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			Dear Readers:


			I can’t believe we are finally about to Surrender, after all that denial and demand [image: ]. For the many of you who have written me, so very eager for this book, thank you for your patience and excitement. I hope it lives up to your expectations and makes the wait worthwhile. I am excited about this one for many reasons. Ella’s such a survivor, and as she takes on her own life, she inspires me to be one, as well. And I wouldn’t mind kicking ass the way she does, too!


			Many of you started Ella’s story with the Inside Out series, and for those of you who know that series, guess what? Chris and Sara are back in Surrender! And oh, how surreal it was to write about them again, if only a little bit. For new readers, Chris and Sara will offer you some small glimpses into Ella’s life from the Inside Out series. So let’s recap before we start Surrender. Spoiler warning! If you have not read Denial and Demand, do not read forward!


			We all remember where this story started in Denial. Ella wakes up in a hospital bed with amnesia, having been saved by Kayden Wilkens. As they wade through the dangers of her memory loss and his Treasure Hunting world (The Underground), their passion and connection become something they can no longer ignore. And what comes of their weakness for one another is a lasting emotional bond and the ultimate exchange of trust.


			Kayden and Ella began book two, Demand, by testing the strength of their relationship with the weight of their secrets and lies. What eventually comes of that is a stronger and deeper connection in the face of both Neuville’s impending threat and Niccolo’s deception. The two warring stepbrothers, who run the French and Italian mobs, are at odds over each other, Ella, and the butterfly necklace that she once held in her hands. But her memory still refuses to allow her access to why she had it and where she left it.


			We left Ella and Kayden right after their confrontation with Blake Walker, one of the founding brothers of Walker Security, who was sent by Ella’s best friend, Sara, and Chris Merit to find Ella. After Blake finally found her, he helped shed some light on who she is. Yet with more of the truth came more uncertainty. Ella has just dropped the bomb that she believes she has a connection to the CIA. She’s unsure of what kind of connection it is—but what will this mean for her and Kayden’s relationship? And who does this make her in the grand scheme of the terrifying web of danger they still find themselves in?


			There is so much more to explore in Surrender, and I hope you’ll enjoy the final installment of Ella’s story . . .


			xoxo,


			Lisa


		


	

		

			characters
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			Ella Ferguson (25)—Heroine in the series. Woke alone in Italy, saved by our hero, Kayden Wilkens. Best friend to Sara McMillan from the Inside Out series.


			Kayden Wilkens (32)—Our hero in the series. Leader of the Italian branch of The Underground (a treasure-hunting operation). Saves Ella and brings her to live in his castle while she recovers.


			Niccolo—Very dangerous Italian mobster. Ella has some sense of unease and knowledge of this man that she can’t quite grasp.


			Matteo—Works for Kayden and The Underground as a hacker. He helps create Ella’s new identity as Rae Eleana Ward, and continues to try to find out who Ella is.


			Adriel Santaro—Both lives and works for Kayden running a high-end collectibles store from the castle. Kayden fired him from The Underground after Adriel’s father was killed on a hunt.


			Giada Santaro—Adriel’s sister. Also works in the collectibles store. Has a very hard time coping with her mother and father’s deaths. Blames Kayden and The Underground for her father’s murder.


			Marabella—Kayden’s housekeeper, lives on the premises. Very close to Kayden, Adriel, and Giada. Is considered a mother figure by them all.


			Detective Gallo—Kayden’s greatest adversary. Very intent on making trouble for Kayden, and on finding out who Ella really is.


			Chief Donati—The chief of police; Detective Gallo’s boss. Friendly with Kayden, yet hiding secrets of his own.


			Sasha—A Hunter. Her family is made up of Hunters and Hawks that used to run the French branch of The Underground, before Kayden took over for them. She befriends Ella and has quite the personality.


			Blake Walker—A transplant from both the Tall, Dark and Deadly series (you can read his and Kara’s story in Beneath the Secrets) and the Inside Out series. Chris Merit (Inside Out) hired Blake to help him and Sara find Ella after she ran off to elope with David and disappeared. At the end of the Inside Out series, Blake was still searching for her.


			Enzo—One of The Underground’s newest and youngest members, killed during a dangerous mission.


			Elizabeth—Kayden’s deceased fiancée. She was murdered in the castle five years ago.


			Nathan—Physician for The Underground who helps Ella as she recovers from her severe concussion. While very charismatic, he is also tough and implacable.


			David—Ella’s ex-fiancé (mentioned in the Inside Out series). He swept Ella off to Paris to elope. Very vivid and shocking memories return to Ella of her time with David, involving lot of arguing and anguish. At the end of Denial Ella still cannot remember all that transpired between her and David, but she does know she didn’t love him.


			Kevin—Kayden’s adoptive father. He was the original owner of the castle and the previous leader of the Italian branch of The Underground. After he was murdered along with Elizabeth five years ago, Kayden took over his post in The Underground and ownership of the castle. Best friend to Kayden’s father.


			Sara McMillan—Ella’s best friend from San Francisco. Readers might know her as the heroine from the Inside Out series. She is married to Chris Merit.


			Chris Merit—Famous billionaire artist married to Ella’s best friend, Sara. They are currently residing in Paris. Read Chris and Sara’s full story in the Inside Out series.


			The Jackals—A highly corrupt group of “pirates” who will do any dirty work and double-cross anyone they see fit.


			Alessandro—Leader of The Jackals.


