
Chapter One 

Present Day

 

The young woman before her should normally be unremarkable by Tristan’s standards. Average height, long dark-brown hair, beautiful amber eyes, and full lips that easily stretch into a captivating smile all add up to a pretty creature. Still, the sum of her parts is nothing Tristan hasn’t seen a million times before. Yet—the fidgety young woman holds…something. Despite her ordinariness—emphasized by jeans, a gray T-shirt, and a black leather jacket, this girl possesses a quality that creates, if not cracks, then indentations in the armor Tristan, out of necessity, constructed around herself a long time ago. How peculiar. And how inconvenient.

“Olivia Bryce. What makes you think you’re a good fit for my company and able to do this job at the required level?” Tristan asks, easing up on the corner of her large oak desk. She lets her boot-clad foot dangle slightly, noticing how Olivia gazes at the motion for a few moments before returning her focus to Tristan.

“I’ve attended art school and have a degree in chemistry. I would consider an internship with your fine-art-conservation company a fantastic opportunity.” Olivia shifts from one foot to the other. Does she realize that she tends to pull at her fingers when nervous, Tristan wonders.

“Of course you would. But how would employing you benefit Amaranthine Inc.?” Pursing her lips, Tristan takes pity on Olivia and motions at the antique leather visitors’ chair. After returning to her own office chair, an impressive piece that is even older and made from skillfully carved oak, Tristan sits down. She folds her hands on the desk, studying Olivia.

“I’ve dreamed of working for you ever since I discovered art restoration when I was fifteen. My first passion was drawing, then painting, and I lived for going to art museums whenever possible. The old masters mesmerize me, and I will find a way to work on preserving their art, no matter what, but doing it here would be perfect.” Olivia stops talking and blushes. “Sorry. When it comes to this subject, I get very excited very fast.”

“Well, being interested in the job is considered the baseline when seeking employment, don’t you think? What sets you above the other applicants—some, if not all, with more experience than you?” Tristan tilts her head and deliberately raises her perfectly groomed eyebrows, knowing full well what impact she can have on people.

“Interested? That doesn’t even come close to how I feel. I burn for this. I live and breathe art and conservation. The others may have more experience, but as they’ve worked and trained in other places, they might also have picked up habits you would find undesirable. Are you their first choice, their dream, like you are for me?” Olivia sits at the edge of the chair, gesturing emphatically.

Tristan can’t help but be impressed. The girl is nervous, yes, but she’s fearless, and she’s not above fighting a bit dirty. Suggesting her competition might have learned methods that Tristan would have to make them unlearn is a valid point, but rather audacious to bring up when you’re just—Tristan glances at Olivia’s application form—twenty-four.

Recalling the other eight individuals she has interviewed over the last two weeks, a task so tedious and unimpressive that Tristan is ready to push needles into her eyes, she can’t remember any of them catching her attention like Olivia has.

“All right,” Tristan says slowly, leaning forward. “Three months’ paid internship. My assistant will deal with the details and show you around. You start tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? I’m…You’re hiring me?” Olivia stands up, exuding energy as if she’s ready to burst.

“Don’t make me regret it. I’m not a patient woman, and I hate repeating myself.”

“Whoops. Sorry. Okay. Tomorrow. What time?” Olivia smiles broadly, and Tristan thinks she may even have tears in her eyes.

“Pay attention. Talk to my assistant.” Rolling her own eyes, Tristan stands up slowly. “We’re done.”

For a horrifying moment, Olivia looks like she’s about to start crying or, God forbid, hug Tristan, but then she merely nods, whispers a barely audible “thank you,” and is out the door.

Sitting back down, Tristan shakes her head. Has she just made a mistake or perhaps the best decision in a long time? Olivia’s education and the work samples she sent ahead digitally were fine, but only time would tell if she had what it took to work at Amaranthine Inc. Looking around her office, taking in the brick walls, the oak shelving and beautiful antiques she has lovingly collected for many years, Tristan seems to see it all with new eyes. Meticulously maintained, these props have provided a backdrop for her, added to her reputation for being the best at what she does. Now, Tristan thinks of how Olivia seemed when she entered the office, her obvious exuberance as she looked at one antique after another.

