah. I know. I felt the same.”

	“And yet you didn’t leave?” I hold up a hand. “I know the answer. No. You didn’t. Where’s Sofia’s father? Didn’t he work as a designer for Dad?” 

	“He did. Pietro is still alive. He claims to be as baffled as anyone as to what happened. He says he lives to find his wife, even now, all these years later.”

	My brows shoot up. “Claims?’”

	“I believed from the moment I connected with him that he knows more than he’s shared which is why I made a point of getting close to him.” 

	“You mean you got close to Sofia.”

	“To both of them,” he corrects. “As for Sofia, I thought she was as in the dark as we were which is another topic altogether. For now, what matters is that Pietro formed a group called the Blue Owls. They hunt treasures.”

	I remotely think of Kayden Wilkens, the treasure hunter Blake has been talking to, but right now, I’m just trying to pull facts from my brother’s head. I don’t want to clutter things up. “Like us?” I ask. 

	“Not quite. They go to greater lengths than we do to acquire the prize and make the kind of money he needs to continue his search. The kind we needed to stay safe and look for Dad.”

	“You mean the formula.”

	“I mean Dad. We find him, we find the formula.”

	“He’s dead.”

	“And yet no one can tell me how, when, or where.”

	I twist around to face him, hip on the desk. “We’ve talked about this. He would have found us.” 

	“Unless he was protecting us. Or maybe he tried. What if—” he stands and faces me, holding up his hands, “don’t hit me, but what if he was having an affair with Angelena? What if that’s why Mom left?”

	I feel that suggestion like a wrecking ball landing in my gut, stealing my breath. My lashes lower and my head drops forward. “Damn it,” I whisper and when I look at him, I say, “No.”

	“I know it’s a painful idea.”

	“Why hide then? Mom was afraid for her life.”

	“I don’t know, sis, but we need to know. And we need money to even try, which is why I stayed in Italy as long as I did. The Blue Owls needed an extra hand on a few jobs, all of which had big paydays. I wanted to be closer to Pietro and see what he was up to. They feel connected to all of this even indirectly. It worked.” 

	“Please tell me it wasn’t illegal.”

	“I didn’t ask and they didn’t tell. There’s a point here, Aria. I trusted Sofia. I told her we believed the formula was in a Stradivarius and together we started hunting them. We both came to one conclusion: Dad spent time with Kace the week he disappeared. He has three Stradivarius violins.”

	“That don’t have the formula inside. I looked.” 

	“How do you know he doesn’t have more violins? How do you know he didn’t remove the formula? And how is it that he was on my radar, and I show up and he’s right here with you?”

	“If Kace had the formula, he wouldn’t need me.”

	“Maybe he wants to control you and me. Maybe he only has part of the formula and he thinks you’ll lead him to the rest.” 

	Anger burns my chest. “He didn’t seek me out. I went to the auction to find you after finding the letter that Sofia left for me to find.”

	“Or maybe it wasn’t Sofia at all. Maybe Kace set you up with that letter. Where is it?” 

	“At home, where I live with Kace,” I say, leaving out the part where I gave it to Blake. I can get it back and Blake’s involvement will freak him out.

	His eyes flash red hot. “He’s using you. Kace is using you.”

	“Thank you,” I say, feeling the cut of his words. “I mean, of course, he couldn’t love me.” I push off the desk and hug myself. “Why would the great Kace August fall for someone like me? He must want something, right?”

	“Damn it, Aria, that’s not what I mean. You’re beautiful and sweet and everything good in this fucked up world.”

	 “But he couldn’t love me?” I challenge. 

	 “We are not like the rest of the world.”

	“Neither is he, which is why he understands me.”

	“I loved Sofia, Aria. I trusted her. I thought she understood me, too. “

	“You trusted her? How long did it take you trust her with our life secrets?”

	“This started way before you know. Months ago.”

	“How many months?”

	“Eight.”

	“Eight?! She didn’t start calling the store eight months ago.”

	“I know. Bottom line, she betrayed me.”

	“I am not you, and Kace is not Sofia, nor are we hiding in the shadows.”

	“I fucking noticed the minute you walked in the door with him.” 

	Not about to feed the Kace-bashing, I circle right back to Gio. “How did Sofia betray you?”

	His hands go to his hips and he cuts his stare.

	“Gio?”

	His lips press together and his gaze shifts back to mine. “I found out she was fucking a guy named Lorenzo, one of the Blue Owls.” 

	“Fucking him or fucking you?”

	“Both, Aria.” There is a flicker of pain in his eyes that he quickly banks. “They were plotting to secure the formula and kill us.”

	I draw a deep breath, but it does nothing to calm me. I’m not shocked. Mom told us to hide for a reason but hearing a death threat spoken is as real as it gets. “And you actually think Dad’s alive?”

	“I don’t know what the hell I think except this: we can trust only each other.” 

	“Where is Sofia now?”

	“I went after her and Lorenzo and I meant to kill them. They got away and disappeared but I knew they were headed here and I followed.” 

	My head is spinning. “Kill them? Is that what this is becoming, Gio? Is that what you’re becoming?” I don’t give him time to reply. “We need to talk to Kace.” I try to move, fully intending to get us help but I don’t make it to the door.

	He catches my arm. “Where the fuck are you going?”

	“To get help.”

	“From Kace?”

	“Yes. From Kace.”

	“We are the help, Aria. I fucked up. We are not fucking up again.”

	“I’m the careful one, Gio. I did my due diligence. I trust Kace. I trust Walker Security, who Kace hired to help us.”

	“I don’t like how that sounds. If he hired someone, he hired them to help him find the formula.”

	I jerk my arm from his. “I thought you said he already has it? Make up your mind.”

	“Aria—”

	 

	“I trust him, Gio.”

	“I don’t.”

	“No? Well, Kace told me a secret, the kind that would ruin him. He told me I could tell you to earn your trust.”

	“Well then.” His hands go to his hips. “I’m all ears.”

	I know my brother and there is something in his eyes right now that I don’t like. “I’m not telling you.”

	“He told you to tell me.”

	“It’s his story to tell. And you know what?” I poke his chest. “I have the dirt. I can use it. Trust me. And trust him. At least talk to him.”

	“I’m not talking to him.”

	“Yes, you are. Yes, you are.”

	“I’m not.”

	“Drinks at nine tonight. We’ll bring the wine and whiskey.”

	“No. I am not drinking with that man.”

	“Or breakfast tomorrow morning. I’ll make those waffles you like. Take your pick, but pick one. I’d say text me when you decide, but you don’t seem to have a phone.” I move, intent on leaving, and once again he catches my arm. 

	“You are not going anywhere with him.”

	“I’m going home, Gio. I live with Kace.”

	“Do you not doubt him at all?”

	“No. And I know you, Gio. That question means you doubted Sofia and ignored your instincts.”

	 “You’ve been alone for a long time. He’s got looks, fame, and money. It’s  a ticket to oblivion and danger.”

	“He’s so much more than looks, fame, and money, Gio. Dad saw it, too. I love him.”

	 “If he loves you, he’ll wait for you.”

	“Because he loves me, he won’t leave me alone to deal with this like you did.”

	His hand drops from my arm and he all but physically recoils. “Damn it, Aria.”

	I walk to the door and pause. “I trust that based on how well you’ve hidden away, you can figure out where to find me.” I open the door and exit to find Kace pacing by the front door, those talented fingers of his spiking through his hair.   

	The minute he realizes I’m approaching, he turns and in a few long-legged strides he meets me in the center of the room, his hands are instantly on my shoulders. “Where is your brother?” His gaze lifts and I know Gio is standing behind me. 

	My fingers curl around his shirt. “He doesn’t trust you.” 

	His eyes find mine. “Did you tell him?”

	“No. He doesn’t need to know. Trust me, Kace. He does not need to know.”

	“He’s your brother. Baby, believe me, you can’t find him and lose him again. I know what it’s like to lose a sibling. Do what you have to.”

	“I invited him to drinks or breakfast. I’m trying to get him to talk to you.”

	“And he said?”

	“That you’re after the formula. That you’re behind all of this and using me.”

	He cups my face. “You know that’s not true.”

	“I’m standing here in front of you, Kace. I know.”

	“Wait here.”

	Before I know Kace’s intention, he’s set me aside. I rotate and he’s eating up the distance between him and Gio. Adrenaline shoots through me. Terrified Gio will turn this physical, I hurry toward them, but by the time I’m within their reach, Kace has leaned into Gio, and said something intelligible to him. He then turns this direction again, catches my hand in his and starts us walking toward the door. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	Hand in hand, Kace and I exit the store, and Savage is immediately beside us, pushing off the exterior wall where’s he’s apparently been waiting, but my focus is on Kace. “What did you say to Gio?” 

	Kace keeps walking, a man on a mission, headed toward the SUV. “In the vehicle first, baby,” he says, and when Savage opens the door for us, he now has my attention. I’m flustered. I’m angry. I grab Kace’s arm and glare at Savage. “How did we not know he was in there?”

	“We knew,” Savage assures me. “Gio arrived two minutes before we did. We made the decision not to spook Gio and let the reunion happen naturally.”

	“What if Sofia would have been there?” I challenge. “What if she had a gun?”

	“We have a man inside the store who could have de-escalated a problem should it have been needed. He was a better bet than me. In case you didn’t notice, some people find me a little intimidating. I enjoy that about me, which is why I know when to just say no.”

	For once, Savage makes sense. Gio was fired up enough without another alpha personality in the room. 

	Kace’s hand presses to my lower back. “Inside, baby,” he urges and I don’t fight him. My temper is hot but the night is cold. I climb into the backseat, and Kace follows. The minute he’s inside, with the door shut, I’m facing him. “Please tell me you didn’t tell him your secret.”

	“I told him I love you. I told him I’d give up everything for you.”

	“Did you tell him your secret?”

	“No.”

	“Thank God. He’s in the wrong state of mind. I don’t know how he might use that against you. What did he say to you?”

	“Nothing good, baby, but you knew that.” His hand comes down on my neck, and he leans into me, pressing our foreheads together. “Give him time.”

	“I don’t know if he has time,” I say, considering my brother is talking about murder.  

	Kace inches back to look at me. “What does that mean?”

	Savage climbs into the front and eyes us over his shoulder. “We have our sights on Gio. He’s not going anywhere without us knowing.” Adrian sets the vehicle into motion.

	“What does that mean, Aria?” Kace asks again, easing me back around to face him. “You don’t know if he has time.”  

	“He’s got the wrong attention,” I say, “And so do we. I need to talk to you and Blake, together.”

	“What’s an ETA on getting Blake to us?” Kace calls out.

	“He’s on his way to your place,” Adrian calls around the seat. “ETA is right on target with us.”

	 With that news, Kace focuses on me again. “Talk to me, baby.”

	“Gio’s been with Sofia all this time, but now he’s lost her. He thinks she needs to be dead.”

	“Interesting,” Kace says. “Because he said the same of me.”

	My lashes lower and I sink down against the cushion. My brother wants the man I love—the only man I have ever loved—dead. 

	I don’t even know what to do with that. 

	I sink further down into my seat, and Kace doesn’t push me—not here and not now, at least. He’s an inherently private person and thank God for it now. He understands me right now. He knows I need a few minutes to put my emotions and perspective in order. He settles in beside me, his hand on my leg, and I read his message: He’s here, he’s present. He’s not going anywhere. 

	But Gio has other ideas. He was willing to kill Sofia. He meant it, too. I saw that in his eyes. She’s personal to him, but then, so am I.

	***

	Twenty minutes later, we’re in the living room of the apartment. Blake is on the oversized chair to my right and I sit on the couch. Kace joins me, handing me a glass of amber liquid in a glass. “What is it?” I ask. 

	“Whiskey,” he says. “It’ll burn, but it’ll take the edge off.”

	I don’t even hesitate. I down the contents and then start coughing. Blake smirks, just a little, though, to his credit, he doesn’t outright laugh. Kace quickly takes the glass. “‘It will burn’ does not mean gulp it down.” I cough again and he says, “Are you okay?”

	I nod, already feeling a bit lightheaded. “If it takes the edge off,” I say hoarsely, “it’s worth it and it’s in my brother’s best interest.” I glance at Blake. “Is he still at the store?”

	“He is, but he found a few of our cameras and did a lot of shooting us the finger and cursing.”

	“A few?” Kace asks.

	“He’s not as good as he thinks he is, but he’s also a whole lot better than I’d expect from an amateur.”

	“He’s been working with some group called the Blue Owls,” I say. “I’m pretty sure their version of treasure hunting is stealing.”

	Blake pulls his cell from his pocket and shoots a text out. “I just asked Kayden Wilkens what he knows about them.” He sets his phone on the table in front of him. “Who is Sofia?”

	“Sonia Bertoni. Her mother is Angelena Bertoni. Her father is Pietro Bertoni.”

	“Sonia or Sofia?” Blake asks.

	“Sofia is a cute little nickname Gio gave her.” I crinkle my nose and grab the glass. “I think I need more.”

	Kace arches a brow. “You sure about that?”

	“I’m pretty darn sure.”

	He heads toward the bar, all long-legged swagger, and masculine perfection, and grabs a bottle. God, I’m crazy about that man. “Any for you, man?” Kace asks, glancing back at Blake.

	“Not if you want me to be worth a fuck,” he says, and then curses again under his breath. “No thanks. I need to do my job.” 

	I grin. “Wifey still on you about the F-word?”

	“Always,” he concedes, “but for her birthday this year, I promised to make a real effort.”

	“Because you love her,” I say.

	“Fuck yeah, I love her.”

	I smile. Kace rejoins us and hands me a newly filled glass. I accept it, hypnotized by the ice bobbing around with no purpose in the liquid. The way me and Gio hid our whole lives with no real purpose. Until we found one in our past, and for Gio, Sofia became a part of that purpose. “Gio loves Sofia as well, or he did. He trusted her.” I think of the words in the letter and my gaze lifts. “The letter I found from Sofia to Gio said, and I’m quoting because, yes, I have it memorized, ‘I couldn’t know that I’d change how you saw, well, everything.’ She mattered to him and then he caught her in bed with another Blue Owl and they were plotting to kill me and him after finding the formula.”

	“Oh fuck,” Blake murmurs, with Kace adding, “Damn, baby.”

	“And now?” Blake asks. “What does he want?”

	“To kill her.” I lift the glass to my lips to drink and Kace catches it. 

	“Maybe you should wait,” he suggests. “We need to talk about who wants to kill who.”

	“You’re just making me want to drink it now, however,” I set it down, “if I drink that, I won’t care. I’m an easy lush.”

	Blake’s cellphone buzzes and he reaches for it, reading the message before he says, “Per Kayden, the Blue Owls are trouble. Dirty bastards, he calls them. He’s in the process of destroying them.” He sets his phone down. “He’s also willing to talk about a deal if Gio helps make that happen. How long has he been working with the Blue Owls?”

	“He made it sound recent,” I say. 

	“He’s got skills that say it’s not recent,” Blake replies.

	“He says he hooked up with Sofia eight months ago.” My brows furrow. “In Italy,” I add. “I was thinking the trip to Italy was recent, as in that’s where he’s been these past few weeks, but maybe he went eight months ago, too.”

	“Can we check his passport?” Kace asks.

	“We have,” Blake says. “I don’t see an Italy trip, which means either Sofia came to him or he used a fake passport. If he had a fake passport, he acquired the contacts, and/or skills, to do so before he ever went to Italy.”

	“I don’t know what to say to that. I mean, the letter did reference how Sofia claims to have changed Gio’s perspective on everything. I don’t know if I know where his head is anymore. And he says he never saw the letter anyway. I’m not sure if that tells us anything.” 

	“You found the letter when?” Blake asks.

	“About two weeks before the VIP auction at Riptide.”

	Blake’s brows dip. “And yet Gio says he followed Sofia here? Where’s he been in those two weeks?” 

	In other words, Gio is lying to me. My fingers curl on my knees and my eyes start to water. Damn you, Gio, I think. I never cry. He’s making me cry. 

	I swallow hard because everyone knows that’s the way to burn away tears. Not really, but somehow it works. Or maybe it’s Kace’s big hand settling on my leg. Either way, I pull myself together and meet Blake’s stare. “All I can tell you is what he told me and it seems that might be lies.” And there it is, I think. The reason the girl who never cries almost cried: my brother has always been the one person I could trust. Now, I’m not sure that was any more real than anything else in my life.

	Kace hands me the glass and when I would drink, Blake says, “He didn’t necessarily lie. He could have been watching you.”

	I snort and drink. “If he’d been here and seen me with Kace he would have blown a gasket.”

	Blake’s impassive expression is somehow not impassive at all. “All right then.  Let’s go back to the letter. It reads, and yes I have it memorized as well, ‘I wasn’t lying. The answers you need can be found with me and at the Riptide Auction House. I promise you. Come see me. I won’t keep secrets any longer. I’m done with secrets. The answer can be found at Riptide.’” He glances between us. “What does that mean?”

	“Kace was there,” I say immediately. “I meet Kace’s stare. “Gio and Sofia have decided that you were with my father right before he disappeared. They think the formula is somehow with you.”

	“Based on what else?” he asks. “Because I was a kid training with your father? I’m back to where I was before: to assume it’s me is illogical. I was a kid.”

	“All I can tell you is what he told me in a ten-minute conversation.”

	“And why am I with you if I have the formula?”

	“He believes I’m somehow a piece of the puzzle. Or you think I am.”

	Kace picks up my glass, downs the contents, then refills the glass. “The good news here,” he says, “is that no one wants us dead. Not yet. We are somehow the secret to the Stradivarius violin.”

	Blake looks between us and runs his hands down his knees. It’s what he does before he leaves. I’ve noticed because, apparently, I notice what’s going on with strangers but not my own brother. “Let me go do some work on this. You two get some rest.” He stands. Kace stands with him. “I’ll walk you out.”

	I capture his hand. “So you can say things to him that I don’t hear?”

	He kisses my hand. “Exactly,” he says resolutely and heads out in Blake’s wake.

	Despite his reply, or perhaps because of his reply, I find my lips curving. That reply was honest. I don’t know if I really realized how much I craved honesty in my life until these past few weeks. And if there is one thing Kace and I have been with each other these past few days, it’s that. 

	 And my brother was not honest with me today.

	I am not sure the last time he was.

	I down the drink, and oh God, it burns fire down my throat. Choking, I stand up and walk to the window, the sun pressing low in the sky, a rainbow of color haloing the shoreline. My head spins and I reach for the steel rail that runs across this portion of the glass. The sound of music lifts in the air, the song “Bad Guy” by Billie Eilish starts to play. 

	So you're a tough guy

	Like it really rough guy

	Just can't get enough guy

	It’s like she’s singing about my brother and the very idea churns in my belly. Kace is suddenly behind me, his hands settling gently on my shoulders, his touch igniting a welcome hum in my body. He caresses down my arms, goosebumps lifting in the wake of his touch, my lips parting as his fingers slide over mine and then twine. With our fingers just like that, his arms fold around me, easing me against the warmth of his big, powerful body. I am desperate to block everything out but him. 

	 We are above the city here, miles above the hustle and bustle of Manhattan, floating in the sky above the water, untouchable. But soon the rainbow of colors in our sky will fade to black and I welcome that darkness, at least for a moment. Then the stars will come, they will find the darkness, they will pierce it and illuminate it. The way my brother, Sofia, and the past will find us, too.

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	The music shifts and the same song I’d heard on the drive to the charity event back in San Francisco lifts the air: “Pieces” by Rob Thomas. There’s a pinch in my chest with the emotion it stirs. I swear, it’s as if the song is chasing me right along with my past. I swallow hard with the impact of the words that so many have listened to while living in the prison of my birthright’s creation.

	Didn't I tell you, you were gonna break down

	Didn't I want you, everybody wants you

	Memories surface, painful memories, and anger—there is anger—anger at all the years I lost in hiding, anger at Gio for his betrayal, and he has betrayed me. He exposed me to trouble without so much as a warning. He didn’t have the courage to own his actions. And now he wants me to doubt the world I’ve created because he screwed up. I shove aside the thoughts. I shove them hard.

	The words of the song ignite in my mind again.

	We build it up, we tear it down

	We leave our pieces on the ground

	I don’t want to tear my world apart. And I won’t let Gio tear it apart either. 

	And with that thought, I am desperate to feel anything but what I’m feeling right now. Kace must sense the turmoil inside me. He must fear it’s about him, because he leans in, his lips at my ear, his breath this warm, sweet tickle on my skin. “I only want you. Tell me you know that.”

	Realization washes over me. I’m selfish, so very selfish. I’m not the only one affected by this night. Gio threatened him. Gio accused him. Gio all but ripped me from my home with Kace and all of this just after we faced Alexander and his attempt to tear us, and Kace, apart.  

	 I rotate and press my hand to his chest, his heart thundering beneath my palm, telling a story. He’s affected by Gio’s return. He’s affected by my reaction to Gio’s return.

	 “I know,” I say. “You know I know. I trust you. I trust you more than I trust Gio, but then, words are just words, right?”

	His eyes—those blue, blue eyes—widen slightly and then narrow. “What does that mean, Aria?” His palm settles warmly on my waist.

	My hand goes to his, holding it in place. I have this sense that this man, who I can only compare to a majestic eagle, is about to spread his powerful wings and fly away. Or maybe it’s him who believes I will fly away when I will not. “We both need more tonight, don’t you think?”

	“Define more,” he urges, just a hint of an edge to him, that I both understand, but do not like. Despite my words, despite my being right here with him, I’m right. He believes I might fly away at any moment. He’s not sure that my heart, mind, and body are in sync. And going into this encounter with Gio, he was already raw and exposed from a weekend where his secrets and past delivered reality with a sharp blade, still unsure where that leaves us. 

	He does need more. 

	This understanding is the courage I need to be vulnerable with him. The sheltered girl, with very little experience and many desires, at least where Kace is concerned, has found in this man, and a battery of circumstances, my motivation to be daring. 

	I twist away from Kace, catching the hem of my tee and pulling it over my head, quickly dropping it to the ground, but I don’t face him, not yet. I place a small distance between us, and when I turn to face him, I’m out of reach to him and him to me, that black sky now swallowing the Hudson River to our sides. “What are you doing, Aria?”

	My pulse is pitter-pattering in a wicked beat. “I have control, right?” 

	 “You do,” he says, his voice low, tight, controlled. “What are you going to do with it?”

	“Own it,” I say, unhooking my bra and dragging it down my arms, and I toss it between us. 

	His eyes stay on my face, but I can feel the spike in energy between us, just as I had the night that I’d met him, the push and pull, the charge. “I decide what I do and don’t do.”  I toe off my shoes and reach for my pants.

	He is unmoving, more stone and sculpture than flesh and blood man, his expression unreadable, but the distinct pulse of his masculinity, his power in the room, that all but crackles. There is more there, too, something sharp with demand, an undercurrent of urgency, I decide, that defies his absolute control. 

	I slide my pants and panties down my hips and legs, and once my clothing is all gone, set aside, no longer a shelter or a barrier, I stand boldly naked before him. It’s a bit more intimidating than it was in my head, him fully dressed and me naked, but the buzz of the whiskey loosens my tongue. “I have control and I choose to give it to you.”

	His expression doesn’t change, the hard lines of his handsome face drawn tight, but there is a shift to the air around him. He steps toward me, a predatory edge about him now, and my body tingles with awareness, with the hum of anticipation. He pauses just in front of me, but he doesn’t touch me, not yet. 

	His gaze flickers over my mouth and lifts, his eyes probing, seeking everything and it’s all his. “You want to give me control?” he confirms. 

	I want to touch him, but for reasons I cannot explain, I don’t. I simply say, “Yes.”

	“Why?”

	“Because we both know we’re a breath from where you were in the hotel room.”

	He doesn’t blink. He doesn’t deny. “I’m not there yet.”

	“I think maybe I am. I think we need to be there together.”

	“What if you can’t handle being there with me, Aria?”

	“I can. We can.” 

	He doesn’t immediately react and seconds tick by in which I am so aware of this man not touching me, that my only need, and perhaps his as well, vibrates along my nerve endings. 

	“Don’t move,” he orders softly, and without waiting for my reply, he moves, steps around and then behind me, his hands resting on my naked shoulders. I inhale as the heat of his body, the heat of his touch, creates a charge that sizzles up and down my arm and across my chest, puckering my nipples. His breath fans my neck. “Do you think you trust me that much?”

	“Yes.”

	 “You sure about that?”

	“I think it’s more about you trusting me, Kace.”

	I wasn’t looking for a reaction, but I get one. Suddenly, he’s turning me, his arm around my waist, shackling me to him, his hand sliding over my hair, and tilting my gaze to his. “What does that mean?”

	His skin against my skin is fire, a burn that answers a burn, and demands more, but there is so much more than heat and arousal between us now. There has always been so much more than heat and arousal. We are connected, me and this man, and I refuse to see that bond destroyed by anyone, especially ourselves.  

	“You didn’t trust me enough to tell me your secret, Kace. And once we were in the hotel room, you used that part of you that we both know you hid from me to try to scare me away. So, who doesn’t trust who?”

	“You’re pushing me, Aria.” There is accusation and warning in his tone.

	My fingers curl on his chest. “And?”

	“And you might not like what you find.”

	“Try me,” I challenge.

	“And if I’m not gentle?”

	“And if I’m not delicate?” I counter. “I’m not going to leave. You need to know that isn’t conditional. I need to know that one day you won’t suddenly decide you’re no good for me and walk away.”

	“If anyone walks away, it will be you.”

	“I’m tired of hearing that. You have to be tired of saying it. You have control. Use it and erase the unknowns for both of us.”

	He studies me, his lashes half-veiled, seconds ticking, almost vibrating with their intensity, with his. He releases my hair and reaches into his pocket, turning off the music. He’s no longer touching me. “You can say no whenever you want to say no.”

	“I know that.”

	He leans in close, his lips pressed to my ear again. “But just remember when you say no, we stop. No matter what we’re doing, no matter how good it feels.” He eases back and those blue eyes of his meet mine, a mix of demand and simmering heat in their depths. “Understand?” 

	I swallow hard against an irrational bubble of nerves in my belly. “Yes.”

	“Then go down on your knees.”

	I blanch and my mouth is instantly dry. “What?” The word rasps from my throat.

	He reaches out and strokes a few strands of hair behind my ear, his fingers teasing my skin, sending goosebumps down my spine. “On your knees, baby. I won’t hurt you and there is nothing about anything we do that you have to be embarrassed about. This is just you and me. A game we play to turn each other on, our escape together. If that’s what you want?”

	It’s not a taunt or a challenge. His voice is as tender as his touch. “It is what I want,” I say, and the truth is, I mean that reply. This isn’t just for Kace or to prove something about myself or him. It’s about the clamoring of unwelcome thoughts that are as brutal as they are justified. I reject them, but not Kace. I ease down to my knees, an area rug I’ve never given a second thought until now, beneath me. I’m hyper-aware of everything around me, of the soft fibers teasing my bare skin, the faint smell of masculine spice in the air, the silence that is now everywhere. Kace pulls off his boots and then rips his T-shirt over his head. When he kneels in front of me, his gaze sweeps my naked body, and when his eyes meet mine, they are all lust and dominance. 

	“Hands on your knees,” he orders, and I inhale deeply, but I don’t hesitate. I do as he commands, aware of my submissive position, but not with fear. I am nervous, yes, but I am also curious, aroused, wet, my thighs slick with the ache he’s created in me. 

	His knee slides between mine and he presses my legs open, his eyes linger in the vee of my body before he orders, “Don’t move.”

	The next thing I know, he’s on his feet, but he isn’t gone for long. He squats behind me, stroking hair away from my neck, and then his hands—those gifted, talented hands—settle on my shoulders, his lips once again at my ear. “I own you.” His teeth nip my lobe. “Right here, right now, I own you.” 

	Heat pools low in my belly at the erotically dominant words. “Do I own you?”

	I expect, at least for the sake of the game, his denial, but instead, he says, “In every possible way, baby.” His mouth caresses my neck, his voice roughens as he repeats, “In every possible way.” His lips trail downward, over my shoulders, then lower, his long, talented fingers teasing the edge of my breasts. 

	I suck in a breath and his hands cover my breasts, two fingers tugging at my nipples. I moan with the biting sensation that clenches my sex, my hands covering his hands. His immediately move, pressing my palms to my own breasts, his hands over mine. His cheek is at my cheek as he says, “I told you not to touch me unless I gave you permission.”

	“I need to touch you.”

	“And I need you to touch me, baby. Just not yet.” His hands slide away from my hands, but one settles on my neck as he guides my mouth to his. His free hand is on my backside and he squeezes. “Rest your weight on your elbows and then lift your butt. I’m going to spank you now, Aria.” His lips touch mine, his tongue a slice of demand before it’s gone and so is he. He stands up, waiting on me. 

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	Kace’s order ripples through me. I’m going to spank you now, Aria. There is no question that this moment is intimidating, but there is also no denying how present I am, how aroused. How willing to go wherever Kace leads. I lean forward and do exactly as he says. I settle on my elbows and lift my naked backside in the air. 

	The heat of his stare strokes my skin, the spike of his arousal a charge in the air while my nipples pucker against the carpet. There is the sound of a zipper and the rustle of clothing that tells me he’s undressing. And I know now why he turned off the music. He wanted me to drown in anticipation, in every little sound.  

	My cellphone chooses that moment to ring. I jolt with it and sit up, the push and pull of the erotic moment and reality punishing me. Kace kneels in front of me, masculine, naked tattooed perfection, and he’s holding my phone.  

	“It’s Gio.” He offers me my phone. 

	“How do you know it’s Gio?”

	“Apparently, he has his old number back. His name flashed on your screen.”

	I wonder if he ever really ditched his phone at all, but I shove aside that drama. I don’t reach for the phone, but there is part of me that wants to take it, that wants to answer the call, a part of me conditioned to allow fear for Gio to control me, but Walker is watching him. They’ll know if there is a problem. Gio isn’t in control. I am. “No,” I say. “I’ll call him back.” 

	“You’re sure? Gio—”

	“Is the last person who gets control right now.” My hand goes to Kace’s powerful leg. I’m already breaking his rules, touching him, but I can’t help it. “He doesn’t get to control me or us.”

	Seconds tick by and he is more stone than man, unmoving, unreadable until he tosses my phone aside. Another moment later, he’s dragging me to him, flush against his hard, naked body, and he’s kissing me, the taste of my need, of his, mingling in a sultry seduction that is all about hunger and passion. It’s all about trust. 

	I’m drowning in the taste of him when he stands up and takes me with him. A moment later, he’s sitting on the couch, pulling me onto his hips, me straddling him, his thick erection pressed to my backside, his hand on my face. “Escape, baby,” he says. “I’m going to give it to you.” Before I know his intent, he shifts me, lifts me, and I help him guide his cock inside me. He’s hard, thick, and I moan as I slide down the length of him, hardly able to catch my breath. When finally, I have all of him, our eyes lock, a punch of something between us I cannot name.

	“What happened to the spanking?” I surprise myself and dare.

	“It’s coming, baby,” he promises. “It’s coming.” He cups my backside and leans me into him, forcing me to catch myself on his powerful shoulders. His fingers twine in my hair and he drags my lips to his, shocking me as he gives my backside a squeeze and then a smack.

	I gasp and he thrusts into me, dragging my mouth back to his. “Again,” he says, and his hand comes down on my backside, but this time he’s kissing me on the contact. He pumps into me again and this time when he makes contact, his fingers are in my hair, giving an erotic tug, drawing my gaze to his. “Do you know how fucking much I want you?” he demands, but he doesn’t wait for an answer. His lips brush mine before he asks, “Do you know how fucking much I love you?”

	  “I love you, too,” I whisper, and then we’re staring at each other, lost in each other, and the air thickens, the mood shifts. I’m not sure who moves first, but we are kissing again and this kiss is different. Deeper, darker, and somehow more addictive, almost desperate in our need for one another. And then we are swaying, fucking, making love. A sultry dance that is wild, and then sultry again. We are in this wicked wonderful tunnel of passion where no one and nothing else exists. I want it to last. I want it to go on forever, but our bodies are all demand and burn. We are wild and his tongue, his touch, his cock, is just too good to fight. He thrusts hard and pulls me down against him, and I’m spent. My sex clenches and my body trembles. 

	He folds me into him, and a low groan escapes his lips before he’s shuddering against me. A rush of bliss and oblivion follows until we collapse into each other. Kace rolls us, and we end up side by side, limbs tangled, and I don’t even care that my legs are sticky. I just want to stay in the moment. Eventually, though, Kace is the one who breaks the silence. “That was just a touch.”

	My fingers curl on his jaw and I search his face. “A touch?”

	“There are times when things fuck with my head, Aria. When my dead parents, and dead ex-girlfriend and sister who I didn’t save, get to me. I won’t be that gentle.”

	“Promise?”

	“Aria—”

	I press my lips to his, linger there before I whisper, “I’m not going anywhere.”

	He cups my head and says, “I’m too selfish to let you go.” He kisses me and almost as if he doesn’t want me to push for more, he adds, “Let’s order food.” He sits up and hands me the tissue from the table, as well as his T-shirt. He gives me a wink. “How about pancakes?”

	It’s hard to think of pancakes when he’s standing in front of me naked, but somehow I manage. “With strawberries and whipped cream and an extra-long workout in the morning.”

	“I know just the place.” He smiles one of his sexy, rock-my-world smiles and then grabs his pants. “I think I have a menu in the kitchen,” he adds, pulling his jeans on. “I’ll be right back.” He starts to turn and hesitates. “I really need you. I hope you know that.”

	 My heart swells and I whisper, “I need you, too.”

	His gaze lingers on my face a moment and I swear I tremble with the connection, and what I find in his eyes. Love. Desire. Pain. Pleasure. It’s all there. I am affected by him and him by me, and this is a bond that only strengthens and that I do not want to lose. The air thickens around us, and words are not needed. I know him now, all his flaws, and he knows me, and all my flaws. The secrets are gone. The people we are remain. And those two people are stronger, wiser, and unbroken together. I know he feels it, too. I see it in his eyes. He breaks the connection and then he’s on his way to the stairs leading to the kitchen. I’m left reeling for his touch, for his return. I tug his shirt over my head and let it fall over my naked body, inhaling his scent, my gaze landing on my phone. I stand up and reluctantly reach for it. There are several text messages from Gio. I sit down on a chair and read: I’ve been researching the whole daisy thing. There are random symbolic meanings and important facts to consider. Dad didn’t use that analogy for no reason. He did nothing without purpose. You say he called Kace the one true daisy in the wind. The daisy is not one flower, but two flowers. He includes a link that reads: Daisies are not made of just one flower. A daisy is made up of two types of flowers—disk florets and petal-like white ray florets. He goes on to add: Maybe this was Dad’s way of telling us that Kace is two different people, two different faces. The one you know and the one you don’t know. Daisies also represent new beginnings. Our new beginning. This to me drives home what I already believed: Kace is the path to our victory, to reclaiming our birthright. You need to meet me. We need to talk about how to use him the way he’s using you. And to make sure you don’t end up dead like everyone else in his life. 

	I want to throw my phone.

	My anger at my brother is fast and furious. He won’t even consider my judgment of Kace as right. And now, it’s as if I’m plotting with him against Kace. That’s what he’s set up. I type a reply: You’re wrong about, Kace. I invited you here to talk to him. Be man enough to say what you have to say to his face. Be man enough to see beyond the bitterness Sofia has created in you, and see Kace as his own person. I love you, but if you lash out at him, if you hurt him, we will never be okay again. 

	His reply is instant: Don’t be a fool, Aria. This is not a game.

	My reply is just as quick: And yet you were playing one with my life and my future for months and I had no idea. Good night, Gio. I need some rest. You do, too. 

	I blink and Kace is sitting next to me. “You okay, baby?”

	Considering I didn’t even know when he returned, I’d say that’s questionable. “I’m fighting with my brother. Surprise.” I eye the menu in his hand. “This is the place?”

	His brow is furrowed but he hands it to me. “This is it.”

	I glance at the scrumptious pancake offerings and after some debate, decide on the hazelnut maple praline variety, with brown butter. Kace approves and dials in our order. Once he hangs up, I’ve found a spot on the coffee table that’s incredibly interesting. 

	“Aria?” Kace prods. “What’s up, baby?”

	My gaze lifts to his. “We just spent the past hour driving home how important trust is.”

	His expression doesn’t change, but there’s a shift in the air. “And something about your fight with Gio, brings us here again why?”

	I hesitate, thinking of Gio’s reference to everyone in Kace’s life dying, certain this will hurt him. But I also know I cannot have this conversation with Gio come back on me and us. 

	“Aria?” Kace presses, and while his voice is low, soft even, there is an impatience beneath the surface. 

	“Because I feel the need to show you the exchange, but there’s something in it that I know will upset you.” I offer him my phone. “Read it. Pancakes and more sex will soften the blow.”

	He arches a brow and then accepts my phone, glancing at the messages before he offers me my phone back. “I’m going to play while we wait for the food.” He starts to get up. 

	I catch his arm. “Kace—”

	“He’s right, Aria. Everyone around me dies. The difference this time is that you’re close to me. They weren’t, not physically, not emotionally. And I just told you not ten minutes ago, naked and on this very couch, that I’m not letting you go. I’m not losing you. I’m damn sure not going to allow you to get hurt. And on that note, I need my violin in my hands right now.”

	The raw intensity of him right now is just shy of where he was right after Alexander confronted us at the California event, and he had to go on to perform. But we are not in the same place we were before that event when he said the same thing to me. He is not pushing me away. He’s pushing his personal demons back into the box where they belong. He stands and I allow my hand to fall away from him. 

	By the time he picks up his Stradivarius, I’m sitting on the piano bench, offering him space, but silently letting him know that I’m still here. And when he begins to play, he surprises me. He plays the song he and my father wrote together. It’s beautiful, stunningly extraordinary. The song is called “The Daisy in the Wind.” Kace is, per my father, the one true daisy in the wind.

	If my father did nothing without purpose, then this is no accident. It’s a connection that means something. The question is what? When Kace dramatically ends the song, I step in front of him. “Could the formula be in the song?”

	“I was thinking the same thing. That’s why I played the song.”

	“And?”

	“If it’s there, it’s not obvious.”

	“But it could be there? I mean could you be the one true daisy in the wind because he gave you the formula? Or the means to figure it out.”

	“If he gave me the formula or the means to figure it out, it won’t be easy.”

	 “Nothing you do is easy,” I say. “You just make it look easy.”

	“You have a lot of confidence in me.”

	“So did my father.” The doorbell rings. “That will be the food,” I say. “I’m going to get the sheet music so we can look at it while we eat.” I wrap my arms around him and kiss him. “We’re close, Kace. I feel in it my Stradivari bones.”

	He cups my head and leans in to kiss me as my belly growls. He laughs, the last remnants of that edge of minutes before fading with it. “Go grab the music, baby, and hurry back. If I’m going to tackle this, I need a full stomach and your Stradivari bones by my side.” 

	I laugh and hurry for the stairs, all but running to the vault. Once the song is in my hands, the magic is there in my belly. We are close. We really are. And Gio’s right.  Kace is the answer to us reclaiming our family legacy, but he’s so much more to me. He’s the answer to every question I’ve ever had in my life, and the reason I was never whole. He’s the other part of me, the other half of my heart and soul.

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	Kace and I stuff our faces with the most delicious pancakes I’ve ever eaten while studying the sheet music. By the time we’re done eating, and I’ve literally licked my plate in as ladylike a manner as possible, Kace is antsy to put his violin to work. And so, he does. For the next few hours, I sit on the piano bench while Kace alternates between playing his violin, talking to me, and scribbling down notes. By three in the morning, his hair is a rumpled, finger-spiked sexy mess, his eyes shadowed. 

	“It’s time to stop,” I say, standing up.

	“Not yet,” he insists, but by the time he reaches for the violin again, I’m in front of him, wrapping my arms around him. “We need to sleep.”

	“I feel like I’m onto something like I’m a note from finding the right answer.”

	“And too tired to find the note.” I lace my fingers with his. “Bedtime. Now. With me.”

	Reluctantly, he allows me to guide him toward the stairs. 

	A half-hour later, the room is dark and we lay in bed, him on his back, me snuggled close, under his arm, my head on his shoulder. “Maybe we’re wrong,” I say, the twinkle of starlight outside the window we’ve left open to allow sunlight to be our alarm clock in the morning. “Maybe the answer isn’t in the song.”

	“We’re not wrong,” he replies, his finger gently stroking my shoulder, almost absently, sending little darts of heat through my body. “We’re not wrong,” he repeats, his murmur soft this time, a barely-there whisper. 

	Over the past few hours, there is no question that he’s grown more and more dogmatic about his certainty that the formula is somehow in the song. If Kace is right, then Gio was right. The answer lies in Kace. He also believed that perhaps it lies, at least partially, in me. Why? What does he know that we don’t know? Because Kace was right—it’s not logical to believe my father would just hand over a secret to a teenager. And I was younger than Kace when my father disappeared.

	Whatever Gio knows, he has to tell us. Now. Okay, in the morning at the breakfast he’d better show up for. 

	My eyes are heavy and I allow my lashes to lower, the song my father and Kace created together singing its own song in my head and I swear, there are words that match the music. I can hear them in my head, almost taste them on my tongue. At some point, sleep is a heavy blanket that slides further and further up my body and consumes me. Soon, I am without another thought. I drift off to sleep, shocked when I wake to piercing sunlight and the sound of Kace’s violin. He’s already working, trying to find my family secret. I’m not sure what we’ll do if we really find it. 

	Sitting up, the memory of my sleep haze comes back to me. There are words to the song, I’d thought then, but as I listen to the music now, all I find is a faded memory of my mother singing to me daily and often. No words come to me. None. 

	Frustrated, and nervous about breakfast with my brother, I grab my phone and text him: Are you coming for breakfast? I watch my screen, waiting for a reply, seconds ticking by, but Gio remains silent. The way he’s been silent for weeks on end. The idea scratches at my mind and emotions. He was alive and well and allowed me to worry about him, about money, about the future. I was making decisions for him. He was just making decisions. 

	I text Savage: Did Gio stay at his apartment last night?

	Savage replies immediately: He went to McDonald’s at midnight and then home and stayed there where he did a lot of Google searches involving Kace. 

	Of course, he did, I think before I type: He’s supposed to come here for breakfast but I’m doubtful that he will show. 

	Savage’s reply is a little too honest, I swear. No respectful brother who hates his sister’s man will miss a chance to break them up, he replies. I’d bet a hundred on him showing up.

	I could easily reason away his answer as wrong simply because Savage doesn’t know Gio well enough to make that general statement. But then, I’m not sure I really know Gio either. Have I ever? 

	With frustration bruising my mood, I throw on my workout clothes, brush my teeth, and by the time I’m exiting the bedroom, Kace is no longer playing. I head downstairs to find him missing in action, which means he’s likely making coffee. Sure enough, I find him in the kitchen nook eating area by the table, standing at a window overlooking the Hudson River—rain pattering on the glass, his bare shoulders knotted. I wonder if he slept and I suspect he did not.