			Garner Neuville—Head of the French Mob. “Saved” Ella after David abandoned her in Paris, but soon turned out to be her worst nightmare. He is the cause of her most horrific memories as they slowly return. Stepbrother to Niccolo.


			Carlo—One of Kayden’s hunters. Former Jackal.


		


	

		

			prologue
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			sara


			Paris


			Ella’s alive!


			It is the news I have hoped and prayed to receive for months on end. It doesn’t feel real until I hear her voice on the phone, and suddenly all the pieces of my heart, which I was certain would end up shattered, are healed. But too soon, she ends the connection. I hold the phone to my ear, not ready to let go of her, haunted by her secrecy and reliving the past thirty minutes that got me to this moment. I was in Chris’s studio, reveling in the fact that this famous, sexy artist has been my husband for almost two weeks—and then it happened, the moment I’d been anticipating for months. I shut my eyes and live it again, because how can I not want to live it again?


			[image: ]


			A Matchbox Twenty song fills the air, fuel for his creative juices; a canvas is in front of him, a brush in his hand. He’s only a few feet away from me, focused on his work, his longish blond hair sexily mussed up, his feet bare, his jeans slung low. He wears no shirt, of course. He never paints with a shirt on, which is quite all right with me, considering I have a delicious view of a well-defined chest, and his multicolored dragon tattoo that speaks of a jagged-edged past and a soul that is dark and light in equal parts—much like the paint he marks on his canvas. 


			There is something special about watching him work here in Paris, in the city where he first picked up a brush that would turn him into a rock star of the art world. Especially since he is painting me. I am naked and exposed in every way with this man, sitting in the alcove of a massive arched window, my legs pulled to my chest. There was a time when I swore I’d never let him paint me. When I knew he’d see things I didn’t want him to see, because I didn’t want to see them myself. But that was then, and this is now. And while I am still damaged, still fighting old wounds, no one understands better about the cuts that never heal than Chris Merit. No one understands the damage that can never be repaired, but simply caressed. We are two lost souls that were found in the fog of pain and heartache, able to see again, to breathe again, as one. 


			I am lost in that spell when Chris’s cell phone rings and he digs it from his pocket. The instant he gives me his back, I know something is wrong. It’s in the sharp way he turns and the knotting of his shoulders. I’m on my feet in an instant, darting for his T-shirt on the chair next to his easel and canvas. I’ve just pulled it over me when I watch him drag his fingers through his hair, an act of emotion he’d show no one but me. Ella, I think, fearing that this is the news we’ve waited for from Blake Walker, the PI we’d hired to find her, and that it must not be good. I hug myself, preparing for the worst. She’s dead. She must be dead.


			“Now?” Chris asks the caller, turning to look at me, his green eyes lighter than I expect, no tragedy in their depths. “Yes. Give me sixty seconds to fill her in.”


			“What is it?”


			“Ella’s alive.”


			“What?! You’re sure?”


			“She’s with Blake, and he’s going to let you talk to her.”


			“Yes,” I say, rushing forward and reaching for the phone.


			“Easy, baby,” he says, his fingers catching my hip as he pulls me to him. “There are things going on that we don’t know about, and she won’t tell us. You can’t push her for anything she doesn’t feel ready to tell you.”


			“Oh my God,” I say. “Ella! It’s really Ella?”


			“It’s really her.”


			“Is she in danger? What happened to her?”


			“Just talk to her and be glad she’s alive. We’ll figure out the rest later.”


			I put the phone to my ear and her voice radiates through it with joy. And then we are talking, about me and Chris, and she won’t talk about herself. But I talk. I walk to the ledge and sit down and I hold onto to every word she speaks, because she’s alive. But then we say goodbye, she hangs up, and I have no way to reach her again. And that joy I felt while talking to her begins to transform to worry. To fear.


			[image: ]


			“Talk to me, baby.”


			At the sound of Chris’s voice, and the feel of his hands on my naked leg, I return to the present, blinking him into view and setting the phone down on the ledge.


			“She’s not okay, Chris,” I say, covering his hand with mine. “I sensed it. She’s different. She’s changed, or . . . I don’t know what. But she only wanted to talk about us getting married. She wouldn’t tell me anything about where she’s been, and she says the man she’s with is wonderful, but she’d also said that about David. Where is she?”


			“Blake said he can’t tell us that.”


			“Why?” I don’t give him time to answer. “She’s in danger.”


			“Yes,” Chris agrees. “She’s hiding from something.”


			“Is it Garner Neuville?” I ask, aware that he’d had an affair with her and has been looking for her too.


			“We don’t know anything, Sara.”


			“We know he’s dangerous, and I wanted to ask her about him so badly. Can we call Blake and find out what’s going on?”


			“Let him focus on taking care of her. He’ll call us the minute he can.” His phone starts ringing again. “And that’s going to be him.”


			“Oh, thank God,” I breathe out, while Chris picks up the phone off the ledge and then gives me a nod, telling me it’s Blake.


			“I’ll put him on speaker,” he says, and I quickly scoot over, giving him room to sit next to me, both of us leaning against the alcove surrounding the window.


			“Blake, Sara and I are both on the line,” Chris says, setting the phone on the ledge between us.


			“I can’t believe you found her!” I say. “Thank you so much.”


			“I’m glad we found her, too,” he says. “But here is where things get complicated. She’s hiding, and when you uncover someone who’s hiding, you either save them or destroy them.”


