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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…
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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
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