	I move toward him and if he knows I’m here, he doesn’t turn. And when I stop beside him and slide my arms around him, he seems to jolt back into the moment, as if he was somewhere else far, far away.  

	His arm slides around me, the shadows I find in his eyes, washed away as they light on me. “Morning, gorgeous,” he says, his dark hair a rumpled sexy mess.

	He’s sexy, and his compliment heats my cheeks, but I am warmed not by it, but by the intimacy of sharing our coffee, our life each new morning. I sip and give him a probing stare. “Did you sleep?”

	“I never sleep much when I’m writing.” 

	I set the coffee on the kitchen table next to us and run my hand over the rough stubble on his jaw, letting it tease my fingers. “Are you writing?”

	He catches my hand in his and kisses it. “Rewriting the song I wrote with your father while trying to remember everything he said to me as we crafted it.”

	“And?”

	His lips press together. “Not a damn thing.” Obviously not eager to focus on his failure, he shifts the subject. “Anything from Gio?”

	“Not a damn thing.” I dig my phone from my pocket and show him the text exchange with Savage. 

	We ease into chairs, angling toward each other and he reads the messages. When he’s done, he slides my phone back to me and does so without a direct comment on what he’s read. “Where is your head at on Gio, baby?”

	“Confused. I’m not sure who he is anymore. I’m not sure if we should be worried or relieved that he’s back. And clearly, he believes Sofia is back, too. And I’m not as certain as Savage that he’ll show up.”

	Kace considers me a moment, his expression unreadable and I’m not sure why. Well, not until he says, “I talked to Blake this morning.”

	“And?” I prod, nervous about where this is heading, and how can I not be? I’m a skilled practitioner when it comes to assuming the worst and expecting a problem.

	“And Blake believes there are too many unknown players to stay our course. You need to control the narrative about you and your family. Be you and tell Gio you’re doing so with or without him.”

	Unease clings and clangs inside me. “Meaning what?”

	“Stop hiding. Come out as you. Be you. Tell the world you are you. Blake can handle the proper way to do so. And that means going to Italy with your chin held high. We’ll do press. We’ll claim your legacy.” 

	“I don’t know, Kace.” I sip from the coffee because I need something to do with my hands right now. “Gio hasn’t told us everything.” I set the cup down. “That said, if I do as you suggest and just tell him I’m coming forward, maybe he’ll actually talk to me.”

	“It would be easier if he did, but Walker will navigate our path and protect you.”

	“Blake really thinks now is the time?”

	“He does and so do I.” Kace reaches for the mug and adds, “but this is your decision.”

	My decision. 

	When in my life has anything been my decision? 

	I respect and appreciate that Kace believes that it is, but the truth is that this isn’t my decision or even his or Blake’s. Like everything in my life, the actions of others long ago shaped a path for everything about my life, including now. I’m just riding that path and trying to navigate it to safety. 

	“Aria?” Kace prods. 

	I snap back to him and say, “I want to do this. I’m tired of living like this. I need to just be me. I do. I need it desperately and I believe Gio does as well. Besides, now that I’m in your life this fake persona and skulking around in the shadows is not fair to you.”

	“Me?” He sets the mug down. “This isn’t about me, Aria. I’m not worried about me. If you decide you don’t want to come forward, then we move forward with another plan.”

	“I’m going to come forward.” It’s out without hesitation. I guess this really is my choice. I’ve chosen. I’m going to be me. “But,” I add. “I’m going to talk to Gio in advance.” I grab my phone and glance at my messages, and I’m not surprised at what I find. Gio hasn’t replied. “He’s not coming to breakfast. I need to go see him, Kace. Alone.”

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	My decision.

	Those words keep replaying in my head as Kace and I undress in front of the shower. Perhaps, I think, because my denial of my own choices had been an automatic lie, but one I’ve convinced myself is the truth. Yes, I’m living in a maze created by someone else, but I never even looked for a door. I followed everyone, my mother included, who said that a door was a bad choice.

	I’m remotely aware of Kace turning on the water, but I’m thinking of Gio. I don’t know what it is about meeting Gio alone that feels uncomfortable, but it does. It’s almost as if my mind is trying to tell me something and I resist hearing the message. I need out of my own head. I need that unnamed something that we all need when we’re trying to cope with a piece of ourselves that isn’t comfortable. 

	And while I know that Kace would give me a safe place to just let go, right now, I need control. So much so that when Kace catches my arm and guides me into the shower, I know he’s about to press me into the corner and fuck me, I never give him the chance.  I push him against the wall, the spray of warm water on my back. The hard length of him against my front. I’m taking charge. Not him. Not this time. 

	“What are you doing, Aria?”

	“Give and take,” I say. “We have to give and take. And right now, I’m going to do both.” His eyes narrow but he doesn’t move, he doesn’t try and claim the control I’ve so clearly claimed as my own. He, like no one else, understands me. Slowly I slide down his body, absorbing every inch of muscle I can in the process until I am on my knees. My hair is now wet, clinging to my back, while his thick erection now juts at my shoulder. And when my lips tease it, just barely tease it, his soft intake of breath empowers me all the more. I close my hand around his shaft and brush my lips over his belly. His lashes lower and lift. He stares down at me with a heavy-lidded stare, the pulse of his desire in my hand, and etched in his handsome face. 

	I don’t tease him or me. 

	I know where he was last night, what headspace, and it was right here where I’m at now—on the edge, standing on a rubber band, and that band is about to break. I want him to know that he doesn’t always have to be in control, that he can let go, too. And I want him to know that sometimes, I can’t let him have control, just like he can’t let me.  He never really came down last night and perhaps I didn’t, either. We both need a hard and fast rush, a release. 

	I draw the soft head of his taut erection into my mouth—the salty taste of his arousal teases my tongue. He pants out a breath and his hand is instantly on my head. Aroused by the very idea that he is this aroused, I draw him deeper. 

	“More,” he murmurs, and I know, I know he understands that I don’t want him to hold back. That’s exactly what I don’t want. I want him to let go. I want him to let go because I made him let go. I take more of him, my grip tightening on the base of his shaft.

	My gaze lifts and there is a grit to his teeth, a taut line above his lip. “Aria,” he whispers, and I suckle him. “Harder,” he orders, his tone rough, urgent. I draw him in, sucking harder, and he pumps against me, thrusting toward the back of my throat, and I have this sense of Kace unleashed, of an animalistic piece of him that he restrains with me, but that I’ve unleashed. The salty taste of him expands, the pulse of his cock intensifies, and just when I think he will come, he doesn’t. 

	He catches my shoulder, lifts me, and when I would protest, I’m already against the wall, my leg at his hip, and he’s thrusting inside me. I don’t have any sense of him stealing my control at all. He’s filling me and it’s what I need, and it feels like what he needs, too. It’s rough and wild and demanding, and so many things I cannot name. It’s right. So very right. He’s right. We are right. 

	And when it’s over, we have somehow ended up on the floor of the shower, me on top of him, me in control. My face is buried in his neck when he says, “Tell me that gave you what you needed. Tell me it helped, that I helped.”

	I lean back and stare down at him, and this is one of those moments when I appreciate the complexity of this man who can be tender and demanding, sweet and yet hard, and with it his ability to know when to take and give control. “You did,” I whisper. “You so did.”

	And in the process, he’s sent me a message. With him, I’m finally able to be any version of myself I want to be. In a lifetime of limits, I have none with him. And that’s how I need to live and how I need to dictate my decisions, and they are mine to make.

	*** 

	Post shower, Kace and I are at the bathroom sink, him shaving while I flat iron my hair. I’m in a pink silk robe and he’s in nothing but a towel. He’s shaving and there is this new, raw intimacy between us that I cannot explain. Every time I think Kace and I can’t get closer, we do. It’s rather surreal considering that every time I think Gio and I cannot grow further apart, we do. My mind tracks back to yesterday in the shop, to our fight. I don’t believe a word he said. I’m admitting that to myself now and it’s not a fun place to be.

	“Hey.”

	At Kace’s gentle prodding, I blink him into view to realize that I’m staring at myself in the mirror with the flat iron in the air. 

	“You okay, baby?”

	I nod. “Yes. Just—I was thinking about Gio.” My cellphone buzzes with a text and I reach for it where it lays on the counter when Kace asks, “Gio?” 

	“Savage,” I say, reading the message out loud: Gio is back at McDonald’s eating three egg McMuffins and a stack of pancakes and sausage. He’s not coming to breakfast. I don’t like to lose bets. Want me to wrestle the egg McMuffins from him and force him to come to you? 

	I text Savage back with: I’m best equipped to kick my brother’s ass, and I’ll enjoy it more than you. So just wait, before I glance at Kace and say, “I told Savage to just hold up, but I swear, Kace, I’d go wrestle the food from his mouth myself if I thought I could get there before he leaves.”

	“Maybe you should give him a day to process me being in your life, baby.”

	If I believed Gio was shocked and didn’t know, I might agree, I think, but I don’t know what I believe right now. “I need to give Blake the go ahead and make plans to be me again. That means I need to talk to Gio now, not later.”

	Kace wipes the remnants of shaving cream from his face. “Give him one day. We can go ahead and talk to Blake, and make plans.” 

	I stand and face him, emotions lifting in my voice. “Screw Gio. He came back to protect me, but won’t even talk to me? I don’t believe he’s here for me at all. He’s here for Sofia. Maybe he’s here for you because he believes she’ll get to you first. I don’t know what he’s doing, but I know we aren’t making decisions based on him. Not anymore.” 

	My cellphone rings and I glance at the caller ID to find Crystal’s number. “Crystal,” I tell Kace. “I’m going to talk to her and then go and see Gio.” 

	He leans close and kisses me. “Okay.” With that one word, he heads toward the closet. 

	For some reason, this makes me smile, and I answer the call with that smile in my voice. That’s the power of this man in my life. “Hey, Crystal,” I greet. “Are you back in the city?”

	“I am,” she says. “And unfortunately, this isn’t a social call. I know what happened with Alexander in San Francisco. I still can’t believe he pulled that crap.”

	“Yes,” I agree, sinking back onto the vanity chair, and adding, “it was bad.”

	“And it’s not over. He showed up here this morning pissed because he said you offered Ed wine he wasn’t offered.”

	I facepalm. “I cannot believe Ed did that to me. He declined the wine to avoid a fight with Alexander. Or so he said. Clearly not.”

	“Well, here’s the thing. If you want to sell to Alexander, I can make it happen and spare you the torture.”

	“You could do that on your own without giving me a commission. And honestly, I’m of the opinion you should get me out of the middle of this.”

	“After that stunt that Alexander pulled, Mark wants to ban him from Riptide, but I’m concerned he might lash out at you guys. Especially,” she adds, “since he lives in your building.”

	It’s a reminder I don’t need, or maybe I do. This problem with Alexander isn’t going away and he’s too close to us for comfort. “I’m not sure what to do here, Crystal.”

	“Let’s just talk it out. Do you have time to come by today?”

	“Yes, sure,” I say, without hesitation. She’s offered me an opportunity I value more than ever now that Gio is back and obviously checked out. “I’d like to step up and do more. What time?”

	“Any time is fine. Just text me about fifteen minutes before you get here.”

	I open my mouth to warn her about Walker shadowing me and think better. She already knows. They saw Savage at lunch. I want to work with her, not scare her off when Alexander is doing a fine job of that himself.  Instead, I simply say, “I will. See you soon.”

	I disconnect and rotate to stare at the closet door, dreading the moment I speak Alexander’s name to Kace once again but I won’t keep this from him. Stuffing my feet in my pink slippers beside the vanity chair, I shuffle to the closet and pause in the door. Kace is holding a black T-shirt that he pulls over his head, the ripple of muscle beneath taut tattooed skin quickly covered by a lion emblem on the tee.

	“Everything good with Crystal?” he asks, sitting down on the bench to grab one of his black biker boots.

	I sit down next to him and lead up to my more direct answer. “Did I tell you my client, Ed, that bought the bracelet passed on the wine I’d found for him through Riptide?”

	“Tell me again.” He zips his boot. “Just so I know where this is going, and for the record, I’m already certain it’s to Alexander.”

	“Right well, yes. It is. Alexander, if you remember, is always trying to scoop collectible wine from Ed. And Ed wouldn’t buy the wine I offered him from the Riptide vault because he decided he was done playing games with Alexander.”

	He pulls on his second boot and zips it up, his hands settling on his knees. “Why do I know that was just part of another game?” 

	I sigh. “More like why didn’t I know? I should have, though, in my defense, Ed declining the wine did feel off. Long story short, apparently, Ed made it clear to Alexander that I offered him the wine. They are trouble together, but for me, this is about Alexander. Watching the way he  obsesses over Ed and you, too, Kace, is unnerving. Do we know what is at the core of this? Or do I really even want to know? Do we care?”

	“You’ve managed to get in the middle of them, so yes, we care. Blake owes us an update. I’ll find out. What did Alexander do when he found out you offered Ed the wine?”

	“He went to Riptide to raise hell today.”

	There’s a slight tightening around his lips. “I’m sure that went over about as well as oil on Mark’s showroom floor.”

	“I’m not sure if Mark is involved, at least not yet. Does he know your history with Alexander? He does, right?”

	“He does not. Not in its entirety.”

	I shift to face him more fully. “But he has your power of attorney. Shouldn’t he know?”

	His jaw tics. “Yes.” He changes the topic. “What did Crystal say about Alexander?”

	“Mark suggested he ban Alexander from Riptide, but Crystal’s afraid he’ll lash out at us. I want her to just sell him the wine and let me step back from Ed and Alexander. No commission. I just want it over. I don’t want to be in the middle of these two. It feels like trouble.”

	 He stands up but he doesn’t move away, tension rippling down his back, bunching his shoulders again, and I know why or rather what he’s reacting to: the part about Alexander lashing out. I push to my feet and catch his arm. “Kace?”

	He doesn’t immediately look at me. “I’ll call Mark.”

	“And say what? I can handle this with Crystal. I really can.”

	He rotates, facing me, hands on my shoulders. “This is bigger than wine and a fee you don’t need anymore. I get it that you want the money. You want your own career, and I support you, baby, but will not be captive to Alexander or anyone ever again.”

	“Which is exactly why I need to face my battles and fight them.”

	“Again, baby, I respect where you’re coming from but Alexander, per your own suggestion, is a potential killer, absolutely a liar, thief, manipulator, and extortionist. I’m calling Mark. You just tell Crystal you need to step back from Ed and Alexander. I don’t want you near this or him.”  He surprises me by stepping around me and heading for the door.

	“I can’t avoid Alexander and neither can you, Kace. He lives in our building.”

	He pauses in the doorway and glances back at me. “Not for long.” 

	I blink, not sure what Kace means by that. Are we moving? I dismiss that idea the moment I’ve had it, reminded of Kace’s confessions of a brutal side, one he intends to unleash against Alexander. 

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	Brutally. 

	That’s how Kace said he would handle Alexander. That’s certainly how Alexander has attacked Kace. It’s an eye for an eye, I know, but I can’t help but fear that in the end, Kace will not find the satisfaction he seeks. He’ll only find his father in himself and that is not who he wants to be. He needs his moral compass to guide him, not his anger, and if he acts in the moment—and after San Francisco, he’s in one—it will be with that anger.

	For now, I give him his space while I grasp for any form of control I can manage, and standing here in a robe doesn’t seem to fit that plan. I dress. And with a meeting now scheduled for Riptide, that means in business attire. My gaze lifts and scans my clothes where they hang near Kace’s, a pinch in my chest. I’ve never shared a closet with anyone. I’ve never shared a home with anyone. I don’t intend to let Alexander, or Gio for that matter, screw this up for us. And as for all the clothes, there are more now, I think. Yes. The selection has grown. 

	“Kace,” I murmur, softly chiding him for the personal shopper he’s obviously employed yet again. I’m a mixed bag on this topic. I mean I could complain, but how can I? He loves me. I know he loves me. I feel that love. He’s spoiling me. And he’s just trying to take care of me and I need to do the same of him.

	Gio is going to get on board with our plan. 

	The end.

	He’ll find out today.

	He’ll agree today.

	I quickly dress in a cute pleated black skirt, a black silk blouse and high heeled boots, when my gaze catches on the outrageously expensive Chanel purse that I swore I wouldn’t use. My lips press together and an eternal war rages inside me before I reach for it. Deep in my gut, I believe Kace needs me to show him that I’m here, I’m staying. I’m back to his reasons behind the gifts. Somehow I think—I think this is all part of a war he’s fighting within himself. I’m not sure how or why, but Kace does nothing without a purpose or a demon. And besides, he knows I want to make my own money. He knows I don’t take his for granted. 

	I fill the purse, a little thrill in me as I do. I love the darn thing. I also love my daisy bracelet, which I quickly latch around my wrist on my way out of the bathroom. 

	Feeling like a princess in all my fancy clothes, I head downstairs, surprised to find Kace standing at the bottom with Blake. I like Blake. I trust Blake. However, his unexpected presence will still always stir that part of me I don’t want to exist, but oh it does. The part that expects the worst. 

	“Is there news?” I call out before I’m even down the stairs, my heart racing with the idea that something is going on with Gio. 

	Two sets of intense eyes and a whole lot of testosterone shifts in my direction. “No big news,” Blake replies. “Adrian and Adam will be escorting you today.”

	I join them, stepping to Kace’s side and I do not miss the sweep of Kace’s stare over my body from tip to toe. Nor do I miss the approval in those blue eyes. He notices the new clothes. I believe he notices the purse. His fingers catch mine. “All is well, baby.”

	“If all is well,” I say, glancing at Blake, “why are you here? I mean, you’re the big boss man for Walker, aren’t you?” 

	He laughs a low, deep laugh. “My brother Royce would not call me the big boss, but,” he winks, “my wife will if I play my cards right.”

	Heat rushes to my cheeks and Kace laughs, sliding an arm around me. “Good thing we aren’t touring with the band anymore. You’d live with those red cheeks.” He kisses my temple. “Blake got us an update.” 

	“An update?” I untangle myself from Kace and fold my arms in front of me, my gaze locked on Blake. “What update? About Sofia?”

	“Nothing on Sofia, but no matter where she is or what she wants, we have men on the ground in Italy preparing for your trip. We’ll keep you safe.” 

	“We were actually talking about Alexander,” Kace says.

	“Right,” Blake agrees. “Kace wanted to know what you’d gotten in the middle of with Ed and Alexander.” 

	My brows dip. “I thought we already knew it had to do with a woman?” 

	“I suspected there was more to this to keep Ed punching back,”  Kace says.  

	“And there is,” Blake replies. “Ed was mentoring Alexander and Alexander crossed him. He tried to push Ed out of the very deal Ed helped him get inside.”

	“How do you know that?” I ask. 

	“I’m resourceful,” Blake says, “but that’s not all of the story. Ed didn’t lie down for Alexander. He made a financial move on a deal he knew Alexander needed to happen. The result hurt Ed, but he took the calculated loss to destroy Alexander. The problem for Ed is that Alexander had scooped Kace’s music, and survived. Now, they are financial equals.”

	I glance at Kace. “Are they—” 

	“His financial equal?” Blake supplies before Kace can reply. “He’s too humble to reply, so I will. No. Kace has the resources to crush Alexander.”

	In other words, Blake is here because Kace plans to crush Alexander. I’m suddenly crystal clear on how easily Kace agreed to me doing this today on my own, even after hearing I was going to Riptide. 

	I tangle my fingers with Kace’s again and shift in his direction. “Can I talk to you before I leave?”

	Blake’s phone rings and he motions to the door. “I’ll wait in the foyer.” Smart man that he is, he doesn’t wait for a reply, nor does he waste any time getting lost. 

	I watch him, waiting until I’m sure he’s out of range before I face Kace, my hand on his chest. “What are you going to do when I’m gone today?”

	His expression is impassive, but he doesn’t touch me, which to me speaks of withdrawal. “I told you. Work on the song.”

	“What are you going to do about Alexander?”

	“I’m still deciding.”

	“Kace, before you act—”

	“Aria,” he says, and now he touches me, his hands pressing to my waist as he steps into me. “Go see Gio. We only have a week and a half until we leave for Italy.”

	My fingers curl on his chest. “Will you talk to me before you do anything?”

	“Go see Gio. I’ll meet you at Riptide. I want to talk to Mark about Alexander, anyway.”

	Relief washes over me for reasons I can’t quite explain. I think they’re about control, though he’s not agreed to talk to me about Alexander before he acts. Still, if he’s decided to join me at Riptide, he’s not shutting me out. Or he’s made me feel better about shutting me out. I’m not quite sure. “Then we’ll come home together,” he adds, in that soft raspy tone of his that always does delicious things to my nerve endings.

	It’s an unfair play.

	So are the words “come home together.” 

	To our home. There’s a pinch in my chest with those words and for just a moment, I forget Alexander. “I like that this is my home, Kace.”

	His eyes soften and warm. “I like that your home is here, too. So, go do what you need to do so we can get home.” 

	I bundle up and Kace walks me downstairs, and to the backdoor of the Walker-driven SUV, where he kisses me goodbye. I climb up into the backseat and he shuts me inside. The door is then between us and I have this moment when I feel as if it represents a new wall, a barrier between us we cannot climb. Which is ridiculous. Kace and I are in love. We are closer than we have ever been to each other. 

	The vehicle begins to move and I’m left with Adrian behind the wheel and Adam in the passenger seat, who even sitting is clearly a really tall man with dark wavy hair and a polite manner. He greets me with that polite manner, after which, Adrian’s personality takes over. Apparently, Savage isn’t the instigator with him that I’d thought. Adrian does plenty of talking all on his own. “Ever been to Texas?” he asks, glancing back at me at a stoplight.

	 I open my mouth to say that my mother is from Texas but I quickly bite back the confession to speak a simple truth. “I’ve always wanted to visit.”

	“The tequila and food are heaven, but be warned,” he says. “It’s packed with rednecks and cowboys.”

	I bite because he wants me to bite, but I am actually smiling as I do. “And the difference between rednecks and cowboys?”

	“Ingenuity. Rednecks do dumb shit but they get the job done.”

	“And a cowboy?”

	“Thinks he’s smarter,” he says, “but anyone who thinks he’s smarter, isn’t.”

	 “Are you a cowboy or a redneck?”

	“He’s just a pain in the ass,” Adam says, giving me a wink. “But he saved my life once upon a time, so I put up with him.”

	I laugh again, thankful for the distraction they offer right about now, and Adrian continues on as if Adam hasn’t spoken. “Did I mention the tacos in Texas?” he asks and then honks his horn and curses at someone. 

	“The sign says no honking,” Adam says.

	“Only New Yorkers would put up a sign that says no honking,” he grumbles, before settling us in motion and eyeing me in the mirrors. “It’s also hot as hell in Texas.”

	“It’s pretty hot here, too,” I point out, “but we do have seasons. And snow.” My mind flashes back to a rainy Christmas in Cremona, the Christmas before my father vanished. “In Cremona, it rained a lot, all the time it felt some weeks.”

	It’s out before I can stop it, and my heart starts to race. I don’t talk about Italy or myself. I don’t know what just happened and I barely know these two men. Adam leans around the seat. “Relax, Aria. We know who you are. We’ve both done our share of high-risk overseas jobs with big paydays. Neither of us need money. Neither of us want what is yours. We’re just here to protect you and help you. That’s all. You can speak freely with us.”

	Of course, anyone can say the right things, but I’ve not only chosen to trust Walker, I don’t even have the formula and they know it. “Years of conditioning,” I reply.

	“I’m a former SEAL. Adrian’s a former undercover FBI agent. We both know a thing or two about hiding, and the utter damn joy of just being ourselves.” 

	“Amen to that,” Adrian adds, and I relax back into my seat because apparently, I’ve tensed up with my misspeak. 

	“Thank you both,” I say. “It’s been a long time hiding for me. My entire adult life.”

	“And we’re here to help you keep hiding,” Adam says, “or stop hiding safely.”

	Clearly Blake has told them everything, but there isn’t much time to think about that right now. Adrian pulls us up to the shop and my old home or rather, my old safe, familiar space. I am reminded of Kace telling me we will meet at Riptide and go home together. This place never felt like home. Kace does. He feels like home. He is home. It’s almost terrifying how much I need that man now, but I comfort myself with how much I believe he needs me, too. We need each other.

	Adam is leaning around the seat to study me. “My gut is always to escort you to the door, but I know that’s not how we’re playing this. I’ll exit after you and be close to the door, but no one will know I’m with you. And we have a man watching the security camera in a vehicle a block down the road.”

	“I’m not afraid of my brother.”

	“If we’re watching him, someone else might be as well,” Adam replies. 

	And probably are, I think before I nod. “Right. I won’t be long.”

	I exit the vehicle and hurry toward the door, where I key in my security code and waste no time opening the door. It’s ridiculous for me and Gio to be the opposite sides of any coin. Ever. “Gio!” I call out, entering the store, but there is only silence. “Gio!”

	Still nothing.

	Frowning, I hurry forward and make it three steps when I freeze. The hair on the back of my neck is standing up. Something is wrong. Seconds tick by and there is no movement. Suddenly I’m more afraid for Gio than I am myself. I start running forward, but I don’t call out. In my heart of hearts, my fear is that Gio is lying somewhere dead. I need to see him. I need him to be in bed asleep or in the shower. 

	I pass his empty office and dash up the stairs, fumbling in my purse for the key to open his apartment and do so without knocking. “Gio?!” I call out as I open the door, but a quick scan shows me nothing. I rush around the apartment, enter the bathroom, the closet, and come up empty. Gio isn’t here.

	He has to be here.

	Walker is watching the building.

	I dash to my apartment and come up dry. I’m barely breathing as I run back down the stairs and enter his office, stepping behind his desk and sucking in a breath as I find a piece of paper that reads: Aria. The script belongs to Gio, and with my heart in my throat, I flip it over to read: I left. Your precious security team didn’t know. Still feel safe?

	 “He climbed out a window right as you punched in the security code.”

	I glance up to find Adrian standing in the doorway, a skull on his snug black T-shirt. 

	“Where is he now?”

	“We have a man following him.”

	In other words, my brother’s wrong. Walker knows exactly what he’s doing. And so do I. He’s trying to scare me away from Kace and back to him. Anger simmers in my belly. Adrian crosses to the desk across from me. He’s tall and broad, his goatee and strong jawline accenting the confidence about him. He indicates the note in my hand. “May I?”

	I hand him the note. He reads it, and then his lips quirk. “Bold. Cocky. I might like him.” He sets the card down. “But I’ve killed people I liked about as much.”

	My temper flares. “This is my brother you’re talking about.”

	“And?”

	“He’s my brother.”

	“If he tries to hurt you, we won’t choose him, Aria. We’ll choose you.”

	“He won’t try to hurt me. He’s my brother.” I’m a broken record and I don’t even care. “We are family. We’re close. We’re a part of each other.”

	“I said the same of my brother. Now he’s dead. He would have preferred it to be me.”

	My lips part in shock. “You—you killed him?”

	“It was him or me. And we were close, Aria, but money and power changed him. It happened and I never saw it coming.”

	My hand goes to my throat. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”

	 “You don’t need to say anything. Just listen and think. You don’t know where Gio’s been, or what he’s been doing.”

	“He told me.”

	“Eight months later. Maybe it’s longer than that. Maybe he wasn’t telling the truth at all.  I know what you’re facing. Many of us at Walker know betrayal by someone close to us. That’s why Kace hired us.” He leans on the desk toward me, his brown eyes meeting mine. “He’s a good man, Aria. He loves you. He wants you protected. You need to entertain the idea that Gio might be dangerous.”

	“Did Kace ask you to tell me about your brother?”

	“Yes. I did.”

	At the sound of Kace’s voice, Adrian pushes off the desk and turns toward him. Kace gives him a nod and steps into the office. Adrian glances at me. “I hope he’s the brother you deserve.” He heads for the door and disappears. 

	I’m now alone with Kace. He stands in the doorway, in a thin, sleek black leather jacket and boots, his dark hair a rumpled, spiky mess, as if his fretting fingers have been running through it. Because of me. Because of Gio. “I thought you were meeting me at Riptide?”

	He closes the space between us and drags me to him, cupping my head and resting his forehead against mine. “I had a bad feeling about this.”

	I pull back to look at him. “You thought he would hurt me?”

	“I don’t know what Gio will or will not do, Aria. But I believed you’d fight. I thought he’d hurt you emotionally during that fight. I decided you might need me. The way I needed you in California.”

	 My fingers curl on his chest. “You don’t trust him,” I press.

	“I told you, baby. I don’t know him, And I share your fear that you don’t know him either.”

	My words. My truth. Both I agree are hard to swallow. Instead of trying to respond, I hand him the card and he reads it before glancing up at me. “You know—”

	“Yes. I know he didn’t really fool them.”

	“He wants you to walk away from me.”

	“That was my first thought, too, but Kace, if that’s true, then he’s not after the formula. And he wants it. He also believes you are the path to getting it. He needs me to stay close to you.” 

	“Then what’s his agenda?” He indicates the note. “What is he trying to prove?”

	“I don’t know,” I say, my brow furrowing in consternation. “That I need him, too?” I wave that off. “That feels too basic. I’m back to I don’t know. I just don’t know.” I pull my phone from my purse. “I’m going to call him.”

	He nods and leans on the desk. I punch in Gio’s number and it goes straight to voicemail. “Come to dinner tonight. Or I can meet you for dinner. We need to talk, Gio, and clearly, you knew I’d come to see you or you wouldn’t have left the note. Enough with the games.” I disconnect. “I should have just told him that I’m coming out as myself, but after this game he’s played with me, I need to think about what I’m going to say. And I don’t know what he’ll do, especially when Sofia and her people are out there. I can’t believe he didn’t take my call.”

	Kace catches my arms. “What if he wants the formula, but not enough to put you in harm’s way and he sees me as harm’s way? Remember, we believe Sofia was behind the note that led you to the auction and me.”

	“Now you’re just trying to make me feel better about Gio.”

	“I’m trying to make you look at all options. Let’s go to Riptide and then we’ll come up with a plan. Or we can skip Riptide and just get right to it.”

	“No. No, I am not altering anything for Gio. Not anymore. Let’s go to Riptide.”

	“Aria—”

	I push to my toes and kiss him. “Thank you for worrying and showing up. Thank you for convincing Adrian to tell his story. I needed to hear it.”

	A few minutes later, I’ve texted Crystal a heads up that I’m on my way and shortly after, I’m bundled up in my coat, and Kace and I settle into the back of the SUV. It’s then that I decide that my life has been one big puzzle. Gio and I were always the two pieces that fit, and deep inside, I always believed that together, we’d find the missing pieces. Now, I’m not even sure we’re living inside the same puzzle. 

	 


CHAPTER NINE

	The first snowflake of the season, or at least my first snowflake of the season, hits my nose as Kace and I exit the SUV in front of Riptide. It’s almost as if the universe is sending me a message: I’m entering a new season of life. Or perhaps the universe is just driving that point home, reminding me that yes, change can be a shock, but with a proverbial nice warm jacket, it can also be a blessed relief. And the truth is that life is changing for me, but I’m proud to say that I’ve been smart and brave, looking for answers, thanks to my own ingenuity.

	And with Kace by my side, I’m excited about living life, about my future, for the first time in my life. 

	As if he’s read my mind, Kace’s arm slides around me and we press into the snowy wind, on a path that leads us to the doors of Riptide. We enter the lobby, both of us shivering, but with smiles on our faces, our worries temporarily banked. “I love this time of year,” I say, greeting the doorman and handing off my coat. “We’ve finally escaped the heat.” 

	“It’s a magical time of year everywhere,” Kace replies, handing off his coat as well. “I want to show you Germany while we’re in Europe if we can work it out. They do Christmas right.”

	My first holiday with Kace. The future really is a dream I’d never imagined. Change isn’t that scary anymore, not when I have so much to look forward to experiencing.

	Scooping me close and into the nook of his arm, he angles me in front of him, and adds, “Next year, we’ll stay home for the holidays. I don’t even know what a holiday at home looks like.” 

	Next year. 

	The words are forbidden to me simply because in this context, they assume an odd mix of stability and adventure. “I’d like to experience that as well.”

	Tenderness fills his blue eyes and he kisses the tip of my nose. “And we will. This year will be an adventure.” 

	I’ve barely had time to fully appreciate the impact of his words and he’s shifted me forward again and set us in motion. “Crystal’s office?” he asks.

	“Yes. And how do you have full walk-around credentials here?”

	“When you make Mark money, he becomes a real teddy bear.”

	“Like that man could ever be a teddy bear,” I say, glancing up at Kace. “Maybe with a whip in his hand.”

	“That’s another story,” he comments dryly. 

	My brows dip. “What does that even mean? That’s the second odd comment you’ve made about him.”

	“He’s a man of many dimensions, baby, but then, so am I. I’ll explain later.” We reach the open door to Crystal’s office. We poke our heads in together to find Crystal and Mark behind her desk, her on her phone, while Mark hitches his hip on the edge, listening to her call. Her eyes light on us and she lifts a finger. Mark stands, assumed power radiating from him, his gray suit fitted to the long lines of his body. He is refined masculinity, plain and simple, while Kace manages an intriguing mix of cultured man and rugged bad boy. I used to think I wanted refined masculinity. I was wrong, so very wrong. 

	“Ms. Alard,” he greets. 

	 “We both know that’s not my name,” I say and add, “Aria.”

	His lips quirk. “Good to see you grow a backbone,” he replies. 

	“As long as she doesn’t start walking around with a stick up her ass like you,” Kace says, “she should do just fine.” 

	Mark’s lips quirk. “Says a man who plays with sticks for a living. Why don’t I put a glass of whiskey in your hand instead?” He glances at his watch. “We can add some orange juice to suit the time of day.”

	On that, Mark, rounds Crystal’s desk and, aware that their talk will be about Alexander, I turn to face Kace, resting a hand on his chest but I don’t speak. I don’t know what to say. I’m worried about him acting against Alexander, but in this moment, I realize that back in San Francisco, I felt differently. I wanted him to act. I wanted him to deal with Alexander. It’s as if returning here, to this city, set me so on edge that I stopped trusting my initial instincts. He and I are alike. We’ve lived with a secret, and that secret has controlled us. 

	And so I say, “Do what you have to do.”

	His eyes narrow, his expression all hard lines and shadows, but he gives me a tiny nod, and for just a moment, I find the hint of approval in his eyes. “I will.”

	And with that, I step aside and allow Mark to join him in the doorway. The two men disappear and Crystal disconnects her call. “Finally,” Crystal says. “Sorry about that.”

	She looks lovely in an emerald green dress, her blonde hair around her shoulders. She holds up a box. “A bakery brought me cupcake samples. They want us to use them for events. Help me taste test?” 

	“I don’t need to be asked twice,” I assure her and we settle in at her small round conference table across from each other.

	“What better way to stomach Alexander than with sweets,” she says, opening the lid and showing me a half dozen of the yummy looking treats with a variety of pastel colors. 

	“That’s a box of happiness,” I say. “Well, if they taste good.”

	“Agreed. Nothing worse than a dry cupcake that pretended to be good by looking pretty.” 

	“A bit like Alexander.”

	She laughs and hands me a fork. “It is, isn’t it?”

	I laugh and we start sampling. The cupcakes aren’t dry. They’re delicious and after we both proclaim our approval, Crystal shifts back to the topic of bad people who hide in pretty packages. “What do you want to do about Alexander?” she asks. 

	“I’d normally be highly opinionated,” I say, “but there’s a lot more to the war between Kace and Alexander than you and Mark know. I told Kace Mark needs to know. He controls Kace’s power of attorney. He needs to know.” 

	“I thought he trusted Mark?”

	“His silence isn’t about trust. It’s just about how this situation makes him feel.” 

	“Then it’s something Mark will understand more than Kace probably can imagine.” I expect her to ask for details, and I like her all the more when she doesn’t. Instead, she leans closer. “Care to bet on what the outcome will be?” She walks to a fridge and returns to hand me a bottle of water.

	I accept the water as she sits back down. “I think Kace needs time to decide what to do about Alexander. I think he’ll ask you to sell Alexander the wine and let him believe he’s won.”

	“With or without you?” I ask.

	“Without me. Kace doesn’t want me anywhere near Alexander.” 

	“Are you sure you’re okay with that?” 

	“I am, but thank you for looking out for me. I do want to work with Riptide.”

	“Good. I’m emailing you a couple of big items. See what you can do with them.”

	“I will. Thank you.” 

	She studies me a moment. “How are you doing after all that went down in San Francisco?”

	“You said, Sara talked to you?”

	“In coded language—she didn’t want to break your trust with her—but I’m good at reading between the lines.”

	“Let me make it easier. I am who you think I am and I’m going to go public. You can use my name to sell tickets to an event or two, I bet,” I joke.

	She looks appalled. “I would never do that.”

	“It might not be so bad. At least I can be me.”

	Her eyes soften. “I know hiding has been hell.” Her hands cover mine. “But are you sure it’s safe to come forward?” 

	Her concern is a two-sided coin—a reminder of the years I’ve spent alone with no one worrying about me, and at the new season of my life with Kace and new friends. “Blake believes it’s the right move,” I say, “and honestly, Crystal, I don’t want to go on like this any longer. I don’t want to hide.” 

	“When I met Mark, he had a situation going on. It’s a long story, but let’s just say a bit of a stalker problem. The attention turned to me and Walker saved my life.”

	My eyes go wide. “Oh my God.”

	“I’ll tell you the whole story over drinks one night.”

	“I think you and me and Sara need a whole lot of drinks to talk about all the stuff in our lives.”

	She laughs. “That’s the truth, but bottom line: you’re in good hands with Walker. What’s the plan? If you’re okay with talking about it?”

	“We’re going to Italy, back to where it all started. Other than that, I’m not sure. Blake has men on the ground there, making sure they’re ready for me.”

	The phone on Crystal’s desk buzzes before a female voice says, “There’s a call for Aria.”

	I go cold inside. A call for me? My eyes meet Crystal’s and hers tell a story. She knows this is a problem. “Who is it?” Crystal asks.

	The receptionist replies with, “She says she’s a personal friend of Aria’s.”

	I grab my phone. “I’ll be right there,” I call out, and eye Crystal. “Get Kace, please. I’m calling Blake.”

	She’s already standing, rushing for the door. Blake answers on the first ring. “Aria? Everything okay?”

	“No. I’m at Riptide with Crystal. Someone just called the reception desk for me. She says she’s a personal friend.”

	“We’re not monitoring that phone. That means this person’s smart. I’m going to try to trace the call now. Answer it on speaker. Record the call. Do you know how to do that on your phone?”

	“Yes.”

	“Good. Go now before they hang up. Understand?”

	“Yes.” He disconnects. 

	I rush to the desk and watch the red light turn off. I’m too late. The caller hung up. “Damn it,” I murmur. 

	The phone buzzes again. “I’ve got that caller for Aria back on the line.”

	I pull up the recorder on my phone. “Put it through,” I say, and when the light goes red this time, I answer. “This is Aria.”

	Kace appears in the doorway and I hold a finger to my lips to silence him. A familiar female voice I can’t quite place breaks through the line and says, “I can’t believe you’re alive. I only found you because I was watching Kace, waiting for the day he found you. I knew he would.”

	“What does that mean?” I ask, as Kace rounds the desk and kneels beside me, in front of the phone. 

	“Did you find the one true daisy in the wind?” the woman asks, avoiding my question. 

	Kace and I share a look of understanding and I say, “I did. What were you telling me?”

	“Tell me what it means to you,” she orders.

	“I’m not doing that,” I say, aware she could be fishing for an answer rather than offering them to me. 

	“No,” she says. “No, of course not. You don’t trust me. You shouldn’t trust me. But tell me this: did Kace tell you what it means?” 

	It’s a question that exposes Kace’s knowledge of the words, his connection to my father, and I look to him for approval. He offers a small nod and I say, “Yes. He did.”

	“Good. I wasn’t sure he would, and yet that still doesn’t mean you can trust him. They could have gotten to him.”

	 “Who is they?” I ask quickly. 

	“The men who took your father. After all of these years, they found me. I was with him that day. He helped me escape. They found me. They took the journal he gave me to give to you when you were eighteen. And now they know what I know.” 

	My lips part in surprise. My father gave this woman, whoever she is, a journal to keep for me? Why her and not my mother? My mind chases her voice. It’s still so familiar. Kace taps my finger, jolting me back to the conversation that could end at any moment. “Who took my father?” 

	“You’re better off not knowing. I wish I didn’t know. I wish this didn’t hit so close to my home and yours, but it does. The bottom line is, they know what I know now.”

	“Which is what? What do you know? What do they know?” 

	“The formula can be found with the one true daisy and you.”

	It’s what my brother said. It’s what he said Sofia believed. “What does that mean?”

	“That’s for you to figure out. This is it for me. I’m done or almost done. I’m all but finally out of this.”

	I can sense she’s going to hang up, and she quickly says, “He’s dead, honey. You know that as well as he knew you were the future of the Stradivari family. Watch your text messages. You’ll hear from me one last time.” And then she hangs up. 

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	Kace stands and takes me with him. “I want you out of here until we know exactly what that was.” Just that quickly, he has me rounding the desk and I don’t have a moment to process. Adrian is in the doorway before we ever exit the office. 

	“We want you out of here,” he announces, an obvious echo of Kace’s sentiments. 

	My heart is racing with the assumed danger that call has created, and some part of me, an illogical, rebellious part of me, resists our departure. This place is a part of my future and I’m done letting the past control me. We came here for a reason: to deal with Alexander, and we still have to deal with him. But another more logical part of my mind knows that danger overflows to others. We have to leave and I succumb to the inevitable. I offer a tiny nod of agreement and Adrian backs into the hallway. Kace’s hand is warm on my lower back, guiding me out of the office, where Adam is waiting for us, but there is no lingering to chat. Adam motions for us to follow him and Kace's arm encloses my waist, trapping my hip to his hip, my leg to his leg, and with Adrian at our rear, we begin our pace forward. It’s unnerving to have all three men pace me through the luxury of the Riptide hallway and lobby as if they expect someone to jump from the shadows at any moment. I walked into Riptide at ease, among new friends, chasing a new career, and I’m walking out surrounded by security.  

	I have a lot of thoughts during the short walk. 

	My father is dead. 

	Those four words do a number on me. 

	I don’t know why, but I reject them. I reject them from this woman I cannot even name. I’ve said them myself a million times, of course, I know, but right now, I reject them. And why would he give this woman a journal to save for me? Why not give it to my mother or Gio? This entire premise is not logical to me. The woman’s voice plays in my mind, teasing me with a memory just out of reach. We step outside, and the snow is a sheet of white beneath our feet, a light dusting, but it’s as if it’s a cloak hiding our proper path. That call felt like a cloak as well, a way to hide the truth.