			“Who is she hiding from?” Chris asks.


			“I don’t know,” he says. “But the man she’s with is protective as hell.”


			“Is she his prisoner?” I ask. “And who is he?”


			“She’s not a prisoner,” Blake says. “I’m sure of it. Now, does that mean she’s aware of the many sides of the man she’s with? That, I cannot say.”


			“What sides?” I ask.


			“He’s a powerful man,” Blake says. “And while he’s known to have a moral compass, he’s also known to be a person you don’t cross.”


			“You’re not making me feel good here,” I say. “Who is he, exactly? Powerful in what way?”


			“I’d like to know those answers, as well,” Chris adds.


			“He’s the leader over France and Italy for an organization called The Underground. They’re Treasure Hunters by their own definition. They will find anything, from people, to things, to data—you name it—for a price. I did some digging around when I found out who he was with, and he’s known to have offered aid to a few U.S. government agencies.”


			“So he’s not a bad guy,” I say, relieved.


			“Sweetheart,” Blake says, “I’ve known agents who were bad. I’m not willing to define him as good quite yet. The problem for me is that he doesn’t seem to feel that the group we hired to help find Ella is trustworthy. He’s concerned they’ll sell her out to whoever she’s running from.”


			“Is he right?” Chris asks, an edge to his voice.


			“They’re European-based, and there’s no record of them with any U.S. agency. I’m digging deeper.”


			“Do they know who we are?”


			“I never used your names,” Blake says, “and we have no reason to believe they’d connect the dots or even bother trying, but—”


			“That’s as far as you need to go,” Chris says. “I’m taking Sara back to the States tonight and I need your men there waiting for us.”


			My objection is instant. “You have a huge charity event at the Louvre in a couple of days, Chris. People paid big money to meet you.”


			“Your safety is first,” he says. “The end. We aren’t talking about it.”


			“Actually,” Blake says, “pulling out would get attention you don’t want. At this point, we don’t know who Ella is running from, why she’s running, or even if we have a problem at all.”


			“We don’t know that we don’t, either,” Chris counters.


			“This event is important to you, to us,” I say. “And to the Children’s Hospital.”


			“Your bodyguard, Rey, is excellent,” Blake says. “So is his brother. I’ll coordinate with them and cover you now.”


			“Rey’s already on duty,” Chris says, “and so is his brother.”


			“I’ll update him on the situation, then,” Blake says. “And I’ll get my men on a plane to you to cover the event. If you want to leave right after the event, we’ll take you straight to the airport.”


			Chris’s lips thin, the lines of his body are tight, and I can almost feel his fear for me clawing at him, taking him to a private hell I’ll visit with him when this is over.


			“Or,” Blake says, clearly uncomfortable with the silence, “they can escort you back to San Francisco.”


			“When do we get an update?”


			“Twelve hours.”


			“We’ll let you know our plans then.”


			“Understood,” Blake replies.


			Chris ends the call, sucking in air and lifting his face to the ceiling. And I know what’s going on in his head. Paris is where he lost his mother and father. And it’s where street robbers killed his ex-girlfriend’s parents and he was forced to kill a teenage boy before he shot her, as well. And it’s where that same ex killed herself only weeks ago. Paris is the hotbed of his torment, yet it’s also the place that put a paintbrush in his hand and began to heal him. But he doesn’t need me to tell him I know these things. He knows I know. He knows I understand.


			I stand up and walk to the easel he was working at in the center of the otherwise nearly empty room, stopping at the table next to it. I flip on the radio and find the angst-filled Hozier song he’s been listening to recently while working on one of his charity projects featuring the catacombs of Paris. The music fills the air: “Take me to church, I’ll worship like a dog at the shrine of your lies.” But there are no lies between Chris and me—and I don’t want anything else between us right now. I pull off his shirt and turn to find him standing in front of me. And when my eyes meet his, the punch of emotion I see in them weakens my knees.


			“Nothing is going to happen to me,” I promise, and before the words are out, his fingers are tangling roughly, erotically, in my hair and he’s dragging me against him. And when he kisses me, it’s laced with torment and pain. I just pray that the only enemies we have to face in our future, or Ella’s, are the ones inside us right now.


		


	

		

			one
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			ella


			Italy 


			Minutes after I’ve ended my call with Sara, Kayden and I are standing in the break room of the shooting range and Kayden is kissing me, drinking me in, his hands possessively on my waist and at my neck, as if he’s afraid to let me go. As if he’s afraid somehow I will be lost, and the truth is, so am I. So am I. It doesn’t matter that he is my next breath, and that I believe I am his. It matters that exposing my past might steal everything we think we are and want to be together. It matters that while reconnecting with Sara was welcome and wonderful, there was other news that came with finding her again. News that I may really be a CIA operative, as I’ve suspected, perhaps here in Italy for reasons that don’t suit The Underground—an organization where Kayden is The Hawk, the leader.


			“We are not enemies,” Kayden declares, tearing his mouth from mine, repeating the words he’d spoken before the kiss as if he’s tasted the doubt on my lips, as if he’s willing me to let it go, when I have tasted it on his as well. But I have never wanted to surrender to anyone else’s will—or to anyone—more than I do to his and him, right now. But it isn’t that simple and we both know it, no matter how we might reject that fact.