Until Olivia.

* * *

“I’m Dana Parker, and I oversee everything to do with administration for Tristan,” the thin, strawberry-blond woman behind a less impressive desk than Tristan Kelly’s—though definitely an antique—says with a faint Scottish accent. Dressed in a charcoal skirt suit and a white blouse, she wears her hair in an austere twist and seems to be about Liv’s age. Liv’s thoughts stray to her first impression of Tristan—a woman in her forties with short, white-blond hair, blue laser-focus eyes, a long, aristocratic nose, and a deceptively soft-looking pink mouth that appeared ready to spout scathing remarks. Where Dana dresses as a conservative, young professional, Tristan wears all black—chinos, shirt, boots, giving the impression that she needs only a helmet and a leather jacket to mount her motorbike.

A recluse of sorts when it comes to social media, Tristan Kelly barely has any digital footprints online. Amaranthine Inc. has a classy, understated website where visitors can read about the long list of art pieces that the company under Tristan’s reign has saved for posterity.

“This way, then.” Dana motions for Liv to follow her through the foyer and through a massive wooden door. Behind it, a corridor leads to locker rooms, a break room, and—and this is where Liv loses her breath. Her reaction compares to when Tristan challenged her reason for applying for the internship. Now Liv stares at the large hall where five people—three women and two men of varying ages—are working on different canvases. Her gaze falls upon two empty tables, sitting at the far end of the room. The one to the left looks unused. The one to the right is empty, but bottles, brushes, and other tools are clearly in use.

“The left one will be your workstation, but I recommend that you don’t touch a thing before one of your supervisors tells you it’s okay.” Dana motions for Liv to walk with her to meet a thin, bald man. “Olivia. This is Graham Berry. He is in charge when Tristan’s not here. Graham. This is Olivia Bryce, our new intern.” Dana’s manner of speaking makes it obvious how much she doubts this fact.

“Welcome, Olivia.” Graham holds up his gloved hands, palms toward them. Unlike Dana, he has a warm, welcoming smile as he wiggles his fingers. “We’ll shake some other time.”

“Please, call me Liv. Most people do. I’m so excited for this opportunity.” Liv peers at Graham’s workstation, where he has smeared a dissolvent on part of the painting that is so dark and yellow, it’s hard to even see the motif. Squinting, Liv can make out just enough details. “A portrait. And in pretty bad shape.”

“Yes. Restorers have maltreated this work over the years. Varnished with conflicting media, which makes removing it difficult. I may end up making it worse. Well, if it gets too hairy, I’ll ask Tristan. She’s the genius around here.” Graham smiles warmly. “I look forward to working together, Liv.”

“Thanks. Likewise.” Liv thinks she sees Dana grimacing, but since she’ll actually be learning from Tristan and Graham, what Dana thinks of her doesn’t matter.

After receiving an access card, Liv says good-bye to Dana and exits the building. Standing on the sidewalk, she looks back at the brownstone. Four stories high, it originates from the seventeenth century, or so the website states. Amaranthine Inc. occupies the two first floors, but the website doesn’t specify the function of the other floors. The building is well maintained, and Liv can almost feel its vast history. For Tristan to own such prime real estate on the Upper East Side is just one proof that her company is thriving.

Turning her collar up against the January wind, Liv begins walking toward the closest subway station. She wants to make sure she has everything prepared, even if she has spent weeks getting ready for this interview and is also itching to sit down with her sketchbook and do some basic drawings. The tiny studio apartment she rents doesn’t allow for her big easel, which she’s stored at her parents’ house in Boston. Until she can afford a larger place, she must settle for a table easel and her sketchbooks.