	I’m ushered into the rear of the Walker-driven SUV and Kace is right there with me, facing me, as the door is shut behind him. “Did you get a text message?”

	I jolt all over with this reminder and reach for my phone, only to realize there’s nowhere to reach. It’s in my hand and I’m officially rattled. I glance down and inspect my messages, and find nothing. “Not yet,” I say, “but I wonder if there’s even a journal at all.”

	Adrian slides into the driver’s seat with Adam in the passenger side. “Blake wants the recording you did of the call right now. Can I have your phone?”

	I hand it over to him. “I need to see him.”

	“He’s meeting you at your apartment.”

	My apartment. He means my new home with Kace. The home I want to love and enjoy, but even outside all of this, Alexander lives there. My attention shifts to Kace. “Do we have a plan about Alexander?”

	“Alexander isn’t important right now.”

	“He is,” I insist. “He very much is. As that caller said, we are hunted, Kace. We don’t need Alexander in the mix. And we do need him out of the building. Or we need to move.”

	He cups my face and tilts my gaze to his. “Let me handle Alexander. I promise you, I have him under control. I have a plan. Consider him a non-issue.” 

	“You know I can’t do that.” I pull away from him to make my point. “He’s a problem.”

	“He’s handled, Aria.” 

	“How?”

	“We really have to do this now?”

	“Yes, we really have to do this now.”

	 “Crystal is selling him the wine and assuring him he would have been given a chance to bid.”

	“And then?”

	He leans in closer and lowers his voice. “I don’t know why you’re avoiding the topic of that call, but you are.”

	I blink with the words. “I’m not.”

	“You are.”

	My lips press together, forming a tight reply. “I’m simply clearing the path for the call.”

	“Then it’s cleared,” he assures me. “Who was your caller?”

	“I don’t know. Her voice is familiar, but I can’t seem to place it. My father would not have given a stranger a journal to keep for me until I’m eighteen. My mother would have had it and she didn’t. And what of Gio? She acted like he didn’t even exist.”  

	“I noticed that. It was odd.” 

	“I need to talk to Gio.” My gaze shifts to the front of the truck. “Where is Gio now?”

	Adam rotates to face us again and offers me my phone. “Call him. We need you locked down until we fully assess that call.”

	“Are you sure he’s safe?”

	“We have eyes on him,” Adam says, “and we’ll intervene if he needs us.”

	I accept his answer because the truth is, I’m not sure what I think about Gio right now. I just need to hear his voice. I dial his phone and of course, it goes straight to voicemail. Why wouldn’t it? At the beep, I say, “What is wrong with you, Gio? You don’t take my calls but you show up out of nowhere and disappear again. And you proved nothing with that note, nothing. They knew when you left. All you achieved was this, me needing you and you not being here. Again. I got a call. Someone telling me they had Dad’s journal. A woman.”  I hang up and sink back into the seat and Kace does the same, his eyes meeting mine, his fingers touching my jaw. “We’ll figure it out,” he says. 

	“I don’t want to play this game anymore.”

	“I know,” he says, and that’s all he says. He doesn’t promise me this is about to be over. That’s something I’m coming to respect about Kace. He doesn’t make promises he isn’t sure he can keep. He doesn’t throw words at a problem. He doesn’t just disappear. Gio is another story and I tilt my face upward, eyes shutting as Adrian’s warning comes back to me. “It was him or me. And we were close, Aria, but money and power changed him. It happened and I never saw it coming.”

	And just like then, my hand goes to my throat. I still don’t know what to say with that warning, but the answer isn’t killing Gio. It will not come down to me or him. I won’t let that happen.

	My phone buzzes with a text message and I sit up, quickly checking for the text the woman had promised. And sure enough, there are pages of what looks like a handwritten journal, but they’re too small to read. “I can’t read the attachments.” I shove my phone at Kace, showing him the screen. “I can’t read them.” My voice is high pitch, vibrating. “I might well be looking at my father’s writing and I can’t read it. And I can’t text this crazy number back. I tried last time.”

	“Relax, baby,” Kace says, his hand at my neck. “Blake can work miracles.” He forwards the text to Blake and hands me back my phone. “I’m calling Blake now.”

	I intend to listen to the call but those words, “Blake can work miracles” spiral through me and I’m transported to the past. 

	I’m standing in my father’s studio practicing the violin, wearing a pink dress my mother got me for my eleventh birthday. I’m playing the song my father has been teaching me, working on his most recent lesson when I have to sneeze. I freeze and look at the light the way my mom told me. I don’t know how it happens but I fall forward. Yelping, I tumble, and my arm hits the ground hard. I gasp and sit up, only to forget my arm. The very special bow my father made me for my birthday is broken in half. The bow he said would make me play like a daisy. I burst into tears, and scramble for it, trying to piece it together, but fail. Scrambling again, this time to my feet, I grab it and rush out of the studio to run smack into Angelena, my mother’s assistant. I burst into tears. “I broke the bow!” I hold it up. “I broke the bow, Angelena.”

	She kneels, a pretty woman with dark hair and eyes, and a gentle voice. “Relax, Aria. Your father can work miracles. He’ll fix it up in no time.”

	 “Aria, baby, we’re here. We’re home.”

	I blink back to the present as Adrian opens my door, and the meaning of that memory comes to me, but here and now isn’t the time to tell Kace. A claustrophobic sensation overtakes me and I need out of this vehicle. I’m about to climb out of my own skin when I step out into the snowfall and hear, “Aria.”

	At the sound of Gio’s voice, I look right. And when I see him standing there, looking like Mr. Tall Dark and Good Looking, Mr. Untouchable, Mr. Cool, Mr. I don’t even know who anymore, I lose it. I don’t know what happens. My control that I value so much snaps. I step around Adrian and I launch myself at Gio. 

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	I have clearly lost my mind because I don’t care who is watching as I charge forward. In a few long strides, I’m in front of Gio, shoving him. “You asshole! What the hell are you thinking? Angelena’s missing? Liar. She called me. Your girlfriend’s mother called me.” I slap him and he curses, catching my wrists.

	“What the fuck are you talking about, Aria?” he demands. “Angelena called you?”

	Cold heavy snow melts in my hair, but I don’t feel the wet cold. I’m seething, literally seething. “You lied to me,” I accuse. “You said she was missing, and then she proceeded to repeat everything you said to me about me, Kace, and the formula. Funny how she didn’t even mention you. You’re not a target and we are.” I jerk against his grip.

	“Calm down, Aria,” Gio orders. “You’re losing your shit.”

	Kace is instantly behind me, his arm wrapping my waist, molding me tight to his powerful body—almost as if he fears if he doesn’t hold on tight, I’ll be lost. “Easy, baby,” he murmurs, his voice vibrating on my cheek. “Let her go, Gio,” he orders tightly, and I can feel the bristle of power the moment Adrian and Adam step to our sides. 

	“Yes, let me go, Gio.”

	My brother doesn’t look at Adam, Adrian, or me. He’s once again wholly focused on Kace. “You hurt her and I will kill you.”

	“You wouldn’t even be around to know,” I snap. “I hate you right now, Gio. I really do.”

	As if burned, Gio releases me and takes one step back, just enough to breathe, before he says, “We need to talk, Aria.”

	Kace doesn’t release me. He’s still holding onto me, as if his life, and mine, depend on him keeping me close. 

	“We needed to talk before you ever went down this hellish path and took me and Kace with you.” My voice is lower now, my control finding its legs again. “No one knew Kace was a part of this, including him, until you made this happen. Now, Kace and I are hunted, maybe for the rest of our lives.”

	“You really think this asshole didn’t know who you were when you met, Aria? He did. What did Angelena say to you?”

	 Kace’s hands settle on my shoulders. “Let’s take this upstairs.”

	Gio’s stare lifts above my head to glare at Kace. “I bring up your deceit and suddenly you want to take this upstairs? If I go up, your goons stay down.” 

	Adrian says something in Spanish, and Gio’s gaze shifts to his. “You know Italian?”  

	“Spanish and Italian have more than a few shared words I’ve learned over the years. Especially the really offensive ones like that one. You called me a goon.” He gives Gio a wink. “Just returning the favor.”

	Gio glares at him and then spears Kace with a stare. “Hiding behind your goons,” Gio says again to Kace. “What are you afraid of?”

	“That you’ll hurt her more than you already have,” he says, and while I can feel the tension in his hands, in his energy, the words are cool and calm. He doesn’t take the bait Gio intends to set him off, a testament to just how affected Kace was by Alexander in California, how affected he still is by the past. “You come up. Adrian and Adam come, too. That’s non-negotiable.” 

	“You know what, Gio?” I say, drawing his peeved attention. “I trust them more than you right now. Stay or go. I don’t care anymore. I’m done worrying about you. It’s time I worry about me.” 

	With that, I rotate, and Kace drapes his arm around me, setting us in motion toward the front door.

	And as if this day can’t get more complex, Alexander is standing at the door, watching us, smirking. His lips curve in a devious smile and he enters the building, leaving me with no doubt that somehow, some way, he intends to use what just happened against Kace. Worried, I glance up at Kace. “Ignore him,” he says.

	“That never works.”

	“This time it will,” he assures me.

	“Because you’ve handled him?”

	His lips curve almost brutally. “Exactly, baby.” 

	I want to ask more, but we’re at the door, and Steven steps in front of us. “A problem I can assist with?” he asks.

	“Just my brother,” I say. “Sibling love. It’s brutal sometimes.”

	His eyes light.  “Don’t I know that well. My brother is the only man on earth I’d die for, but I’ve also come close to killing him a few times.”

	“Gio Alard,” Kace says. “He’s allowed up. Once. Just once. Today.” He palms Steven what I think is a hundred-dollar bill. “Make sure everyone here knows, please.”

	He gives a tiny nod. “Right away, Kace.” His gaze shifts to me. “Anything you need?”

	“No, thank you.”

	Kace guides me toward the sliding doors, and I fight the urge to look over my shoulder, hating how much I want Gio to follow us. Once we're in the elevator, Gio is nowhere to be found. “He’s not going to come up,” I say, my disappointment just plain cutting.

	The elevator shuts and I shiver with the chill of my wet hair. Kace reacts, folding me close, his hand settling on my coat, just over my backside. My hands slide under his jacket, my palms absorbing taut warm muscle and I sink into him, welcoming his strength now. Envious of the place he is in life. He’s lived hell and found his way of coping.

	Now it’s my turn. 

	He searches my face, his eyes probing, and if he were anyone else, I’d say he sees too much. But he’s Kace and with him there is nothing that is ever too much, but there’s also nothing that can be said in the elevator car with a camera. I lean into him, my forehead pressed to his chest, my mind racing. Why wouldn’t my father tell Angelena to give that journal to my mother? Was he having an affair? The idea cuts as much as the disappointment of Gio leaving. I thought my parents were happy. Suddenly everything that felt real might be a lie, and I don’t even know what to do with that.

	The ride is eternal and somehow short. Kace and I enter the apartment and he helps me with my coat, shrugging out of his. “I’ll grab you a towel,” he says, walking a few steps to enter a hall bathroom I don’t think I’ve ever even been inside. He returns quickly and acting every bit my gentle hero, he dries my hair. 

	“Booze, coffee, or hot chocolate?”

	“All three?” I ask.

	His lips curve. “Booze, coffee, and hot chocolate, coming up.”

	A short while later, the fireplace is aglow in the corner, and I’m standing in the living room at the window watching snow flutter past the window. I imagine every flake as a page in a story, and I can’t read any of them. “Hot chocolate to soothe the soul,” Kace says, stepping to my side with a steaming cup of hot chocolate in his hand. I accept it, and the heat of the mug is a welcome warmth against my palms when I remain cold inside. I walk to a chair and sit down. 

	“You heard what I said about Angelena?” I ask. “Her voice clicked in my mind right before Gio showed up.”

	Kace perches on the coffee table directly across from me, our knees just barely touching, but I feel every touch we share in every part of me. That’s how connected we are, how hypersensitive to him I am, our connection bittersweet considering the obstacles before us. 

	“I did,” he says. “I called Blake when I was making the hot chocolate and let him know.” 

	“Gio told me she disappeared right after Dad, Kace. He told me Sofia was looking for her. And he told me this just yesterday, and yet, she called me today. She’s Sofia’s mother. It’s one big set-up.”

	“Maybe. Are we sure Sofia wasn’t looking for her because she thought she had answers, like the journal?”

	“I don’t know what to think. Why would my father have her protect it? Why not my mother? Or Gio?”

	“Perhaps he felt your mother would protect you at all costs, including the family legacy.” 

	I take in his suggestion with a blink and a pinch of hope. “Maybe. But what does that say about their relationship?”

	“Don’t start doubting what you know about your parents because of a phone call. You don’t know the agendas at play here, baby. And I was around your parents. They adored each other. They were in love.”

	His cellphone rings and he shifts, removing it from his pocket to answer. “Yeah, Adrian? All right then,” he says. “That’s unexpected. Right. Thanks.” He disconnects. “Gio is on his way up.”

	 Emotions ping around inside me and I take a warm, sweet swig of much-needed chocolate. “I’m not sure what to think about that.”

	“That makes two of us.”

	He starts to get up and I catch his hand. “He’s going to keep insulting you.”

	“I know.”

	“And yet you invited him into your home.”

	“Our home, baby. Our home. I love you, Aria, and he’s your brother. I’m not judging him just yet. I’d expect him to be protective. And we don’t know everything there is to know about Gio right now.”

	My heart swells with love for this man. “I love you, too. And thank you.”

	He leans in and kisses my cheek. “Thanks is never what I want from you. We’ve talked about this. Ask me what I want.”

	“What do you want?”

	“You. Just you. In an excessively long and creative list of ways.” 

	The doorbell rings and he reaches for my cup, taking a long swig of chocolate as if it’s a replacement for the drink he really needs. He hands me my cup back. I set it on the ground by the chair and when he tries to get up, I catch his arm. “He tried to tear us down through me. He failed. I know my brother. Failure is not an option. He’s going to come at you hard, Kace.”

	“If he wounds me you can make me feel better when he’s gone.”

	“Kace, I’m serious.”

	“You didn’t know my father, but I assure you, baby, there is nothing your brother can bring that he didn’t.”

	“You’re human, Kace, and we’re still new.”

	His fingers splay on my cheek, his thumb stroking my jawline. “You don’t know me, or us, as well as I want you to if you doubt how strong we are. But you will, baby. You will and soon. That’s a promise.” He leans in and kisses me and then stands up, heading toward the door. 

	Nervous, buzzing with adrenaline, I push to my feet and place the river at my back, steeling myself for what comes next. 

	 


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Seconds tick by and Kace and Gio do not appear. 

	I pace back and forth and suddenly I question the idea of having Kace answer the door when Gio might confront him. I’m about to charge my way to the hall when the two of them appear and I swear they’re a sight—two men who could be enemies or friends, riding on the cusp of that discovery. Two men who are powerful, good looking, and confident in their own rights, and so very different on the surface. Gio is a wild card, all about risks and danger, impossible to predict. Kace is calculated, focused, structured. But what they don’t see and I do is they both had the courage to walk away from the family business. My brother never wanted to hold a violin. Kace’s father never wanted him to hold a violin. And they both know what they want, and go for it, at all costs. Kace stops on the opposite side of the couch, but Gio does not. He closes the space between me and him and as I turn to face him, Kace says, “I’ll be in the kitchen.”

	“No,” I say, angling in his direction. “We need to talk, all three of us.”

	“We need a word alone,” Gio counters. “And then I’ll talk to Kace.”

	 “I’ll grab us all a drink,” Kace offers, and he doesn’t wait for a reply. Class act that he is, he turns away and generously offers Gio his moment alone with me. 

	My attention is now on my brother, the person that I’ve leaned on and spent a lifetime trusting. He has always been my hero, my best friend, my only remaining family these last few years. Now, I am looking at him with accusation and distrust. 

	“Why’d do you come?” I demand.  

	“You’re my damn sister, Aria.”

	“And you just remembered this?”

	He scrubs the thick dark shadow on his jaw that’s threatening to become a beard. “I fucked up,” he says, his hands settling on his hips, under his thin North Face down jacket. “But I had a deep instinct that we were not going to survive much longer hiding  in the shadows. You weren’t going to hear that from me and listen. I didn’t want a problem to come to us. I wanted to head it off. I was trying to shelter you.”

	“You wanted out of the shadows, but you knew what you did, you forced me along for the ride. I was the inconvenient sister.”

	“That’s not true.”

	His reply is rapid, but it’s short and without conviction. “It is,” I say. “You just convinced yourself if I didn’t know what was going on that somehow it wouldn’t affect me at all.” 

	“I was only gone a month, Aria.”

	“More than a month and living this double life a whole lot longer,” I say. “I know, Gio. I know a whole lot more than you think I know.” I don’t give him time to fight back. “Angelena sent me pages from Dad’s journal.”

	He blinks, his brows dipping. “How the hell did she get Dad’s journal?” 

	“She was with him when ‘they’ whoever they are took him. Did Sofia tell you that, Gio?”

	A muscle in his jaw tics, but he doesn’t cut his stare. “No. She said her mother disappeared a few weeks after Dad. That’s all.” 

	“You’re the one who told me that Sofia believes Kace has the formula but needs me to decode it. Well, guess what? That’s what Angelena said, too. Seems like they’ve been talking or perhaps reading the same journal?”

	“What does the journal say?”

	“I can’t read the pages she sent me. The text was too small. Walker’s enlarging it.”

	“Walker,” he snaps. “Again with Walker. Even if they are good at their jobs, that doesn’t make them people to trust. In fact, it may well be the opposite. You trust too many people.”

	“You trusted the wrong people, Gio, but I’m not and I know you’re doubting everyone over Sofia, but don’t doubt me. Trust me.”

	His voice lowers. “Learn from my mistakes, Aria.”

	I open my mouth and quickly snap it shut. I’m done beating up this topic for now. “You told me Angelena was missing.”

	“That’s what they told me.”

	“They? Sofia? Or the Blue Owls? Her father?”

	“All of the above.”

	“Is Angelena working with all of the above? She is Sofia’s—or rather, Sonia’s—mother.”

	“Sofia was looking for her mother. She had pages and pages of investigative documents on her walls that were all about finding her mother. Documents that dated back years. If that was a lie, it was an elaborate one put together quickly when I showed up. How did Angelena find you?”

	“Dad told her to give me the journal when I turned eighteen. She knew from the journal that Kace was a piece of the puzzle. She was watching him. That’s how she found me. I was with him.”

	“Why the fuck would Dad tell her to give it to you at eighteen? Why not me or Mom, right when he disappeared? I don’t believe that shit. She’s lying to you.”

	“Her disappearance near Dad’s is weird. You said that yourself. Maybe they were—”

	“Don’t say it,” he snaps. “They were not together.” 

	“You said it, Gio. You put the idea in my head.”

	“I was wrong. Mom and Dad were solid. I was older. I could see they were solid. We can’t trust anyone. We both forgot that.” 

	“I feel like this conversation is on repeat. We can trust Kace.”

	He eyes the apartment and then gives me a once over. “Because he spoils you? Because you want security for the first time in your life? What do you think people do when they want something from you? They give you what you want and need.”

	“I don’t need or want his money. You know that’s not who I am.”

	“So he’s doing all of this because he loves you?”

	My heart begins to race. “Stop now, Gio, before you go too far—again. I’m begging you.” 

	But he doesn’t stop. “Are you foolish enough to believe he didn’t know who you were when you hooked up?”

	My defenses bristle. “Sofia’s note to you is how we came together. You know that.”

	“Maybe he was in on it with her. She’s a lying, conniving bitch. I wouldn’t put it past her to ride another train when riding me didn’t work.”

	“That didn’t happen,” I bite out.  

	He continues as if I didn’t even speak. “And come on, Aria. You think Dad gave him part of the formula and didn’t even tell him?” 

	“He was a kid just like us when Dad disappeared.”

	“Old enough to release a best-selling fucking album and travel the world without his parents.”

	“Dad didn’t tell him, Gio. He put it in the journal left for me.” My fists are now balled at my sides. “Kace isn’t even convinced he knows anything to help at all. The only reason he’s considered it is that Angelena sent me a coded message and he knew what it meant. It was something Dad said to him.” 

	His eyes narrow. “What? Tell me.” 

	I inhale sharply on what my gut is telling me before I say what I thought I’d never say to my brother. “I don’t know what team you’re playing on, Gio.” I fold my arms in front of me. “I’m not telling you.”

	His eyes burn with anger, and he steps closer, his temper seething. “Are you really saying that to me right now?” 

	“It doesn’t matter anyway. We don’t have the formula. We don’t know what part I play in any of this. We only know Angelena, and apparently, Sofia as per you, thinks I do. You could torture us, Gio, and we couldn’t tell you. If this is all we know, we will never have the formula.”

	“What if he and Sofia really are plotting together. What if, Aria?”

	 My defenses bristle, but I do not doubt Kace. “For the last time, because I’m done with this topic, Kace didn’t plot against me.”

	“Because he loves you?”

	“Yes. He does. And I love him. And you know what? He’s made what is his, mine. As far as I’m concerned, what is mine is his as well. If we find the formula, obviously Dad wanted him to be a part of where that takes our lives.”

	He chokes out a laugh. “Seriously? Either you are far more naïve than I realized or you are a sellout.” He leans closer. “Maybe you like the money more than you thought you would.”

	The air shifts and I can feel Kace even before I see him and reality hits me. Gio said that now because he knew Kace would hear. I glance toward the outer edge of the living room to find Kace standing there, two glasses in his hands. Slowly, precisely he rounds the couch and steps to my side, offering Gio a glass. The two men stare at each other, time standing still, the air crackling. Gio breaks the stare down and studies the amber liquid before he clinks the ice on the glass and downs it. 

	“Smooth,” he says. “A thousand-dollar whiskey? Or no, two thousand? You’re a very rich man. Rich men often want what they can’t have because they have every fucking thing else. So, what is it that you want? Obviously, that’s not my sister. She was easy.” 

	 Anger and shock come hard and fast. I don’t even think. I grab Kace’s drink and fling it into Gio’s face. “Leave.”

	He licks his lips, the amber liquid clinging to the dark strands of his hair. “That is damn good whiskey.” He smirks and God, I’m at it again. I sway toward him, ready to hit him again, and Kace’s arm is immediately around my waist. “Easy, baby.”

	My eyes meet my brother’s. “I want you to leave.”

	“You need to leave with me,” Gio says softly. “Now.” 

	Kace rotates me, giving his back Gio, his hands on my arms. “Give me a minute with Gio.” 

	“That won’t go well.”

	“Obviously, but we need to do it anyway.”

	“Kace—”

	“I need to talk to Gio, baby.” His voice is low but steely, and I search his handsome face, looking for the impact of Gio’s accusations, but there is only shadows and stone. 

	“You know—”

	“I do. Let me talk to him.”

	I inhale long and deep, wanting to fight him, but where does that really get me or him? Despite Gio, deserving nothing but my anger right now, he’s my only family and I love him. I want Kace to talk to him. I want Gio to give him a real chance. I manage a barely agreeable nod, stepping around him, but I stop dead as Gio says, “You want my trust?” he asks. “Prove it. Tell me this secret she says will ruin you.” 

	Rotating, heart racing, I open my mouth to stop Kace from doing any such thing, but he’s already responding. “I made that offer on a day your sister believed you wouldn’t betray or hurt her,” he says. “That day is not today. The day your sister trusts you, I’ll trust you.”

	Gio’s eyes cut to Kace’s right, where I now stand, and when his eyes meet mine, there’s a sharp cut of betrayal in his. It cuts me, too. I feel it in my heart and my anger shifts to desperation. “You’re wrong this time, Gio. We are among people with Kace that can help us. We can finally do just what you want and come out of the shadows. Stop being an asshole and talk to Kace. Talk to Walker. Please. I’m begging you. I love you.” 

	“I can’t protect you anymore, Aria.” And with that, he turns and starts walking away. 

	Watching him leave is like a blade stabbing me in my conflicted heart. I want him to leave. I want him to stay. He’s my brother. My brother. I’m angry, but I love him and he’s not in the right headspace. “You’re not angry with Kace. You’re angry with Dad for trusting him over you. It’s affecting your decision-making.” He stops walking but he doesn’t turn. “We don’t know why he trusted Kace. We don’t know why he thought we needed him, but if you can’t trust me or Kace, trust Dad. Trust his instincts. The Stradivarius was everything to him.” 

	He angles in my direction. “You’re wrong, Aria. All of this is about Kace and I hope you get smart before it’s too late.”

	This time when he turns to leave he leaves. Kace steps toward the door. I grab his arm. “I need to lock up. I’ll be right back.”

	I don’t want to let him go. I don’t. But I do. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	I stand with the Hudson River at my back, staring across the living room as Kace charges for the door, praying he and Gio will not collide in conflict. I can feel myself unraveling. I am not myself right now, not the self I know and trust. I am not in control. I need to scream. Or shout. Or drink. I think for once in my life, drinking might be a good solution. So what if I get drunk? I’m at home, even if my brother doesn’t approve of my home. 

	My gaze lands on the puddle of whiskey on the floor, remnants of Kace’s drink flung at Gio, and I am back to wanting to scream. I need the mess cleaned up. I need things in order. I rush out of the living room and hurry up toward the kitchen stairs, but pause at the bottom with Gio’s words punching through my mind: Either you’re far more naïve than I realized or you are a sellout. Maybe you like the money more than you thought you would. 

	I squeeze my eyes shut and shove that thought away. I also abort the cleanup mission and head for the second living area where the bar is stocked. I still can’t believe Gio would say such a thing to me and in front of Kace. The very idea that Kace might think the accusation true, even for a moment, has me bubbling with anger all over again. Gio has no idea what Kace has gone through. He has no right to demonize me to hurt him.

	I stop beside a wall next to windows and a patio door, and that expensive bottle of whiskey my brother is wearing is still sitting out, ready to be poured. I oblige and pour myself a glass, sipping the liquid and feeling the welcome burn slide down my throat and rush over my chest and shoulders. 

	The air shifts, that wicked, wonderful power that is Kace August igniting the room, but I don’t turn. I don’t even know what to say to him right now. I gulp another big swallow and Kace steps behind me, his hand settling on my waist and his touch sizzles through me. I feel every moment with this man in every part of me. 

	“You okay, baby?”

	I rotate to face him, my glass between us. “I’m sorry I threw the whiskey. I’m sorry he was such an asshole. I’m sorry he said that about the money. I don’t want your money, Kace.”

	He eyes the glass in my hand and then his probing blue eyes study me, and I don’t know what he’s looking for, but I hold his stare, I let him see the truth in my eyes. I love him. This, us, has never been about money. “And I don’t want the formula.”

	“I know. Say you know I don’t want your money.”

	“Do I have to say that at this point?” he challenges me softly. “You know I know.” 

	I down my whiskey and set my glass down. “My brother saying that about me had to have made you feel a pinch in your chest. For just a moment, I know you felt it.”

	I reach for the bottle and he catches it first, our fingers colliding, both of us holding onto it, a charge rushing up my arm and across my chest. My eyes reach for his and he says, “No. I did not for one moment doubt you or us. And believe me, baby, that kind of trust does not come easily for me. Except with you.”

	“Which only makes me hate the way Gio acted all the more. And value the trust you give me.”

	“Yes, well, I did have to use restraint with Gio. Which I did by reminding myself that he’s your brother who you love.” He lifts the bottle out of my reach. “The only way you drink away your troubles with a four-thousand-dollar bottle of whiskey is this.” He tilts the bottle back and swallows long and hard, the muscles in his neck bobbing with the action. 

	I swallow hard at how damn perfect he is at being imperfect when he lowers the bottle and offers it to me. I hesitate. “It’s a four-thousand-dollar bottle of whiskey?”

	“Only the good stuff for your brother.” 

	That’s all I need to hear. I take the bottle from him and gulp long and deep. “He’s an asshole,” I say, my voice raspy with the whiskey burn and my head light, but I don’t care. “I love him but he’s an arrogant asshole,” I add, taking another drink. “You know Italian culture, Kace. You’ve been around it. The oldest male is the head of the family. We respect them. We trust them. I respected him and trusted him. I don’t trust him right now. I don’t.” With the bottle in my hand, I walk around him and past the couch to the large floor-to-ceiling window, watching as snow flutters by the glass. Up here, above the water and the city, it’s as if we're in a snow globe, our own little, safe world. I don’t want to go back to my old life.

	Kace steps behind me again, his big body framing mine, his hand settling possessively, warmly, on my waist. He leans in, nuzzling my neck, his spiky dark hair teasing my cheek, his earthy wonderful scent seducing me. “Aria,” he says, and my name on his lips is a soft seduction that weakens my knees. Everything about this man affects me in all the right ways.

	Feeling guilty and confused over my brother, and Kace, for that matter, I turn in his arms with whiskey loosening my tongue. “I do like the money, but I’m not here for the money. I don’t know how to be here, and not seem like I like it too much. I don’t know how to do this, Kace.” I try to drink again and he catches the bottle.

	“I asked Blake to give us an hour, but we have to meet with him,” he says. “I can’t let you pass out until after.” He sets the bottle on the ground by the window. “Stop letting Gio get into your head.”

	I turn to the window, watching the incredible winter wonderland play out over the water, a slow-moving boat churning through the icy water. Kace’s hands find my shoulders and with his touch, I turn back around. “It’s beautiful here, Kace, above the world, above the water. And my clothes are beautiful and the apartment is beautiful and,” my hand settles on his chest, over his heart, “you are beautiful.”

	His arm wraps my waist and he fits my body to his, our legs intimately aligned, our hips melded together. “You are beautiful, Aria. Inside and out, you’re too damn good for me. I want you to enjoy this life with me.” He strokes my hair from my face and tilts my gaze to his. “I need you with me.” 

	“Look at what me and my family have done to your life.”

	“Saved it, baby. I told you, you’re saving it, and saving me.” 

	My arms wrap around him. “Maybe we’re saving each other.” 

	“Then we better stick together, don’t you think?”

	“Yes,” I whisper, the heat of his body warming me all over now. “We’d better stick together. I’m not myself right now. You know that, right? I’m not this out-of-control person. I don’t shove my brother or yell at him. I don’t drink whiskey from a bottle and—”

	“Of course you do,” he teases, mischief in his eyes. “Four-thousand-dollar whiskey in your own home.” His voice firms, his mischief darkening. “You need to get out of Gio’s head and back in your own. You need an outlet that isn’t whiskey.”

	“Play for me. I need to hear you play like you needed a violin in your hand in San Francisco and last night.”

	“You need more than me playing a violin.”

	“I need you to play.”

	“You need to forget that world for just a little while. You need to let it go.” He drags my blouse over my head and tosses it. “Who’s in control right now?”

	My heart starts to flutter. “What are you doing, Kace?” 

	He backs me up again, pressing me to that steel beam, his powerful legs caging mine. “What I consider my duty as the man you share your life with. Giving you a way out of your own head and your brother’s, all at once.” He kneels and unzips my boots, his hands intimately caressing my legs, and already my thighs are slick, my heart racing. 

	“Isn’t Blake coming over?”

	My boots are gone and he’s standing again, His eyes are pure heat, possessiveness burning in their depths. “We have time for us.” 

	“What if he has something important to tell us?”

	“Then we’d already know,” he assures me, unhooking my front clasp bra, only to slide it over my shoulders, the material catching between my back and the steel.  His gaze lowers, doing a hot sweep over my bare breasts, my nipples puckering, before his eyes snag mine again, a deep possessive burn in the depths of his stare. “I’m going to spank you, Aria.”

	 A rush of conflicting emotions overtakes me. I don’t know how it’s possible that I both crave and resist the submissiveness of this moment, but I do. Kace turns me to face the window, pressing my hands to the railing, his breath a warm tease on my neck, as he says, “You can always say no.”

	Heat spirals through me, his hand on my hip a brand that I feel in every part of me. His thick erection presses against my backside. “Kace—”

	“But it’s also okay to want this, Aria. It’s okay to need the escape. It’s us, just you and me, baby.”

	I swallow hard, my lashes lower, my lips dry. Me and him. It’s just me and him and God, I do need the escape and I know, I just know, that he needs the trust. Still, I can’t believe I’m going to do this. I can’t believe how much I want to do this. “Yes.”

	He doesn’t speak but I can feel his approval wash over me. He kisses my neck, the earthy scent of him seducing me and promising to test my limits. He unzips my skirt, and a second later, he’s sliding it down my hips, and with only a tiny pair of panties and thigh-high tights on, he’s easily exposing my naked backside. Nerves and anticipation overwhelm me and I’m all but shaking, but I don’t feel fear. His fingers caress down the silk strip between my cheeks and I yelp as he yanks it away with a biting tug. But already, he’s made me forget that bite. 

	His hands are on my backside and he leans in, his lips close, so very close to my ear, his warm breath fanning my skin, and promising forbidden fantasies I didn’t even know to call my own until now. 

	“What are you thinking, Aria?” he asks, the same way he’d asked me one time before when I was in the wrong place when I needed an escape.

	“About us, Kace. About what you’re going to do to me.” 

	He turns me to face him, his expression pure possession, his eyes meeting mine. And I could swim forever in the sea of his blue eyes, as every wave breaking around me only sends me crashing right back to him. “What am I going to do to you?” he asks as if he needs to know I can say it as if he needs to know I want this.

	I wet my parched lips and say, “Spank me.” 

	“And do you want me to spank you?” The question is a mixed challenge and a raw seduction.

	Suddenly, I’m drowning in my own confusing desire, and my lashes lower, heat rushing to my cheeks when his hand cups my face and he tilts his gaze back to his. “Do you,” he says, enunciating the words, “want me to spank you?” 

	“I want to get out of my head. I want to escape. I want you.”

	His eyes darkens. “That’s not an answer.”

	The waves are breaking again and when I might drown, I don’t. I really do crash right back into him. “Yes.”

	“Yes? Yes what, Aria?”

	“I want you to spank me.”

	His eye light with approval and that approval splays over me like blessed sunshine in the chilly snowfall. I don’t know why his approval arouses or pleases me, I don’t know what that says about me, or him for that matter, but there is no denying the burn in my belly. There is no denying his control, and my submission sends a thrill through me like no other. His hands fit my waist, possessiveness in his touch, a branding that feels right when with anyone else it would be wrong. His cheek presses to my cheek, the roughness of his newly formed stubble an erotic pinch on my sensitive skin. “Who’s in control?”

	“I am,” I say, and I mean it. This is about choice. I know that when I say yes or no to with Kace, he will listen. “And right now, for just a little bit, I don’t want it,” I add, and for once in my life, I mean it. “Take it,” I add softly. “It’s yours.”

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Approval once again etches Kace’s handsome face while amber heat lights his blue-eyed stare. I am aroused by his demands. I don’t know this part of me, but I do hunger to understand. 

	He presses my hands over my head. “Don’t move them or I’ll stop what I’m doing and spank you now. Understand?”

	My nipples pucker and I give him a breathy, “Yes.”

	He studies me, watches me, searches for something, I don’t know what, but seconds tick by eternally until his grip slowly eases. His fingers trail down my arms, a featherlight touch leaving goosebumps skittering about my skin, before falling away. I feel their absence like a punishment, my body aching, my need for his touch already a living, breathing thing. He leans in, hot breath fanning my neck and I am weak, so very weak. I reach for him. He captures my hands and presses them back over my head, his eyes meeting mine. “I don’t think you really understand at all.” His voice is not gentle. It’s a reprimand. 

	I bristle despite the tingling of my limbs. “I think you’ve made your point quite well.”

	He clearly doesn’t concur as he says, “Next time, I’ll turn you around, spank you and not even fuck you after.”

	“You wouldn’t.”

	His lips, those punishing, delicious lips, quirk ever so slightly. “Try me, baby. Unless you want to quit. Stop. Say no.”

	 The heady mix of alcohol and man feeds my courage while his hand that grips my wrists remains my shackle. “I don’t want to stop,” I dare.

	“No?” he challenges.

	My chin lifts defiantly.  “No.”

	He studies me, long and probing, and I’m quite certain he’s punishing me for touching him, because outside of my shackled wrists, he’s not touching me. Finally, the fingers of his free hand almost lazily tease one nipple, little darts of sensations spiking my nipples until they are hard knots, and tingling, delicious sensations ripple through me. My lashes lower and his hand goes to my jaw, lifting my gaze to his. He kisses me, his teeth scraping my bottom lip, and I can taste his hunger, I can taste his demand. He wants this, too. He needs it and I’m reminded of the reasons he might need control right now, namely Alexander and Gio, who are two of a kind—two men who would break us apart. Two men who would take from him and blame him for their sins. 

	“I’m not going to make love to you, Aria,” he says. “That’s for later. Now, I’m going to fuck you.” My sex clenches with those bold words. He’s going to fuck me. Yes, please, I think. Fuck me. I never let myself just fuck to fuck. 

	“Unless I touch you too soon?”

	“Exactly. But first,” he promises, “I want you on my tongue, but I’m not going to let you come.”

	“That doesn’t sound fair.”

	“I didn’t promise to be fair.” His fingers caress my clit and I pant out a breath. Already, he’s exploring the wet heat of my sex, stealing my ability to think. 

	“You can tell me no at any time, and I won’t spank you. I’ll stop everything I’m doing.” 

	Don’t stop is all I can think and he doesn’t. 

	His hand slides away from my wrists, and he seems to wait for me, to gauge my compliance and when he seems certain he has it, at least for now, he rewards me. He slips two fingers inside me, his thumb flicking my clit, and I’m not thinking of the spanking. I’m thinking of him inside me.

	He settles on his knee, his teeth scraping my hipbone. Heat burns low in my belly and I swear I am so aroused that I might come the minute his mouth touches me. Just when I’m certain I will defy his vow to deny me, his fingers are gone. His hands are on my hips. His lips curve as he studies me with those blue, blue eyes, and then he kisses my trembling belly. Slowly, his mouth lowers, not to the spot I crave him to be, but to my stomach again.  The soft, seductive flick of his tongue undoes me and sends a shiver through my entire body. The tenderness of this seduction, the slow burn, is a contrast with the promise of his hand on my backside and fills me with anticipation. 

	It’s all I can do not to reach for him, not to touch him. “Kace,” I whisper, my plea radiating in that one word.

	His mouth eases lower and his breath is warm on my clit, his tongue doing a slow, barely-there lick. My hands lower but I catch myself, planting them on the railing. Another lick follows and then he’s suckling my swollen nub, and sensations explode inside me. I am so close to coming that I reach for him, afraid he will stop. And that’s exactly what he does. 

	The second my fingers tangle in the dark strands of his hair, his mouth and fingers are gone. I pant and his arm is suddenly around me, his fingers I want in the most intimate places now tangled in my hair, his grip a rough erotic tug. “I said no touching.”

	My sex clenches painfully. “That’s a difficult order to follow.”

	His lips quirk, the dark edge of his command fading into that moment. “And you take others well?” he teases. 

	“Yes?” I ask, remarkably at ease with Kace in all things, including this. He’s still going to spank me. I feel it in the air. 

	“No,” he says. “There’s a price for breaking the rules.” His lips linger just above mine, a promise of a kiss he does not give me. He cups my naked backside and lifts me, maneuvering me to the end of a long lounge chair. He lowers me, my front to his front and there is tenderness in his expression now that is as seductive as his commands. “I’m going to spank you now, Aria.”

	“I know,” I whisper, my nipples puckering with his promise. 

	“It’s punishment for not listening to me,” he says, “but it isn’t about pain. It’s about control, about anticipation that becomes pleasure.”

	“The anticipation is too much right this minute.”

	His lips curve, and he cups my head, leaning in to kiss me, and it’s a drugging, sexy, possessive kiss that I feel in every part of me.  And when it ends, I can feel the shift in him, the dominance even before he turns me to face the long end of the chair and orders, “Don’t move.” 

	For a long few beats, his hands rest on my shoulders, and he seems to just be getting me comfortable with the idea of him behind me. Nerves flutter in my belly and I focus on the window, where the snow is still skating by, zigging and zagging in the wind. And for just a moment I see myself as one of those flakes. All I did for years was skirt and skate in the wind. Control was a façade I clung to desperately and suddenly I know why I am so willing and aroused to allow Kace this kind of adventurous control. I know what Kace has been trying to tell me about myself. 

	Control is giving and taking. It’s a decision. It’s not an absolute. 

	He’s taking now. 

	I’m giving. 

	Only I think he is, too. Taking and giving. 

	“I’ll spank you four times, Aria. You’ll know before it happens, and immediately after I’m going to fuck you hard and fast. Understand?” 

	I like that he asked for my approval. I like that he’s told me what to expect, but I don’t miss the promise to fuck me after he’d sworn that denial and I call him on it. “I thought you weren’t going to fuck me.”

	His lips brush my neck. “You’ll need the fuck after the first spanking. Next time, you’ll want it but you won’t need it.” 

	I’ll need it? I repeat in my mind, not sure what that means but I don’t have time to overthink.  He squeezes my backside and then gives me a little smack. I yelp and his hands are on my neck, his cheek by my cheek. “That’s just a tease.”

	His hand falls away and he steps back from me. I don’t move. And I don’t move because he’s ordered me not to move. Despite my revelation of liking his control, I’m amazed and confused at how aroused I am by his commands, by the threat of his palm, by this game. But then, this is Kace. He’s a contradiction. A man who is tender, gracious, funny. A man who knows when to give orders and when to ask questions.  

	I can feel his absence behind me, but the heat of his stare on my naked body is downright feverish. There’s a shuffle of clothing. Thank you, Lord, he’s undressing. I want to turn, I want to see him. I do, but I play the game. I live in the moment with Kace, wanting to know where he will take me. Wanting to know more about him and this is not a part of him that he created for me. It’s a way he copes, he escapes. It’s about his need for control that somehow works for me because I’ve never been as aroused as I am now ever in my life. 

	Seconds tick by and feel like an eternity. 

	I listen for his movements. 

	I await his return.

	I can’t take it anymore.

	I try to turn and suddenly his hands are on my hips. “I said don’t move.”

	“I tried.”

	“I know, baby. I know. Hands and knees on the cushion. And remember. Four times. Then we fuck. Now, Aria.”

	I have no idea why him saying my name right now jolts me, but it does. Perhaps because it’s me owning me instead of him owning me. Only, I’m pretty sure right now he owns me. He owns me when pain and fear and panic owned me when Gio left. He is taking me to a place where nothing else exists. Where I can just stop thinking.

	He leans in close, his lips at my ear, breath a warm fan on my hypersensitive skin.  “We don’t have to do this.” 

	I wet my dry lips. “I want to do this,” I say, and my knees go down on the cushion. 

	My hands follow, planting in the cushion as well, and adrenaline surges. And Kace lifts my backside, his hand on my belly, caressing my cheek, touching me, warming my skin. I’m a rage of sensation and emotions, jittery with nerves, but his hands on my body seduce, tease. His fingers slide between my legs and I’m hot and wet, a soft moan escaping my lips. But now his hand is back on my backside and my heart is racing, anticipation burning through me. He begins to pat my backside, and I know he’s getting me used to his hand. I’m all but squirming with his touch, ready to beg him to just to do it when he says, “Now.” 