			“In this moment,” I say, “and in every moment since you found me in that alleyway, no. But if I am CIA—”


			“You were never my enemy, Ella.” He turns over his arm, exposing the hawk tattoo on his wrist, the mark of a leader in The Underground, in his case over all of France and Italy. “This represents me having the right to make choices for my organization that will never put me at odds with you or the CIA.”


			“Not by choice,” I say, my hand flattening on the hard wall of his T-shirt-covered chest, knowing everything about him is strength and power. “But sometimes you’re forced into situations.”


			“That I manage, and manage well.”


			“Yes,” I agree, recognizing not arrogance in his words but rather confidence and character. “I know that. I’ve seen it. And I feel it when I’m with you.”


			“But you’re not convinced that doesn’t leave us at odds.”


			“I want to be convinced. I do.”


			He takes my hand and turns it over to reveal the newly inked hawk on my wrist, a perfect match for his except for the pink-etched wings. “This says that I will always put you first. It says you will never be my enemy.” He joins our hands and connects our wrists, our hawks. “You are a part of me now.”


			“As you are of me,” I say, my voice raspy with love for this man who has seen my worst and barely knows my best, and yet I know he would die for me. That thought brings worries to mind that he doesn’t give me time to express, lacing his fingers with mine.


			“Let’s get out of here.”


			“What about Blake Walker and his wife?” I ask, reminded of Walker Security, the team Sara had hired to find me. “Did they disappear as quickly as they showed up?”


			“They know you’re safe now,” he says. “And at this point, any further conversation needs to come after I’ve had time to check them out. Your friend might trust him, but I also need to trust him, and so do you.”


			“Agreed,” I say, and I do not miss the way he makes this about us, not him, never throwing his role of Hawk in my face unless it concerns someone’s safety. “How did he react to you questioning him?”


			“He offered me references that he’s sending by email, but what I care about most is what he won’t willingly hand over.”


			“The stuff Matteo can find by hacking.”


			“Exactly,” he confirms. “I’ve already called him, but my gut feeling is that Blake Walker is legit, right along with Sara’s new husband, Chris Merit.”


			“Please tell me you don’t think he’s after the necklace? That can’t be. It can’t. He came into her life after I left.” Yet as surely as I say the words, I know that might not matter.


			“I’m just being safe, sweetheart.”


			“Right. That’s good. And Blake Walker hiring The Jackals to help find me? How bad is their involvement?”


			“It’s not good,” he says, holding nothing back, which I appreciate. “Their leader, Alessandro, is a low-life scum who has no loyalty to any client. He’ll pass the same information he gave Blake on to another paying client if he becomes aware you’re being looked for.”


			“As in Garner Neuville,” I supply, now knowing exactly who the man in my flashbacks is. No. The monster in my flashbacks. He is no man. “You can say his name,” I add. “He won’t make me cower, Kayden. I won’t give him that power.”


			His eyes warm with obvious pride and he cups my head, kissing my forehead. “Of that, sweetheart, I have no doubt.” He inches back to look at me, his hands settling at my waist. “I’ll handle Alessandro. You have my word.”


			“Handle him how?”


			“Depends on how dirty he plays—which means I have plans to make, and we need to get out of here.” He folds my arm at the elbow and settles our joined hands between us. “I sent Giada home,” he says, reminding me I was playing big sister to Adriel’s sister when all this happened.


			“I’m going to have to make this up to her,” I say, “but getting out of here and forming a plan both sound good to me.”


			“Giada will get over it,” he assures me. “I have a car waiting for us.”


			I nod, and eagerly let him guide me into the hallway and down the stairs. I want a plan. I want control. I want all these holes in my memories filled in and I need to do whatever is necessary to ensure that happens, and standing in place isn’t the answer. We exit into the hallway and Kayden leads me down the stairs, and while the way our hands meld together so easily speaks of how connected we are, I can’t help but feel that we could be ripped apart at any given moment. And he feels it, too. It’s in the hard lines of his body, in the slight tightening of his grip on mine, as he leads me through the retail area of the shooting range, where he gives several people waves but doesn’t stop walking.


			We pause at the exit, where a man hands Kayden his gray and black biker jacket, which he slips on before helping me with my black Chanel trench coat I don’t even remember removing. How very non-CIA of me, I think. But the amnesia and flashbacks of my past seem to remove me from the present, a problem I’m hopeful that I’m close to removing from my life, and Kayden’s. I’m so close to having me back, minus my red hair that will remain dark brown as long as Garner Neuville lives. I want to kill him. Another very non-CIA feeling. But if I am CIA, where were they when I was lying in that alleyway where Kayden saved me? Where were they when I was tied between two poles, being beaten by a whip? But then, maybe I didn’t want to be saved. Maybe I just wanted that monster behind bars. And yet . . . why would the CIA be involved with the mob? The FBI prefers to take the lead on mob activity, despite some crossover. And how do I know that if I’m not CIA?


			Kayden grabs the door for me and I exit into the chilly February air of Rome, still trying to make sense of where I fit into that picture. Kayden’s next to me in an instant, his arm draping my shoulders, his big body sheltering me from an early-evening wind, while tourists bustle in the shopping area neighboring the Spanish Steps. He motions forward and to the cobblestone street to our left, where I spot a black Mercedes. Adriel exits the driver’s door facing us, running fingers through his dark hair, and I’d bet he’s hiding a weapon under his sleek, fitted brown leather jacket and another at his ankle.