	His palm comes down on my cheek, a sting radiating through me, sharp enough that I arch my back and gasp, but already the next blow is there, and so is the next. I am reeling when I realize it’s over and Kace is pressing inside me, his thick erection thrusting deep. And then he’s doing just what he promised, fucking me, pumping hard, over and over. I can’t explain it but every sense I have is more alive. This is why he didn’t want me to come before the spanking. I feel each thrust with an explosion of sensations and I push into him, against him, wanting more, needing more. I lose all sense of anything but the wild need for more and more until I’m moaning and I pant with the release, my sex spasming around him. Sensation after sensation spirals through me and with low guttural sounds, Kace is shuddering. I don’t even know how much time passes before the room returns to me, snow before my eyes, the man who just owned me at my rear. 

	He rolls with me, taking us to our sides, my back to his front, our bodies intimately tucked together, his cock still buried inside me. He nuzzles my neck, his scent earthy and male, his touch possessive and yet tender and protective. I feel safe—vulnerable yet still safe. I feel the intensity of our intimacy, our trust, our bond, but unbidden, there is a weird pinch in my chest and then my eyes prickle. My hand goes to my face and I will them away. “Oh God, I’m about to cry and it’s not the spanking. I swear it’s not the spanking. I liked it, I did, I just—” Appalled, I burst into tears, horrible, gut-wrenching tears. 

	Kace curls tighter around me, stroking my hair. “It’s the adrenaline baby. Ride it out.”

	And I do because it’s not like I can stop the emotion that all but bleeds from me. It’s intense, quaking, but it’s fast and hard and gone. Somehow Kace has tissue, and he hands it to me, helping me clean up. I sit up and he wraps a blanket around me. “Better?” he asks going down on a knee in front of me, still naked and so beautifully male. He spanked me. I liked it. There is an intimacy to such a thing that I can’t explain.

	“I can’t believe that just happened. It wasn’t the spanking,” I repeat, needing him to know. “I was, I—it was—”

	He strokes a thumb under my eye, wiping away a wayward tear. “Yes,” he says softly. “It was. The whole idea of the spanking is to center you. The pleasure is intense. The release is intense.”

	“And then I cried,” I say, still unnerved by how completely out of my control I was when those tears overtook me, and they did overtake me. 

	“Sometimes when you have a lot of emotion pent up, and you experience an adrenaline rush, it triggers an emotional release as well. That’s not a bad thing. It’s a release you needed.” He strokes hair behind my ear. “It might not ever happen again.”

	“And if it does?”

	His lips curve. “We have tissues.” 

	“How do you know this, Kace? How is this so familiar to you?”

	“When I was eighteen, I had a fling with an older woman who had a taste for the BDSM world. It wasn’t for me and neither was she, but like everyone that crosses our paths, I believe there is a reason. She taught me a lot about control.”

	“How old was she?”

	“Thirty-five.”

	I’m stunned about this new revelation. “How long did you see her?”

	“A year in which I became a man.” He leans in and kisses my hands. “We’d better get dressed before Blake gets here.” He stands up, offering me a delicious view of his backside, and I’m struck by how raw and real he has become with me. Except for one thing: he won’t tell me how he’s dealing with Alexander. He doesn’t believe I can handle it, and therefore, he doesn’t believe I can handle every part of him.

	He still thinks I’ll run.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	My conversation with Kace post-spanking lingers in my mind as I change into jeans, a pink sweater, and knee-high boots. I’m presently standing at the bathroom sink, repairing my make-up, when a particular statement he’d made punches at my mind: She taught me a lot about control. He’d said it so nonchalantly, but this not an insignificant relationship. I want to know more about this woman who has obviously done much to shape the boy who became a man. But then so did his ex, Maggie, in life and death. It’s a chilling thought, and I realize now that I really haven’t asked much about Kace’s love life outside of Maggie. Mine is simple outside of him. There wasn’t one. Ever. Who was this woman who pulled him into the world of BDSM? And just how into it was he? Surely not too intensely as he’s a public figure. 

	The doorbell rings and I powder my nose and inspect my puffy eyes. I still look like I’ve been crying, but the truth is that I’m actually remarkably calmer than I was before. A spanking, whiskey, and tears seem to have worked some magic on me. I’ve come down ten notches, and when I head for the stairs to join Kace and Blake, I feel as if my intellect, not my emotions, are in control. As far as Gio goes, I don’t know where his head is, but he’s always been a wild card, bucking convention. Mom was the only reason he restrained himself in the first place and I truly wonder how long he’s been at his hunt. Perhaps far longer than I think.

	Hoping for insight on many things, I follow Kace’s and Blake’s voices to the kitchen. Sure enough, they’re at the island, which has become the meeting spot, both at the endcaps facing each other. Almost instantly, both men are looking at me and I don’t miss the keen inspection by either, and when my eyes meet Kace’s, there is an instant whip of heated intimacy, newly deepened between us. Feeling as if Blake will somehow know that I was just naked and bent over a chair, getting spanked by Kace, I hurry to Kace’s side, as if that alone shelters me. Kace immediately twines the fingers of his nearest hand to mine, a question in the touch that I recognize instantly. I glance up at him and kiss his cheek. “I’m remarkably better,” I assure him. 

	“Good to hear,” he says, a hint of mischief and conquest in his voice as he adds, “That was the plan.” I find I don’t mind the conquest or the mischief, not with the gentle mix of tenderness in his stare. 

	“What did I miss?” I ask, looking from him to Blake.

	Kace releases my hand and presses his to the island. “Blake was just telling me about the journal.”

	My heart jackhammers and I glance at Kace and then back at Blake, solidly back into my new reality, the one where my past, present, and future seem to be colliding.  “Were you able to blow up the journal pages, Blake?” 

	“I was,” Blake confirms, “and with some cross-referencing to your father’s public records I confirmed his handwriting. This is the real deal.” He stops on the other side of the island with Kace and sets the pages on the counter.

	I grab them and scan, my heart squeezing at the sight of my father’s writing, and the references to his beloved daughter. It’s all here. The one true daisy, Kace, and his daughter. The legacy is in you and in him, Aria. I’ve taught you the lessons you need to know. I’ve shown Kace the secrets inside the violin. You, daughter, decide if that secret lives or dies. All good things come to an end. Sometimes there is value to that end.  My eyes pinch all over again, Lord help me, and I set aside the note. Thank God I’m in a better place right now, or who knows how this would be affecting me. 

	 “I know Kace told you about Angelena,” I say, prodding for information. 

	“He did,” Blake confirms. “Angelena hasn’t been seen in nearly two decades and if that was her who called—”

	“It was,” I insist. “I know her voice. Can you tell me anything about the call? Did it come from Italy?”

	“Try someone around Grand Central Station here in the city,” Blake says. “That call was not international.”

	Kace doesn’t move, but his energy jackhammers about as hard as my heart did a few minutes earlier, tension radiating from him. “Two questions.” His voice is low, tight. “Can we trace the call to a person and what the hell does that tell us about the intent behind that call?” 

	“The number is unregistered, which likely means a prepaid phone,” Blake says. “As for intent, I don’t know enough about Angelena to state an opinion. That said, my people on the ground in Italy confirm she’s been missing for years. She could have been hiding out here.” 

	“If she’s here, then she’s likely with Sofia,” I say. “Because Gio followed Sofia back to the States. Or so he said. All of this feels like a plan to make sure Kace and I have what we need to decode the formula. I don’t even care about the formula. I want this to end.” I look to Kace. “They can have it.”

	“No,” he says. “No, they can’t.” He eyes Blake. “We need a plan that doesn’t include Aria giving up her family legacy.”

	“Actually,” Blake says, “I’m with Aria. They want the formula, let’s give it to them so you can both move on and live your lives.”

	“That’s not a plan,” Kace says, and while his voice is low, it’s also tight, a snap of displeasure beneath its surface. 

	“Hear me out,” Blake says, moving to the end of the island now. “We go to Europe and do an interview announcing the discovery of the formula at the Louvre.”

	I blink. “As in the Louvre in Paris? Where the Mona Lisa is kept?”

	“Exactly,” Blake confirms. “You come out as Aria Stradivari and you announce the formula is being vaulted at the Louvre. Tell the world you’ve decided it will not be released to the public.” He eyes Kace. “If you’ll donate a Stradivarius, then it can be the display.”

	I blink and then gape. “Donate a Stradivarius? That’s millions of dollars. No. He’s not donating a Stradivarius.”

	“I’ll do it, baby,” Kace says, all nonchalant like it’s no big deal. “It’s a good tax write-off.”

	“No,” I say, ignoring the stubbornness etched in his face, and returning my attention to Blake. “No.” 

	“Chris sits on the board,” Blake says. “If he can make it happen without the violin, we’ll try, but I have to talk to Chris and tell him what we’re doing.”

	Kace is now focused on me. “You okay with Chris and Sara knowing?”

	“Yes,” I say, surprised at how easily I offered that confirmation. Gio doesn’t trust my instincts, but I do. I trust Chris and Sara and just to be sure Kace knows I’m certain, I add, “Yes, of course.”

	“The idea behind this plan,” Blake says, “is that to the outsiders looking in, the formula has been discovered, but it’s untouchable.”

	“One small problem,” I point out. “We don’t have the formula.” 

	“That’s where Chris comes into play,” Blake assures me. “We’ll get the Louvre to play along until you do have it, at which time, we’ll commit to it remaining there.”

	Kace rejects the plan. “That’s not going to work. We’re forgetting that they, whoever the hell they are, will still believe Aria and I know the formula. They’ll keep coming after us.”

	“Then give them a formula,” Blake says without missing a beat, “have it on display, with copyrights in place. But give them the wrong formula. Get close, but not exact. Tell the world you found your father’s journal. You think you’ve cracked the code. When they figure out it’s wrong, you simply say that you tried.”

	“We’re back to the original problem,” I say. “We don’t have the formula.”

	“Well, convince the museum to say they have it with plans to reveal it months from now,” Blake says. “And if you don’t figure it out, we’ll regroup.”

	He eyes Kace, but Kace is focused on me, waiting for my response. In that moment, I can almost feel the universe sewing the threads of our existence together with my father’s help. Kace and I are connected in ways we could never have understood the day we met. This is no longer a decision that affects only me and my brother. It affects Kace. “What do you think?” 

	His gaze shifts to Blake. “Let us talk.”

	Blake gives a nod and then he’s gone, heading down the stairs.  

	Kace and I turn to face each other, each of us with a hand on the island. “What do you think?” I ask again.

	“I think it’s a good plan. I think it’s the only move.”

	“Me, too,” I say. 

	His fingers catch mine again. “Gio, baby—”

	“I didn’t even tell him about the song. I didn’t tell him our plan for me to come out as myself, even before this broader vision, I didn’t tell him.”

	“Why?”

	“My instincts told me not to and I don’t think we can now. How did I go from trusting him more than anyone in the world to this?”

	His hand settles on my hip and he walks me to him. “While you were changing I was thinking about what you said about your father trusting me and not him. My father had a protégé. Alan Denver. He wanted me to be him and as much as I came to hate my father, I hated Alan more.”

	“Where is he now?”

	“CEO of one of my father’s companies. That’s half the reason I didn’t sell off at first. Some part of me needed him to know who was in control. In other words, it wasn’t just a ‘fuck you’ to my father, but also for Alan. Gio already knew I had something to do with the formula, even before we knew. Imagine showing back up and finding out I’m in bed with his sister. He’s angry and I believe that from the outside looking in, he has reasons to want you away from me. Don’t doubt that he loves you.”

	“I know he loves me and I know you’re right.” Tormented by where I am with Gio, I rotate and rest my elbows on the island, looking skyward and then back at him. “I still don’t trust him. He led a secret life for who knows how long.” I push off the island and face him again. “I don’t know what to do.”

	“Start by going to Germany with me.”

	I blink. “Germany?”

	“I talked to Blake about getting you out of the city where all the heat seems to have focused. I have a home there. We have a home there.” 

	“We?” I ask softly, a rush of emotions washing over me and settling in my chest. 

	“What’s mine is yours, baby.”

	My fingers curl on his jaw. “And what’s mine is yours.”

	He kisses my hand and surprises me by saying, “Actually, no.” 

	“Yes.”

	“No.”

	He walks to a drawer by the stove and returns with an envelope that he sets on the island. “That’s a contractual agreement that I will never profit from the formula.”

	“No,” I say firmly. “No, you are sharing my life, too, Kace. If that formula somehow turns into a future for me, it’s your future, too. I won’t take and not give.”

	 “You give me everything, Aria.” The way he says everything is low and rough and yet somehow tender, so tender my chest flutters as he adds, “And I have more than I could ever spend in ten lifetimes. This will help your brother come around, but I don’t want you to accept it blindly either. Walker has several attorneys on staff. One of them is going to meet you tomorrow and talk about how to protect yourself. I’d have you meet my guy, but he has my interests in mind.”

	“You do, too,” I argue.

	“I do,” he agrees, “which is why I want you to meet the attorney and then talk to your brother again. Decide then what to tell him.” 

	His hand slides under my hair to my neck, warm and strong. “And then say yes to going to Germany with me.”

	I have this sense of living in that storybook that once had blank pages, boring and cold, and now has become a colorful adventure of love, life, and laughter. My hand presses to his heart. “I am so in love with you, Kace August.”

	A smile curves his lips. “Is that a yes?”

	“Yes.”

	“Good.” His lips lower to mine. “And I am so damn in love with you, Aria Stradivari, that it almost hurts.”

	 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	He loves me so much he damn near hurts. 

	Kace’s confession is as surreal as it gets.

	The kiss that follows is as delicious as it gets, but when our lips part, I cannot escape that word: hurt. 

	“That’s been my fear from the beginning, Kace,” I say, meeting his curious stare. 

	His lips, such perfect lips, hint at a smile. “Me falling so damn in love with you that I won’t ever let you go?”

	I don’t smile. I can’t. My fingers twist in his shirt, aware that I am selfishly in need of this man, aware that could be dangerous. “That someone will come at you to get to me.”

	 “Perhaps that’s the brilliance of your father. He made us two pieces of a puzzle. Anyone who wants the formula needs us both alive.” He releases me and snakes his phone from his pocket. 

	“I’m texting Blake our go ahead with everything, including Germany. Then we eat. After that, we make our travel plans.” He punches in a message. “Done.” He slides his phone back into his pocket. “You know what I haven’t had in forever, and I’m craving?”

	“You’re blowing this off, Kace.”

	“I’m not. There’s a reason we have Walker Security on retainer.”

	“I know, but—”

	“No buts to it.” He steps closer, his body heat already working me over, his fingers gently stroking my hair behind my ear. “I’m not a big destiny guy, baby, but in our case, the writing is on the wall. We were always going to end up finding each other again. Your father knew we would. And he knew that I was always going to have the means and willingness to protect you. That we fell in love was a bonus none of us could see coming.”

	“He couldn’t have known we’d find each other.”

	“Of course, he did. You were supposed to have a journal handed to you at age eighteen with his instructions. It might not have made it to your hands, but his absolute intention is what made someone, Sofia, I assume, leave that note on Gio’s desk for you to find. We were always going to find each other again and we’re here now. We can’t change that and I damn sure don’t want to.” He brushes his knuckles over my cheek. “Now,” he says, prompting me again, “you will never guess what I’m craving.”

	I could push back and force the topic, but ultimately he’s right. This was all predestined by my father and we’re here now. And I feel like I belong with Kace. I feel like I’m where I’m supposed to be. And so, I smile and say, “Spaetzle.”

	“That too, but we’ll save that for Germany. Right now, I want something we can’t get, at least not with the same taste in Europe: Taco Bell.”

	“Taco Bell?” I laugh, and it’s these simple moments with Kace that I’m reminded of Sara’s words. He’s just a man. He is, I think. Human, flesh, and bone, flawed and damaged. Kace is a man with layers of damage and somehow they make him all the more perfect. “That was unexpected, but I’m all in. I love Taco Bell. It got me through many a tight month over the years.”

	A scowl appears on his handsome face. “No Taco Bell.”

	“Oh, please,” I say, and remembering my realization I’d had right before he spanked me, I lean in and settle my hands on his waist. “Being poor is about not having choices. You take what you can get. I have a choice now and Taco Bell with you sounds delicious.”

	 He inches back and studies me a moment and then says, “You really do seem better.” 

	“I am. And Taco Bell will only make me all the better.” I quirk my lips with a thought. “Is it safe to go out?”

	“You missed that part of the update with Blake. He cleared us of imminent threat and the more we hide, the more we seem like we have something to hide. But we also have Walker shadowing us.”

	“It’s weird, always having someone follow us around.”

	“You’d be surprised. You get used to it. And Walker is discreet. They’re easy to ignore.” 

	“Did you always travel with security?”

	“Yes, but before I found any recognition of my own, I’d had some threats related to my father’s work. He pissed some people off and he was rich. Hurting me or ransoming me held appeal to the wrong people. It was more about him than me.”

	I open my mouth to ask more, but he kisses me. “Taco Bell now. Ask questions, any questions you want, later, but only when I have a burrito in my hand. That’s my ransom.”

	My lips curve. “A burrito.”

	“Or three or four.” He turns me to the stairs. “Hurry. Get your purse.” 

	He smacks my backside and with the shock and the memories of earlier, I hurry forward and glance back at him over my shoulder. The awareness between us in that tiny look speaks of a deepening intimacy between us. I can’t believe how close we’ve become or how much I need him. I head up the stairs and my mind travels to my parents. I thought they were close, but my father didn’t want his journal taken to my mother. Or Gio. 

	Once I’m upstairs in the master bathroom, I quickly fill my purse and I’m just about to slide it over my shoulder when a memory sends me into the past. My father grabs my bow before I can finish the note I’m about to play. “I told you. Every fifth note. Emphasize.”

	“That doesn’t fit the song.”

	 “It’s about control. It’s about learning how to deliberately give certain notes attention. You can’t pick and choose when you have not mastered the skill. The fifth note, Aria.”

	The door to the music room opens and Angelena pokes her head inside. “Those men are back.”

	I know which men. The men in the suits that upset my father. “Again?” I ask. “What do they want?”

	He scowls and then glances at me. “What they cannot have. I’ll be back, honey.” He kisses my forehead. “Keep working.” 

	He stalks toward the door and disappears. I set my instrument in the case and hurry after him.

	I’m curled up under my father’s desk, hiding from the men in suits my father is meeting in the conference room. I hate it when they show up. They upset Dad. They keep coming back no matter how many times he tells them not to.

	The door opens and I hear Gio say, “Are you going to take the money?” 

	“We have money,” my father says. “We do well for ourselves. We don’t need more.”

	“Are you crazy? They offered you a fortune.” 

	“Once we sell that formula, the brand will be devalued. We were tasked by our ancestors to preserve the formula while protecting our brand.”

	“That’s insane, Dad. We’re targets. Take the money.”

	“Once again. We have plenty of money, son.” 

	 “Do you even have the formula?” Gio demands. “Is that the problem? You don’t have it.”  

	I pull my knees to my chest and squeeze my eyes shut. I hate those men, but I hate when Gio fights with Dad even more.

	“Son,” Dad says, his voice now a tight band, and I can hear the door shut. “No, I don’t have the formula. That’s the right answer. That’s the answer you had better memorize.”

	“What does that mean?” Gio demands. “That’s the right answer. Do you have it or do you not?”

	“There are people who would never allow that formula to see the light of day. They’d kill us to keep it a secret.”

	“Why? I don’t understand.”

	“Once it’s a mass-produced formula, the instruments that exist now, worth millions or even tens of millions, become devalued. Not to mention our legacy—Antonio’s legacy—is destroyed.”

	“If you sell it, then it’s someone else’s problem.”

	“This is our legacy, son. We, like our ancestors before us, have protected it. We protect it. And we make tough decisions to protect us and our family. You’re old enough to understand this now. It’s time to grow up.”

	“And when someone decides the way to keep the formula a secret is to kill you, then what?”

	“You’ve been talking to your mother, haven’t you?”

	I gasp and crawl out from behind the desk, to stand up. “Someone wants to kill you, Dad?” My voice squeaks out. 

	I blink back to the present, not even sure how much of that memory is accurate. I mean, I was eleven and it was a long time ago, but I think Kace visited around that time. After. I think he visited shortly after. I feel as if it was the next day, perhaps. The memories of his visit feel connected to this one, but that could be because they are newly remembered pieces of the past. I don’t really know. I need time to process the memory, maybe even write it down. 

	“I’m starving, woman,” Kace calls out from the bottom of the stairs. “Hurry.”

	At Kace’s shouted plea, I shake off the memory and grab my purse. “Coming!”

	Once I’m downstairs, I find Kace standing at the front door, leaning on the wooden surface, casual in jeans and a T-shirt, confident not just in his clothes, but in his own skin. The man has demons, but they do not defeat him, nor do they steal his principles, and I believe in that, he is all too like my father. 

	I join Kace and he pushes off the door and when he would reach for my coat, I press my hand on his chest, holding him in place, heat radiating up my arm and across my chest.  He doesn’t move. He seems to sense there is something in my mind right now and there is, so many somethings. And so, we stand there, staring at each other, a current of energy pulsing around us. We are connected. We are one. My father’s words are on my mind: we make tough decisions to protect us and our family. You’re old enough to understand this now. 

	“Your family turned their backs on you,” I say. “My mother and brother turned their backs on my father and then he adopted you.”

	His blue eyes darken. “You remembered something.”

	“Yes.”

	“Tell me,” he urges softly.

	“The men in suits visited often. They wanted to buy the formula. My father told him they didn’t have it. One day, I was under my father’s desk when he and Gio fought. Gio wanted him to take the money. Dad told him that we had plenty of money and to reveal the formula would devalue the instrument and the legacy. He told Gio we have a responsibility to protect those things.” 

	“And Gio said?”

	I tell him the rest of the story, everything I can remember. “My father believed the safest answer for us as a family was to tell the world that we didn’t have the formula.”

	“But you believe he did?”

	“Oh yes. I believe he did and we know I believe we do. Bottom line, he knew what we have figured out. Some people will kill for the formula and others for the chance to destroy it. I believe my father knew that in his death that Mom would destroy it.”

	“And Gio.”

	I think back to that memory of Dad and Gio fighting over cashing in the formula and all that I know of Gio’s personality. “I think Dad thought Gio would sell it.”

	He tilts his head, studying me. “You don’t sound convinced.”

	“I think that losing your family and seeing time passing, no, feeling it pass, begins to redefine priorities. He wanted our legacy back. He talked about it. We talked about it. I believed that to be his driving passion.”

	“Then let’s talk about the men in the suits. You have brought them up several times. Angelena spoke about them taking your father. What do you remember about them?” 

	“Not much really, but the very fact that Angelena says they took him and he’s now dead, leads me to one conclusion: they wanted the formula to destroy it and when he wouldn’t sell it, they killed the only man who could reveal it.”

	“Which would mean those people who own a Stradivarius would be the most likely suspects. Especially those in Italy at the time.” He pulls his phone from his pocket. “Like the old man who wants us to come to Italy to sell us a Stradivarius.” He punches in a rather long text message before he says, “I know Blake is looking into the seller, but I just want to be sure he’s putting together the pieces as we just did.”

	I nod, a clawing sensation in my gut. “My father didn’t give the formula to them. I know he didn’t. It’s what my mother feared would happen. I know they killed him.” 

	Kace shoves his phone back into his pocket and then settles warm, strong hands on my shoulders. “If that’s the case, baby, they would have killed him anyway because it was in his head and his heart.”

	“And now it’s in ours.”

	“Yes,” he agrees, “but we have a plan.”

	“Is it a good one?”

	“Don’t start doubting now.” His hands come down on my shoulders. “We’ve got this, Aria. You and me. We will not let your father down.”

	We.

	Just the two of us. 

	Which is so very right and so very wrong. I’m missing one thing. I need Gio to come to his senses. I need my brother back. 

	 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	Fifteen minutes later, Kace and I have taken a short, chilly, winter wonderland walk to Taco Bell. With way too much food in front of us, we sit at a table stuffing our faces and laughing. I am always laughing with this man and this new life where I share everything with Kace is more than a little surreal. We’re just finishing up when his phone buzzes with a text. “Jenny,” he says. “She wants us to come by and try a new cookie. We need to go tell her we’re headed to Germany the day after tomorrow.” 

	I straighten. “That soon?”

	“I want you out of a city that’s become a pitstop for every asshole that wants what is yours.”

	What is mine. 

	I toss my burrito wrapper on the tray, a bit of our conversation before we left the apartment coming back to me.  “I’ve never thought of the formula like that at all.”

	He tosses his paper as well. “It’s time you do. That’s one of the many things I want you to talk to the attorney about tomorrow. I want you sheltered from any liability your name represents and—”

	“Liability? What liability?”

	“Just looking at this through a cautious lens. If you have any inheritance, there may be those who try to get a piece of the pie.”

	I blink. “Wait. What? You think I have an inheritance?”

	“I have no idea, but I’d think you would. And Gio, too.”

	“Surely after this long, someone would have claimed it.”

	“Who would that be? Because whoever that is could be behind your father’s disappearance.”

	“I don’t actually know. You think this could have been about an inheritance, not the formula?”

	“Blake brought it up while you were upstairs today and I think it’s something to consider. His team is looking into it.” 

	His cellphone buzzes with a text on the table next to him. He punches a button and reads the message. “Jenny. She says to tell you the cookie has icing just for you.”

	“I’m all in for the icing, but should we really do this right now? What if someone wants to get to you through them?”

	“Believe me, I’m not oblivious to that threat and it’s just another reason to get out of the city. Blake is keeping an eye on them, but we need to say goodbye. If we don’t, they’ll know something is wrong and worry.”

	“Right. Of course, they will. We were just with them and said nothing about this.” I take a big long swig of my soda for courage before I dare to broach a difficult topic. “Alexander,” I say.

	Kace's expression doesn’t change, but there’s a distinct sharpening of his jaw. "What about him?"

	“He lives in our building and frequents Riptide. I’m going to run into him. I need to know what to say to him or how to handle him to best defuse an explosion.”

	 “You won’t run into him.” Kace finishes off a taco as if he’s said nothing but “more food, please.”

	On instant alert, I lean close. “What does that mean?”

	He balls up the taco paper and throws it into the bag. “He left the country. An opportunity he couldn’t turn down. That said, I do want you out of his path when he returns. I think buying a place that we remodel or just plan to build out to our liking, is perfect. It will be ours, not mine.”

	He wants to buy a new place with me? I blink. Stunned. Excited. Happy. Confused. “That sounds like a dream, Kace, but honestly, I love where we’re at now. I thought you didn’t want to be pushed out by Alexander.”

	“We aren’t being pushed out. It’s all part of a calculated decision. When he falls, and he will fall, I don’t need you to be there to see his meltdown.” 

	“What are you going to do? Tell me.”

	“No.”

	I blink, stunned all over again. “Kace if I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you, I mean, live with you,” I quickly correct, my cheeks heating, “then I should be the person you trust.”

	His hand covers mine, heat radiating up my arm, nerves jittery in my belly. “There is no if, baby,” he says. “You already live with me. And I do want you to spend the rest of your life with me. Exactly why I do not want you to see this part of me.”

	He wants me to spend the rest of my life with him. I thrill at this knowledge, but I force myself to focus on the obstacles he himself has put in front of us to prevent it from happening. “I thought we got rid of the secrets?”

	“This isn’t a secret. You know I’m dealing with him. It’s just me protecting you from the more explicit details.”

	“And hurting us in the process. Be you, Kace. Good, bad, ugly, sweet, wonderful, whatever. Just be you. I need things that are real in my life and so do you. I need to know the real man.”

	“You do, like no one else knows me, Aria.”

	My lips press together with this reply. He still doesn’t trust me. Maybe he will never and that’s not a path to forever. It’s a path to goodbye. “Apparently not.” I slip into my coat.

	He scowls. “What are you doing?” 

	“I need an icing-topped cookie, or ten, really badly right now, emphasis on the icing.” I stand up and start gathering the trash.  He does the same, awkwardness pinging between us. We walk to the door and he opens it and I can feel his heavy scrutiny. I don’t look at him. I walk outside where the snow has faded, and a pinch of sunshine peeks through a cloud, and I don’t stop. I turn, but three steps into a path that leads to cookies, I’m halted. 

	Kace captures my elbow, turning me to him, his gaze colliding with mine, his expression dark, almost haunted. We are near a wall, and people are busy around us, almost shoving us. He backs me up, closer to the building wall, lowering his head. “I’m trying to protect myself.” His voice is tight.

	My chin lifts in defiance of that statement. “Why do you want to live with someone you don’t trust?”

	“I trust you completely, Aria.”

	“And yet you can’t stand the idea of me seeing every part of you,” I say and it’s not a question. It’s a statement of fact.

	The muscle in his jaw tics and his hand goes to the wall over my head, his lashes lowering, a turbulent look etched on his handsome face. I catch his jacket and force his gaze to mine. “You told me you were going to handle him brutally, Kace,” I say. “I didn’t run then. I’m not going to run now.” 

	“You think you won’t.” His voice is gruffer now, his tone deeper. 

	“I don’t want a fair-weather relationship,” I say. “I can’t do fair-weather. I need to know that nothing is off limits with us. And to you.” 

	His expression is unreadable, his eyes fixed on me, a beam of scrutiny, and when I think he will reject my words, instead he says, “We are not fair-weather.” His hand slides to my back, just above my backside and he molds our hips together. “We aren’t.”

	My hand flattens on his chest, over the leather of his jacket. “Then trust me.” 

	“For now, Blake’s digging into Maggie’s death. He feels like there’s a real chance Alexander killed her. I cleared a path for him to dig without pushback from Alexander.”

	“How?”

	“Alexander is in oil. I own substantial stock in a large oil company under a holding company name. In other words, he won’t know I’m involved. I arranged for him to be offered a large contract if he proves capable with the culture. That means spending three months in Africa.”

	“But he won’t get the contract.”

	“No,” he confirms. “He will not.”

	“And when he comes back, Blake plans to have him arrested?”

	“If he finds the evidence, yes.”

	“I don’t understand why you wouldn’t tell me that.”

	“Because, baby, he won’t have the resources to hire a lawyer, let alone maintain his lifestyle. I hired someone to ensure he spirals financially.”

	“And then he’ll offer to sell you your music.”

	“Not if his assets are seized. When they’re sold off, I’ll get my music back.”

	“I don’t understand. Why would they be seized?”

	“Because they will.” 

	“Because there’s more to the story.”

	His cellphone buzzes and he grabs his phone from his pocket and glances at his messages. “More cookies, apparently. Jenny is anxious for us to arrive and try the cookies fresh from the oven.” He catches my hand and kisses it. “Let’s go finish our visit. The realtor I talked to about finding a new apartment wants to meet us at six. Knowing Jenny and Jerry, they won’t want us to leave.” 

	I blink, surprised by how fast he’s moving on this new apartment deal, but I don’t push him, not right now, but I’m no fool. There’s more to his reasoning for this, clearly, but he doesn’t think I can handle. I am reminded that you don’t have to trust someone to love them. Obviously, my father didn’t trust my mother. That’s not what I want for us.

	Kace pushes off the wall, and I slide my arms under his jacket and stare up at him. “I can handle the more, and one day, you’ll know me well enough to know that’s true.”

	 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	Kace and I enter the busy cookie shop to the sweet scent of baked goods and a squeal from Jenny from behind the counter. “Finally, she’s here!” she exclaims, drawing the attention of a good half a dozen customers. “And just in time,” she adds. “We have a fresh batch of cookies we just pulled from the oven.” She motions toward a back area. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” 

	Her reaction to my visit warms me inside while the toasty heater has me shrugging out of my coat. Kace steps behind me and aids my effort, leaning in to whisper, “I think she likes you better than me.”

	I laugh and glance over my shoulder at him. “I am an icing expert,” I inform him quite seriously.

	“So I’ve heard,” he says, as I rotate to face him. “You’ll have to prove it today.”

	“Gladly.” I rub my hands together. “I’m all about the tasting.”

	He tosses my coat over his arm and leads me through the seating area, which I only now notice the tables having cute little cookies imprinted on the tops. In the process, I don’t miss the way two women at one of those nearby tables are eyeing Kace, their heads together, all smiles and whispers. Kace notices—I know he notices—and his response is a possessive hand on my lower back, a wordless statement of ownership—his and mine. With it, I feel this sense of security that I haven’t asked for but that he’s offered freely. It matters. I don’t know if I knew how much, but I’m beginning to, so very much. 

	Kace guides me toward a hallway, but just as we attempt to enter, Jerry steps into our path, a giant wall of a man who is now blocking our way to the cookies. Today he’s wearing khakis and a shirt that reads “Cookie Bossman” but his expression is steel. “Coats or no cookies.” He holds out his arms. 

	A smile tempts my lips, but I don’t dare. Not when he’s in soldier mode. Kace complies with the command, offering up my coat before he shrugs out of his to do the same. Jerry glances between us and then orders, “I’ll cover the front. Now go sample.” He turns and leaves, disappearing beyond a doorway where I assume he will deposit our coats.

	“Why do I feel our coats are now being held captive?” I whisper conspiratorially. 

	Kace smiles. “Because they are,” he assures me. “We’ll have to pry them from his hands when we’re ready to go shopping for our new home.”

	The word home still manages to pinch my chest while his hand closing around mine as he pushes open two double steel doors is a welcome connection. Jenny is inside the kitchen waiting on us and she’s standing in front of a shiny steel island covered in silver trays of yummy cookies. She’s also wearing a pink apron with “Cookie Dominatrix” on it, which has me grinning ear-to-ear. “Obviously, you’re sampling more than one cookie,” she says, motioning us forward. “Come to the cookies, my little connoisseur of icing.” 

	I laugh and Kace and I sidle on up to the opposite side of the island as she proceeds to present the offers. “Strawberry with white chocolate icing, chocolate with peanut butter icing, and sugar with buttercream.”

	“Sugar with buttercream,” I say. “Me want. Me have to have.”

	A few minutes later, the sugar wins for me and Kace, but they are all delicious. In the midst of the sample tasting, there is a lot of chatter and laughter. “It’s closing time,” Jerry announces, joining us. “We’re locked up and the coffee is ready up front.”

	It’s not long until we’re all around a table in the main dining area sipping coffee. “We should go shopping, Aria,” Jenny offers. 

	The idea of me shopping with Kace’s godmother is another surreal moment for me. It’s family. It’s the mother and daughter activities I lost when I lost my mother. It’s wonderfully painful. “I’d like that.”

	“After we get back to the States,” Kace says, squeezing my leg. 

	Jerry scowls at Kace and leans in closer to him. “What does that mean, son?”

	“I’m taking Aria to Germany for a couple of weeks before we hit Italy and Paris for two holiday charity events.”

	Jenny’s lips purse with disapproval. “I thought you were staying home this year, Kace?” 

	“Next year,” Kace replies. “I’m looking forward to it and since Aria and I are now living together,” he glances down at me, and slides an arm around me, “I’m fairly certain we’ll have a tree.”

	“We will,” I assure them all. “I haven’t had a tree in years.”

	“Oh my!” Jenny squeals. “Oh my, this is wonderful.” She nudges Jerry. “Told you.” She claps her hands together, her eyes lighting like a child with a new toy: me. “I know what comes next.”

	Mortified that she’s about to say marriage and put Kace on the spot, and me too for that matter, I quickly say, “I’m sorry we won’t be here this year, but you both know how important this charity is to Kace.”

	Jerry’s expression tightens. “We do. It’s a good thing you’re doing, son.”

	“Why don’t you come to the Paris show?” Kace says. “You were both sick for my show here. I’ll fly you out and set you up in style.”

	Jenny glances hopefully at Jerry. “You have been promising me Paris and I hear it’s amazing during the holidays.”

	Big bad Jerry softens like a teddy bear and kisses her temple. “We’ll make it happen. We need to see him play.” 

	“Then it’s a date,” Kace says, locking them down. “I’ll coordinate everything with you once we’re in Germany.”

	I am charmed by Kace’s bond with Jerry and Jenny, and my hand finds his, drawing those dreamy blue eyes to mine. We both break into smiles and he leans in and gives me a sweet peck on the mouth. 

	My cellphone rings and just like that, I’m out of the sweet moment, my heart lurching. Hating how easily a call sets me on edge, I snake it from my purse to glance at the caller ID. A mix of relief and disappointment fills me as I eye Kace. “Nancy. I need to talk to her. She doesn’t know we’re leaving.” I give a nod and glance between Jenny and Jerry. “Work stuff. Sorry. I’ll be right back.” I stand and step away. 

	“Hey, Nancy,” I greet, standing near the front window to watch the new spill of snow flutter by the window.

	“Hi,” she greets. “I wanted to let you know I have a buyer interested in a coin collection from that list you gave me. It looks like a great sale.” I pause at the window as she runs down the details with me. “I’ll email you the details of our call with his contact information,” she closes. 

	“Perfect. Thank you.”

	“Should I go by the store and check on things?”

	“No,” I say quickly. “Actually, we should meet and talk.”

	“Oh God, am I being fired?”

	“No. No, you are not being fired, but I’d like you to work contract for me from home from now on.”

	“But what about the store?”

	Indeed, I think, what about the store? It’s just one more thing I need to have a real conversation with Gio about. “We’re changing the business model. Can you meet me tonight? You can bring the kiddo.”

	“Sure, but my sister is in town, so all is well with the babysitter. That’s her. She’ll live with it. What time and where?”

	 “Late, unfortunately,” I say, “but it’s important.” I think about the time with the realtor coming up and says, “Eight is the earliest I can do this, but I might have to change that if another meeting conflicts. I’ll know soon.” 

	“Yes, sure. Where?”

	I decide the best way to make her feel secure is for her to come to the apartment. Hoping Kace is fine with that, I say, “I’ll text you the address and let the doorman know you can come up.”

	“The doorman?” she queries. “Where am I going?”

	 “To my new apartment.”

	“Oh my God,” she gasps. “Did you move in with Kace?”

	“I did,” I say, and I’m smiling. I can’t help it. I did move in with Kace. And it’s wonderful. 

	“I have so many thoughts right now,” she says. “This is fast, but he’s hot and rich and—just so many thoughts.”

	I muster a little smile that would not have been possible an hour ago, but Kace changed that and character that she is, her mood is infectious.  “And I’m sure you’ll share them all when you get there.” 

	We say our goodbyes, and I turn to the window to admire the snow when my eyes catch on a woman directly across the street from where I stand. She’s in a winter beanie with a big fluffy ball on top, a thick coat draped around her. She seems to be staring at me. 

	Unease slides through me and I punch in Savage’s number. He answers on the first ring. “Savage at your service, milady.” 

	“There’s a woman standing directly across from me right now staring at me. It feels off.”

	“We see the little minx,” he says. “We’re going to follow her. Go back to eating cookies. Get some to go. I want the sugar with icing.”

	“How did you know what I’m doing inside?”

	“It’s a cookie shop. If you aren’t eating cookies, I’m not sure I can protect you anymore.” He hangs up. Kace’s hand settles on my shoulder and I turn to face him. “Kace.” I grab his T-shirt.

	“What’s wrong, baby?”

	“There’s a woman watching us. I called Savage.” I turn back to the glass to show him, but she’s gone. 

	 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	“She’s gone. The woman is gone.” I twist back around to face Kace. “Maybe she was just some random person. I don’t know. I called Savage. He saw her, too.” I grab Kace’s shirt again, my words hissing from between my teeth. “I knew we shouldn’t have come here.”

	“She might have been trying to see if they were open, baby.”

	“From across the street?” I ask in disbelief. 

	“It’s snowing,” he says. “Why walk over if it’s closed?”

	“Right. True. I guess you’re the voice of reason. Or not. Maybe I’m the voice of reason.” I turn back to the window, scanning for her again, something clawing in my mind. Something about the woman feels familiar. Or not, I think. I just can’t be sure.

	My cellphone rings in my hand and I glance at the caller ID, twisting around to face Kace. “Savage,” I say, answering the call. 

	 “She’s with her husband and kids, who wanted cookies. We’re all clear. Don’t forget my cookies.” He disconnects. 

	My lips press together and I let my phone fall from my ear. “Savage wants cookies. So did the woman, according to him. She had a husband and kids with her and they all wanted cookies.”

	“See,” Kace says, stroking my shoulders. “All is well, baby.”

	His touch, his intention, I know is just another way he’s telling me that he’s here, he’s with me, and while I know that, he’s not alone, either. Jenny and Jerry are here. “It still doesn’t feel right, Kace. I know you know none of this feels right.”

	“I know and I’m not going to pretend I don’t. We’re in this together, and as you said, the good, the bad, the ugly. We know there’s ugly. Which is why we’re going to Germany. And we’re flying private. They won’t know we left or where we went. Blake is a technology magician. He’ll keep us invisible.” 

	“I trust Blake. I wish Gio would cooperate. I think we’d know more. I need to try to get through to him one more time before we leave. I need to tell him I’m leaving and I have to warn him about me coming out as, well, me.”

	His expression tightens, a cynical tinge to his voice. “I don’t know, baby. Can we talk about this later, when we’re alone? And we will. Of course, we will. I promise.”

	I never miss the way he communicates. He demands in bed. He asks outside of bed. I like this about him. I love this about him. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

	He captures my hand and brings it to his mouth. The minute his lips touch my knuckles, his gaze collides with mine, and I’m floating in the deep blue sea of his eyes, the tension the mere mention of Gio has created in us both, fading. “We should go say our goodbyes,” he says, his fingers twining with mine. “The real estate agent wants to meet us in fifteen minutes. She can only get us into one tonight. The other two are tomorrow.” 

	“I can’t wait to see them,” I say. 

	His lips curve. “Me either, baby. Me either.” He turns toward the tables, intending to take me with him. 

	My feet plant and I grab his arm, rotating him back to me. “I talked to Nancy. I’m concerned about keeping her away from Gio and the store while we’re gone. I also want her to feel secure in her job. I feel like inviting her to the apartment would be a good way to do that. If you’re okay with it?”

	He shifts more directly in front of me, and when I lift my gaze, only a few inches separating us, those piercing blue eyes of his capture mine—eyes that see too much, seeing perhaps what I don’t even realize there is to see. “Why would you ask me that? It’s your apartment, too.”

	Why indeed? I don’t want to be unsteady in his world, I’m not really, but I’m still not firmly planted. Maybe I won’t be until I close the circle that connects the past and present. “You’re an inherently private person and—”

	His hand comes down on my neck over my hair. “This is why we need to move. You need to feel like our place is your home, too.”

	“I do. I really do, I just—”

	“Not yet you don’t, but baby, you will.” His voice is low, rough, a command that feels more like it’s meant for him, not me. And it’s also a promise. “I’m going to make sure of it,” he adds. “Invite her over, sooner rather than later. We’re not here long.”

	“Actually, I invited her to the house at eight. Do you think we can make that?” 

	He releases me, his eyes ripe with approval. “You invited her?”

	“I did. See? I’m not standing outside the door. I’m inside with you.”

	His lips curve. “Yes. You are.” He glances at his watch and back at me. “We should be fine. The property is right around the corner.” His hand slides to my hip, and he pulls me close one more time. “I do look forward to our first Christmas here, in our new home, together. I’m sorry it can’t be this year.”

	“Me, too,” I whisper, my heart squeezing with the promise of a next year with him, the promise of our own home and traditions. 

	This is my fairy tale come true. And just like my mother did in her own way, I’m fighting for my happy ending.

	***

	Twenty minutes later, the woman I’d seen outside the bakery, on the street, has faded from my mind, at least for the time being, and with good reason. Kace and I are just around the corner from the bakery at a luxurious high-rise building. Specifically, on the eleventh floor while a pretty blonde realtor named Carmen opens the doors to an apartment and motions us forward. “Location is everything,” she says, “but this one has far more to offer than just location.” She smiles a friendly smile at both of us. “I’ll leave you two to enjoy the walkthrough.” 

	Kace and I enter the apartment directly into a gorgeous whitewashed living area that almost appears to float on the water, the floors shiny white tiles, the entire front wall a seamless glass window. “It makes the first impression,” Kace says as the door shuts behind us. 

	“It does,” I agree, tilting my chin to glance at him. “But so does your current place.”

	“You mean, our current place.”

	“Yes,” I correct. “Our current place. Slip of the tongue.”

	“Hmm,” he says, his eyes filling with mischief. “Seems worthy of punishment later.”

	“Oh no,” I say. “Enough of that today.” 

	His lips curve. “We’ll see.” 

	“The apartment,” I say. “I’m going to look around.” I twist away from him and start walking. 

	A low sexy rumble of masculine laughter escapes his chest and does funny things to my belly. “I’ll go with you,” he says, catching up to me, and then we’re holding hands, talking about every feature of the apartment. 

	The entire place is stunning with an open concept kitchen, a gym, and to my shock, an indoor pool, as well as an outrageously large outdoor space. We end our viewing at the island in the kitchen, side by side, facing each other. “What do you think?” he asks. 

	“It’s gorgeous, and honestly, Kace, looking at a place like this to call home is a pretty amazing feeling, but so is living where we live now. Where would you put your vault? And where would you rehearse?”

	“We’ll custom build. Honestly, I’d probably just gut it all and start over.”

	“But it’s a beautiful place,” I argue.

	“It needs to be our place. The location is perfect. The view is stunning.”

	“Yes. I agree. But how much would that cost?” 

	“I don’t really care,” he says. “We both need and want to move. I’d like us to hire a contractor and do this our way.” 

	“How much does a place like this cost?”

	“It’s a wash once I sell the old place.”

	“How much, Kace?” I press.

	“Baby,” he catches my hip and steps into me, “you aren’t ready for those kinds of numbers and you know it.”

	“I suppose not,” I say, giving him a little smile, “but I want to do my part, and I need to figure how big a success I need to be. You know, set big goals. How many Stradivariuses do I need to sell?”

	His mood sobers instantly. “Aria—”

	I press my hand to his mouth. “I’m not riding your wallet. Ever. So, don’t say what you’re going to say. And you know my wings were clipped for my entire life. I need to see how high I can fly.” 

	He captures my hand at his mouth and settles it on his arm. “I know. You know I know.”

	There is something in the way he says those few, simple words that, paired with the flicker of a shadow in his eyes, leads me to one place. “Because of your father.”

	“Yes. He wanted me to be one thing. I wanted to be another. In a strange way, that’s not so unlike you and your mother, she just had better reasons for holding you back than my father did me.”

	“Your father did a horrible job of holding you back.”

	“And thank God for it because had he succeeded, I might not have met your father, and you.” He shifts back to a broader topic, softening his tone, his knuckles brushing my cheek. “Just be with me, baby. Live life with me. See the world with me.”

	A world that would have remained a tiny corner of Manhattan until I met him, I think. “I am,” I say. “I am seeing more of the world every day since I met you.”

	“And we’ve only begun. On a somewhat different note, there was something I noticed tonight when we were with Jenny and Jerry.”

	My brows furrow. “What was that?”

	“You downright panicked when Jenny was going to bring up marriage.”

	My heart explodes in my chest while my hand flattens on his. “I know you’re not a forever guy, Kace. I mean, I know we talked about forever, but I just thought it was awkward.”

	“Aria, baby, I have broken every rule I wrote with you.”

	“I’m not sure what that means,” I say cautiously.

	His hands settle on my lower back, molding us intimately close, our legs entwined. “It means that I’m in this for keeps.” He strokes my hair from my face and tilts my gaze to his. “I know we need to let everything shake out. I know you need to get to the other side of this secret you’ve been hiding. And I know you need to see where you land afterward, but just know this. I want it to be with me. And then we’ll talk about what forever means for us. I love you, baby.”

	“I love you, too. And I want to land right next to you.”

	“Remember that. Okay?”

	“Why are you saying that?”

	“We’re about to shake up your world, Aria. We’re about to open doors that have been closed. We don’t know what is on the other side.”

	“But we are,” I say, needing to hang onto him and us, trying not to think about how easily Gio might be lost. “We are.”

	“That’s right, baby. We are.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY

	With time to kill before my meeting with Nancy, Kace and I decide to check out the other two properties on our own. We can’t visit the apartments, but we can view the locations. For the small price of the cookies I’ve packaged up at the bakery, we score a ride with Savage and Adrian. And, of course, in between cookies, they entertain us in the process. “The sugar’s the best,” Savage says, licking icing from his fingers. 

	“I vote chocolate and peanut butter,” Adrian chimes in. 

	“Of course he does,” Savage replies, eyeing us around his seat. “He lives on peanut butter cups.”

	“Only on weekdays,” Adrian says. “On the weekend I eat junk food.”

	I laugh and nudge Kace. “I think I need to live like him.”

	“You will in Europe, I promise you,” he says, motioning to a building and Savage has Adrian pull over. “We’re going to get out and get a good look at the area,” Kace says, opening his door and exiting to offer me his hand. 

	I join him on the street, the night air brisk, but the snow is now long gone, and hand and hand Kace and I walk toward the towering steel building. The area is nice, though the restaurant and shopping, we decide, is limited. With Kace’s finesse, we are actually able to walk inside the building and talk to the staff, all pleasant, but in the end, we both agree. It’s just not up to the standards of the first building. 

	A few minutes later, we do the same at the second building, with about the same outcome. We’re just headed back to the SUV where Adrian and Savage lean on the vehicle, waiting for us, when an odd tingling slides down my neck. My hand goes to that newly formed hotspot under my hair and I cannot resist looking over my shoulder, scanning to find no one is there. 

	Kace’s arm slides around me and he angles us together, scanning behind us as well. “What’s up, baby?”

	“I don’t know. I just had this odd sensation of being watched.” I glance at Savage and Adrian, who seem unaffected, and back to Kace. “But they would know, right?” 

	I’ve barely spoken the question when Adrian appears by our side. “Problem?”

	“Nothing really,” I say. “I just had an odd sense of being watched. I don’t know if you know what I mean, but—” 

	“I do and never second-guess your gut. It exists for a reason.”  He makes some kind of signal to Savage and then steps aside. “Climb into the vehicle where it’s warm,” he instructs. “We’ll check the camera and have a man do a foot search.”

	 “Come on, baby,” Kace says, his hand on my back urging me forward, and I don’t have to be told twice. 

	I eagerly slide into the back of the SUV and once Kace has joined me, I say, “I hope I didn’t turn nothing into something.”

	“Better safe than sorry. Always. Let them handle it and we’ll focus on something positive like putting in an offer on that apartment.”

	Stunned, I twist around to face him. “This fast?”

	“I don’t want us to lose it and I’d like to try and get it built out while we’re gone. Or at least close to finished so we don’t end up living in a hotel. You’re happy with it, right?”

	 “Of course, I’m happy with it,” I say, and he doesn’t need further encouragement. 

	He has his phone in hand when Savage and Adrian join us in the vehicle. “All clear,” Savage says, glancing back at us, “but we’re following up with the cameras.” 

	Already we’re moving and already Kace is on the phone. I’m silently pondering the woman I’d seen earlier and now this incident, wondering if I’m losing my mind, or what. Just about when I decide I am, Kace is making an offer at ten percent under asking for half in cash. I don’t even want to know how much that is going to be and I focus on the excitement instead.

	Thirty seconds later, he’s disconnected. “Done.” He’s all nonchalant as if he hasn’t just offered some insane amount of money for a place to live. “Now we wait,” he adds.

	“When will we know?” I ask. 

	“For this level of real estate, maybe tonight,” Kace says. 

	Tonight, I repeat in my mind.

	It all feels so fast. Kace’s urgency to do this feels fast, too. I mean his logic for why he’s rushing makes sense, but he was so adamant he wouldn’t be pushed out of the building. I’m afraid this is all about that “more” he has planned for Alexander. 

	For now, though, I just want to get us both out of this city. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	The people that mean the most to me in this world are divided and fighting their own private wars. We would be stronger together and I’m the bridge to narrow that divide.

	Kace and I arrive back at our place just before Nancy is set to arrive and before we ever exit the SUV, we have word on the apartment. The buyer is eager to sell and accepted Kace’s offer.

	“Happy?” he asks.

	“Are you?”

	“Only if you are.”

	“Yes,” I say, surprised at how much I mean that word. “Very happy.”

	His eyes light and I can see that I have pleased him. I might not know his full motivation to make this move, but I know it matters to him. And I know he wants this new life and home for us to share. 

	With no time to revel in our victory, the  minute we walk in the door and shed our coats, Kace says, “I’ll put some coffee on for Nancy’s visit.”

	I step in front of him, blocking his path.  “I can’t just leave Gio, Kace. I have to try to talk to him again. I have to see him.”

	“And tell him what?”

	“That we’re leaving. He needs to leave, too. That we’re all stronger together. Think how much easier this might be with the information in his head.”

	“I don’t trust him, baby, and neither do you. I don’t want you to tell him that we’re leaving.”

	“I can’t leave and not tell him. I mean, I know he did that to me, but we both know I’m about to rock his world when I announce my identity.”

	He looks skyward, his jaw twitching before he looks at me again. “Tell him we’re going to the Hamptons for a few weeks. Don’t tell him we’re going to Europe. Nothing else.”

	“I’m revealing his identity with mine,” I argue.

	“Not for weeks, if not longer, depending on what Blake has to say. Do not give him a chance to talk to the wrong people and say the wrong things.”

	I want to hate him for turning on my brother, but I can’t. I know Gio created Kace’s distrust and anger. And he’s not alone. I feel these things, too. I’m just his sister. That shifts the dynamic. “The idea that he would do that hurts. And the idea of leaving him behind hurts.”

	“I know. And I get it. I do. I promise.” Kace cups my head and kisses my forehead. “Call him, baby.” He inches back to look at me. “Just don’t tell him too much. Okay?”

	“Yes. That’s a good plan.” 

	He kisses my temple. “I’ll make the coffee.” He steps around me and I grab my phone from my purse, hang the purse on the coatrack, and punch in Gio’s number. Of course, it goes to voicemail. 

	I sigh and leave him a message. “Gio, I’m leaving the city. I don’t feel safe here. I don’t know for how long. A few weeks maybe. I won’t be far, but I want to see you and talk to you before I leave. I beg of you. Please call me.” I disconnect and there is a knock on the door.

	I shove my phone in the pocket of my jeans and hurry to the door and reach for the handle, only to stop myself. Instead, I walk to the security panel that’s similar to the one I had at the store and use the video feed to confirm our visitor is Nancy. Thankfully, it is and I quickly open the door. “Oh my God,” she exclaims the moment she sees me. “You live here?”

	I laugh and she hurries inside, hugging me before shrugging out of her coat. “I cannot believe how life has changed for you,” she says, running a hand over the pink sweater she’s paired with black jeans. “I feel underdressed even being here.”

	“Don’t be silly. You look great.” And I think to myself, she has no idea how much life has changed, but at some point, she’ll know just how much. Just not now.  “Let’s go to the kitchen. Kace put on coffee.”

	“Kace made us coffee.” She grins. “I love your new life.”

	We head out into the living room and she gasps.  “Is that a Stradivarius?”

	“It is,” I say. 

	Her hand is on her chest. “Will he play it for us?”

	I smile. “I can’t promise that, but look at it. Just don’t touch.”

	“Right. No. I would never dare.” She walks around it, studying it, biting her lip as if it’s a hot man. “Beautiful.”

	She’s right. It is. My ancestor was brilliant. Antonio knew how to make a violin a work of art. And in the not so distant future, I might actually be able to say that out loud. Talk about surreal. 

	“How much is it worth?” she asks.

	At Nancy’s question, my gaze shoots to hers, unease in my belly. I don’t know why the question bothers me when she’s my assistant and valuing collectibles is what we do, but it does. “I didn’t ask the value of this one.”

	“You can’t guess?” she prods.

	That unease prickles more fiercely. What is wrong with me tonight? “When did I become a violin expert?”

	“Since you moved in with the greatest living violinist?” she counters. 

	“Oh,” I say and she’s right. That’s a good answer. It’s a perfect answer. It still feels wrong. “He’s the expert, but I’m learning,” I say.

	She runs her hand over the shiny black piano. “Does he play this, too?”

	“He does.” There’s pride in my voice. Kace might be my partner in life, but he’s also brilliant.

	She picks something up on top of the piano. “Is this a song he’s writing? I had no idea until recently he’s a songwriter.”

	My heart lurches when I realize she’s holding our attempts to find the formula. “He is working on a new song.” I step closer and remove it from her hand, and set it face down on the piano. “And he doesn’t like anyone looking at his early efforts.”

	“Oh right. Sorry.”

	There’s a shift of energy, a masculine rush of power, and I know Kace is present even before my attention lifts to the stairwell leading to the kitchen. Kace is standing there, leaning on the railing watching us, his blue eyes bright, his dark hair in a finger rumpled sexy mess. 

	Nancy’s gaze shifts and lifts, her lips parting in female admiration. “He’s so damn hot,” she murmurs and then immediately coughs and looks at me. “Oh God. Sorry. You’re with him now. I just—”

	I laugh. “Forget it. He is hot. I’m a lucky girl.”

	“You so are, Aria,” she agrees. 

	 “Coffee’s ready,” Kace calls out. “You two coming up?”

	My cellphone rings in my pocket where I stuffed it earlier. Gio, I think and hope, tugging it free. The moment I see his number on caller ID, my pulse leaps. “I need to take this,” I say, but I also hesitate, nervous about leaving Nancy near that sheet music. And grabbing it will just seem weird. 

	I cast Kace a pleading look and thank God, he gets me and understands. He immediately starts down the stairs. I turn away from Nancy and answer the call. The sound of loud music blasts in my ear. “Gio?”

	“Aria,” he says, and the call goes dead. 

	“No, no, no,” I murmur, quickly trying to call him back but it goes to voicemail. I try again with the same response. 

	My voicemail goes off and I punch the message to hear: I’m at The Purple Dragon bar. If we aren’t drinking, we aren’t talking. Not this time. That’s it. Nothing more.

	I inhale and twist back around to find Kace standing with Nancy as she talks a million miles an hour. I rush forward to his rescue and step to his side. “Listen, Nancy,” I say. “I’m really sorry, but something has come up. I need to cut this short. Bottom line, if you want to keep working for me, I’d love for you to do so. But from home. No more store. Ever.”

	“And we’ll double your pay,” Kace interjects.

	We both gape at him and I want to punch him. I don’t have the money for that kind of raise, but I can’t say that. Not after he made the promise. 

	“Thank you,” Nancy gushes. “Thank you. What do you need me to do?”

	“What you’ve been doing,” I say, rolling with the punches for now. “More soon.”

	“Anything you need,” she says. “I’ll work hard, I promise. Should I come by a few times a week?”

	“No.” I open my mouth to tell her about Europe and for reasons I can’t explain, change my mind. “We’re headed to the Hamptons for a bit.” 

	“Oh fabulous,” she says. “And why wouldn’t you? You’re living the good life now and I’m so happy for you.” She eyes Kace. “Always exciting to be in a rock star’s presence.” She hugs me and him before she rushes away. 

	The minute she exits the apartment, I turn to Kace. “I can’t afford to pay her double and you paying her double defeats the purpose of me forging my own path.”

	“I just wanted to make sure you had the support you needed while we travel. And zero motivation to check in on the store.”

	“And I appreciate that, but I need to feel I have my own success, too, Kace. But we’ll figure it out. Just not now. Gio called. He wants me to meet him at some bar called The Purple Dragon.”

	His jaw sets hard. “I already don’t like how that sounds. What else did he say?” 

	“I missed the call. He left a message and he won’t answer again.” I punch up the message on my phone and hand it to him. 

	Kace listens, his expression tightening, and then hands me the phone back. “I don’t like this, Aria. It feels off.”

	“I have to go.”

	“We need to make that decision with Blake.” He doesn’t wait for me to argue. He pulls his phone out and punches in a number. Blake answers quickly and I listen as Kace talks to him, debating back and forth about what to do about this invitation before the call ends. 

	“Well?” I ask before he even has time to speak.

	“He’s of the opinion that this is a chance to find out where Gio’s loyalty lies and if he’s with someone, we can find out who we’re dealing with. I’m of one thought: I don’t like it.”

	“He’s right, Kace. We need to end the threat.”

	“I need you safe.”

	“Ending the threat makes me safe. He’s my brother. He’s not going to let me get hurt.”

	His lips thin, hands on his hips. “I don’t like this.”

	“I know, but he’s my brother. I need to see him. I need us to get by this with him. Let’s go,” I say heading for the door.

	He captures my arm and turns me back to him. “You do exactly what Walker tells you and you stay by my side.” This is not a question. It’s a demand, raw intensity radiating from him.

	“He’s my brother, Kace. He might be lost right now, but he would die for me.”

	“Aria—”

	“I will.”

	“You cannot live by the ‘he’s my brother’ motto tonight. Not until we know more about where his head is.”

	My hand settles on his chest where his heart thunders beneath my palm. He’s worried about me, really worried, and no one, even Gio, has worried about me in a very long time. “I will be careful,” I promise. “I have a lot to live for now that I found you.”

	He drags me to him. “You do. And so do I. If I say we’re leaving, we’re leaving.”

	“Kace—”

	“Aria, I’m serious. If I say—”

	“Yes. Okay. Let’s just go now before he leaves.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	The very fact that I’m presently not tied up in our bed with Kace refusing to let me go to the bar, should tell Gio how much this man loves me. 

	From the moment we exit the apartment in our coats as a shelter from the winter night, nothing can shelter us from the conflict ahead with Gio, and there will be conflict. Our short history as a couple with him has established that trend with screaming and whiskey throwing. I know it’s coming. Kace knows it’s coming. He a live charge of edginess, his energy ping-ponging from him to me and back again. 

	We lock up and head toward the elevator, and he holds onto me like he’s afraid someone is going to dash around the corner and grab me and run, touching me every way possible in that precise moment. Holding my hand. His arm around my waist. His hand at my back. I am no longer invisible and we both know it, but Kace is the only one who seems to see me for me, not my last name.

	By the time we’re in the elevator, I decide his actions right now tell me three things: he really doesn’t trust Gio, he really doesn’t want to do this but knows how important it is to me, and the very fact that he is doing this for anyone says that he really trusts Blake and Walker. 

	I have this realization that despite all his money and power, all his fame and security, he doesn’t feel secure at all. He’s been alone on so many levels. He’s never had Christmas at home that I can tell. He’s never had a family holiday. The doors shut us inside, and I twist around to face him. “I’m not going anywhere. And we might not have our Christmas at home this year, but we will have memories this year to talk about forever, to cherish. And next year, we will have the biggest, most beautiful tree I can talk you into. And I might make you wear an ugly sweater. And I, we, we’ll—”

	His hand closes down on the back of my neck and he drags me to him. “Yes. Yes, we will to all of those things. Well, except for the ugly sweater. And no. You are not going anywhere.”

	The door dings open behind us and his mouth crashes over mine, hard and fast, but oh so passionately, before his lips part from mine, his hand stroking over my hair. “Let’s go do this, baby,” he murmurs, sliding an arm around me. And so we do. Two once-broken people, exit the elevator whole again, one with each other in ways neither of us thought possible. And as we cross the lobby, hand in hand, nothing good and right feels as impossible to me anymore—in fact, it all feels possible.

	Adrian and Savage are waiting for us as we exit the building into a bitter cold, both in all black, standing side by side in front of the passenger door of the SUV. I sink deeper into my coat and decide they’re like two Terminators preparing to protect Sara Connor from another Terminator: my brother. 

	“Here’s the deal,” Adrian says when we join them, taking the lead over Savage this time. “Your brother, at present at least, appears to be at the bar on his own, outside of some random female admirers.”

	“That feels rather normal for him,” I state.

	“Appears to be alone,” Savage emphasizes. “He entered alone, but he’s in a massive club packed with hundreds of people inside. There’s no way to know if he met anyone or if this is a setup.”

	I bristle. “My brother wouldn’t set me up.”

	“In other words,” Adrian says as if I haven’t spoken, “we can’t know who met him there or followed him there.”

	“But you’re monitoring his communications,” I remind them.

	“He could have throwaway phones,” Adrian counters. “We can’t know he doesn’t. We can’t monitor what we can’t see.”

	“And why meet your sister in a pickup joint?” Savage adds. “It makes no sense. I don’t like that shit.”

	“I called him and told him I needed to see him urgently,” I explain, defending Gio. I can’t help it. He’s my big brother. “He was already there when he called me back. I could hear the music. And can we talk about this on the road?” I ask. “What if he decides to come to me and we cross paths? I need to see him before we leave for Europe.”

	“We’ll talk more inside the vehicle,” Adrian says, and he and Savage step aside while 

	Adrian opens our door. 

	Talk.

	I do not want to keep talking.

	Not right now. 

	Kace urges me forward and I climb inside the SUV. To my surprise, the opposite door opens and Adrian slides in with us, effectively sandwiching me between him and Kace. He shows me a tiny white device that resembles an earbud. “This goes behind and in your ear. I’ll be the closest to you tonight at all times. If you need me simply say, ‘I need you, Adrian,’ or another option, one that tells me you’re in real trouble. ‘I don’t feel well.’ Understand?”

	“Yes,” I say quickly.

	“You can hear me in your ear,” he continues. “If I tell you to do something, you do it, without hesitation. You do it.” His tone and expression are pure steel and demand.

	I’ve never been this close to Adrian, but at this distance, he’s far more than good looks and jokes. There’s a hard, dark quality to him, that reads as dangerous. But then, I’m sure all the Walker employees are, in fact, dangerous. That’s why we hire them: to be more dangerous than the bad guys. 

	Kace’s hand settles on my shoulder, possessive and demanding. “Aria,” he urges, his concern and resistance for this meeting palpable. 

	“I understand,” I say quickly. “I’ll listen.”

	Adrian helps me insert the earpiece and then exits the vehicle to end up in the driver’s seat, while Savage is in the passenger seat. I’m not sure which seat makes which one more of the control freak. Adrian needs to drive. Savage needs to be free to do what he pleases. Kace is comfortable in the backseat where he can watch and act. I’m pretty sure Gio would be in the driver’s seat. In other words, anything he’s a part of, he’s planned. This should comfort me, but for reasons I can’t explain, it does not.

	We pull up to the club just beyond the door on the opposite side of the busy road. Apparently, the club is in the lower level corner off a fancy high-rise, one nestled in between restaurants and shops. I’m eyeing the sign and the people milling about, scanning for Gio, when Savage twists around to eye us, his attention landing on me. “Try to call Gio and get him out of the club.”

	I nod and quickly do as requested, punching in Gio’s number. It, of course, to no real surprise, lands in his voicemail. Grimacing, I leave a message. “I’m at the club but it’s loud inside. Can you come outside?” I disconnect and text the same message. 

	And then we wait. And wait.

	We wait some more and my perpetual state of unease seems to take on a monster form, grabbing a blade and carving at my insides. Thank you, Gio. I try to call him again. And of course, his voicemail greets me. Frustrated, I shove my phone in my coat pocket. “I just need to go inside.”

	Savage eyes Kace, but Kace focuses on me, angling in my direction, his hands on my shoulders, those intelligent eyes of his studying me, seeing too much. He always sees too much. He knows I’m feeling off-kilter, but he seeks that confirmation. “How are you feeling?”

	Not good, I think but I say, “Like I want to get this over with,” which is also the truth.

	“We can just wait here until he calls you back.”

	“He might not call me back, Kace.” I press my hand to his face, the roughness of a dark, one-day stubble teasing my fingers, darkening his jaw while worry furrows his brow. “I need to give this a real try,” I say, reminding him why we are doing this, but also meeting him halfway. I owe him that. “After this, I’ll let it go. I’ll accept defeat. But he’s my brother. I have to try.”

	He covers my hand with his and brings it to his lips. “I know. I know and that’s why we’re here. Let’s get it over with.” He releases me and turns to Savage. “Talk us through this.”

	“Blake’s in a van with two other men one block down,” Savage says. “He has a view from the indoor cameras. We have men inside the club. My badass self, and Mr. Peanut Butter Cup here next to me, will follow you into the club. Adrian likes to beat up bad guys more than I do.”

	“He’s not wrong,” Adrian says dryly without looking at us, and I believe him. I’d seen something in that man’s eyes a few minutes ago. 

	“I never am,” Savage jokes with a wink in our direction. “Bottom line. We’ve got your backs. So you’re walking inside just the two of you, but you’re not alone.” 

	I press my hand to my belly. “Why am I this nervous? I’m just meeting my brother.”

	“Because he won’t answer his damn phone,” Kace murmurs, almost to himself, but he doesn’t expect a reply. He pops his street-side door open and exits, offering me his hand, and when I settle my feet on the ground, he says, “Leave your coat. They might not have a coat check.”

	I nod and shrug out of it, even as he does the same of his. Once they’re discarded, my phone goes into my jeans pocket for easy access, and then I slide my Chanel purse over my head, crossing the strap around my chest. Once it rests at my hip, Kace’s arm is around me, huddling me into the warmth of his big body, just me and him, headed toward a dance club. Not a big deal and yet, it is.

	It feels more like we’re headed into a warzone, just me and him, with a couple of Terminators at our back, against the world.

	Except really, we’re just going to see my brother. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	We cross the busy street, the Manhattan night alight with activity, a virtual video game of glowing city lights, people bustling about, bundled up in winter attire. Street vendors selling random food. Men in funny boots dancing for a crowd. The club is the focus of it all, and as we near the door, music vibrates through the walls. 

	The tall forty-something doorman with tattoos all over his thick muscled-up shoulders and bare arms scowls at us and holds up a puffy looking hand. “ID’s.”

	I dig mine from my purse and show it to him. Kace is next. The man grunts and says, “Twenty-five each.”

	“That’s very expensive,” I say because it’s just the way I’ve been built. I don’t spend money on outrageous things.

	The man’s beefy face scrunches up. “Pay or don’t play.” 

	Kace arches a brow at me and palms the man the cash before sliding an arm around me. “That’s very expensive?”

	“Well, it is. They make their money on the alcohol and just because you have money that doesn’t mean we want to be robbed at the door.”

	“We have money, sweetheart,” he says, as we travel a narrow, dark hallway, “and we can handle the fifty bucks.” 

	My nerve endings are prickling, almost in warning, but then, I’ve been trained all my life to avoid the unknown. Right now, we’re living the unknown.  “I’d really like to be home right now listening to you practice, which you didn’t do today.” 

	“Me, too, baby,” Kace murmurs. “Me, too.” 

	He’s barely issued that agreement when we enter a dimly lit lounge with blue and pink neon lights on the walls and ceiling, the long bar glowing blue. Cushioned booth-style seating lines those neon glowing walls but only a few people mingle here and there. The crowd, which is clearly concentrated just beyond an arch where bodies are bouncing around on a dance floor, appears to be massive. Folding my hand firmly in his, Kace leads me forward, under the arch, and into the blast of music, the song “People I Don’t Like” by UPSAHL driving the crowd wild. And me too, a little, as the words vibrate through me: 

	Hello, it's so good to see you

	We met before, but nice to meet you

	Yeah, I don't really wanna be here like, ah-ah-ah-ah

	It feels like how Gio is treating Kace. Actually, it feels like how he’s treating me and suddenly I’m angry with my brother all over again, which isn’t a positive emotion. Kace motions to the stairs that lead to what looks like another bar area, with people leaning on the railing to watch the dancers. It’s a perfect spot to scan for Gio. I nod my approval and Kace maneuvers me in front of him, his hands possessively wrapping my waist as we weave through the crush of bodies and then start up the metal winding stairs. The higher we climb, the softer the music becomes, and when I finish the climb and step onto the elevated level just ahead of Kace, to my shock Gio steps in front of me. 

	Dressed in all black, with a beer in his hand, he looks handsome, cocky, and bigger than life. He’s always been bigger than life to me, my brother, the head of the family, after my father vanished. My heart squeezes with my love for this man, my blood, the only family I have left. When he looks at me, I see that in his eyes, too. We are family. We can’t fail each other.

	Instantly, my anger fades, and I throw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. His hand comes down on my back and he pulls me close, and whispers, “Let’s talk. Alone.”

	I can feel Kace’s jagged energy at my back and I understand why. Gio, thus far, has been a blade trying to cut the bond between us. I glance up at my brother, eyes meeting his. “I need you to talk to Kace. I need you to give him a chance.”

	He fixes me in a heavy-lidded stare, his jaw set stubbornly. “After we talk.” 

	I’m not going to change his mind and with a frustrated sigh, I turn to Kace, closing the small space between us, my hands curling on his chest. “I need to talk to him alone.”

	He stares down at me, his expression unreadable, but the edginess of his mood is back and all too real. It pulses like the music, a living breathing force, almost destructive in its power. He doesn’t want to say yes, but he lifts his chin toward the bar. “I’ll be right there.”

	 “Thank you,” I say, pushing to my toes to kiss him and when I would simply brush my lips to his, he cups my head and claims my mouth in a bruising, possessive kiss meant to make a statement: I’m his. Gio can’t take me away. I’m almost angry at him for antagonizing Gio, almost. Another part of me is aware of how alone we both were before we found each other, how certain I am in this moment that he needs me the way I need him. This part of me welcomes his response, revels in being needed and loved by this beautiful, talented man who has become my best friend and partner. I sink into the kiss, reveling in his claim on me. And in his silent promise that he will not back down, he will not walk away from me or us, not even for my brother.

	When his lips part from mine, I have no chance to speak. He sets me just to his left and steps toe to toe with Gio. My heart leaps and I force myself to stand my ground, to give them a moment, because this is what I want: for them to talk. I turn my head, my ear reaching for their voices, but the music muffles the words. My gaze jerks to Gio’s face, his expression hard, unreadable, his body stone, unmoving, but he does reply to whatever Kace has said to him. Whatever it is, it’s enough for Kace. He backs out of the stance with Gio, rotating to face me again. “I’ll be close,” he promises and that’s it. He steps away from me, and I watch as he saunters toward the bar, all kinds of cool masculine swagger and power. I watch as if this is the last time I will admire him, which is crazy. 

	“Aria.”

	At Gio’s prod, I snap my head back to him. He inclines his chin toward the tables on the opposite side of the bar. We head that way, and it’s only now that I take in the upper level, a dimly lit room with more neon blue and pink glowing from the ceiling and walls. Gio guides me deeper into the room, away from the commotion at the railing. So much so that the cluster of small round tables are completely unoccupied. Gio claims a table behind a giant shiny pillar, out of Kace’s line of sight, which I am certain is no accident. Unease pinches wickedly in my chest and I almost want to resist his choice of location, but this is Gio, I remind myself. He’s my brother and it’s clear that he’s resisting Kace’s involvement in our lives, and therefore demanding privacy. And I need to give him what he needs to have a real talk once and for all.

	A quick scan tells me there is a bar in the corner, a sign pointing down a hallway for a bathroom, and no other stairwell, no exit. With that knowledge, I feel safe enough and I claim my seat. 

	 The table is small and Gio and I are close, side by side, able to talk without shouting. A pretty, skimpily-clad blonde bombshell of a waitress shows up with a tray of shots. “We’ll take two each,” Gio says.

	“Not for me,” I say.

	Gio hands the woman cash. “Two each.” 

	I watch the woman finger the cash and I have a moment where I wonder where he’s even getting money since I spent it all on bills. It’s not like I’ve been paid by Riptide. And I certainly don’t intend to share a bank account for our business dealings right now either. Not when he’s been doing dirty side jobs for a long time, it appears, which of course, must be where he’s getting his money. He may have a huge bank account while I suffered from worry. He sets two shots in front of me. I hold up my hands. “No. I don’t drink well. You know that.”

	He leans in closer, and murmurs softly, for my ears only, “I hate your boyfriend. You love him. We both need a drink. Drink.”

	Right, I think. We need a drink. Still, I point at the shots, and say, “Not that.” 

	The waitress holds up a pink shot. “It tastes like candy, I promise.”

	Gio eyes me. “Come on, little sis. You love candy. You want to live life, live it. You’ve got your famous boyfriend and a pack of security to get you home safely.”

	I grimace and wave on the pink drink. The waitress sets it in front of me and Gio pays her by shoving money down her excessive and impressive cleavage. When she leaves, he casts a grin in my direction, wiggling an eyebrow. 

	I glower. “Really, Gio?”

	“Living life, Aria. Living life.” He lifts a shot and motions to mine. “Drink up.”

	I pick up the shot and down it, coughing with the sweet sugary concoction that still manages to burn. Gio is on shot number two by the time I recover. “That sucked,” I say. “It tasted like stale bubble gum.”

	“The second one always tastes better than the first, but we both know you won’t test that theory.” He rests his arms on the table. “Where do we start?”

	There’s a bitter taste in my mouth that isn’t all about the bubble gum shot. It’s about the burn of distrust between me, Gio, and Kace. “I trust Kace. I want you to give him a chance.”

	“You better be right about this, little sis, because we now know the word is out. You and Kace together equal the formula. You aren’t even making it hard on the bad guys. And that means I need to find Sofia and convince her I’m still in love with her.”

	I blanch. “What? Why? And you still don’t know where she is?”

	“No, I don’t know where she is, aside from obviously watching you. As to why? Because I don’t want her people to use me to get to you.”

	“What does that mean?” I ask, but I know the minute I ask. “You mean to threaten you to get me to give up what I don’t have.”

	“Exactly. I need to be an insider asset.” He downs another shot, his teeth pulling back tight across his teeth. I swear my stomach churns just thinking about that shock. Clearly I’ve had too much alcohol today. He gives a low groan. “That burns.” He sets the glass down and returns to the topic. “I have to find her first.”

	“How do you even know she’s still here in the city?”

	“Aside from her leaving the note, right before I walked in on her fucking that little bitch Lorenzo and tried to kill them both—”

	“Stop saying that. I don’t want to hear about you killing anyone.” 

	“Irrelevant right now,” he says dismissively. “And I’ve already told you this anyway. Back to how I know she’s here. Sofia had decided that you and Kace were the key to the formula.”

	“You told me a much-abbreviated version of that story, Gio.”

	“You kept hitting me, I tried to give you details. As I was saying, we—me and Sofia—were headed back here. Seemed irrational to me that she thought you and Kace had pieces of the formula, but I didn’t know about the journal. Obviously, the bitch did and didn’t tell me about it.””

	“Makes you wonder what else is in that journal, doesn’t it?”

	“Maybe something about Sofia and her family?” he asks but it’s not really a question. “Been thinking that ever since you told me about the journal. She’s here. And you’re right. She left that note for you to find. She wanted you and Kace together. I’m sure it’s her wet dream that you’re actually fucking him.”

	I scowl. “I’m not just fucking him.”

	“Bottom line, Aria. You gave her what she wants. If we don’t get to her and her people first, they will get to you and Kace. They’re not low on skills or resources.”

	“Neither are we,” I say, feeling lightheaded now and really regretting that shot. “Talk to Kace,” I press. “Talk to Walker. Help us end this. They’re good people, Gio. They can help us.”

	“And if they turn on us?”

	“We have to trust someone.”

	He twists more my direction.  “I know you trust him, Aria, but—”

	“Gio—”

	He pokes the table, his voice rough with demand. “Listen to me. I believe he’s in just as much danger as you, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t want what they want.”

	“He signed papers that legally relinquish any right or profit from our name or the Stradivarius brand.”

	He jerks back slightly. “No fucking shit. What’s the catch?”

	“There is no catch. I’m even seeing an attorney tomorrow to review the documents. Kace suggested it. And he thinks there might be an inheritance we can claim. Gio, he didn’t make Dad—”

	“I know Kace isn’t to blame for Dad’s decisions.” His expression tightens. “Dad thought I’d sell him out.”

	“Was he right?”

	His lips thin. “Back then he was. Now, no. I’m not a kid anymore. I want what was ours. I want to do right by him and protect our legacy.” 

	“Then talk to Kace, really talk to him Gio. And not here. We need a quiet, private place to talk.”

	“I’ll go talk to him. Alone. Here. If that goes well, we’ll move to a quieter spot.”

	“I don’t know if I like that idea. You did tell him I’m a money-grubbing wench.”

	“Sorry about that, but he’s still around I see.”

	“Not for the formula. I told you—”

	“I’ll talk to him,” he says. “Give us ten minutes. Okay?”

	“Fine. You have ten minutes and then I’m coming to check on you.” He starts to get up and I catch his arm. “Gio, I love Kace. I really love him.” 

	 “I know,” he says. “I see it your eyes when you look at him.”

	“And when he looks at me?”

	“I think the fucker might actually love you, too. If I didn’t think so, I wouldn’t be doing this. Plus, I was a bastard to you. I owe you.”

	“You really do, Gio.”

	“I know. I won’t let you down again. I promise. Now—stay and let me do this.”  He eyes his arm that I’m still holding.

	 I release it and he stands up. I follow and a sharp bite attacks my stomach. “Is it safe to go to the bathroom here?”

	“Yeah. There’s no exit that doesn’t require getting past me and Kace at the bar. Go. I know you have the bladder of a two-year-old.” He laughs and walks away. 

	I scoot out from behind the table and hurry toward the bathroom, that pinch in my belly turning into nausea, while my head is spinning. The hallway is a blessed release, a promise of escape. I follow an L-shape and the bathroom door appears. There’s also a stairwell. Gio was wrong. There’s an exit and my gut tells me to turn and run. I do just that. I turn and try to run, but I’m sick and I can’t catch my breath. I make it two steps and I have to stop, but I feel someone at my back. I turn and a pretty brunette is standing in front of me while the ground is sinking beneath my feet. I barely know where I’m at now but I know that I’ve been drugged. And I know who she is. “Sofia,” I say, but it comes out a whisper, air lodged in my lungs. I can’t seem to catch my breath. 

	 A tall dark-haired man steps behind her and Sofia says, “Grab her now.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	“What the fuck, Sofia?” 

	Gio’s voice bellows at my back and then he’s shoving me behind him, “Run,” he orders, but I can’t run. The world is spinning, the walls closing in. I flatten my hands on the wall, just trying to stay on my feet, but my eyes can’t focus on the ground, blackness blinking in and out of my vision. Oh God, what is happening to me?

	 “Damn it, Gio,” Sofia hisses. “Grab her. This is what we wanted. He loves her. He’ll give us what we need to get her back.”

	Grab her? She wants Gio to grab me? I tell myself to run, I do, but I can’t seem to move. 

	“I’ll fucking kill you and Lorenzo,” Gio growls and a thundering sound behind me has just enough adrenaline rushing through me for me to roll my body and flatten my back on the wall. Gio has shoved the other man, Lorenzo, I think, against the opposite wall which must have been what I heard, and he’s now punching him. Sofia pulls a gun and I try to scream, but nothing comes out. Out of nowhere it seems, Adrian is behind her, taking it from her. 

	That’s when Lorenzo and Gio plummet into Adrian and they tumble down the stairs. And I’m still frozen, my body refusing to cooperate.

	“Aria!”

	At Kace’s shout, I find it in me to push off the wall and turn toward him. The minute I see him rushing toward me, the man I love, the man I can’t lose, I’m desperate to reach him but when I try to walk, my body just gives up the fight. My head spins, my knees wobble, and my legs give out. I go down hard, slamming my knees to the wood floor, my bones rattling with the impact. Kace is instantly there, on his knees, his arms sliding around me before I do a face plant. “Aria, baby. Talk to me.” His hand is on my face, tilting my gaze to his. “What happened? Where are you hurt?”

	Suddenly my throat closes. I suck in air and wheeze. My hand goes to my throat. Kace curses and scoops me up, standing with me in his arms, Panic overcomes me. I grab Kace’s shirt. “I can’t,” I wheeze. “I can’t—breathe. I can’t—”

	“I got you, baby. I got you.” He starts shouting, “Call an ambulance! We need an ambulance! Now! Now! Now!” 

	“Put her down,” a voice says, and I blink up at Savage. “Down,” he says. “I’m a licensed surgeon. Don’t ask questions. I’m a book you can read later. Just put her down. Now.”

	My lashes lower, darkness consuming me, but when I finally find the strength to open my eyes again, I’m on the ground and Kace is leaning over me. “Hang on, baby. Hang on.” My lashes shut again—they’re just so heavy—and I hear him say, “What the hell is happening to her?”

	“They drugged her, most likely diazepam, which is a sedative. That’s what these assholes use. An overdose can shut down your lungs.”

	My lungs are shutting down. 

	I repeat the words in my mind and try to draw in air, but I can’t. I think I’m dying. I want to reach for Kace, but I can’t. 

	“Holy hell,” Kace murmurs. “What are you giving her?”  

	My eyes open to find Savage tapping a syringe over the top of me. “Naloxone,” he says. “It’s technically for an opioid overdose, which diazepam is not, but it’ll help jumpstart her lungs until I can get her on IV medication.” 

	I stare at the syringe and my eyes shut of their own accord. The needle comes next, a pinch, and then almost instantly, I gasp and sit up. Kace is squatting next to me, holding me, and Savage is immediately on his phone barking orders about an IV and a van. And all I know right now is that despite feeling pretty crappy, I can breathe again. Kace turns me into him, his hands on my face. “You scared the shit out of me, baby. You don’t get to leave me, you hear me? You don’t get to leave me.”

	Dampness clings to my cheeks, tears, I think. I’m crying. I don’t know why I’m crying, but then Sofia holding the gun flashes in my mind and I grab his arm. “Sofia had a gun. Gio. Kace where is Gio?”

	“I don’t know. Walker has eyes on him.”

	Adrian kneels in front of us. “He’s chasing Sofia. I let him go. We have men following him and right now, we need you two out of here.” 

	“Aria!”

	At Gio’s voice, my heart thunders in my chest and my mind replays Sofia’s words. Grab her. This is what we wanted. He loves her. He’ll give us what we need to get her back. 