			We’re almost to the car when a limo pulls to the curb in front of the Mercedes, and I immediately know who it is. “Niccolo,” I say as two goons in trench coats exit from either side of the car, a chill of foreboding running down my spine.


			“Yes,” Kayden agrees, his hand slipping away from my shoulder, no doubt to free it for his weapon. “He uses impromptu meetings as a way to ensure he’s in control, and that everyone else is unsteady.”


			In turn, my hand has settled under my coat where my purse rests at my hip, my fingers tugging the zipper open, then discreetly finding the cold steel handle of “Annie.” Adriel steps to my opposite side from Kayden at the same moment, and one of the men stops a foot in front of us and center, which means directly in line with me, but he looks at Kayden.


			“Niccolo would like to talk with you a moment,” he says, but his gaze then flicks to me. “And you.”


			“Come with me, Ella,” Adriel orders, his hand going to my arm.


			“Ella stays with me,” Kayden says, and I can feel the instant, silent resistance in Adriel. He knows nothing of my involvement with the necklace they all hunt, and Niccolo wants to find it before anyone else. But Niccolo knows, and should I avoid him now, it will look as if I have remembered where it is but wish to hide it from him. The reality is that I have not remembered. And while I would never hand it over to Niccolo, at present I am not hiding it from him, and at least for now, that message is one I can look him in the eye and deliver. A message that this meeting allows me to deliver—and, in fact, buys us time to find the necklace and ensure he never gets his criminal hands on it.


			I step forward, aligning my boots with Kayden’s, silently offering my agreement, though it’s not needed. Niccolo’s goon has already taken Kayden’s word as gold, and is now walking back toward the limo. Kayden doesn’t look at me, nor me at him, both of us focused on the back door of the limo. We step forward in unison, connected in ways that go beyond our personal bond that I understand now, but hadn’t before; nor, I suspect, had he. We both know danger. We both know the importance of keeping our eyes on the danger ahead, along with who and what awaits us is in this limo. We both don’t intend to be the ones who fall, if someone has to take a hit.


			One of the goons opens the back door and I start to get in, but Kayden gently shackles my arm. “Wait here with Adriel until I set ground rules,” he orders softly. Fully in his role as Hawk, he doesn’t await confirmation from me, assuming it and already stepping toward the car, and I do not question him. Not when Niccolo is watching. Instead, I stand my ground, Adriel appearing at my side like a guard dog ready to snarl and bite, while my gun is ready to snarl and bite right along with whatever weapon he chooses.


			I sense his dedication to doing whatever is necessary to protect not just Kayden, but me, another reason for me to warm to him when I’d once thought that impossible. Kayden enters the car, and less than a minute later he leans out and offers me his hand. I do not hesitate to press my palm to his, and while his touch is always welcome, it serves a purpose now. It’s a message to Niccolo that we are united and that I’m not only under Kayden’s protection, but that of The Underground. Yet there is no fear in me, not even of Niccolo. I am instead appropriately on edge about a powerful man who plays games, with me the one holding the card, or rather the location of the necklace that he wants to hold himself.


			I move forward, and the instant I’m inside the car sitting next to Kayden, my mind quickly ticks through observations—a process I instinctively know started with my father’s training. Everything is in slow motion. It’s like an out-of-body experience. In a matter of seconds, I register Kayden’s leg next to mine while his hand slides away from me, then the door shutting and fine leather cradling my body. The spicy, masculine scent of Kayden merging with Niccolo’s, which is somehow soapy and clean in a sterile kind of way, like a hospital you want to escape but cannot. There is also a window sealed between us and the driver at Kayden’s and my back. Last, I focus on Niccolo sitting in the center of the seat across from us, looking gaunt, his scalp freshly shaved, his expensive blue suit too large yet he manages to own it, like he intends to own us. He will fail.


			“Ella,” he greets me, those cold eyes still hollow of emotion and laden with sickness, with the death haunting him, landing on me.


			“Niccolo,” I say, ensuring he knows that I will meet him tit for tat at every turn.


			“Let’s skip the dinner party greetings,” Kayden says, no doubt purposely, and successfully, pulling Niccolo’s attention to him.


			“Police Chief Donati has been dealt with,” Niccolo states. “Should he give either of you trouble again, I’ll want to know.”


			“Dealt with how?” Kayden asks.


			“Effectively,” he states, offering nothing more. “And he’ll ensure your Detective Gallo is also dealt with, as I understand he’s a nuisance.”


			“Please tell me that’s not code for killing him,” I say, incapable of keeping my mouth shut at this point.


			“But my brother is a more complicated situation,” he says, ignoring my words, as he cuts his gaze to me again. “Have you remembered where my necklace is?”


			His necklace. It is not his necklace, but the property of the British government, an artifact long ago stolen that he will never possess.


			But instead of correcting him, I speak the only truth he needs to hear. “I only remember what it looks like, and that at some point I had it.”


			“Do you remember promising it to me for safe passage from Paris to Italy, as well as my protection from my brother?”


			“I do not.”


			“But you remembered him?”


			“Flashbacks of a monster,” I say willingly, not hiding my hate for Garner. Niccolo needs to know I have no distorted memories of his brother that would suddenly make me hand him the necklace.


			“Who will pay for his sins,” Kayden adds, his voice etched with hard promise.


			Niccolo’s gaze swings to Kayden. “And me? Will I pay for my sins, Hawk?”