	“Is she all right?” Gio demands and Adrian is on his feet pointing at him.

	“Stay back, compadre,” Adrian warns, “or you will not like the results.” 

	“What the fuck,” Gio growls. “She’s my sister.”

	“Where’s Sofia?” Adrian demands. 

	“She got away.”

	She got away. Those words play in my head and not in a good way. Gio kneels in front of me. “Aria—”

	“You told me there were no stairs by the bathroom, Gio. You convinced me to drink that drink.”

	“I didn’t know there were stairs.”

	“Liar. I don’t trust you, Gio. I love you, but I don’t trust you. Go away.”

	 Savage yanks at his shirt. “Get up and out of the way. We’re leaving. Now.” He motions to Kace. “Let’s go.”

	Kace strokes my hair. “Here we go, baby.” He scoops me up and stands, my hero, who I have never needed more than right this minute. He’s the reason everyone protecting me is protecting me. He’s the reason I’m alive right now.

	Gio is on his feet now in front of us. “Aria. Please. I didn’t do this. I love you.”

	“Go away, Gio. Go find Sofia.” Tears stream down my cheeks again, the pain of his betrayal too much. 

	His lashes lower and when Savage yanks him out of the way, Gio growls. “What hospital is she going to?”

	“Fuck you all the way to hell,” Savage snaps, and Adrian motions Kace forward. 

	“Hang on, Aria. We’re getting out of here right now,” Kace warns and then he starts moving. I turn into his body and hold on, shutting my eyes, and my head spins, dizziness overwhelming me before the world spins and I go blank. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	I blink awake to a dimly lit room—correction: a chilly, dark room—and fatigue in my body. I shift slightly and then Kace is leaning over me, smelling like man and miracles. “Hey,” he says, his voice a rough raspy tone, that I feel in my belly. “You’re finally awake.” 

	“Hey,” I say and lift my hand, stroking the thick dark stubble on his jaw, and noting the fatigue in his face as well. “How long have I been sleeping?”

	“About four hours.” He leans in and nuzzles my neck, inhaling deeply, his hair tickling my cheek, his big body a welcome press against mine. “God, woman,” he murmurs, his hand is on my face, as he inches back and fixes me in a stare that is no less potent for the darkness of the room. “You scared the hell out of me.”

	“I did?” I ask.

	“You did,” he assures me. “How do you feel?”

	“Groggy.” Memories pierce my mind and I’m back in the bar, in that hallway, living the moment when I’d fallen to my knees. And then Kace was there, catching me, holding me up. He is always there right before I fall, always my rock, my hero. “Thank you for catching me before I face-planted. I was drugged, right?”

	“Yes. You were drugged, and while we believe they just meant to knock you out, they gave you too much. Your lungs shut down. Thank God for Savage, who actually carries a reversal agent with him.” 

	My brows dip. “Because people frequently get drugged when he’s around?” 

	“Seems that way.” 

	“Savage,” I murmur, my mind chasing memories. “Did I dream that he’s a doctor? Because he’s not a doctor, right? That just doesn’t compute.”

	His lips curve. “Not a dream. He’s a surgeon who apparently has done open-heart surgery in the middle of enemy fire. Do you feel like you can sit up?”

	“Yes. Please.” He shifts and straightens, flipping on an overhead light, while I scoot up the mattress. “I’m still trying to get my head around Savage being a surgeon.” I scan the ceiling and the area around me and my lips part in shock. “Am I in a bed on a plane?”

	“You are, in fact, in bed on a plane. There was a general consensus that Sofia and her people have become a little too desperate to get to both of us for comfort. We made the call that we needed to be in the air and out of the city.”

	A million thoughts charge at me, questions with them, but for now I just need to get my bearings. “Are we going to Germany?”

	“Italy. We’re going to stay in Kayden Wilkens’ castle.”

	“The man from The Underground operation,” I say. 

	“Yes, exactly. Blake assures me that we’ll be safe there until we make the announcement and seal the formula in the museum.”

	“Safe? Are we sure? Rome is just four hours from Cremona. And yes, I’ve had a lot of time on my hands these past seventeen years. I know everything there is to know about Italy. We’re going to be very close to where this all started.”

	“It’s the last place they’ll expect you to go is Italy and my understanding is that The Underground is a worldwide operation and Kayden is one of its most respected leaders. The Blue Owls do not want to screw around with him.”  

	“Sara did say we can trust Kayden and Ella, and you trust her and Chris.”

	He arches a brow. “You don’t?”

	“I do,” I say. “I really do. My instincts have been trusting them from the beginning, but I just haven’t known them long. And really, truly, I knew we were doing this, I knew I was going back to Italy, but waking up on a plane is a shock, necessary, I know, but I didn’t have time to steel myself for this. How long have we been in the air?”

	“Only a couple of hours. A good five more to go. Savage wanted to be sure you were stable before we lifted off.” 

	I’m back to the battle of memories beating at my mind, things I resist, things I don’t think I want to remember, and so, I just keep working on my feet finding some semblance of solid ground. “Who’s traveling with us?”

	“Adrian and Savage for now. Once we get to Italy, Savage is headed to Paris to meet his wife and prepare for our Louvre reveal. Adam will join us once we get to Italy and replace Savage.”

	“What about our clothes?”

	“Blake and his wife grabbed everything they possibly could for us, but we’ll have to go shopping in Italy.”

	I sit up a little straighter. “What about your violins? You were able to bring them to practice, right?”

	“Yeah, baby,” he says, his expression softening. “And I don’t know how you’re worrying about my violins right now.”

	“Because they’re a part of you. Because you need to practice.” 

	“Afraid I’ll forget how to play?”

	“You know you need your violins.” 

	He squeezes my leg. “And you are one of the only people who truly understand why.”

	He’s right. I do. Because it’s not just about his craft. It’s about his sanity. Every moment he’s ever been stressed, he reaches for his violin. 

	“Maybe it’s for me, too. When you play, I’m where I belong.”

	“With me, Aria. You belong with me.”

	 “I know,” I say, but even as I do, I am remembering the gun in Sofia’s hand. I’m remembering her declaration about me being the way to get to Kace. “They wanted to take me to get to you. They said you’d give them what they want in exchange for me.” 

	His hand settles on my knee. “And they failed. They won’t get that close to you again.”

	The gun isn’t my only memory. Gio saying, “I think he might just love you as well,” now feels like the bullet in that gun. “Was Gio involved?”

	His lips thin. “None of us can figure your brother out.”

	“We convinced him that you love me. We convinced him you’d do anything for me. And in turn, he told me there weren’t stairs by the bathroom.” My voice lifts. “He convinced me to drink the drink.”

	“You think he set us up,” Kace assumes. 

	I can almost feel a blade cutting my heart, which is why all I can manage to say is, “I don’t want to even speak what I think about Gio right now out loud.”

	“There she is,” Savage says appearing behind me, and leaving over the seat, as he adds, “our little turtle dove. How do you feel?”

	I twist around to place my back to the wall, and both men in my sights. “Like I’m in an alternate universe where you’re a surgeon and I was punched in the heart by my brother, not literally, of course. And I need to pee.”

	Kace’s lips quirk and Savage gives a chuckle. “Sounds like you’re pretty damn peachy to me. I checked your vitals an hour ago. You’re all good. Pee and eat. I can look you over again afterward.” He starts to leave. 

	“Wait,” I say, and he leans back on the seat as I ask, “Do I need more treatment?”

	“Nah. You had two juicy doses of reversal drugs by IV and you’ve been breathing fine for hours.”

	“What did they give me?”

	“Most likely diazepam,” Savage says. “It’s easy to get and a common favorite of assholes of this variety.”

	I blink. “Most likely? We don’t know for sure? Those words together are not comforting.” 

	“You’re good,” he says. “I hit you with two types of reversal agents and you responded well. We drew blood before we took off. Since that was the middle of the night, we’ll get the results shortly after we land. Eat. You’ll feel better. We have a fridge full in the back.” He winks and disappears.

	I focus on Kace. “How do I know I won’t have long term side effects?”

	 “Savage assures me you’re fine, but he still arranged to have Kayden’s staff doctor look you over in Italy.” 

	“What if I’m pregnant?” The question pops into my head and out of my mouth before I can stop it.

	Kace goes still, his eyes sharp on my face. “Aria, baby,” he says slowly. “Is there something you need to tell me?”

	“No.” I grab his arm for emphasis. “No,” I repeat. “But I’m due to start my period any day and what if I don’t? We had sex way before we should have once I started on birth control pills. What if I am and the drugs caused damage to the baby?”

	He covers my hands with his. “You’re going down a rabbit hole that leads no place good. You haven’t even missed your period.”

	“I should take a test. I know it’s illogical to worry about this right now, but for some reason I am, and I don’t do things randomly. I mean, if I were pregnant and then something happened, I just couldn’t take it. Which is probably why I can’t be a mother. I’d be paranoid and worried all the time.”

	“Everyone needs a mother who worries. You’d be a wonderful mother.”

	“Oh God,” I murmur, touching his face. “I didn’t mean to take you down memory lane.”

	“You didn’t. Not at all. This isn’t about memory lane. I’m simply speaking the truth. And we’ll take a test if you’re worried, but I need you to try to relax.”

	“We?” I ask.

	“We, baby. We’re in this together. You know that.”

	“Yes, well, my father sure made sure of that. He really left a mark on you, hasn’t he?”

	“In the best of ways. Go to the bathroom. I’ll grab you some food.” He stands up and offers me his hand. 

	The minute I press my palm to his, the chill I didn’t even realize I‘d felt until this moment fades—the fear of the unknown, a return to my home country, a new future, the familiar left behind, all dust in the dark night. The uncertainty of when, where, why, and who is no longer a question. Every answer to every question in my life is me with this man. 

	He pulls me to my feet, and I sway, slightly unsteady. As if he’s trying to prove that yes, he is the answer to every question in my life, Kace reacts instantly. He wraps his arm around my waist and fits me snugly to his body. “You okay?” 

	He is a perfect contradiction. A man who is both tender and caring, demanding and fierce, damaged but never broken, and most of all, my warrior in a time of need.

	“Now I am,” I say softly. “Now, I absolutely am.”

	***

	The airplane bathroom is a decent size and with my toiletry bag, I wash up, re-do my make-up, and brush my teeth. Somehow I’m lucky enough to find my birth control pills in the bag. Obviously, Blake’s wife knew they were important. I open them and have one hormone pill left. In other words, I should start my period in a few days. I have no idea why pregnancy is on my mind, but then unprotected sex, which is essentially what Kace and I had, has a way of doing that to do a girl. I don’t know what time it is, but it has to be close to morning back home, so I pop it in the back of my mouth and swallow it. 

	Done. Pill taken.

	I’m not pregnant. End of story.

	Forcing that silly idea from my head, I quickly change into leggings, a long-sleeved tee, and sneakers. Unbidden, just as I’m about to exit the bathroom, I once again flash back to that hallway in the bar. I squeeze my eyes shut and I see what I didn’t during the attack. Sofia was holding the gun on Gio, her lovely face transformed into ugly anger. She wasn’t going to let me go even if she had to shoot Gio. I don’t know if Gio backed out of the plan they had set or what, but he meant to save me and almost died for his efforts.

	Almost. 

	Where is he now?

	I open the bathroom door and rush down the aisle to find Kace, Adrian, and Savage sitting in a lounge area. “Where is Gio?”

	Kace stands, his powerful body crowding mine, his hands on my waist as he stares down at me. “Aria—”

	“Where is my brother?”

	His expression tightens with his words. “We don’t know.”

	I blanch. “What do you mean, we don’t know?”

	I twist out of his arms and look between Savage and Adrian. “You’re the best of the best. How do you not know?”

	Kace turns me back around to him, his hands on my shoulders. “When he left us outside the club, the Walker team followed him. He turned a corner in an alleyway and then just—disappeared.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	“What happened to being the best?” I demand again, scowling at Savage and Adrian, my fear for Gio driving me and the surge of adrenaline in my body right now. “What happened? I thought no one could get past you?” I press my hands to my face and drop them. “Sorry. Sorry.” I hold up my hands in surrender. “You saved his life, Adrian. I saw you take the gun from Sofia. And you saved me, Savage.” I turn to Kace. “And I’d be alone without you, Kace. I just—I just have a bad feeling about Gio. A really bad feeling.”

	Kace’s hands, those warm, strong, talented hands, skilled in a way that made my father call him the one true daisy in the wind, settle on my waist. “You’re underestimating your brother. No one made him disappear. He chose to disappear.”

	“Except a gun can turn the invincible dead,” I say. “What about Sofia and Lorenzo?” I ask, and when the plane jumps, Kace pulls me into the lounge and down on a seat across from Adrian, while he settles in beside me across from Savage. “What about—”

	“They’re gone,” Adrian states. “All three are gone.”

	“How is this possible?” I ask, calmer now, but not by much.

	“A blackout for a two-block radius around the club,” Adrian says, “that lasted exactly five minutes to the second. People rushed from the club in a crush and the street cameras were out.” 

	“In other words,” Savage says, “someone on Sofia’s team has skills. We have no way of knowing if Gio was with Sofia when she disappeared.”

	“I want to believe he wasn’t,” I say. “I believe, I really do believe, at the very least, he backed out of whatever plan they had and helped me escape.” I change gears for a moment. “What about Angelena? I know that’s who called me. Maybe she knows where they are.”

	Kace’s hand covers mine. “You won’t like this answer.”

	I twist to face him. “What does that mean?” 

	“She was found in a hotel room by the cleaning lady,” he says, “dead from what appears to be an overdose. We’re well-connected with the NYPD and were pinged.”

	“Let me guess,” I say, my gaze sweeping the three of them. “The same drug I was drugged with.”

	Savage gives a nod. “You guessed it, sister.”

	“And the journal?” I ask. “Or copies of the journal at least?”

	“Nothing,” Adrian replies, “and she’d only been in the hotel for three days. Blake’s working to track her steps.”

	“What else don’t I know?”

	Savage takes that prod. “You want to believe Gio is innocent. I don’t. We have every reason to suspect your brother was involved with what happened last night.”

	“Except that he saved me,” I snap. “And Adrian saved him. He didn’t need saving because he was on their side.”

	“He’s the one who sent you to the bathroom by the stairs,” Kace reminds me. “He’s the one who bought your drink.”

	I angle toward him. “But now I remember the look on Sofia’s face when she held that gun on him. She was angry. I really think she would have shot him.”

	“I don’t,” Adrian says. “You were drugged and you’re not trained. I was not and I am. She wasn’t aiming at him. She was aiming beyond him. She wanted to make sure that if Kace rounded that corner he’d stay back.”

	“I saw the look on her face,” I argue.

	“She was pissed at Gio, but she’s not stupid enough to shoot in a public place,” Adrian says. “She wants to leave the country with the formula, not a most wanted poster. She knows a bullet fired doesn’t make that happen. Gio was not in danger.”

	“Then why take her gun?” I challenge.

	Adrian doesn’t miss a beat. “You never leave an enemy with a weapon, if you can take it.”

	“Amen to that,” Savage murmurs. 

	“She had to have killed her own mother,” I argue. “Angelena was her mother. I don’t believe for a minute she wouldn’t kill my brother.”

	“Hard truths, sweetheart,” Savage says. “We don’t know what happened to Angelena but we’re also not telling you Sonia, or Sofia, or whatever the fuck she calls herself,  wouldn’t kill Gio. We’re telling you she wouldn’t do it in public.”

	“In other words, they could have grabbed him and killed him,” I say, but I don’t wait for a reply. I pull my hand from Kace’s and stand up, walking back toward the area where I woke up, but I don’t sit down. I step into a galley way where there’s a fridge and microwave, and collapse against the wall, out of sight, out of my own mind. Kace steps in front of me, his legs framing my lips, hips molded to mine. “We’ll get through this. We’re doing all the right things.”

	“I can’t lose Gio, Kace. I need to know he’s on this earth breathing for me to keep breathing. He doesn’t even know how to find me.”

	“Call him when we land. And even if you can’t reach him, he’ll find you when you tell the world you’re Aria Stradivari.”

	***

	Kace convinces me to eat what turns out to be an excellent bowl of macaroni and cheese, brought in by a catering service. Afterward, Kace and Adrian end up in a meeting in the lounge and judging from Kace’s intensity, I’m pretty sure it’s about keeping me safe when we arrive in Rome. When I would join them, Savage intervenes and points to a chair. “Sit. I need to check your vitals.”

	My gut tells me he’s trying to keep me out of Kace and Adrian’s conversation, but I cave to the demand and plant myself in the chair. “Thank you, Savage,” I say as he slides a blood pressure cuff around my arm.

	“Thank me with food,” he says. “Pizza in Rome.”  

	“Pizza it is. And I still can’t believe you’re a surgeon.”

	“When you know how to save a life, you know how to take a life.” My eyes go wide and he meets my stare. “That should be comforting considering I’m protecting you. And you’re checked out and approved. All is well.”

	“We just need that bloodwork, right?”

	“Yes, but I wouldn’t worry much about that.”

	I hesitate and then lower my voice. “Would any of the drugs I’ve taken affect me or my baby if I’m pregnant?”

	He leans back on his haunches. “You think you’re pregnant?”

	“There’s a small chance, very small, but it’s worrying me. And the fact that I’m hyper-focusing on it feels like some gut instinct.”

	“One of the two drugs is completely safe. The other, there’s a slight risk of complications to the fetus, but it wouldn’t have been withheld in the ER. You were in a life-threatening situation. I’ll see if I can get a blood pregnancy test done with the sample we’ve already drawn.”

	“Thank you. How early would that show results?”

	“Have you missed your period?”

	“No, but I started on the pill and we didn’t wait the time we were supposed to wait.”

	“Then I’m going to tell you it’s too soon for the blood test and you’re probably overreacting.”

	“Oh. Okay.” I study him a moment, taken aback by this serious side to Savage. “You’re not the same person when you talk about medical issues.”

	“I’m a man of many faces,” he says, “but don’t be fooled. Not all of them are good.”

	“Now you sound like Kace.”

	“Yes,” he says. “I do. I volunteer for anything he needs for a reason. I get him. I understand him. We are more alike than we appear.”

	I tilt my head, reading between the lines. “Why are you telling me this?”

	“Because you are worried about everyone around you, even an unborn child that might not even exist, and I know what headspace that puts you in. You’ve lost people. You’re afraid of losing someone else. So has he. I get it. I fucking get it on every level. My wife could kill a bottle of wine with you just talking about how much, but this isn’t about me. It’s about you and it’s about Kace. So, when you ask yourself if he’s better off without you, the answer is no. No, he is not. Not even a little bit.”

	My mind goes to my nights with Kace and how certain I was I should walk away to protect him. Then to the night Alexander showed up in San Francisco when Kace was ready to push me away then. I thought we were beyond that place, but Savage didn’t just say those things to me for no reason. He knows something I don’t know, I think. I just don’t know and that’s the problem.

	It’s with that thought that Kace appears in front of me. “I need some shuteye. You in?”

	“Believe it or not, after all that sleep I had, I need more.” 

	He helps me to my feet and finally, I feel steady, as steady as you can be on a plane. 

	A few minutes later we’re in bed, the light above us turned out, and I’m snuggled under his arm, his heart thundering a bit too loudly beneath my palm. He’s not relaxed at all and I can’t help but connect that to his talk with Adrian that Savage kept me from joining. “What were you and Adrian talking about?”

	He’s silent a long moment before he says, “Nancy.”

	I sit up and turn on the light. “What about Nancy?”

	He inches up on his elbow. “I got a weird vibe from her at the apartment.”

	“I did, too,” I admit, “but Gio called and I forgot about it. I trust her, though. I do. I love her.”

	“I asked Blake to make sure she hasn’t been corrupted in any way.”

	“And?”

	“And she deposited ten thousand dollars in her account last week.”

	I feel those words like yet another sharp blade cutting me. If this keeps up, I’m going to bleed out, but I just have no energy to react. I don’t say anything. I don’t try to reason away the money. I just can’t. I simply turn off the light and lay back down on Kace’s shoulder. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	After a nap, Kace and I join Adrian and Savage in the lounge, and soon a bottle of expensive wine is broken out. Savage fills my glass. “Is this okay for me right now?”

	“You didn’t react to the booze. You reacted to the drugs, but,” he takes my glass, “I’ll drink yours. You wait a few days.”

	Which is fine by me, I think. I’d rather start my period before I drink again. 

	Kace whips out his practice violin, and I forget wine and pregnancy as he delivers a prelude to home with a little taste of home: his brilliant version of Paganini’s “Caprice No. 5.” Because to me, home is where my love of the violin began. I’m in heaven on a plane when Adrian challenges him to play, Maluma’s “11pm” a hit song on the Latin charts, and to my surprise, Kace knows it. 

	“Big fan,” he says, giving me a wink, and then he’s playing while Adrian begins to sing in Spanish and well. Really well. Savage is up dancing when he hits his head and we are all in stitches laughing. When the song concludes, Savage is refilling glasses. 

	“You’re a great singer, Adrian,” I say. “Wow.”

	Savage lifts his glass in Adrian’s direction. “This mofo’s brother is Rafael, as in the famous Mexican singer. And yet, here Adrian is, a badass with a gun, chasing bad guys instead of becoming a pop star.”

	“Your brother?” I ask, casting Adrian a keen eye, and thinking of the brother he said he’d killed.

	“The other brother,” Adrian says. “Rafael’s the good one. I stay away so he stays that way.”

	He stays away so his brother stays that way, I repeat in my mind, and even as I do, it rings true for Gio. He is guilty of living a double life, but I know he never intended for me to be hurt. I know he didn’t plan to hand me over to Sofia last night. He thought he could keep his life and mine divided and therefore keep me safe and that backfired. Now it’s my turn to keep us both safe.

	An hour later, Kace and I are strapped into two leather seats and we land in Rome in the early afternoon at a private airport. We’re still taxiing when I reach for my phone in my purse to find it missing. “Do you know where my phone is?” 

	“Dismantled along with mine, until after we go public,” he says. “We both have burner phones in the suitcase, including a few extras to toss after any high-risk call.”

	“But how will I call Gio or he me?”

	“You can check your messages,” he replies, “and then use a burner phone to call him, but it has to be trashed after the call. Your number isn’t gone. We just can’t use our phones right now or we risk being traced.”

	It’s moments like these that make me wonder how my mother kept us off the radar all those years. Of course, Gio wasn’t flying off to Italy back then either. “And what about Nancy?” I ask. “She’s going to know something is up if I don’t take her calls.”

	“Blake’s going to give us a more detailed update on what he found out about her later today. Then we’ll talk through how to handle her.” 

	Savage leans over the seat. “Bloodwork looks good. The moral of the story is—well, I don’t have a moral to the story, but Adrian probably has a bad joke about it. Wait for it. You’ll see.” With that, he disappears again. 

	I digest his words with a momentarily blip of relief and then I’m back to the topic of Gio and how to reach him. “How do I check my messages?”

	“Adrian’s going to help us get everything set-up once we’re at the castle.” 

	The plane halts and Kace stands up. “We’re here, baby. Home sweet Italy.”

	I smile with those words, and I feel that smile all the way to my soul. “Home sweet Italy.”  I stand and we make our way to the exit, and any hesitation I might have had about stepping foot back in Italy has faded during this flight. I’m ready to own our plan, to move forward, to celebrate a new year in a whole new light. 

	Kace and I exit the plane behind Adrian and in front of Savage, who is big, broad, and lethal, all the jokes aside right now. I realize now how they change in duty, not so much in personality but in energy. Right now, they really are Terminators protecting us. It doesn’t feel like they expect danger, but rather, they’re ready for it should it surprise us. I decide that’s actually pretty liberating. No one gets to us without going through them and they’ve already proven they will win a confrontation. Hand in hand with Kace, I draw my first breath of Italian air since I was eleven and it’s perfection, filling me with memories of pasta, holidays, and daises in the wind. The weather is milder than I expected, my coat too heavy, but then I am warm from the inside out. We walk down the short flight of stairs to find a stunning pair, a man and woman, waiting on us, both in all black, including their boots and jackets. It’s Kayden and Ella, I just know. She’s red-headed, petite, beautiful. He’s tall, with longish light brown hair, a square jaw, and a dimple in his chin.

	Adrian is the first to greet them, shaking Kayden’s hand and laughing with him and Ella just before Kace and I join them. 

	“Aria,” Ella greets, her green eyes landing on me, her red silky hair blowing in the wind. “I’m Ella.” She steps into me and hugs me. “Sara told me so much about you.” She inches back to look at me. “I know what it’s like to hide. I know what it’s like to stop hiding. We’re going to help you do that safely.”

	I believe her. I believe her. There is just something about her, just as there is about Sara. “Thank you,” I say. “So very much.”

	“No thanks needed.” 

	She smiles and eases back to her spot next to Kayden, while Kayden and Kace are shaking hands, and my gaze catches on a glimpse of ink on his arm, gone before I can make it out. “Piacere di conoscerti, Aria,” he says, turning his attention on me. His eyes are a striking pale blue, not quite as intense as Kace’s, but pretty intense. 

	As for his greeting, it means “nice to meet you” in Italian, and my eyes pinch a little as I answer with “Piacere di conoscerti, Kayden,” speaking my native language freely, comfortably for the first time in my adult life and doing so here in Italy. 

	“Did you speak English when you went to the States?” he asks, an easy confidence and air of control about him that does nothing to diminish his friendliness.

	“I did,” I confirm. “My parents felt it was important for me to know English.”

	“Kayden and I have both lived in the States,” Ella says, “so we appreciate the differences in good and bad ways between the States and Italy.”

	“Kayden,” Savage greets, stepping into our little circle to shake Kayden’s hand. “How the fuck are you?” he asks, but before Kayden can answer, Savage eyes Ella and holds ups his hands. “Don’t kick my ass. I’ll be good on this trip.”

	Ella laughs a sweet, friendly laugh. “You’re never good, Savage.” 

	Kace slides his arm around me and Kayden’s attention is back on us. “We have a lot to talk about,” he says. “Let’s get to the castle and you two can wash up and rest, and we’ll have some real Italian food and talk.” He motions to a black SUV, which is apparently the universal vehicle for bodyguards. “Your driver is Sasha,” he adds, “who will kick anyone’s ass in her way, including mine. We’ll follow you to the castle.”

	My gaze lifts to a silver sports car just beyond the SUV that’s obviously their ride. The Underground is clearly treating Kayden right. Sometimes money and power breeds a need for more money and power, but I have no sense that Kayden and Ella are those people. My gut, and friends I trust, say to trust them.  

	  Kace and I head toward the SUV and Sasha, a pretty brunette who oozes attitude and sex. “I’m Sasha,” she says, looking between us, “and I get it. Aria’s royalty in these parts and you, Kace August, are famous. Which is why I’m your personal ass-kicker.”

	Adrian joins us.  “I can handle the ass-kicking.”

	Sasha snorts. “Men. They always think they kick ass. Right until they get their asses kicked. Notice Savage isn’t riding with us. Because he learned the hard way.” She motions to Adrian and the vehicle. “You can get the door.” She heads around the hood and calls out, “Let’s go, my little pretties.” 

	Adrian’s smiling when he opens the door. “Love me some attitude. This won’t be a boring few weeks, that’s for damn sure.” 

	Laughing, I head to the vehicle, but just before I climb inside Kace catches my elbow. I turn to him and he steps behind the door, sheltering me between it and him. “How do you feel so far?” he asks, his voice a low masculine hum of concern.

	“Good. I feel good about them and this. Like I’m where I’m supposed to be. Like we’re where we’re supposed to be. Whatever happens here is what was meant to happen. I know that sounds silly, but I feel it clear to my soul.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	Kayden and Ella’s castle is in the middle of the Trastevere neighborhood, which I know because I’ve done more than a little obsessing over Italy over the years. This area is old Rome charm with narrow brick roads that double as sidewalks. That’s one thing I remember about Italy: you can sit at an outdoor restaurant table and a car could drive by so close you can touch it. To say that the Italians like to keep things cozy is an understatement.

	We travel those streets now, in between plastered buildings, little shops, and restaurants everywhere, and I am bubbling with excitement. And it’s not just about being in Italy. It’s about the freedom to be somewhere other than a corner of New York City.

	I’m trying to figure out where a castle could possibly be hidden when we turn a corner into a square with a gated stone castle as the centerpiece. “And there it is,” Kace murmurs. “A little piece of history. The history is one of the things I love about this country.” He kisses my hand. “And you’re a part of that history, baby.”

	“My father was,” I say, feeling pride in how hard he worked to maintain the Stradivari name and quality.

	“You are making him proud, baby. I believe that. The more I think about it, the more I know that hiding and letting the name die was not what he would have wanted.”

	“You’re right,” I say. “You’re so right. I believe in what we’re doing. And I believe that’s why being here, right now, feels exciting.”

	Sasha must hit a button somewhere because the gates to the castle begin to open and I find myself smiling up at Kace. “I’ve never been in a castle.”

	He leans in, his breath a warm tease of my lips, his hand on my face. “You’re going to live the life you deserve now, baby. I’m going to make sure of it.”

	“Kace,” I whisper, my hand covering his. He blows me away every day. He really does. He saved me, he keeps saving me and yet he would tell me I’m saving him. The SUV halts and Kace kisses me before releasing me and following our progress. The gates to the castle open and we enter the grounds, following a half-circle driveway to stop in front of a staircase that leads to a giant door. 

	“Here we go, baby,” Kace says, squeezing my leg. “Our resting spot until we head to France and we’re one step closer to popping open the prison door.” As if for emphasis, he does just that. He pops opens the door and winks, and be still my heart when the man is in full Kace August charm mode. I’m a giddy schoolgirl with a new boyfriend. And it’s pretty wonderful to be an adult riding that kind of high. 

	Smiling, excited for our shared journey, I accept his hand and slide out of the vehicle, inhaling the scent of flowers, daisies blowing in the wind, I think. Of course, it’s November and the season is gone—it’s my imagination. Still, I inhale my imaginary flowers and snuggle into my coat as a delicious Italian wind whispers around us, just chilly enough to stir up memories of the holidays past, while offering hope for the holidays for the future. “I want to come back for daisy season next year.”

	 Kace tenderly strokes a wayward strand of hair from my face, his eyes meeting mine tenderness in their depths. “I can’t think of anything more perfect to celebrate our new life.”

	A smile breaks easily to my lips while the purr of Kayden’s fancy sports car pulling down the drive and into a garage draws our attention. Kace shuts the SUV’s door as the front door to the castle opens. A short, robust Italian woman greets us. 

	“Welcome!” she says, all smiles and friendliness as she motions us forward. 

	“That’s Marabella,” Sasha says as she and Adrian join us on either side. “Be careful with that one,” she warns. “She likes to feed people and make them fat.”

	I laugh. “So did my mother,” I say. “It’s an Italian thing.”

	“Same with Mexican moms,” Adrian says. “I do miss those homemade tamales, but I’ll settle for some pasta. I think Marabella is about to be my second mom.” 

	The sound of a motorcycle flying down the drive draws everyone’s attention. “That would be Savage,” Adrian says. “He had to have a motorcycle for fast escapes, he claims. In other words, he wanted a toy to drive fast and wild.” 

	In other words, and more likely, I think, he wanted a toy we could run away on fast, but I don’t linger on that idea. 

	“Ever ridden on one?” Kace asks. 

	“Never,” I say. “And I’ve never wanted to either. I’m the one who would be pavement plaster.”

	“Not with me driving. Believe me. You’ll change your mind once you get the wind under your chin.”

	“You ride?”

	“I might have a small collection of motorcycles in Germany.” His lips curve and he leans in and whispers, “And we can drive fast and wild.”

	“You do that just fine without a motorcycle.”

	He wiggles an eyebrow and then says, “Seriously. It’s a great way to explore the city. I’ll talk you into it.”

	Exploring the city with Kace is an appealing idea that tempts, but caution beckons. “You think we can even do that? I mean, aren’t we under lock and key?”

	“I’ll make it happen.”

	And again, I believe him. He will. Everything good that’s happening is because Kace made it happen. For me. Because he loves me and every decision he’s making is ultimately selfless and for me. I will not forget that. I lace my fingers with his, push to my toes and kiss him before whispering, “I know you will. You’re my hero.” 

	He goes still, so very still, and while his expression does not change, there’s a spike of dark energy to him that I don’t understand. I’m about to ask, but Savage halts his roaring motorcycle just behind us and kills the engine. He yanks off his helmet. “Nothing like an engine buzzing between your thighs.”

	I snort laughter and Sasha rolls her eyes. “He’s still so very Savage.” She heads up the stairs and motions us forward. “Let’s go get cozy, everyone.”

	Kace catches my hand and folds it over his elbow, fitting my hip to his, as if he needs me extra close all of a sudden, and he doesn’t look at me. Something is off with him and I’m not sure what or why. I called him a hero. Why is that a problem? Sasha and Marabella disappear inside the doorway and for now, I set the question aside as we follow them. Adrian and Savage are behind us as we step into a stunning open foyer larger than three giant living rooms, stone beneath our feet, a towering ceiling above our heads. A massive winding stairwell with thick banisters is in the center. To our right and left sit eight-foot high arched wooden doors. Kayden and Ella appear from the right beneath the stairwell, both having discarded their jackets.

	“We have three towers,” Kayden says as they join us, stepping directly in front of me and Kace. “Each door lifts with a code except the center tower that is simply up the stairs. That’s also where we own a collectibles store, much like the one I hear you have in New York, Aria. For us, it’s more of a place to meet clients outside the main castle than it is an active store, though you’d probably enjoy a look around.”

	I’m intrigued. Kace is not. “Then the castle’s open to the public?” Kace asks, sounding concerned.

	“Only that one door,” Kayden assures him, “which is why the door between the store and the castle stays shut. You’ll stay in our tower where I know you’re protected.” He hands us each a card with several numbers written on them. “Those are the codes you’ll need to navigate the castle. Memorize them. Destroy the card. Don’t share them.”

	“No one stays in Kayden and Ella’s tower,” Sasha says. “You’re getting VIP treatment.”

	Kace meets Kayden’s stare. “We can stay elsewhere.”

	“Not necessary,” Ella chimes in. “I want Aria close. I know what it’s like to live a life that is not really your own, which is a story I can share later. For now,” her eyes meet mine, “just know that I think I can help.”

	“I’d like that,” I say, “very much, but what about Kace’s need to practice? Will he disturb you?”

	Kace laughs one of his deep masculine laughs, all hints of his stormy turn of moments before evaporating with it. “Slave driver, are you?”

	“Yes,” I say primly. “You have a show coming up. You aren’t losing your skills because my brother decided to invite the world to chase us.”

	“Some would say I can’t lose them,” he challenges.

	“And my father would say, ‘Cazzatte.’”

	He laughs again. “Your father was a smart man.” 

	Ella laughs now, too. “I think I’d have liked your father, Aria. As for practice, I have a dance studio at the top of the tower. It’s a perfect spot. Maybe I can even dance when you play. I was an aspiring ballerina, right before I became a CIA agent.”

	I blanch. “CIA agent?” 

	“That’s an interesting combination,” Kace comments.

	“Yep,” Ella says. “I can plié in my pink slippers while shooting a bad guy. It’s a rare talent.” 

	“No truer words have been spoken,” Kayden assures us, giving Ella a wink before he gets back to business. “Adrian and Savage will be in the opposite tower with Marabella. Adriel, my right-hand man who lives in that tower is away for a few weeks so you’ll have plenty of room.”

	“Only a few days for me before I leave for France,” Savage says, wrapping his arm around Marabella. “But I can do a lot of eating in that time.”

	Marabella grins and I have this crazy sense of being in the middle of a secret society that is also just one big family. “I’m going to feed you all,” she announces. “In fact, I have fresh chocolate croissants about to go in the oven now.”

	“My stomach just growled,” Adrian says. “Bring ‘em on, Marbella, goddess of my belly.”

	Marabella laughs and Kayden motions to Savage and Adrian. “Let’s chat.” He eyes Ella. “Can you—”

	“I can,” she says with a smile, and when he kisses her, I feel the spark between them, the closeness, and for the first time in my life, I feel no envy. I have what they have with Kace. I glance up at him and he arches a brow. I just smile. He reaches up and strokes my cheek, heat in his eyes, and an intimate promise in the curve of his perfect mouth. 

	Ella then motions toward the tower to our left. “Let’s get you settled.”

	A few minutes later, we’re standing in an amazing room with stone floors, a fireplace, and a canopy bed, our coats on a chair in the corner. Ella indicates a switch on the wall. “This controls the fireplace.” She flips it and the fireplace lights up. “Use it as liberally as you want. The castle gets cold. I’ll give you a few minutes to settle in. I’ll be in the kitchen just off the living room making coffee for those croissants. Kayden and I thought it would be nice if we chatted a bit, just the four of us.” 

	She disappears and shuts the door behind her. I immediately turn to Kace. “Why did you get upset?”

	“I’m not sure what you’re referencing.”

	“You do. I called you a hero and you went cold on me.”

	He closes the space between us, his hand settling on my shoulders, his touch possessive, powerful. “I’m never cold with you.”

	“Okay. Topic set aside for now, but you’re on notice. We’ll be discussing this when I can be more demanding.”

	“Naked?”

	“If that’s what it takes. Yes. Naked.” I curl my fingers on his chest. “I see you, Kace August. Even when you don’t want me to see you.”

	“I never don’t want you to see me.”

	“Wrong answer,” I say. “We both know that’s not true, but for now, I’ll let you off the hook. But only because we have to go meet with Kayden and Ella and I need to check my messages.” 

	“And I need you to prepare yourself for the fact that he might not have called.”

	My heart pinches at the idea. No, it pinches at the idea that he might not ever call again. “I know. I do. I just need to know if he has or not.”

	His forehead comes down on mine. “Baby—”

	I pull back to study him. “What do you know that I don’t know?”

	His mood shifts, darkening, a muscle in his jaw ticking. “What I know is that you almost died last night. Had Savage not been with us, you might have. We can’t do forever if you aren’t here. This fight is for nothing if you leave me.  And so, I cannot, and will not, blindly trust Gio with your life. And I’m asking you not to either.”

	“I’m not.” My hand settles on his chest. “You know I’m not.”

	“You say that. I hear you say it, but I watched you on the plane go from persecuting him to protecting him in a matter of minutes.”

	 I bristle, stepping out of his reach and folding my arms in front of me. “He’s my brother. Of course, I want him to be good. Right now, I just want to listen to the messages. Can I do that?”

	He studies me a long moment that turns into three, and then inclines his chin, turning away to open his suitcase. After a quick grab, he hands me a phone. “This one is for your use here in Europe. Don’t use it to call anyone but me, Walker, or those in Kayden and Ella’s circle. Adrian already programmed all the numbers in for you, including mine.” He holds up another phone. “I have it with me.” He shoves it in his pocket and adds, “Use another phone for anything else and destroy the SIM card afterward.” He reaches into the suitcase again and tosses a half dozen phones on the bed. “We have plenty. But it’s safe to check your messages on your new personal phone without risks.” He then gives me instructions to check the messages. 

	“Got it,” I say when he finishes.

	His reply is one of his heavy-lidded stares that I can’t begin to read. Then without a word, he walks to the fireplace and leans a hand on the mantel, staring into the flames, his broad shoulders bunched. The Gio thing is getting to him and I get it. I’d react the same if he’d been drugged, but I can’t just shut Gio out. Not yet. 

	Sitting down on a giant oversized chair at the corner of the fireplace, I dial in the codes to get my messages. There is one new message that begins to play. My heart sinks when I hear the weak, elderly voice that is not Gio. “Ms. Alard, this is Donelle Bianchini. I realize that you planned to visit me here in Italy later in the month, but I am not a well man. It would in both our best interests if you could meet me sooner. Please call. I’d like to die peacefully with all that is dear to me properly attended to.”

	I swallow hard and set the phone on the chair. “Kace,” I say, setting the phone on the mattress. 

	He pushes off the fireboard and turns to me, tilting his head. “What’s wrong?”

	“Gio didn’t call, but Donelle Bianchini did.”

	His eyes narrow, his spine straightening. “The seller of the 1685 Fetzer Stradivarius that we’re supposed to meet here in Rome?”

	“Yes,” I say, feeling chilled to the bone with where this leads me. “He says he’s sick and doesn’t have much time left, as in dying. He sounded weak, Kace, but this all feels weird.” I stand up and we close the small space between us. “We’ve talked about this, about him,” I say, my hand settling on his chest, my need to touch him right now almost urgent. “It’s as if we were being lured to Rome and now we’re here, and—”

	“It’s almost as if he knows we’re here,” he supplies.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	Fifteen minutes after I’ve discovered that voicemail, we’re at a kitchen table that sits in an alcove of the castle’s chef-style kitchen with steaming coffee in our cups. With us are Adrian, Kayden, and Ella, while Marabella fills coffee cups for each of us. I don’t ask where Savage is and neither does Kace, who is clearly on a mission for answers as he gets right to the point.

	“The buzz about Donelle Bianchini came to me through my agent,” he says, “and right about the time we now know Sofia and these Blue Owls were hunting me and Aria down. My question is where are we on finding out his real story?” 

	“Point blank,” Kayden says, “he’s not a random seller that just happened to connect with you.”

	Kace leans in closer. “What does that mean?”

	I sit up straighter. “Yes, what does that mean?”

	“He went to school with your father,” Kayden replies. “After which, the two of them stayed in touch and were part of a historic society.”

	“In other words,” Ella says, “they have a deep history.”

	I sit back, the air knocked out of me. “So it’s all a setup.”

	“Seems that way,” Ella agrees, as Marabella sets a croissant in front of me. 

	“This will help,” Marabella promises and my lashes lower with the impact of her mothering, so like that of my own mother in this very moment when the past has chosen to collide with the present.

	She starts to move away and afraid I’ve been rude, I catch her hand. “Thank you, Marabella. Very much. You just reminded me of my mother there a moment.” I ball my hand at my chest, over my breast. “It got me right here.”

	“Of course it did, bella. You need hot chocolate. It soothes the nerves. Coffee frazzles the nerves.” She pats my hand and walks away.

	 “Does Donelle know Aria’s here?” Kace asks, clearly focused on the danger at hand.
Kayden arches a brow. “You mean does he know you’re both here? Because they need you both. And logically, no,” Kayden adds, sipping his coffee, his tattooed arms now exposed with his jacket gone, the ink on his wrist that of a hawk that matches the one on Ella’s wrist. I wonder about the tattoos that bind them while a name, my name, Stradivari, binds me and Kace in ways I never imagined possible. The same name that wants to destroy me and us.

	“Walker kept you off the books,” Kayden continues, drawing me back into the moment, “and I have eyes and ears all over Italy and France. I’d hear a buzz about Aria Stradivari returning from the dead.” He glances at me. “I knew about Gio.”

	I tilt my head, confused. “I thought Blake said you didn’t.”

	“I didn’t know who he was at the time,” he replies, “but I knew about the new man working with the Blue Owls. We’ve now been able to reconcile the two as one.”

	“What do you know about his involvement with them now?” Kace asks.

	“Word on the street is that he’s still involved,” Ella replies, “and that’s a problem because that puts him at odds with Kayden.”

	“They’re a rogue and dangerous operation,” Kayden says. “If I allow that to continue, I’ll not just appear weak, I would be weak. That has consequences I won’t try to explain. What matters here is that I won’t allow the Blue Owls to survive. Gio needs to get on the right side now.”

	There is a lethal quality to Kayden in that moment that is downright palpable. “He was just trying to find out what they knew about our father and the formula,” I defend quickly. “We both secretly hoped he was alive.”

	“I don’t doubt that,” Kayden says, “but the lure of easy money can be a drug. I’ve seen it happen too many times.”

	Adrian sets his cup down. “I told Kayden about what went down at the club. He’s aware of our uncertainty about Gio’s motives.”

	Kayden eyes Kace. “What do you think?”

	“She loves him,” he says. “Therefore I need to protect him, but not at Aria’s expense.” His tone is absolute and he leaves no room for discussion on that topic. He moves on. “Do we know if Donelle is working with the Blue Owls or is this an entirely different attempt to get the formula?”

	“I was going to bring that up next,” Kayden replies. “He has no obvious connection to the Blue Owls that we can find, but there could be a more elusive connection to someone in his circle. We’re working on that.”

	“Let’s dissect one thing at a time,” Adrian says. “We need to decide what to do about Donelle, Gio, and then the Stradivari name reveal. Starting with Gio, who seems to be this wildcard affecting every plan we make. What are you doing to fix that?”

	Kayden sips his coffee. “Gio and the Blue Owls become a non-issue if we remove their motivation to hunt Kace and Aria, at least for everyone but me. I say we deal with Donelle first simply because I don’t like unknowns. Then we dive into the Aria Stradivari reveal.”

	“We’re against the Louvre for placement by the way,” Ella adds. “Not only is the Stradivari a piece of Rome’s history, we’d have to travel for the reveal.”

	“I’ve already talked to Blake,” Kayden says. “The Galleria Borghese here in Rome will do what we need, and as a bonus, I’ll put the word out that the formula is under my protection.” 

	“And I’d prefer to leave Chris and Sara out of this,” Ella says. “For their protection.”

	Kace glances at me. “Yes,” I say in answer to his silent question. “My father would approve. And I certainly approve of leaving Chris and Sara out of this.” I eye Kayden. “You know we don’t exactly have the formula yet, right? We’re close but we don’t have it.”

	“The story I told the Galleria Borghese is this,” he says, “your father inherited what was left of the formula which is incomplete and damaged. You’ve had experts try to put it together but at this point in time, you’ve decided it’s forever lost. We’ll present them a sealed envelope and a partial formula the public can see.” He glances at Kace. “And I understand you have a violin to go on display with it.”

	“I do,” Kace says. “We brought it with us.”

	I glance over at him. “We talked about this. That’s millions of dollars.”

	“Decision made, baby,” he says. “The gallery needs an incentive to do this. We’re doing this.” He glances at Kayden. “What if the press asks Aria why she came forward now?”

	Adrian lifts his cup in my direction. “What do you want to say?”

	“The truth. My father disappeared. My mother hid us away and as I’ve gotten older, I felt we did his memory a disservice.”

	Adrian glances at Kayden and Ella and there’s a silent consensus between them before Adrian says, “Then say that.”

	“What about her father’s murder?” Kace asks. “Will it spook the killer to find out that she’s alive?”

	“It might,” Adrian says with surprising frankness. “But this is all going to come back to the Blue Owls, who Kayden plans to dismantle.”

	“Sooner than later,” Kayden agrees and then gets back to the topic. “The same way I feel about dealing with Donelle and the reveal.”

	“When?” Kace asks. 

	“Donelle two days from now on Thursday,” Kayden says. “The reveal and a press conference on Monday. I’ll handle the museum.” He eyes me. “You handle Donelle. Call him. Set up the meeting. If the Blue Owls show up after the call, we’ll be ready and one step closer to erasing them as a threat. Maybe we’ll even get lucky and Gio will show up.”

	Marabella sets hot cocoa in front of me. “Drink. It’s lovely, I promise.”

	I do. I drink, and it’s thick and rich and wonderful. “Thank you.” I offer a weak smile and then glance at Kace. “I’m remarkably nervous about a phone call.”

	 “A path to freedom, baby,” Kace says. “You can do this.”

	“Right. Freedom.” I sip the chocolate and pull my phone from my pocket. “I need his number.”

	Adrian slides a phone across the table in my direction. “Use that one. The number is in the phone.”

	I scoot my phone back into my pocket and quickly snag the one Adrian has offered me. Allowing myself no time to be nervous, I punch the call button on the pre-set number. A woman answers. “This is May, can I help you?”

	“I’m trying to reach Donelle Bianchini, please.”

	“May I tell him who’s calling?”

	“Aria Alard on behalf of Kace August.”

	“Hold, please.” There is silence for several beats before I hear, “Ms. Alard.”

	“Mr. Bianchini,” I say, glancing at Kace. “I got your message. I’m so sorry you’re ill.”

	“Well, it does my heart right to hear your voice. Can you come sooner than we discussed?”

	“How does Wednesday work for you?”

	“Oh much better. I can hold out until Wednesday. Can you come in the evening? I seem to feel better when the sun sets.”

	“Of course. What time?”

	“Seven would be perfect.”

	“We’ll see you then,” I confirm. 

	“Mr. August will be with you?”

	“Yes,” I say, waiting for the unease to follow, but it doesn’t. He’s a fan of Kace’s music. He wants Kace to buy the violin. Of course, he wants him there. “He will.”

	“Wonderful.” There is delight in his voice. “Do you think he’ll play the violin for me?”

	“I’m certain he’d be honored to play the Fetzer for you.”

	“Oh, a dying man’s dream. I would love to hear him play ‘Toccata’ live. I’ll see you soon.”

	We disconnect and I set the phone down. “He’s either a good actor or he’s not playing us.” I glance at Kace. “He called you playing for him a dying man’s dream.”

	“Then I’ll play for him if that’s what it takes to find out what this is really about.” He glances at Kayden. “I’ll go alone.”

	“Aria needs to go as well,” Kayden says. “We’re setting a trap. We want the wolves to bite. Both of you together are the perfect bait.”

	“No,” Kace says, his voice absolute. “She’s not going. She stays here where she’s safe.”

	I twist around to him. “Kace—”

	“No, Aria. I told you. I’m keeping you safe.”

	“If Gio’s there, he might not show himself if I’m not.”

	“I’m not making this decision for Gio.”

	“You’re not making it for me either,” I argue. “We want this to end. I have to have the courage to do what it takes to make that happen.”

	“She’ll be well protected,” Kayden assures him. “And you’ll be with her.”

	“No,” Kace says. “This is non-negotiable.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY

	Kace doesn’t give in. 

	He doesn’t want me to go to the meeting with Donelle. In fact, he insists I will not go with him.

	After his “non-negotiable” statement, the meeting with Kayden and Ella wraps up pretty quickly. “I’m going to get to work putting the pieces of our operations together,” Kayden says, obviously sensing we need some space to hash out the details of our disagreement.

	Once the four of us say our goodbyes, Kace and I walk calmly toward our bedroom, but there is a crackle of tension in the air between us that all but sparks. I’m angry. He’s angry. We’re combustible. Kace opens the tall, heavy door to our room and I walk inside before him. He follows, but I only make it a few steps before he’s captured my wrist and then the other, pulling me to him. I end up against the door, his powerful legs framing mine, one of his hands on the wall above my head. 

	“You will not go to that meeting. The end.”

	Anger sparks in me hard and fast. “What happened to the man who only wanted to control me when we were fucking?”

	“All bets are off when you try to get yourself killed. It’s my duty to protect you. That is non-negotiable.”

	“Again with the non-negotiable?” I challenge. “I’m trying to keep us all alive.”

	“You will not go to that meeting.”

	“You don’t own me, Kace.”

	One of his hands is suddenly on my head, fingers tangling roughly in my hair, his other hand on my backside, molding me to him. “No?”

	“No, and you know it.”

	“Do I?” he challenges and I never have the chance to reply. 

	His mouth comes down on mine, rough with demand, his tongue licking wickedly against my tongue. I try to resist, I do, but the taste of him, possessive and hot, undoes me. I moan and melt into the kiss. And when he has my surrender, he parts our lips and says, “You don’t get to die on me, Aria, and if that means I have to tie you to the damn bed and keep you here in this room until this is over, I will.”

	His voice is low, rough, a rasp of sandpaper that would bite if not for the desperation beneath his surface, the pain that lurks there, the pain I know, and understand. “Kace, I—”

	I never finish that sentence. His mouth comes down on mine again and all the fight between us becomes passion. We’re ripping at each other’s clothes to undress, kissing each other like we will never kiss each other again, and the next thing I know, we’re naked and still by the door. Kace’s hand cups my face and he doesn’t speak, but he doesn’t have to. I see the words in his eyes, I can’t lose you, and I know they are echoed in my eyes.

	Seconds tick by, passion rising between us, and then he is kissing me, and I am kissing him, passion exploding between us again, and we are nearly desperate for each other. We are all over each other, kissing, licking, touching, wicked little bites here and there. The scent of him, so marvelously earthy and male, seduces me, and I inhale it and decide he’s my drug. He’s my addiction. He lifts my leg and presses inside me, cupping my backside and picking me up as he does. He rotates, his back against the wall, and I lean into him, kissing him. I’m as lost in him as he is in me, and I know nothing but the sway and thrusts of our bodies. 

	When it’s over, he carries me to the bed and lays me on the mattress. “Don’t move,” he orders, and then he disappears, returning with a towel. I accept it and roll to my side. He slides in behind me, his big body cradling mine. “I don’t own you, but right now I wish I did. I don’t want you to go to that meeting.”

	I rotate to face him, my hand going to his face, the torment in his eyes stealing my breath. “Kace,” I whisper. 

	 “I love you,” he says. “I’m asking you not to go.” 

	“I don’t want you to go, either. Can’t we just do it together? Live or die together?”

	His lashes lower and his expression is all stark lines and shadows. His reaction hurts me. “I won’t go,” I promise.

	His lashes lift and the sea of relief I find in his blue eyes undoes me. He undoes me. Just as he completes me. And I do not regret my promise at all. At least not now, but some part of me fears I will, sooner rather than later. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	I fall asleep with Kace holding me and wake to him kissing my neck. “Aria, baby.”

	My lips curve and I decide I want to wake up every day of the rest of my life with this man calling me baby. I roll over, cozy in a warm, dim room with the fire crackling in the corner to find him deliciously shirtless and lying next to me. “What time is it?”

	“Seven. We need to get up and try to adjust to Rome time. Kayden and Ella want us to go to dinner with them.”

	I swear my stomach growls with the idea and I raise up on an elbow. “Pasta?”

	He laughs. “Yes. Pasta.”

	“Then yes to dinner as long as I have time to shower.”

	“You do. We’re meeting them downstairs at eight.”

	Turns out an hour is plenty of time to shower, spend some naughty naked time under the hot water, and get dressed. For me, that’s black jeans and a long-sleeved maroon sweater. For Kace it’s distressed jeans and a black sweater with biker boots. He doesn’t shave and turns out that a full two days’ stubble looks really ruggedly good on him.

	 By the time we’ve grabbed our coats and headed downstairs, the effects of the drugs are officially gone, and I’m feeling like myself again, riding the high of being in Italy, proud of myself for stepping out of the shadows. Adrian and Savage are waiting for us in the main foyer.

	“Are you going with us?” I ask.

	“Not this time,” Savage says. “We’re off to do some serious drinking on our own.” 

	“You’re safe with Kayden and Ella,” Adrian says, “especially in this neighborhood.”

	“And ho, ho, ho,” Savage says, hands to his sides. “I’m not leaving until after the big reveal. So Merry early Christmas. You get to keep me a little longer.”

	“Considering you saved my life, Savage,” I reply, “yes. Merry Christmas.”

	Somehow this leads to Adrian telling an elf joke. A stupid elf joke. “What do call an elf that runs away from Santa’s Workshop?”

	“A rebel without a clause,” Kace says.

	Adrian gapes. “No one knows my stupid jokes.”

	“One of the guys that toured with me for years had about a million,” Kace says. “I know them all.”

	Adrian bristles indignantly. “Doubtful. I have plenty.” 

	“Try me,” Kace says and Adrian does. Three jokes, three punchlines Kace knows.

	Watching them, I’m reminded of Sara’s words once again: he’s just a man. Kace is a superstar who could be arrogant and demanding. Instead, he’s down to earth and real with people. I love this about him and cherish these moments when there is no war before us. There is just life and laughter. 

	In fact, I’m laughing when Kayden and Ella join us and it’s not long before Kace and I are strolling the brick streets with Kayden and Ella, the brisk night air not too chilly, and actually quite perfect. Everything about living again is perfect. At some point, we break into pairs, with me and Ella walking alone, just in front of Kace and Kayden. 

	“Who won the battle over you going to the meeting?” she asks.

	“Him,” I say, casting her a sideways look, “but I made him work for it.” 

	She laughs. “I bet you did, but it’s natural that he worries about you. I’ll teach you some self-defense moves tomorrow. Maybe he’ll change his mind.”

	I cave to my curiosity and ask, “Were you really in the CIA?”

	“I was. So was my father. He trained me from a very young age, much to my mother’s distress. She wanted me to be a ballerina and I was. In between drills with my father, I earned an audition to Julliard.” 

	“And?”

	“And one day I was home with my parents when two men burst in. I killed two of them and saved my mother, but not before they shot my father. And killed him.”

	“My God, Ella.”

	“It’s not so unlike you running to another country in the middle of the night.”

	“I didn’t see my father die like you did.” 

	“But the not knowing is painful. I spent a big portion of my life hunting for answers to why my father died and who killed him.”

	“Did you find them?”

	“With Kayden’s help, I did. And yes, I killed them.” She squeezes my arm. “We aren’t so different.” 

	“No,” I concur. “I suppose we’re not and I’d certainly kill whoever killed my father if I had the chance.” 

	“I’ll teach you how,” she promises, and she’s not joking.

	And oddly, considering we’re talking about killing people, it’s another moment when I realize that my circle of friends is growing and I can almost feel my life blossoming into all that it should have been and will be.

	The restaurant is a cozy little place and we’re in a private room with a view of the busy streets below, people milling about. We drink wine and talk treasure hunting and on the surface, The Underground seems to mimic the business Gio and I operated before all this exploded around us. But beneath the surface, I can tell there is much more to Kayden and Ella’s world. “What is The Underground, really?” I ask.

	Kayden’s eyes narrow. “We hunt for treasures.”

	“What kind of treasures?”

	 “Hard to locate treasures,” Kayden replies. “Objects, information, people, and we do so in high stakes, dangerous circumstances.”

	“And the Blue Owls?” Kace asks, and I know he’s thinking of Gio. I sure am.

	“Steal their treasures from anyone and everyone,” Ella says. “and when you cross the wrong people, you start wars and get people killed. Sometimes they even kill to get what they want.”

	“And the formula is worth killing for,” I say, filling in the blanks. “Gio should never have gone home. He should have left this alone.”

	Kace hands me my wine glass. “And then you might still be hiding.”

	I arch a brow. “Are you actually defending him?” 

	“I’m simply saying this needs to end,” Kace says. “Better it’s on our terms, and now it is.”

	“Have you kept up with your home at all, Aria?” Ella asks.

	I glance at my glass and Kace leans in and whispers, “You are not pregnant. Drink the wine.”

	He’s right. I’m not. I’d know and Savage was right. I’m fretting over something that doesn’t even exist. That’s not good for me or Kace. I sip my wine and turn to her. “You mean here in Italy?”

	“Yes. Cremona.”

	“No.” There is a pinch in my chest. “No, I have not.” But Gio did, I think silently, and he never even told me what he found there or what it felt like to be there.

	“Blake sent me some research to pass to you,” Kayden chimes in. “Apparently, your family business shut down after your father disappeared. His right-hand man, Luigi, stayed on long enough to handle the closing.” 

	“We looked into him,” Ella adds. “He went on to work at a winery and later died of a heart attack. The building where your father ran his operation, as well as your family home, was sold off to pay off debts.”

	“Anything that might tell us what happened to her father?” Kace asks and thank God. I wouldn’t have asked. I wanted to, I did, but some part of me didn’t want to hear the answer. I guess there is still a coward inside me on some points that needs conquering. 

	I sip my wine, nervous to even hear his answer, disappointed when Kayden replies with, “No word on your father, Aria, but once we’re past the danger, Blake and I agreed to do some digging. We’ll stir the pot when it’s safe.”

	“Thank you,” I say and when the waitress arrives with our coffee and dessert, I lean over to Kace and whisper, “thank you.” 

	He strokes my cheek, tenderness in his expression. He knew where my head was. He understood. 

	When dinner is over, the four of us decide to walk the neighborhood and arm in arm, Kace and I enjoy the exploration. We’re deep into the paths of winding roads, among little shops and restaurants, when Ella pauses at the door to a tattoo parlor. “The best tattoo artist in Italy works here.” She holds up her wrist. “He did my hawk and Kayden’s, too. Kayden’s first, of course. He was the Hawk long before I was his Lady Hawk.”

	“The Hawk?” I ask.

	“That’s what they call The Underground leaders. And I’m the Hawk’s woman.”

	I glance up at Kace. “I need a musical note like you.”

	“Do you now?”

	“Yes. For the same reason you got them. I’ve always been told I can’t attach myself to music. Now I want to be a rebel, and I can because I’m no longer in hiding.”

	He smiles one of his handsome smiles and kisses me. “Yes, you can, baby.”

	“Well, let’s make it happen,” Kayden says, opening the door to the tattoo parlor.

	Two hours later, I have newly inked musical notes on both of my arms to match Kace’s exactly, and I’m all smiles. I also have a date to learn to be a badass with Ella tomorrow. We arrive back at the castle to find a drunk Adrian and Savage on the porch, laughing and having a dumb joke contest. “What do you call a pig that does karate?” Adrian says as we join them.

	“A pork chop,” Kace says, much to Adrian’s frustrated scowl. “And,” Kace says, “because I, too, can tell a bad joke, there was a mama tomato and six baby tomatoes—”

	“No,” Adrian says. “Do not tell my favorite bad joke.”

	Kace grins. “And one baby tomato fell behind—” 

	“—and the mom screamed, catch up!” Adrian finishes. 

	Savage smirks. “They’re torturing me.”

	Kayden and Ella sit down on one of the steps to join Adrian and Savage and after a goodnight, Kace and I head on inside. Once we’re inside and the door shut behind us, Kace steps into me, his hands warmly resting at my waist. “We’re going back to Cremona to see the daisies. You have my word. Your father’s daisies.”

	I push to my toes and kiss him on the mouth. He cups my head and his mouth slants over my mouth in a delicious assault that curls my toes. And when his lips part from mine, I am breathless when I say, “I cannot wait to see the daisies with the one true daisy in the wind.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	The next morning, Kace and I are treated to blueberry muffins and coffee by Marabella, which she delivers to our room. While we’re sharing the oversized chair in front of the fireplace munching, Kace’s phone rings. “Blake,” he greets, answering the line on speaker. “It’s me and Aria.”

	“Aria,” Blake says. “Glad to hear we had Savage with you at that club. How are you?”

	“Good as new and yes, thank God for Savage. He was amazing.” I wet my lips and dare to ask, “Anything on my brother?”

	“He’s gone dark,” he says, “but I do believe Kayden can lure him out of the shadows. You’re both feeling good with the plans?”

	“Except for the part where Kace goes to the meeting with Donelle alone,” I say, “yes.” 

	“Especially the part where I go to the meeting alone,” Kace counters, giving me a sideways look and sipping his coffee.

	Blake chuckles. “I’m a married man who knows not to wade into this particular battle.”

	He’s comparing us to his married life and when I meet Kace’s stare, his eyes are warm with the same understanding. “That’s between you two,” Blake adds, “and the team on the ground there.” 

	Reluctantly, I refocus on Blake and important and uncomfortable matters. “What about Nancy? I just can’t get my head around her being capable of doing me wrong. Or anyone wrong, for that matter.”

	“Nancy has a sick mother and needs money. As for what we know, it’s not what we expected. The money came from Alexander.”

	I suck in a breath and my gaze collides with Kace’s. “What is he up to, Kace?”

	His expression tightens. “Any idea, Blake?”

	“Several,” Blake says, “but I’m not inclined to speculate out loud. Nor am I inclined with all you two are facing to confirm my thoughts the slow way. I’d just as soon confront her and ask her.”

	Kace looks to me. “Aria?”

	“Yes,” I say, thinking of what Kayden said about unknowns being a problem. “Yes. Please just talk to her. How are you going to approach it?”

	“As a member of your and Kace’s security team,” Blake states. “The question is, what do you want to do about her?”

	“I want to fire her,” I say, “but then I think of her sick mom. It’s hard for me to be that cold.”

	“Fire her,” Kace says, speaking to Blake. “Give her six months’ severance and pay her mother’s medical bills.” 

	I grab his hand. “That’s very generous. Are you sure?” 

	“It’s just money, baby. And it’s the right thing to do.”

	He’s right. I know he’s right, but I don’t know that I’ve ever known anyone who would make such a decision at his own expense, even if they could afford to do it. Except my father, I amend, a thought that drives home just why he believed he and Kace were kindred spirits—we were. 

	“Is that a yes?” Blake asks.

	“Yes,” I say, “because as much as I love her, I will never trust her again.”

	Shortly after my agreement, the call ends and I check my messages. Still nothing from Gio. My brother is just plain missing again.

	***

	After Kace and I shower and dress in workout attire, we do a quick workout in the gym upstairs, which turns out to be right next to a dance studio. Kace looks it over and eyes me. “Ella really is a badass who can plié and handle a gun.”

	“And she’s making me a badass.”

	He winks. “You already are.”

	I laugh and grab a couple of hand weights to prove his point.

	 Not much later in the morning, we join Kayden and Ella in the middle tower where we first head to the basement to what is the newly installed firing range we’re told. Turns out, Kace is an excellent marksman. I am not, and even with a collection of weapons to choose from, my shot doesn’t improve. 

	Ella steps in to help, and I improve slightly. “Practice,” she says. “That’s the key. And that includes handling the gun. Load it. Unload it. Make it become natural.” 

	Eventually, Kayden and Ella head on to the workout room and leave Kace and me to practice a little longer.

	I watch Kace unload a round with precision and sigh. “How are you so good at this?” I ask when he pulls off his goggles. 

	“I’ve had a few stalkers over the years, but honestly,” his lips curve, “I learned to shoot and fight because let’s face it, no one carrying a violin wants to be called a pussy.” 

	I grin. “No, I suppose not. Thus the rock star image?”

	“It certainly was motivation to redefine the expectation of a violinist.”

	These little tidbits about his life never get old, and I gobble them up along with another hour of practice. I leave the range with a small handgun for my purse that I’m nervous to carry but eager to master. Next up, we head into a room with mats, where I’m set to train with Ella. At present, Ella is facing off with Adrian, and Savage is laughing his ass off. 

	“She’s going to beat your ass, man,” Savage calls out from the edge of the mat. 

	“Never,” Adrian calls out, while Kayden stands to the opposite side of the mat, arms crossed, and I do believe I spy a hint of pride in the hard lines of his stoic expression. Yep. I do. “Adrian’s going to get his ass beat,” I murmur to Kace.

	“Yep,” he says, giving me a wink. “I do believe you are correct.”

	Adrian lunges for Ella and ends up on his back. He’s back up again in a flat second.  “All right,” he says. “I was taking it easy on you. Let’s go again.” He motions “come on” with his hands. “No more nice guy.”

	Savage glances over at us from about a foot away. “He’s getting his ass whooped. Been there, done that. She’s a badass.”

	Adrian flips Ella to her back and she pulls a gun and points it at him. He holds out his hands. “Unfair fucking play!” 

	“Bang bang, you’re dead,” Ella says. “And now that you’re dead you can’t cry like a baby about it being unfair.”

	“I need a rule book next time,” Adrian snaps. 

	“No rules,” Ella says, pushing to her feet and grinning over at me. “Ready?”

	“Not really,” I say. “But I’m doing this anyway.”

	Kace kisses me. “Good luck, baby.”

	I head out to the mat and I watch Savage motion for Kace to join him in the hallway. Nerves claw at me and I catch Ella’s arm. “Is there something going on with Gio or the Blue Owls?”

	“So far, no. They’re radio silent, but you only made the call to set up the violin showing last night. Why?”

	“Nothing. It’s nothing. I’m ready to get my ass kicked.”

	She grins and then I’m on my back.

	I spent the next hour doing just that—getting my butt kicked—but I learn things, too. When we finally call it a day on the training, Ella invites me to view the store while Kace heads upstairs to practice for his show. I join her and spend some time enjoying cases filled with treasures. When I finish up what turns into girl talk with Ella, I head to our tower to listen to Kace practice and end up on the floor of the dance studio, enjoying what’s left of his practice. 

	Later that night, Kace and I head out to dinner on our own, well, we have people watching out for us, but we pretend we don’t. It’s a lovely Italian meal, and once we’re winding down, enjoying dessert, I bring up his chat with Savage. “I saw Savage pull you aside today. Anything to worry about?”

	“No. I’d tell you if there was something you need to worry about. You know that.”

	I arch a brow. “Would you?”

	He sets his fork down. “You think I would lie to you?”

	“No. But protect me at all costs? Yes.”

	He leans in close, his eyes dark. “Is that a bad thing?”

	“Is it? I don’t know, Kace. Back in California, you were ready to leave me to protect me.” 

	“And now we’re here in Europe, Aria. It’s not the same time or place.”

	He’s hiding something. I know it and I don’t like it. This is not who I want us to be. I set my napkin down. “I need to go to the bathroom.” I start to get up. 

	He shackles my wrist. “Sit,” he orders softly.

	His orders work when we’re naked. They do not sit well now. “No. I need to go to the bathroom.”

	His jaw clenches, but he releases me. I hurry through the cozy restaurant with ceramic ceilings and wooden tables. I’m just entering the hallway to the bathrooms when a man bumps right into me. He catches my shoulders and stares down at me, an evil smile curving on his lips. “Mi scusi,” he says, which is “excuse me” in Italian. 

	He’s still touching me and I step back as if burned. He laughs and walks away. 

	Freaked out, I turn and this time run right into Kace. I melt into him, my hands on his chest, chin lowering. Kace captures my face. “What’s wrong?” 

	“A man ran into me. He just touched me too long and smirked and I really want to go back to the castle.”

	Kace’s phone rings and he snakes it from his pocket. “Kayden,” he says answering but he doesn’t speak. He listens and then says, “Thanks, Kayden,” before disconnecting. 

	“What was that?” I ask.

	“Kayden has eyes on us. He doesn’t know who the man was, but he has men following him. We’re fine.” 

	“Can we just go back to the castle?”

	“We can.” But instead, he pulls me further into the hallway and cups my face again. “I need to say something to you first. I will never lie to you.” 

	“You’re hiding something, Kace.” My voice is low, raspy. “I know you.”

	He inhales, gaze lifting, turbulence rolling off of him before he meets my stare. “Alexander is missing.” 

	I blink. “Missing?”

	“Yes.” His lashes lower and then lift. “Blake couldn’t prove he killed Maggie, but he had enough to believe he did. I played my father’s game. I handled it and made sure the dirt wasn’t on my hands.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“I sent the information anonymously to Maggie’s brother, who is powerful and vicious. I assume Alexander now knows he knows and he’s running from the embarrassment that will follow. He’d be shamed and ousted from his financial lifeline, his career.”

	“What do you think his brother will do?”

	“Accuse him publicly. Ruin him financially. And Aria, I don’t regret that.” His hands go to the wall, no longer touching me, but his eyes hold mine, letting me see the truth there. “I don’t feel remorse. There is that side to me, that part of me that is my father and I can’t erase it. But I will only use it when I have no choice. He wasn’t going to stop coming at you.”

	“Were you going to tell me?”

	He answers without hesitation. “Yes. After the announcement. After I knew you were safe and didn’t have to worry about men who bump into you being a threat, not to the extreme you do now. And I wasn’t going to let you go home to another threat in Alexander.”

	I study him, shadows in his eyes, doubt etched in those shadows. I press my hands to his waist and lean into him. “You hate yourself because you think you’re like him. You are not. And I love you even if you can’t love yourself. I love you, Kace August.”

	He stares down at me for long intense moments, and then he’s kissing me, and this is a kiss that is so many things: passion, desperation, torment, and love. So much love. “Let’s get out of here,” he says.

	“Yes,” I say. “Please.”

	 This earns me a smile. “Always with the manners. I’m going to make you use those manners tonight.”

	And he does. When we get back to the castle, he bypasses everyone who tries to stop us, and when we’re alone, he kisses me just like he did in that restaurant hallway. And then he makes love to me, but not without making me say “please, Kace,” and in the aftermath, I have a realization. “Please, Kace” doesn’t intimidate me anymore. I am free with this man. I am me with this man, and until I met him, I didn’t know who that was. Now, if I can just get him to feel that free with me.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	The next morning, Kayden assures me that the man in the restaurant was just a creep of the average variety and as I dive into another day of training, the creep fades from my mind. For the next two days, we live a similar schedule of training and practice, all without any news on Gio or the Blue Owls. 

	Wednesday morning, one day before the meeting, after a good hour looking around the store, which is remarkable compared to my old store in New York City. There is also lots  of chatting with Ella and Marabella, but not too much. I’m ready to be back with my man. “I’m going to head upstairs,” I announce.  I start to leave but find myself hesitating, my focus on Ella. “Any buzz on Gio, or anything, for that matter?” 

	“There’s nothing,” she says, walking me toward the castle door. “Right now, it’s as if Donelle has no nefarious connections, when we know he has a past with your father.”

	“I’m confused. I thought we were certain the Blue Owls would show?”

	She punches the code in to lift the door between the store and castle. “Honestly, we’d rather deal with them after your big reveal. But if the Donelle visit is uneventful, I’d be shocked. Either way, this ends for you soon. Maybe not immediately. The press will buzz about you after the reveal but by Christmas, I’d say you’ll be old news.”

	It’s a wonderful sentiment, but one that doesn’t offset the absence of answers. Eager to discuss my concerns with Kace, I head to our tower and to the stairs that lead to the dance studio where Kace should be practicing, but I hear nothing. Hurrying up the steps, I’ve just passed an office on the left when I hear Kace say, “Holy fuck. When? No. Right. No. I don’t give a damn about the music right now.” He’s silent a moment, and then longer. I decide the call has ended and hurry up the stairs. 

	I enter the dance studio where he practices to find his violin on a stand nearby, while he faces the wall, his hands pressed to the hard surface. “Kace,” I say softly. 

	His head lowers just a little further to his chest, as if my voice punches him in the chest, and then he turns. “Hey, baby.” 

	There are white lines around his mouth, his jaw so tight it looks like it might pop. My heart squeezes with fear and I close the space between us, stopping in front of him. “What happened?”

	He stares down at me, his eyes heavy-lidded, seconds ticking by before his hands come down on my arms and turn me to the wall. “I know nothing about Gio. And yes, I’m upset about something, but don’t ask me today. Not before the meeting tomorrow. Not until after. Then I’ll tell you. I need you to understand and do this for me.”

	The torment in him, the urgency, cuts me and I am bleeding because he is bleeding. I want to ask for more. I need to know what is going on, but this man has been unselfish in every way. I cannot deny him one of his few requests. “After,” I say. 

	Relief bleeds into his eyes. “After,” he promises and then he pushes off the wall and walks to his violin and picks it up. He starts to play and I slide down the wall and sit, knees to my chest, to listen to the wicked notes of his tormented music. Music that is dark, my damaged man bleeding through the notes. And there is a story in those notes, and it’s not a fairy tale. Whatever troubles him is not small, nor will it be gentle for him to speak or hold onto in silence. But neither is my love for him small. Nor his for me. And that’s what I hold onto in the way I plan to hold onto him.

	***

	That night, the anticipation for the next day’s meeting is thick in the air, and it’s hard not to allow nerves to get the best of me. Kace is reserved, far from himself, and since we aren’t talking about why, not just yet, the edge of his mood is best dealt with just me and him, alone. We eat in our room, treated to Marabella’s lasagna, and do so on the rug in front of the fireplace, and with wine in our glasses, we talk about all the new people in our lives: Savage, Adrian, Ella, Kayden. We talk about holidays of the past and the future. We laugh and smile and forget everything but us. We head to bed early, and I snuggle in beside him, my head on his chest, the lights off, the fire glowing. It’s a perfect, cozy night, but as I doze, there is something niggling at my mind and I drift into a memory.

	“Wake up, Aria. Wake up.”

	My lashes flutter and I find my mother leaning over my bed. “We need to go. Get up.”

	I sit up to find her throwing things in a suitcase. “What time is it?”

	“Time to go. Your father’s gone. He’s gone.”

	Gio appears in the doorway. “Mom, what is this? What’s happening?”

	“Your father’s gone.” Her hand goes to her head. “They’ll come for us. He made mistakes. We will not make the same mistakes.”

	“Who, Mom?” I ask, dropping my legs to the side of the bed. “Who? You’re scaring me. Where’s Dad?” 

	“Get up!” she yells. “Get up now.”

	Fear tears through me and Gio rushes over to me and pulls me off the bed. “Put on your clothes, now.”

	“Now!” Mom screams before she rushes out of the room.

	“Gio,” I sob. “What is happening?”

	He kneels in front of me. “Dad’s gone. I don’t know what happened, but Mom says he’s gone for good.”

	“Dad?” I sob harder. “I want Dad.”

	Gio shakes me. “Don’t cry now. Whoever took him will come for us. That’s what Mom said. We have to protect each other. I will protect you always, Aria. Okay? I promise.”

	“I’ll protect you, too.”

	“Yes,” Mom says from the door. “We have to protect each other. That’s what Dad would want. Now come with me.” 

	Gio drags me from the room, and I turn to grab my daisy doll Dad gave me, the one holding daisies in her hand, but I can’t reach her. She’s lost. I’ll never see her again and it only makes me sob again. We load up in the car and then we’re in the dark, on the road, and Mom is crying. She’s crying so hard. “I can’t believe he’s gone,” she whispers. “I can’t believe I let him deal with this alone.”

	I gasp and sit up to find daylight breaking in the window and Kace missing. “Kace!” I call out. “Kace.”

	He rushes around the corner with shaving cream on his face and a towel around his waist. “What is it? What’s wrong, baby?”

	I grab his arm. “I thought you left.”

	“No. Of course not.”

	I twist around to face him. “I have to go with you.”

	“We talked about this.”

	“I remembered something. The night we left Rome, my mom was crying. I heard her say that she couldn’t believe she let Dad deal with this, whatever this was, alone. I need to do this with you. We protect those we love.”

	His hand comes down on my face. “Baby, I was alone before I met you, so damn alone. I am not alone now. I am not doing this alone. But you are right. We protect those we love. And I love you. I’m going in alone.”

	“Kace, please.”

	“I love you, Aria. I will be fine. I’ve got this. And I’ve got you. Now, I’m going to kiss you and get shaving cream all over you.”

	“No, I—”

	He kisses me and shaving cream smears all over me. The next thing I know he’s in bed with me and we have shaving cream all over us. I don’t fight the passion that follows. In fact, I kiss him and hold him more fiercely than ever. I’m scared of losing him. That’s the message in every kiss and touch I share with him this morning.

	When it’s over, and we’re laying on the bed side by side, I whisper, “I don’t want to have the same regrets as my mother.”

	“You won’t, baby. You’re doing something. You’re creating freedom for you, me, and your brother.” He rolls out of the bed and takes me with him. “Now, let’s go own it.”

	***

	Kace dresses like his rock star self for the meeting in jeans, a T-shirt and a tan leather jacket. I settle on an emerald green sweater dress with knee-high boots because, in some part of my mind, I’m still going to convince Kace I should go to meet Donelle with him. I’m not, of course, but I’m prepared if he changes his mind. 

	We meet Kayden, Ella, Adrian, and Savage in a giant room with a round table, a hawk in the center. The War Room, Kayden calls it. Sasha is there as well, as are several other men working for Kayden. “Donelle lives in a mansion in the Parioli district, a wealthy area of Rome,” Kayden informs us. “We’ve already got men watching the place and have for days.” He eyes Kace. “We actually have men on the property so we’re close if you need us.”

	“There’s no sign of the Blue Owls?” Kace asks.

	“None,” Kayden replies, “but we’re at the core of my operation. If word got back to the Blue Owls that you’re with me, they’ll back off. We may have a quiet day.” 

	“Then why set a meeting with us inside our core area at all?” I ask.

	“The answer should be in the meeting,” Ella replies, her attention back on Kace. “Kace, you’re going in alone, but we’re going to wire you both. We want Ella to be able to hear the conversation in case there’s something that stands out to her. If there’s a red flag, we’ll come in.”

	 “You should go in armed,” Kayden adds.

	I press my hands to my face and Kace’s hand comes down on my back. “I don’t like this,” I say, turning to him. 

	“I know how to handle myself and no one wants me dead,” he reminds me. “I have half the formula in my head, remember?”

	“About that,” I say, “we need to be sure and say that at the museum and in the press release. We’ve forgotten that Sofia has my father’s journal. It told her that you and I had part of the formula puzzle.”

	“We’ll talk that out tonight,” he promises. “Right now, let’s get this over with.”

	***

	Thirty minutes later, I’m in a luxurious house that is apparently owned by one of Kayden’s many contacts, just a block from Donelle Bianchini’s sprawling mansion. There are actually video screens set-up on the kitchen table that show various angles of Donelle’s property. For now, it’s just me and Ella, while the rest of the team takes field positions. “How did you even manage to pull this off?” I ask, settling into a chair at the table next to Ella, “and so quickly?”

	“We knew about Donelle from Blake,” Ella states. “We had already set-up surveillance before you arrived.”

	“And he had no Blue Owl visitors?” I ask.

	“None,” Ella confirms. “I still feel like something is going to happen today, but Kayden doesn’t.”

	“I do,” I say. “I believe something is going to happen.”

	Kace arrives at Donelle’s property in what is supposed to be a hired black sedan, which Adrian is driving, and after stopping briefly at the gates, they are allowed to enter. Once the vehicle halts, Kace exits and heads to the door. He rings the bell. Ella pulls a black box between us. “This is the audio that’s in your ear. It will be easier to hear this way.” She punches the button.

	My heart is now racing a million miles an hour. The door opens and Kace is greeted by a doorman. “Mr. Bianchini will be so pleased to see you, Mr. August,” the man says.

	 Kace enters the house and the doorman, who is in a suit, leads him inside, where we don’t have a visual. Kace speaks, but I can’t make it out. I turn to Ella. “Why can’t we understand him?”

	“His audio is malfunctioning. It can happen.”

	I stand up. “Then how are we supposed to know what’s going on?”

	She tugs me back down. “Shhh. Give it a minute and see if it comes back online.”

	Someone else speaks, and it’s just as jumbled. I stand up and walk behind my chair, holding onto it. More jumbled speech follows. “I have to go in. Then we can hear with my audio.”

	She stands and grabs her phone. “Give me a minute.” Her phone rings in her hand and she answers, listening before she says, “We’ll be right there.” She hangs up. “You’re going in.”

	I’m not sure what I feel in that moment. Fear. I feel fear and not for me: for Kace and with good reason. Kayden doesn’t want me to go into the meeting against Kace’s wishes for no reason. He’s worried, too.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	Ella checks my audio, doing a soundcheck, and quickly. I don’t even bother with my coat. I want to get to Kayden now. Rushing to the door, Ella and I exit the house to find another black sedan in the driveway. 

	“Backseat,” she orders and I do as I’m told, finding Savage in the driver’s seat upon slipping inside. Ella joins me and shuts the door. 

	“I’ll hit the floorboard when we get to the gate,” she says. “As far as anyone knows, Savage is just your driver.”

	Savage backs us up, and glances at me in his rearview mirror. “He’s fine,” Savage assures me. “We’re just a bunch of paranoid bastards.”

	“Apparently I am, too,” I say, thankful when we pull to the gate and Ella hits the floor.

	Savage rolls down his window and punches the call button. “I have Ms. Aria Alard here for Donelle Bianchini.”

	The gate immediately opens and my heart is back to a thundering roar in my ears. We halt at the door. “If we lose audio,” Savage says, “I’m coming in to deliver a message.”

	“Good,” I say. “Bring those drugs that saved my life, too, will you?”

	“Always,” he promises, and I exit the backseat, and shut the door quickly before Ella is spotted. 

	Rushing past a sprawling outdoor area, and up a set of stone steps, I reach the porch and the door, to ring the bell. Seconds pass and more seconds and then the door opens. To my shock, Kace is standing there. 

	His fingers snag mine and he walks me inside the house, shutting the door behind us. “I bet you didn’t expect me to tell you to come join me, now did you?” 

	I blink. “What? You did? We lost your audio. I couldn’t hear you. We couldn’t hear you.”

	“And you were freaking out and insisted on coming in,” he assumes. 

	“Yes, actually. What is going on?”

	“Not what we expected. He’s a friend of your fathers, a real friend, not a dangerous friend.”

	“How do you know?” 

	“The same way you’ll know. Come.” He guides me to the left, under a stone archway, and into a library lined with books, so many books, rows and rows of books. Next to the fireplace, in front of a sitting area, is an old man in a wheelchair, a blanket around his shoulders. Donelle, I assume. There’s also a stoic man in an expensive suite standing next to him, hands folded in front of him. Kace leads me forward and we walk around the couch and a large chair. 

	The old man tears up. “You look like your father. Oh, Aria. It’s really you, my dear. I thought I was going to die without finding you.”

	“I don’t understand,” I glance at Kace. “What is this?”

	“He’s been looking for you since you disappeared,” Kace explains.

	“Your father,” Donelle explains, “was a close friend. He entrusted me with three messages, one for you, one for Gio, and one for Kace.” His wobbly finger lifts at the man in the suit. 

	The man introduces himself. “I’m Angelo Russo, Mr. Bianchini’s attorney.” He reaches in his pocket and removes three envelopes. “It’s my honor, Ms. Stradivari, to present you with a message from your father.” 

	Adrenaline and emotions storm my entire body. With a trembling hand, I reach for the envelope and glance at my name written in my father’s script. I look at Kace and he holds one up as well. “I haven’t opened it.”

	“Do that alone, when you can fully digest it,” Donelle says. “We have one for Gio as well. Can you give it to him?”

	“Yes,” I say. “Yes, of course.”

	The attorney hands it to me and I accept it. 

	“There’s a few more things to attend to,” Donelle sates. “You have an inheritance my dear. I was named as executor. I’ve invested your money well, I believe. It’s a substantial amount of money.”