			He’s goading Kayden with the murder of his family, which Niccolo has all but admitted to. I turn my back to the door to read both men’s expressions, preparing to react to any problem, and doing so with the sureness that Adriel will not allow me any surprises from behind. But if Kayden is agitated, his energy doesn’t darken, his expression doesn’t harden. In fact, his lips quirk, his eyes filling with amusement that I swear is genuine, his elbows settling on his legs as he leans closer to Niccolo and goads him right back. “I don’t need to make you pay, now do I?” he asks softly. “That bitch Karma already found you for me, and we both know it.”


			Niccolo’s gaze sharpens with the implication that Kayden knows of his illness. “Karma’s my sister, Hawk. And she might be a bitch, but it turns out we’re getting pretty damn friendly, so watch yourself. She might find you, too.”


			“Is that a threat, Niccolo?” Kayden asks. “Because I don’t respond well to threats, especially when they come from someone I know will act on them. It makes me turn an Evil Eye on them. Not that it would matter to you. You just said that Karma’s your sister, and we all know how you regard family—seeing as you’d like nothing more than to take out your own brother.”


			“Enough with the word games,” Niccolo snaps. “We have a common cause now. We both want my brother destroyed.” He flicks a look at me and then back at Kayden. “And she’s the key you seem to want to protect.”


			Kayden goes still, his mood darkening, easily read by the crackle of energy around him, before he shocks me by pulling me closer and shoving back the sleeves of my coat and sweater to reveal my newly inked skin. “I am, and I will, protect her, Niccolo,” he declares, his voice soft and yet somehow intense, fierce, and I can barely breathe from the unnamed emotions stirred by his complete, utter devotion to protecting me.


			For his part, Niccolo shows no emotion or immediate reaction, his expression remains unchanged, his gaze fixing on my hawk tattoo, lingering there for what feels like an eternity but is only seconds, before he looks at Kayden. “Is that a claim for the woman, or for a necklace worth three hundred million dollars?” he asks, his voice cold, calculated, and etched with accusation, and I’m not sure if it’s meant to rattle Kayden, me, or both of us, but there is no time for me to react.


			Kayden’s response is instant, something about Niccolo’s response is more than the word games I take them as. He moves and in a blink, draws his gun and points it, not at Niccolo’s head but at his groin. “It would be a lethal mistake to underestimate what she means to me,” he says, his voice etched with the same cold calculation as Niccolo’s question.


			But there is more. Kayden didn’t pull that gun as a threat or a bluff. This is the man who killed the woman Kayden loved and the man who raised him, so he knows it’s the wrong choice. And Kayden knows all the reasons he can’t kill Niccolo now. He needs to ensure the new leader is of his choice, but that doesn’t change one fact: He wants a reason to justify killing Niccolo. And he wants that reason here and now.
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			The glass window behind us starts to lower. Adrenaline surges through me, and it takes me all of ten seconds to reach into my purse for my trusty gun, good ol’ “Annie,” and point it at the driver, who has clearly been watching us. “Don’t even think about it,” I warn before he even lifts the weapon I know he’s holding, counting on Adriel to have our backs from outside the car.


			“Tell him to get out of the car,” Kayden orders Niccolo, “or I’ll shoot you in the leg.”


			Niccolo laughs, low and deep. “Temper, temper, Hawk.” He flicks a look over Kayden’s shoulder. “Giorgio, leave us so The Hawk can regain his control.”


			It’s an obvious attempt to downplay Kayden’s control, but whatever the case, it works. Giorgio hesitates, then backs away from the window. Kayden seems to know. “Tell him to raise the glass again.”


			Niccolo doesn’t comply, and while I don’t dare look at him, I sense the challenge in his stare, as if he really believes Kayden’s focus on the business side of his role as Hawk dictates his actions right now.


			“He’ll do it,” I say, not daring to look away from Giorgio. “And he’ll just clean up the mess the way he cleaned up all of the others before you, no matter how bloody.”


			“Should I do it?” Kayden taunts Niccolo.


			Another few beats ticks by before Niccolo says, “Do as he says, Giorgio.”


			Giorgio’s compliance is instant, the glass rising, and I slowly lower my gun, turning to find Niccolo looking at me, not Kayden, despite the weapon at his groin. “It’s quite the powerful reaction you create in men, now, isn’t it? First my brother, and now The Hawk, ruler of two countries.” He flicks a look at my gun, then at me. “There is more to you than meets the eye, isn’t there, bellissima?”


			I have about three seconds to worry that I’ve shown my hand, or our hand, before Kayden says, “What she is is the one and only reason that I’m willing to team up with you to destroy your brother, rather than doing it on my own. And I did that to offer her the protection we both give her.”


			Niccolo’s gaze snaps to Kayden’s. “You might want to protect her, but you also want to avoid the war that shooting me, or stealing my necklace, would create. Put down the gun we both know you won’t use.”


			Kayden doesn’t comply, instead leaning closer to Niccolo. “There won’t be a war if anything happens to her,” he says, his voice tight, hard. “There will only be the moment I look you in the eyes before I kill you.”


			“You want to kill me,” Niccolo says, no question in his voice.


			Kayden’s reply is slow; an edgy, dark power rises off of him before he says, “No.” His gun slides back into his holster before he leans back, his tone absolute as he adds, “Death is too kind for you and your brother, Niccolo. But luckily for you, we are one regarding his destruction. And for that reason, and that reason alone, I’m going to find that necklace for you. And then watch with amusement as you try to figure out how to take it to the grave with you.”


			Kayden makes this declaration with such cold intent, I almost believe him, while Niccolo seems to make his own assumptions. “You do not fool me, Hawk. You’re thinking that when he’s dethroned and I’m gone, you’ll gain the kind of power no Hawk has ever had before. You’ll own our two countries. The problem is, whatever you think you know about me, you don’t.”


			“I think and know a lot of things,” Kayden replies dryly, “none of which I plan to share with you. And on that note, I have a necklace to locate. We’re done here.”


			He starts to move, and following his lead, I reach for the door, my hand freezing as Niccolo announces, “The men I sent to retrieve Ella the night in the alleyway disappeared that same night.”


			“When were you going to tell me this?” Kayden demands, shifting back to face him, playing this game oh so well, acting as if there is no chance this is an accusation aimed at him or Adriel, considering Adriel killed those men right after they attacked me.


			“I’m telling you now,” Niccolo replies, while I discreetly settle Annie back in my purse, my hand resting on the soft leather, ready to draw her again should this turn nasty.


			“Why now?” Kayden asks. “Why not last week when I told you about Ella?”


			“Aside from the fact that I had yet to conclude my internal investigations, until now, you hadn’t committed to finding the necklace for me.”


			“But you committed to protecting her.” Continuing to act as if he didn’t know the men are dead, Kayden adds, “And if they took the necklace, the attention turns from her to them. Where are they now?”


			“They’ve yet to reappear, and no one I’ve persuasively given incentive to find them has any clue where they are—which leaves me with one of two assumptions. Either they were attacked when Ella was attacked, and they’re now dead, or they’ve betrayed me, and they’re as good as dead.”


			“In other words, they mugged Ella and took the necklace,” Kayden concludes.


			“Negative,” Niccolo says. “They didn’t know about the necklace. They knew about the woman.”


			“I intercepted internet chatter about that necklace and that location,” Kayden says, protecting his inside source. “Don’t tell me they didn’t know about it too. You have a leak, Niccolo.”


			“And yet, the necklace hasn’t gone on the auction block. Obviously,” he flicks me a look, “Ella didn’t have it with her that night.”


			“Or,” I say, “the two men who worked for you attacked me, took it, and disappeared with it.”


			His gaze sharpens. “I don’t remember saying ‘two men.’ ”


			“I don’t remember referencing anything you said,” I counter. “I simply stated a fact: two men attacked me in that alleyway that night.”


			“You remember your attackers?”


			“Not their faces,” I say. “Just two men in suits. It’s sounding like they were yours.”


			Irritation flickers over his hard features. “You seem to have missed the part where I said it’s not gone up on the auction block.”


			“That means nothing,” Kayden interjects. “Whoever mugged her, be it your men or otherwise, could be holding the necklace and biding their time.”


			“Three hundred million dollars says they won’t hold it,” Niccolo snaps back.


			“A price tag that could get them killed if they don’t have the right broker says that they would,” Kayden counters. “And you’d better hope it’s not The Jackals they go to for help, because I promise you: Alessandro will own that necklace, not your men.”


			“Assuming they took it,” he states, “which I still doubt.”


			“And yet they’re missing, and so is it,” Kayden reminds him.


			“Yes,” he says keenly. “They are missing—and it seems to me that aside from Ella, you’re the only other person who’s been placed at that scene that night.”


			“Murder isn’t my style,” Kayden says, never missing a beat, “and you know it.”


			“But you will kill, if necessary,” Niccolo states matter-of-factly.


			“Yes, I will,” Kayden replies, equally matter-of-factly. “But I didn’t have the pleasure that night.”


			“As you say,” Niccolo remarks, his lips twisting. “Whatever the case, Alessandro’s not a problem.”


			“In other words, he’s on your payroll.”


			“Of course he’s on my payroll,” Niccolo says. “Anyone and everyone I was able to eliminate as competition to get that necklace, I did, and I will continue to do so.”


			“Alessandro’s the redheaded stepchild that wants to be us. He wants to be you. He will take that necklace and sell it out from under you.”


			“You underestimate me, Hawk, if you think I don’t know these things about him and don’t have the leverage to ensure that he does exactly what I say.”


			“What leverage?” Kayden asks.


			“You also underestimate me if you believe I’ll tell you that.”


			“How do you know it wasn’t he who attacked Ella in the alleyway, intending to double-cross you? How do you know he’s not double-dipping and also working for your brother? Or even for Raul?”


			“The kingpin of the drug cartel?” I ask.


			“Yes,” Kayden confirms, answering me but focusing on Niccolo. “He knows about the necklace. He wants it.”


			“Of course he wants it,” Niccolo states, “and as you keep forgetting, I know Rome. I know my business. And he’s not a problem.”


			“Raul is not a man who can be threatened.”


			“But he can be bought,” Niccolo replies. “And he does bleed. He’s contained, as is Alessandro. End of topic.”


			“Nothing is done until I say it’s done, when it comes to the safety of those I protect,” Kayden states. “Raul will turn on you if he gets even a sniff of weakness, which we know you have right now. And Alessandro is not just a Jackal. He’s the Jackal, and my enemy.”


			“Thankfully you’ve made your Evil Eye apparent where Ella’s concerned.”


			“And should I have to invoke it on him, consider yourself part of that for bringing him into this.”


			“Relax, Hawk,” he says, his eyes flecked with amusement. “I’ve ensured he knows that should my brother get anything he wants, including her, he will pay a price worse than death.”