	Mr. Russo speak up. “I have the paperwork, but you don’t need to come to my office. I want to keep you safe, after all. We can do everything by phone.” He offers me a card. “I wrote the figure on the back. There’s the same amount is escrow for your brother.”

	I turn the card over and gasp. “Oh my God.” I show it to Kace.

	His lips turn up, eyes lighting. “Now you can stop worrying about how much money I spend.”

	He’s right. I can, but right now. I’m reeling. It’s not real, and even if it is it’s because my father is gone. “I’m speechless,” I confess. “I’m—well my head is spinning right now.”

	“Of course it is, dear,” Donelle says. “Mine is a bit as well. I’d given up on finding you before I die. I’d decided that I urgently needed to meet Kace and decide if he could take my role as your executor, your father was quite taken by him, but I didn’t dare trust him until I met him. And then you called and you were with him.”  

	“Even then,” Mr. Russo states, “we didn’t know it was absolutely you. We needed an in-person meeting to ensure this felt right. Giving Mr. August a letter and asking him, and entrusting him, to take over as your executor are two different things. Mr. Bianchini has taken great pride to being the protector of your father’s messages and your money. We do apologize for being so cryptic about our delivery of all of this.”

	My head is spinning all over again.  “Thank you, Donelle. I don’t know how to say thank you.” 

	He begins to cough and cough some more before he says, “I know you’ve been running, Aria. I hope there is something in your father’s words that allows you to stop running. Oh and one more thing. A big thing.” He motions to Mr. Russo.

	Mr. Russo walks to the table against a wall just to his right and pulls a cover off a violin case. “The Fetzer.”

	“It’s yours, Kace,” Donelle states. “Aria’s father told me that no one else was worthy of playing it. But he wanted to know that you took what was given to you and handled it with honor. He left that decision in my hands. In fact, I was only to give you your letter, if I found that honor in you. Otherwise I was to give an alternate letter to Aria. I’d say Aria’s obvious love for you is a testament to that honor.”

	Kace inhales and lower his chin to his chest, before he bows slightly. “Thank you. I will try to live up to that praise.”

	“Play for me,” he pleads. “I have always wanted to hear you play that Fetzer. I knew the day I did I’d be ready to meet my maker.” He glances at me. “And your father again.”

	Tears well in my eyes, and Kace walks to the violin. He lifts it and begins to play “Toccata,” just as he had for my father, just as Donelle had requested on the phone. I go down on my knees beside Donelle and hold his hand, tears streaming own my cheeks. It’s as if I’m with my father, at least, in spirit. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	It’s an hour later when Kace and I exit Donelle’s home with our unread notes in hand. “I want to go to our room and read them alone,” I say when we climb into the vehicle with Adrian. 

	Kace’s arm slides around me. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

	Fifteen minutes later, Kayden and Ella meet us in the main foyer of the castle. Ella squeezes my arm. “We’re here when you’re ready for us.”

	I hug her and Kayden, too, and then Kace and I head upstairs to our room. Once we’re there, we sit down on the oversized chair by the fire and Kace pours me a glass of wine. I eagerly drink from the glass. “Why am I so nervous?”

	“Because it’s the last conversation you will ever have with your father.”

	“Do you think he left us the formula?”

	“No. I don’t. We know it’s in pieces. We know he wanted you to have his journal.”

	“But why the journal and the notes? Maybe the notes were in case the journal didn’t make it to me?”

	“You won’t know if you don’t open it,” he says.

	“Can you go first?” He opens his envelope and begins to read, and I watch the emotions roll over his face before he hands it to me, his eyes glossed over. “He was the father I wished I had. Read it.” He stands and walks to the fireplace, resting a palm on the mantel, and staring down at the flames, affected. 

	Steeling myself for the emotions sure to follow, I unfold it and read:

	Kace,

	The one true daisy in the wind. No one has ever played with your skill and passion, with your understanding of the Stradivarius. Those weeks with you, enjoying your talent, were magical. In your eyes, I saw your character and your pain. Your parents never understood the treasure you are and for that, I hurt for you. But know this, I did. And for this reason, I’ve shared something of me, and what I cherish with you, in our song. I hope one day you understand just how special writing it with you was to me.

	I also ask of you a favor. Please look out for my daughter. Check on her. She is a kindred soul, a lover of the Stradivarius, and she will need someone who knows how important her name is to history. She is faced with great challenges, and with great challenges, one needs great friends. I believe we were fast and great friends.

	Play hard, and passionately, my boy. The beauty within you is a gift. 

	Your friend,

	—Alessandro

	Tears are streaming down my face and I down my wine. “He loved you.”

	Kace turns to face me. “He was a special man.” He sits down next to me again. “Are you ready?”

	 “Yes and no, but I need to do this.” I inhale and open the envelope. 

	My dear daughter, 

	If you are reading, this I have not had the pleasure of watching you grow into the woman I always knew you would be. You are my light in a dark, stormy sea, always there to make me remember to love and live. I wonder if you will grow up with a violin in your hand or will you simply rule the world the way you did mine. You always had your nose in everything and an opinion, too. I see a leader in you. I see dreams in your eyes, too, and a love for music. Oh, how I wish I would have seen how that came together, what you did with those things.

	Your brother didn’t share your love for music, but he’s brave and adventurous and I envy him. I believe you might as well. Don’t forget to follow his lead and explore the world. Because he will. And he should. He will see my trust in you and in another as me not trusting him. That other person is Kace August. As for my trust in Gio, I do trust him. I trust in the soul of that boy and his soul tells me that he cannot be held down by rules and demands. I give to each of you what you desire and for him, that is freedom. For you, I install the greatest of responsibility. I don’t know if my journal will ever make it to you, and truth be told, in it are the ramblings of my creative mind. I’ll make this simple: the formula is written nowhere. It’s in my mind as it was my in father’s. Your mother feared you and Gio ever having the formula, but it is our namesake, our responsibility to protect it. 

	As I write this, you are too young to memorize the formula and there are greedy people who want it and who would take what is not theirs to take. I’ve given you a piece of the puzzle and Kace the other piece. Our secret is protected simply by the fact that Kace doesn’t know what he holds. If you decide to go to him and decode the messages I’ve left you both, I have confidence that you’ll figure out the puzzle. I know you’ll keep our legacy safe. But before you move forward, remember this: deny the formula exists and protect its existence. 

	 I love you, Aria. My angel. My light.

	—Dad

	I lower the letter, my face streaked with tears, and I sob. “Read it,” I whisper, handing it to Kace. 

	 “You sure?”

	“Yes.”

	He accepts the letter and reads it while I try to slow my tears. When he’s done, he pulls me into his arms and holds me, just holds me. And it’s exactly what I need from him. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	The next morning, we talk to Blake for an hour, telling him everything about well, everything. Right before we hang up, he says, “By the way, Nancy is handled. She cried and apologized. She said that Alexander just wanted her to make sure he was fed information about you two. Where you were going and what you were doing.”

	I want to ask about Alexander, but I can practically taste Kace’s discomfort in the air. He expects my question and he silently resists it. We clearly need to have that talk he promised me, but after all that happened yesterday, I resist going down a dark path today. I think I’ll wait until after my big name reveal. And so I say, “Thank you, Blake. For everything.”

	We end the call and Kace glances at his messages and then me. “Kayden and Ella want us to join them for breakfast.” 

	And just that easily, any difficult talk is avoided. I can almost taste our mutual relief in the air. 

	A few minutes later, we’re at the kitchen table with Kayden and Ella enjoying delicious pancakes and coffee. “The violin is in our vault with the rest of your violins,” Kayden says, stabbing a bite of his pancake. 

	I slide the notes from my father across to him. “Can those go in there as well? One is for Gio, if he ever shows up.”

	“We will,” Kayden says. “For as long as you like. We have priceless treasures in that vault. Things we never want to be found and always protected.”

	“About that,” Ella says, “if you find the real formula, if you figure it out, it can be kept here. It will safe forever. We still need to move forward with the museum for the fake version, but the real deal, we can keep safe.”

	“That would be amazing,” I say, glancing at Kace. “If we ever figure it out.”

	“We will,” Kace promises, and in his certainty,  I find hope. 

	Ella sips her coffee. “Then the letters didn’t tell you what you need to know?” 

	“They told us what we pretty much knew,” I say. “We already have the answers we need. We just don’t know how to get to them or use them or even see them right before our faces.”

	Kace pours syrup on his pancakes. “We’re going to work on that today and every day until we figure it out.” He sets his plate aside and looks between Kayden and Ella. “Anything on the Blue Owls?”

	“Or Gio?” I ask eagerly. “I keep hoping for a message from him that doesn’t come.”

	“Not yet,” Kayden says. “A little longer. I’ll put the call out that I’m looking for him Sunday night, before the reveal.”

	It’s not the answer I want, but I accept what I cannot control and focus on what I can. “We need to come up with the formula we’re allowing to be on display,” I say. “And we have to figure out what to do about the Blue Owls knowing Kace and I each have a piece.”

	“Already done,” Kayden says. “We put together a list of ingredients researchers have used to try to find the formula. Then we added a chemical, Borax, and a certain type of salt used in the preservation process back in Antonio Stradivari’s lifetime, both of which have widely been speculated to be part of his wood treatment. Your clue was the salt, Aria. Your clue was the Borax, Kace. The gallery has what they need, except the violin. They’d like to collect it today to set-up the display.” 

	“I’m fine with that,” Kace says. “I assume there is paperwork. Have them send it over.”

	Kayden lifts his fork. “I already have it.”

	Kace smiles. “Why does that not surprise me?”

	“I’m blown away by all you have done for us,” I say. “Thank you both.”

	“It’s one of the good things about being the Hawk,” Kayden says. “Sometimes we get to make a real difference.”

	The way Kace makes a difference with his charity work, and I know then that I want to make a difference, too. And I will. I will help others the way others have helped me. To some it might seem a passing vow made in an emotional moment, but for me it’s not. It’s my future. 

	***

	After breakfast, Kace helps me handle the estate paperwork and soon, I’m officially no longer poor, in any definable way. I have money, friends, and Kace. Hours later, while we enjoy coffee at a nearby café, I say, “I want to help more with your charity. You make a difference, Kace. I want to, as well.”

	 His lashes lower and when they lift, there’s a storm there, he doesn’t try to hide. “I’ve told you. I am—”

	I lean in, my lips a breath from his. “Everything to me,” I say, afraid of his fear. And he is afraid. He doesn’t want to tell me something and I don’t know why I don’t want to know. 

	“Whatever you were going to say,” I whisper, “don’t say it now. Tell me after the reveal.”

	He doesn’t speak or move for a moment, but then he cups my head and kisses me. “After the reveal.”

	***

	The morning of the reveal, I dress in a black skirt and blouse with heels, while Kace does his rock star thing, in jeans, a T-shirt with the gallery logo on it that he had delivered, and a leather jacket. We head downstairs where Kayden and Ella wait on us, both in jeans and T-shirts, looking far more comfortable than I feel. 

	“A limo?” I ask, glancing at Kace because I know he did this.

	“A Stradivari rides in style, baby.”

	“He’s right,” Kayden agrees. “We’re making a statement today. And Aria,” he pauses for effect.

	“Yes?” I say, accepting his prod.

	“I’m going to give you a life-long gift today. Because we like you.” 

	“We do,” Ella agrees, smiling.  

	“And because you deserve a good life,” Kayden adds.

	“I don’t understand,” I say, “but thank you.”

	Kace kisses me. “Always polite.”

	“Always,” I say, smiling through my nerves. Because that’s what he does for me. He brings me down a notch, grounds me, makes me smile. 

	“You’ll understand later,” Kayden promises. “And so you know, I put out the call for Gio last night.”

	“And said what?” I ask.

	“That we have business. I offered him safe passage to talk. He’ll come.”

	His confidence is comforting. I just pray Gio is alive and well and can really meet that expectation, but for now, I have to think about the press event. Kace opens the rear door. 

	“Savage and Adrian are at the event checking things out. They’re meeting us there.”

	I nod and slide inside the fancy car. Kace, Kayden, and Ella follow. 

	I’m all kinds of nervous energy by the time we arrive at the gallery twenty minutes later. With the press on all sides of us, we exit to flashing lights. Savage and Adrian, already present when we arrived, are immediately shadowing us. I do like it when our Terminators are present. I’m used to them now. I like them. They’re friends.

	Once we clear the door, the staff greets us with excitement, and it’s a whirlwind of activity. The press event is in front of a display that holds the failed formula for the Stradivarius and the Stradivarius Kace has donated to the museum. Kace and I, together, answer questions and everything goes well. I tell the story of my father disappearing and of him leaving me instructions that were incomplete. Kace chimes in at all the right places.

	“Do you think we’ll ever know the Stradivari’s secret formula?” a reporter asks. 

	“Sadly, no,” I say. “I’ve tried to find it. Desperately tried,” I add, “but no one in any lab can figure out what is missing to make the formula work. For me, today was about my father. This is to honor him. This is to honor all the protectors of the formula that came before him. I’m sad to have failed them all.”

	Luna, a pleasant mid-forties high-ranking member of the gallery staff, then claps. “It’s time for the display reveal.” She pulls a cover off the display and everyone applauds.

	To my surprise, Luna then calls Kayden to the front. “As many of you know, Kayden Wilkens has long been a donor. Today, he donated his services as well.”

	 Kayden speaks then. “This display now falls under my protection, as do Aria Stradivari and Kace August. And I just want to add that if we ever find out who took Aria’s father, I’ll be involved in seeking justice.”

	When the event is over, Kayden and Ella join me and Kace. “When Kayden offers his protection,” Ella says, “if someone hurts you, then they bring the wrath of the entire world of Hawks down on them. That’s why a Lady Hawk is never a target.”

	“You both have my protection,” Kayden adds. “For the rest of my life and yours. My gift to you is your freedom.”

	I fling myself at Kayden and hug him, and then do the same to Ella. Kace and Kayden shake hands, but end up hugging as well. And a few minutes later when we climb back into the limo, I feel like a new person. I feel like a daisy in the wind, free to ride right into a new day. 

	The only thing holding me back from absolute happiness is Gio ghosting me, and Kace’s dark secret, whatever it might be.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	That night, the whole group of us goes out to dinner. Me, Kace, Kayden, Ella, Savage, Adrian, and even Sasha. The food and wine flow freely and so does the friendship. As does the charge in the air between me and Kace. We are in the middle of a group of people and it feels at times as if it’s just me and him. The way we share intimate looks and touches. The way he kisses one, then another, of the tattoos on my arms. I’m tipsy enough that he has to walk me to the bathroom. Once I’m inside, I realize that I’ve started my period. I’m late, which I hadn’t even realized, but I’m not pregnant. Which I know. I did or I wouldn’t be tipsy right now, but it affects me. God, how it affects me. I can’t explain how much this punches me in the gut.

	I open the door and Kace is leaning on the wall waiting on me, looking like the most delicious man on planet Earth. I rush to him and wrap my arms around him. “I’m not pregnant and I know it’s crazy, but I’m upset about it. I know we’re not married and I know we didn’t plan it, but—”

	He cups my face and stares down at me. “You need to know who I am before you marry me.”

	I blink, confused by his dark, rough reaction. “I know you.” 

	“No. You refuse to see who I am.” He takes my hand and leads me down the hallway. We step into a garden with heaters glowing to keep the guests warm. 

	Kace halts and turns me, my back to the railing, his hands caging me in. “I shouldn’t be doing this when you’re tipsy, but it’s eating me alive. The way we are—”

	“Is good. Isn’t it?”

	“Damn good, baby, but I’m not. I’m not your hero.”

	“This again? You are my hero. I decide who is my hero.  And I thought you were going to stop pushing me away?”

	“Alexander is dead.” His voice is flat, hard.

	I blink. “What?” My fist clenches at my chest. “Oh God. How?”

	“Suicide.”

	I swallow hard, sobering up the best I can, quickly, acid in my throat. “Suicide,” I repeat. “Kace?”

	 “I didn’t kill him or have him killed, but I might as well have. I know Maggie’s brother did this.”

	“And you think you’re guilty because you gave him proof of his sister’s murder?” I don’t give him time to answer. “You did not do this.” 

	“I wanted him to suffer.”

	“That’s not killing him.”

	“You’re making excuses for me.”

	I wrap my arms around him. “Stop it. I love you.”

	His hand comes down on my head, his forehead against mine. “I don’t want you to wake up one day and—”

	I pull back and I don’t let him finish that sentence. “I don’t want to wake up one day without you. I can’t. I need you. And this isn’t fair to tell me this tonight when I’m drunk. I can’t properly articulate anything.” I poke his chest. “We are a team—good, bad, and ugly. That’s who we are. And damn it, don’t let me think we’re forever and then keep pushing me away.”

	“I’m not—”

	“You are. Love is not fair weathered. I don’t love only a piece of you, Kace. I love all of you.”

	He stares down at me, the air pulsing around us before his mouth comes down on mine and he’s kissing me, and thank God, this is no goodbye kiss. It’s love. It’s passion. It’s us, me and him, all the way. 

	“God, I love you, woman,” he murmurs when our lips part, his hand sliding over my hair and tilting my gaze to his. “And I’m not pushing you away. I want you. I want us. And we can get pregnant. We can make that decision. We can do anything we want.”

	“Aria.”

	I jolt with the sound of Gio’s voice and Kace releases me, stepping to my side. He stands a few feet away, looking healthy and well. 

	“Gio?” I ask, because I don’t know what to expect right now.

	“Hey, sis.”

	Kayden steps outside. “Hello, Gio. I’m—”

	“The Hawk,” he supplies. “I know.” He rotates to face Kayden. “I can give you the Blue Owls. I know everything you need to know to take them down.”

	“Why would you do that?”

	“Because it was always my intent to destroy them.” He glances over at me. “And because I want to earn my sister’s trust back.” His attention shifts back to Kayden. “I wouldn’t mind a job, either.”

	Kayden studies him for several beats and then glances at us. “Gio and I are going to take a walk.” He motions to Gio, and Gio looks at me. 

	“I saw what you did today. You’re brave. Braver than I ever gave you credit for. I’m proud of you.”

	Tears prickle my eyes and he disappears with Kayden. 

	***

	 I don’t see Gio again that night, and the next morning while Kace practices, I find Ella in the kitchen alone. 

	“Where’s Gio?” I ask. 

	“He and Kayden went to take down the Blue Owls.” She lifts her coffee cup in a salute.  “That’s a  good thing. Kayden likes him. So do I. He’s going to be okay, Aria. I promise.”

	A part of me shouts with relief. Another fears for his safety. “The letter with his name on it from my father,” I say. “Can you bring it to me?”

	“Yes. I will. You can go get it with me, if you like, and see our vault. He knows nothing about it or his inheritance. That’s your story to tell.” She pats the table next to her. “Come have coffee with me.”

	I fill a cup and join her and soon she’s telling me all about Gio and Kayden’s long talk. And the details are good. They soothe the soul of the long-standing control freak in me. 

	It’s a full three days later, and I’m sitting at a coffee shop with Kace when Gio appears at our table. “Gio,” I breathe out,  relieved, so very relieved at the sight of him.

	Kace stands and Gio offers him his hand. “I owe you about ten apologies. I’m sorry. You’re good to my sister. You really are a rock star.”

	Kace shakes his hand and Gio pulls him into a hug, and says, “I’ll make it up to you.” He looks Kace in the eyes and says. “Brother.”

	“Brother,” Kace repeats and then glances at me. “I’ll give you two a few minutes.” He leans down and kisses me before he says, “I’ll be at the waterfall just outside.” He heads for the door.

	I stand and Gio hugs me. “I’m sorry.”

	Hugging him a bit too tightly, I whisper, “I’m just glad you’re here.” 

	“Me, too,” he says and we settle into our seats. “We have a lot to talk about.” He says, leaning in closer. “Sofia is dead. She fired on Kayden and he shot her.”

	I swallow hard. “God. I just—wow. I don’t even know what to say. And I feel a little guilty for saying this but I’m glad it was her and not you.”

	“That makes two of us. I’d rather live a nice long life.” He sips Kace’s coffee and says, “Needs sugar.”

	I hand him sugar. “What else?” I prod, craving answers.

	“The rest of the Blue Owls are dealt with. They’re reporting to Kayden or they quit. The important thing here is they are no longer a threat. They all got what they deserved.”

	“I can’t believe Sofia’s dead. What about her father?”

	“Bowed down to Kayden like he’s a god. Hard to believe he was the leader of the Blue Owls. But Kayden wants nothing to do with him. He told him to leave the country and never let him hear his name again. And he did. He ran.”

	“Do we know where Angelena was all this time?”

	“No idea,” he says. “I don’t know why she showed up when she did either. We may never know.”

	“Did Sofia kill her?”

	“I have no doubt her or one of the Blue Owls killed Angelena. They wanted the formula. She was trying to hand it over to you and Kace.”

	“Was she having an affair with dad?”

	“We’ll never know but let’s just assume they weren’t.” 

	“How are you? I mean you loved Sofia.”

	“I’m not hurting over Sofia. I’m relieved she can’t hurt you or anyone else, ever again.” He shifts the topic. “I’m not going back to the States, Aria. I’m going to join Kayden here. I’m going to work for him. It’s hard to explain how he made that happen with the Blue Owls, but the man has a way with power. I want to be a part of that.” 

	“And I want you to be happy.” I reach into my purse and pull out the envelope to him from our father. “A friend of Dad’s kept a few things for us, Gio.”

	“Who?”

	“Donelle Bianchini.”

	His brows furrow. “Oh yeah. I remember him. Barely, but I remember him. He and Dad were close. What in the world did he keep for us and how did you find out?”

	I tell him the story and set the letter in front of him. “From Dad. I wouldn’t read it here. Mine made me cry. But so you know, he wrote to me about a lot of things, but especially you.”

	“Me?” he laughs and not gently. “Did he call me a wildcard and to beware?” 

	“He called you a free spirit who couldn’t be held down. Paraphrasing but he said that he wants you to be you, free to live life. He wished you your freedom. And gave you a lot of money. He left us a lot of money. He was right that day you fought in his office. We didn’t need to sell the formula. We had money. We have money.”

	He stares at me, just stares at me, and then reaches for the envelope. He opens it and starts reading. When he’s done, he gets up and leaves. I rush after him and find him facing the wall, leaning on it with his hands.  “Gio?”

	He pushes off the wall, tears in his eyes. “I don’t want his damn money. I want him back.”

	Tears sprout in my eyes, his emotions beating at mine. “I know. Me, too.”

	He lifts the letter. “He told me,” he pauses, hesitates, seems to reach for his words, before he says, “so many things, and I regret how damn hardheaded I was with him about everything. Damn it, why is he gone?”

	We hug each other and cry, but it’s a healing cry, the kind that touches a wound and slowly allows it to heal. And I know that’s what we’re doing. We’re healing and even from his grave, Dad is our guide. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	Kace and I spend Thanksgiving in the castle with Kayden and Ella. Adrian stays as well, just for safe measure but Savage heads to Paris to be with his wife. The holiday is wonderful, the best I’ve had for years. The feast is held in the war room and so many people are there, too many to count, including Adriel, Kayden’s best friend who lives in the next tower over, and his beautiful sister, Giada. Marabella is in heaven, cooking for everyone with Giada’s help. And Gio is right there with me and Kace. And to my relief and joy, the two of them begin to bond and it’s really everything to me.

	When the meal is over, we all gather in the main foyer to decorate the largest Christmas tree I’ve ever seen. Kace is standing behind me when it’s lit up, holding me from behind. We all gasp as the castle lights go out and the tree suddenly glows with blinking multi-color lights. Eventually we all disperse, and Kace and I bundle up for a walk. “I thought we’d head to Paris in a few days,” he says, our arms linked as we stroll. “That would give us plenty of time to explore before the show.” He stops and faces me. “I’d like to fly out to Germany right after the show, Christmas Eve,” he says. “We’d be home that night and home for Christmas.”

	“Home?”

	“That’s our second home, unless you end up hating it, and then we can sell it. Maybe we need our own castle in Italy.”

	My lips break into a smile. “Maybe we do.”

	“If you like Germany, we can have three homes. New York. Germany. Italy.”

	“That’s a lot of homes.” I laugh. “And we haven’t even started the plans for the remodel of the new apartment.”

	“We will. To all of it. You have a lot of living to do, baby.”

	“Yes,” I say. “I do.”

	When the day comes to leave Italy, it’s emotional. I hug Gio so long and hard, and still don’t want to let him go. “This isn’t goodbye,” he promises. “And you could just move here.”

	“We might,” Kace interjects. “At least for part of the year.”

	The two of them shake hands and then we say our goodbyes to Kayden and Ella. Ella hugs me and when I would shake Kayden’s hand, he hugs me, too. “Come back soon,” Kayden says when he and Kace shake hands.

	“We will,” I promise before Kace can.

	A short flight later, we, along with Adrian, land in Paris, the city of love, and I’m on the moon. I can’t see enough fast enough. Savage picks us up at the airport while a Walker team is there to handle Kace’s violins. “Miss me?” Savage asks, opening the door to the SUV for us. 

	“Actually,” I say, hugging him. “Yes.”

	Since Chris and Sara have a second home in Paris, we’re invited to stay with them, but since we’re going to be here so long, weeks after all, Kace rents us a stunning apartment. That first night in Paris, we have dinner with them and tell them everything about Italy. In the weeks that follow, Sara and I spend quality time together, I do a lot of shopping, and I even begin to learn French. And the closer the holiday comes, the more the city lights up with Christmas. Parisians know how to do the holiday. 

	Finally, the night of the Christmas Eve show has all but arrived. On the twenty-third, Jenny and Jerry arrive, and it’s a delight to see them again. Later that night, Mark and Crystal fly in as well, with the donated violins in tow. We meet them and Chris and Sara for dinner where there is laughter that flows plentiful. For the Christmas Eve show, I choose a red, mesmerizing tulle gown which features delicate straps, plunging neckline, crisscross straps in the back, and a long flowy skirt. When Kace sees me, his expression is all heat and fire, and love. 

	“You,” he says, wrapping his arm around me, “are stunning and I am the luckiest man alive.”

	But it is me who feels lucky. 

	As for Kace in a tuxedo, it doesn’t happen. He and Chris decide to give the large crowd what they expect. Which is them in their raw forms: jeans, T-shirts, boots, and leather. It’s somehow absolutely perfect.

	The event is held at the incredible Louvre museum and Kace’s entire band is here, even Kiki, but I’m okay with her now. Kace cleared her attendance, which mattered a lot to me, and besides, I’m confident in what I share with Kace. We’re a team.

	Right before the show, me and Sara, are backstage with Kace and Chris. Just before showtime, we both kiss our men, and then together, hand in hand, Sara and I take our seats in the front row with everyone. Blake and his wife, Kara, who is lovely. Savage and his charming wife, Candace. And Mark and Crystal. Even Kayden and Ella. Adrian stands by the stage, extra security for the night. 

	When the show begins, I have chills. The lights go out and it’s just such an exciting moment. Christmas Eve at the Louvre watching the Kace August and Chris Merit perform, when last year I was alone. 

	The lights go down and Kace’s violin begins to play, and it’s so very beautiful. The show is all Christmas and as Kace plays some of the most beautiful holiday songs ever created, Chris creates Christmas scenes: a house with snow, and quaint little villages with Christmas trees. As the show comes to an end, Kace takes the microphone. 

	“Merry Christmas, everyone, and thank you for spending a little bit of this holiday with us.”

	There are murmurs and a shout of, “I love you, Kace!”

	He smiles. “I love you, too. And tonight I hope you’ll indulge me a bit.” He eyes Chris. “Chris here certainly is. Some of you know that I write a few songs here and there.”

	I lean in close to Sara and whisper. “What is this? Why didn’t he tell me about it?”

	 She smiles and squeezes my hand. “Just watch.”

	She knows about it. Why don’t I know about this? 

	“I’m going to introduce a pretty famous guy. Please welcome Rafael, who is perhaps the most famous Mexican pop star on planet Earth right now. We’ve just signed a deal for his English debut with the song I’ve written.”

	Adrian’s brother? Oh my God, I think. My gaze shoots to Adrian’s at the side of the stage and he winks at me. Rafael steps onto the stage, a gorgeous man with a goatee, lots of muscles, and in a whole bunch of leather. He greets the crowd with, “Merry Christmas,” in Spanish, and French and then in English. “It’s an honor to be here and to sing this song for the first time ever with you.”

	Kace says, “I wrote this for someone special in my life and I’m going to set aside tonight’s auction violin and play a very special instrument as well.” One of the crew takes the violin in his hand and offers him another. “This is the Stradivarius 1695 Fetzer, once believed lost forever.” He hands off his microphone and his eyes find me, and what I feel that connects us is unexplainable, a bond like I never thought possible.  

	Kace lifts his violin to his chin and begins to play, the instrument singing like a magical voice. And then Rafael starts to sing, his voice absolutely beautiful as well:

	She’s a mystery and a song, a shadow in the light—

	It’s the song Kace wrote for me and damn it, I start to cry. Sara smiles at me and wipes my cheeks. “You’re messing up your make-up,” she chides, and points at Chris, who is painting my portrait. My God, what is happening right now?

	When the song is over, the applause is wild and Kace takes the microphone again. “As you might guess, that song is for a woman. That woman is Aria Stradivari, of the Stradivari family. She’s here tonight and I’m going to ask her to come up here.”

	My eyes go wide and he says, “Please say ‘Merry Christmas’ to Aria Stradivari, one of the kindest, bravest people I’ve ever known.”

	Nerves assail me and I shake my head no. Kace mouths “yes” and then Savage, in a tuxedo, steps in front of me and offers me his hand. “Come or I’ll carry you.”

	I pant out a breath and accept his hand. He leads me to the stage where Adrian takes over and helps me up the stairs. Kace is waiting on me, his hand outstretched, waiting for mine. I have a tiny flash of a memory, in the bakery, when he’d offered me his hand and it had felt like a question. It does tonight, too, and I don’t know why.

	But I don’t hesitate. I take his hand. “Hi,” he says, walking me to him. 

	“Hi,” I whisper. “What are you doing?”

	“This,” he says, and then he goes down on one knee. He produces a box and opens it to display a gorgeous ring shaped like a daisy, yellow stones surrounding a sparkling diamond. I gasp and cover my mouth. 

	“Aria Stradivari,” he says. “You have changed my life and made me a better man. I can’t live without you. Marry me. Please.” He smiles. “See I have manners now, too.”

	I laugh and cry. “Yes, you do. And yes, I will.”

	Kace stands again and slides the ring on my finger and when he pulls me into his arms and kisses me, the crowd goes crazy. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	When Kace and I step off the stage, the congratulations are many, but the ones that stand out the most, and touch my heart, are those of  Jenny and Jerry welcoming me to the family. When finally Kace is able to pull me backstage alone, he kisses me, tender and sweet, and then says, “I love you. Let’s get married in the daisy fields in Cremona. That’s as close to your parents as we can get.”

	I fall in love with him all over again with those words. “Yes. Yes, that would be perfect.” 

	Not much later, with Adrian with us, we board a plane to Germany and once we’re buckled in, I try to call Gio, to tell him my news, and I’m disappointed that he doesn’t answer. “Did you invite him tonight?”

	“I did, but he had an important assignment. I’m sure that’s why he can’t answer.”

	“Right. I’ll talk to him soon.”

	“You will, baby. He loves you.”

	Two hours later, I’ve changed into jeans and a red sweater on the plane, and we’ve landed in Germany. With Adrian behind the wheel of a rented SUV, we pull up to a sprawling property in Munich, and clear the gates to bring a three-level house into view. 

	“It’s amazing,” I say, excited to see inside. 

	“You do want to see inside,” he assures me. “There’s a surprise waiting on you.”

	“Another one?” I ask.

	“Yes. Another one.”

	We walk to the front door and Kace opens it. “Go in first.” 

	I smile up at him. “You’re all about secrets.”

	“Just one more.”

	Excited, I walk inside and I barely see the massive, fancy living room. What I see is a massive beautiful Christmas tree with my brother standing by it. “Sorry I missed the proposal,” he says. “But I had a tree to decorate.”

	I glance up at Kace. “I wasn’t letting you spend another Christmas without your own tree and your brother.”

	I throw my arms around him and hug him. “I love you. I love you so much.” I kiss him and then run to my brother, hugging him. “Thank you for being here.” 

	He glances down at me. “From now on, sis. From now on.”

	***

	Christmas morning, the four of us—me, Kace, Gio, and Adrian, are already dressed, and are sitting by the tree sipping coffee, talking, while I wonder what Adrian’s life is like. I mean why is he with us and not family? Why is he not with Rafael? I have talked myself out of asking when there’s a knock on the door. We all look at Kace. “No. I’m not expecting anyone.”

	Adrian stands, immediately in protective mode, and walks to the door. We all stand too. A minute later, Adrian returns with a very large box, complete with a big red bow. “Looks like Christmas gifts,” he says and grins. “The bow kind of gave it away if you were wondering where that brilliant statement came from. It’s addressed to all three of you, but has no return address.” 

	“Jenny and Jerry?” I assume.

	“Most likely,” Kace agrees.

	“Let me open it,” Adrian says. “I don’t like the missing return address and the delivery person was a private contractor.”  We all agree and watch as he gets to work producing three wrapped packages, one for me, Kace, and Gio.

	“I’ll go first,” Gio says. “I don’t like the unknown.”

	Already he sounds like Kayden, I think, with a small smile to myself. Kayden and Ella will be good for them and he’ll be food for them, too. Gio tears open the paper covering his gift and stares down at a violin bow in a glass case. His brows dip and he holds up a card. “Aria,” he says, and I suck in a breath. 

	“Oh my God,” I breathe out. “It looks like,” I glance at Kace, “Dad’s writing.”  My gaze rockets back to my brother. “It can’t be.”

	Gio opens the card and reads, “Look closely, Gio. This bow is special and meant only for you.” Gio sets the card down and studies the bow. “Holy Mother of Jesus. It has Dad’s initials on it. What the fuck is going on?” He eyes me. “Open yours.”

	Anxious and nervous, I quickly tear open the paper and gasp. “It’s my daisy doll.”  My eyes rocket right back to Gio again. “I tried to grab it the night we left Cremona and you pulled me out of the room too fast. I left it in Cremona.” I’m shaking when I open the card and read. “For my little daisy.” I look between Kace and Gio. “I left it in the house. How can this be?”

	“It has to be Donelle,” Gio says. “Call him. You have his number, right?”

	“Yes. Yes, I do.” I pull out my phone and dial. The line is answered, and I hear, “This is Russo.”

	“Hi, Mr. Russo. This is Aria Stradivari. Can I speak to Donelle?”

	“I’m sorry to report he passed early this morning, but he said to tell you he left in peace thanks to you and Kace.”

	My heart squeezes. “I—I am so sorry. Thank you for all you did.”

	We speak a few moments longer and when we disconnect, I am shellshocked.  “He’s gone. He died early this morning. I can’t believe it, but I’m certain these gifts have to be from him.”

	“He doesn’t have our address,” Kace says, “but I suppose it could be located if Russo wanted to locate it badly enough. I’m just not sure how he’d know we were here.” His brows dip and he turns his attention to his package. Cautiously, he opens it and laughs, showing us the one-dollar coin in a glass case. 

	“What does it mean?” I ask. 

	“I know,” he says, “but before I tell you, let’s see what the card says.” He opens it and reads, “I owe you a dollar I never paid you.” Kace looks between us. “Your father bet me I couldn’t hit every fifth note perfectly. I spent every day of two weeks trying to hit those damn notes.”

	My eyes go wide and I stand up. “Oh my God. Oh my God. That’s the secret to the formula. Every fifth note. He used to say that to me, too. Kace, it’s the song you and Dad wrote together, but only every fifth note.”

	Kace’s eyes register my words and he smiles. “I think you might be right. Let’s find out.” He stands and retrieves his violin. The four of us gather together and get to work. Adrian knows much more about music than I’d expected and between all of us, the formula begins to come together. It’s in the wee hours of the night when  we have finally written down what we know is the formula. The four of us sit there, staring at it, all stunned. “Now it goes in the castle vault with The Underground’s protection,” I say and everyone murmurs their agreement. 

	A long time later, I stand with Kace, alone in the living room, staring at the tree. “Do you think it was Donelle who sent us those gifts?” I ask.

	“I don’t know, baby. Do you?”

	“Is it crazy that some part of me believes it was my father?”

	“No. There is nothing wrong with believing in miracles.” He cups my face and stares down at me, his eyes reflecting the Christmas tree lights, and in them every dream I’ve now had come true. “You are certainly mine. I can’t tell you enough times that you saved me, Aria.”

	“And you saved me, Kace.”

	*** 

	The New York apartment sells before Kace and I ever leave Germany. We wait to return to the states until after our new place is built out. Meanwhile, I try spaetzle and then eat lots of it. I find I do indeed love German pasta, and Germany as a whole. By Valentine’s Day, we’re back in New York City and it’s a dream come true—my home with Kace. My first real home since I was a child. 

	 For the next few months, I throw myself into my new purpose—helping others, setting up charity events, working to gain wide support for those in need.  Riptide and auctions are not a thing of my past though. I simply use them to help my charity work, donating all my proceeds where they can best be of use. 

	And together Kace and I plan our wedding. 

	The next spring, we are married in Cremona in the very daisy field my father used to take me to visit, the scent of the flowers sprinkling the ceremony with the memory of family and home. Kace finally wears a tuxedo and he looks like sin and my satisfaction. And my hero. He is my hero. And in my white flowing dress, with all my new friends and family around me, I swear I can hear my father’s violin notes in the wind. 

	THE END

	***

	What’s next from me? Adrian’s Trilogy! Yes, the sexy man himself has his very own three-book series coming out. Turn the page for the covers and more details, or PRE-ORDER HERE. And have you read Savage’s series?! Read all about it HERE.

	***

	Did you enjoy Mark and Crystal & Chris and Sara? You can read both couples’ story in my INSIDE OUT series! All of the books are available now, so no need to wait it out.

	HERE’S A SEXY MINI EXCERPT FROM BOOK ONE OF THE INSIDE OUT SERIES, IF I WERE YOU

	“Hands over your head,” he orders, pressing my palms to the glass above me, his body shadowing mine. “Stay like that.”

	My pulse jumps wildly and adrenaline surges. I’ve been ordered around during sex, but in a clinical, bend over and give me what I want kind of way I tried to convince myself was hot. It wasn’t. I hated every second, every instance, and I’d endured it. This is different though, erotic in a way I’ve never experienced, enticingly full of promise. My body is sensitized, pulsing with arousal. I am hot where Chris is touching me and cold where he isn’t.

	When he seems satisfied I’ll comply with his orders, Chris slowly caresses a path down my arms, and then up and down my sides, brushing the curves of my breasts. He’s in no hurry, but I am. I am literally quivering by the time his hands cover my breasts, welcoming the way he squeezes them roughly, before tugging on my nipples. I gasp with the pinching sensation he repeats over and over, creating waves of pleasure verging on pain, and the music is fading away, and so is the past. There is pleasure in pain. The words come back to me, and this time they resonate.

	His hands are suddenly gone, and I pant in desperation, trying to pull them back.

	Chris captures my hands and forces them back to the glass above me, his breath warm by my ear, his hard body framing mine. “Move them again and I’ll stop what I’m doing, no matter how good it might feel.”

	I quiver inside at the erotic command, surprised again by how enticed I am by this game we are playing. “Just remember,” I warn, still panting, still burning for his touch. “Payback is Hell.”

	His teeth scrape my shoulder. “Looking forward to it, baby,” he rasps. “More than you can possibly know.”

	https://www.lisareneejones.com/the-inside-out-series.html

	***

	Don’t forget, if you want to be the first to know about upcoming books, giveaways, sales, and any other exciting news I have to share please be sure you’re signed up for my newsletter! As an added bonus everyone receives a free ebook when they sign-up!

	http://lisareneejones.com/newsletter-sign-up/

	 


WALKER SECURITY RETURNS!

	ADRIAN’S TRILOGY IS COMING THIS WINTER

	[image: Image]

	As a member of Walker Security, Adrian Ramos has found redemption for a walk on the dark side. For six years the former FBI agent was undercover in the notorious Texas Kings biker club. For six years he changed, he became one of them and when the bust happened, he didn't know who he was anymore. On a hitlist with a price on his head, he disappeared and joined Walk Security, but now, the trial is set to start and witnesses are dropping like flies. 

	Assistant District Attorney, Priscilla Miller is tasked with the conviction of The King himself, and she's passionate about taking him down, but her case is falling apart. She's also in trouble, and while she resists Adrian, the sexy ex-FBI agent with a killer reputation, and his team at Walker Security are her answer, in more ways than one.

	He touches her, she melts.

	He shields her, she survives.

	But everything is not as it seems. Friends are enemies. Secrets are really lies. And the one time in his life Adrian lets his heart do the thinking, passion might just be deadly.

	https://www.lisareneejones.com/walker-security-adrians-trilogy.html



	




	EXCERPT FROM 

	THE SAVAGE SERIES

	[image: Image]

	He’s here.

	Rick is standing right in front of me, bigger than life, and so damn him, in that him kind of way that I couldn’t explain if I tried. He steps closer and I drop my bag on the counter. He will hurt me again, I remind myself, but like that first night, I don’t seem to care. 

	I step toward him, but he’s already there, already here, right here with me. I can’t even believe it’s true. He folds me close, his big, hard body absorbing mine. His fingers tangle in my hair, his lips slanting over my lips. And then he’s kissing me, kissing me with the intensity of a man who can’t breathe without me. And I can’t breathe without him. I haven’t drawn a real breath since he sent me that letter. 

	My arms slide under his tuxedo jacket, wrapping his body, muscles flexing under my touch. The heat of his body burning into mine, sunshine warming the ice in my heart he created when he left. And that’s what scares me. Just this quickly, I’m consumed by him, the princess and the warrior, as he used to call us. My man. My hero. And those are dangerous things for me to feel, so very dangerous. Because they’re not real. He showed me that they aren’t real. 

	“This means nothing,” I say, tearing my mouth from his, my hand planting on the hard wall of his chest. “This is sex. Just sex. This changes nothing.”

	 “Baby, we were never just sex.”

	“We are not the us of the past,” I say, grabbing his lapel. “I just need—you owe me this. You owe me a proper—”

	“Everything,” he says. “In ways you don’t understand, but, baby, you will. I promise you, you will.” 

	I don’t try to understand that statement and I really don’t get the chance. His mouth is back on my mouth.

	The very idea of forever with this man is one part perfect, another part absolute pain. Because there is no forever with this man. But he doesn’t give me time to object to a fantasy I’ll never own, that I’m not sure I want to try and own again. I don’t need forever. I need right now. I need him. I sink back into the kiss and he’s ravenous. Claiming me. Taking me. Kissing the hell out of me and God, I love it. God, I need it. I need him. 

	FIND OUT MORE ABOUT THE SAVAGE SERIES HERE:

	https://www.lisareneejones.com/savage-series.html
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