			“Then why,” Kayden says, “is Alessandro handing out her location to the private investigator her friend hired to find her?”


			“Perhaps he felt that the more questions this investigator was asking, the more attention it brought in unnecessary places,” Niccolo states.


			“In other words, you thought the investigator was asking too many questions,” Kayden surmises, the timing of this visit suddenly far from coincidental.


			“Or perhaps,” Niccolo continues, homing in on me, “Alessandro thinks your past is where he’ll find the necklace.”


			“My past has nothing to do with that necklace,” I say firmly. But there is this odd, uncomfortable niggle of something in my mind that I can’t explain, and a flickering image that I can’t quite materialize. “And your Jackal made a misstep,” I add, now worried about Sara’s safety and desperate to get her out of the picture. “What if this man Chris Merit, who’s funding Sara’s hunt for me, is after the necklace?”


			“I myself own several Chris Merit works,” he says. “He’s well known and highly respected. He’s also far more concerned about curing children’s cancer than finding that necklace.”


			“Maybe he wants the necklace to fund research,” I counter.


			“He’d have to explain all that money, and even he, a billionaire in his own right, wouldn’t be able to do that without joining the likes of me and my methods. And he will not. But we’re certainly watching him and your friend, Sara. But tell me. How does someone with amnesia selectively have such certainty?”


			I blink at the odd question. “What certainty are you talking about?”


			“You said that your past has nothing to do with the necklace. You seem quite sure about that, but not a great many other things.”


			“I can’t snap my fingers and get every piece of my memory back, any more than you can snap your fingers and—” I stop myself before I say more, actually feeling bad for what I was about to say, despite the inkiness blotting his soul.


			“And what?” he bites out, his dark eyes flashing with irritation.


			“Nothing you don’t know.”


			“Say it anyway,” he insists, his voice hard with command, and it hits me that I’ve cast a net, perhaps luring him to a confession he’s dodged and weaved, handing us knowledge we can use against him.


			I nod. “Any more than you can snap your fingers and beat cancer.” The harshness in my voice has nothing to do with him, and everything to do with the past I’m slowly threading together.


			His eyes darken, pupils fading into black. “What do you know of cancer?”


			“Enough to know that even the mob, even you, Niccolo, cannot buy, threaten, or beg its mercy,” I say, and unbidden, an image of my mother in a hospital bed, brittle and aged beyond her years, knots my belly. “If it decides to take you, it takes you.”


			There is a spike of some unnamed emotion in his stare, there and gone in an instant, right along with any hope he might make an admission. “You remember its viciousness, but not the location of the necklace,” he says, casting a net of his own.


			“It seems that its brutal nature transcends all else, including amnesia,” I say, my answer giving him nothing, while cancer takes everything, before I add, “much like your desire for that necklace.”


			“What I desire,” he says tightly, “is to protect my legacy. It will live on when I’m gone, but my enemies will not.”


			“And that’s why you want the necklace,” Kayden says. “One last big bang.” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “Well, what legacy do you have if a Jackal outsmarts you?”


			“I have him contained, Hawk,” Niccolo states irritably, and then shifts to Italian before returning to English. “Do you understand it in my native tongue better than your own?”


			“If I were Alessandro,” Kayden states as if he hadn’t spoken, “I’d have taken that necklace from Ella, hid it, and then done my best to destroy whatever evidence you have on me before I sold it.”


			“You continue to underestimate me,” Niccolo replies dryly. “When I own someone, Hawk, I own them. I layer the many ways I control them, in ways they know they cannot escape.”


			“You underestimate me if you think I couldn’t find a way to shove whatever you had on me right up your pompous—”


			“Alessandro is not you,” Niccolo says, cutting him off. “On that, I think we are all quite clear.”


			“If he took that necklace he can simply wait for your death,” Kayden points out.


			“Those layers I’ve explained extend beyond my death, a fact on which he’s quite clear,” Niccolo replies.


			“A caged man has nothing to lose, and no choice but to try to escape,” Kayden retorts.


			Niccolo’s jaw tics. “Then it’s a good thing that I now have The Hawk and the best Hunter in two countries, if not more, aligned with me.”


			“Only if you hand me whatever ammunition you have on Alessandro. All of it. Every last detail.”


			“That would be control I’m not willing to give you.”


			“Well then,” Kayden states, “as of this moment, Ella remembers the necklace being in her pocket before she was attacked. When she woke up it was gone, and the two men in suits who mugged her, who I suspect are working for Alessandro, took it. If you want her to look at photos of your men, send them to us. Otherwise, our deal is complete. She is done with you, as am I.”


			Niccolo’s eyes flash with agitation, that tic in his jaw more distinct. “What happened to destroying my brother?”


			“See, this is where the fun starts for me,” Kayden says. “Now Alessandro is working for you, most likely playing you and your brother, on both payrolls. I get to sit back, order popcorn the way we Americans do, and watch you all destroy each other. And as a bonus, Raul is hovering, sniffing out blood. Oh yeah. It’s going to be a good show.”


			He shifts in my direction again, and Niccolo must know he means business this time because he quickly states, “I’ll give you the information you want.”


			Kayden reaches over me and opens the door, giving Niccolo a dismissive half glance. “When and how?”


			“Delivered to your castle, by sunset. Then we take down my brother and Alessandro together. Four men now standing that we turn into two.”
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