The thought of her parents in the ranch-style house Liv grew up in makes her rigid. Her mother isn’t happy with Liv’s choice to make a life for herself in New York, but at least Chloe Bryce isn’t as bigoted and overbearing as her husband, Brian, Liv’s stepfather. Having grown up with him since the age of four, she remembers him as her only father figure, as her biological father died before Liv was born. Brian’s strict and judgmental attitudes toward anything outside what he considers the norm nearly destroyed Liv when she realized she was a lesbian at age fourteen. She came out to her friends at fifteen but delayed telling her parents until she headed for college. This revelation created a chasm between her and Brian, and it made her stop calling him her dad. Liv talks to her mother every couple of weeks, but their conversation is stilted, as if they are running out of topics. Liv’s mother has most likely succumbed more and more to Brian’s world views since Liv is no longer around to balance things out.

Liv pulls the zipper of her leather jacket higher and, before she rounds the corner at the end of the block, takes another look at the brownstone. It is getting dark, and the light from the first floors sparkles and moves in the uneven glass of the windowpanes. Lifting her gaze, she notices that lights are on at the top floors as well, but these are more muted. Does perhaps Tristan live up there? Not that it is any of her business, but the woman has captured her imagination. Not to mention that Tristan is so damn beautiful, she should come with a warning label.

Snorting at herself, and to change the course of her thoughts, as well as the topic of her mom and Brian, she hums a melody and lengthens her stride when she sees the subway station ahead. She has one last shift at the hole-in-the-wall deli to take care of and a paycheck to collect. Tomorrow her new life will begin.






Chapter Ten 

If, only a few days ago, anyone had told Liv she’d be strolling along the Seine and, later, along the Champs-Élysées, she would have called them batshit crazy. Yet here she is, in the early evening, after a lovely dinner by herself, shopping. Well, mostly window shopping, as the stores on the famous street are beyond her price range. She loves looking at the clothes from an artistic point of view and isn’t at all upset that she could never afford a pair of Louboutin pumps. The height of the four-inch heels alone would be enough to deter her if the price hadn’t already.

The street vendors are more her thing, and she finds some beautiful custom jewelry that could have belonged to a woman a couple of centuries ago. The stones are made of glass, some even crystal, and the colors are amazing.

After strolling through the famous area, content to look at the people and the beautiful lights, taking in the feeling of being in Paris, Liv begins to lose momentum. Her thoughts go to Tristan. How is the dinner with Rosalee working out? She checks her cell phone and sees it’s time to return to the hotel. Flagging down a taxi, she gives the driver the name of the luxurious establishment where she and Tristan stay in a two-bedroom suite. Liv hadn’t expected this, and Tristan’s assumption that she’s all right with the arrangement should perhaps feel like arrogance, but it doesn’t.

Spotting three missed text messages, Liv clicks on them, and her heart jumps when she sees they’re from Tristan. Shit. What’s wrong now?

8:40 pm

Have you found a decent place to eat?

8:56 pm

Olivia. Have you eaten? Are you all right?

9:09 pm

Why aren’t you answering? If you haven’t texted me back in 15 minutes, I will call you.

Damn it. Liv taps her screen furiously.

9:22 pm

Sorry, Tristan. I’m fine. On my way back to the hotel in a taxi. All is well.

She sends it off, with one minute to go. It takes ten seconds before a ping lets her know Tristan has texted her back.

9:22 pm

Fine.

Slumping against the backrest, Liv isn’t sure whether to roll her eyes at Tristan being so huffy, yet clearly worried, or strangely flattered that Tristan worries at all. She settles for the latter, even if the “Fine” sounded damn huffy.

She crosses the hotel lobby and heads for the elevators, her legs like lead now, jet lag simmering behind her eyelids. It’s possible she might doze off in the elevator. Better not lean against the wall. After reaching her floor, she walks down the corridor, her steps inaudible against the carpet. She fumbles for her keycard when she gets to the suite but can’t see it in her wallet. She goes through her pockets, and her bag, but finds no sign of the card. Groaning, she thuds her head against the door. She can of course take the elevator back down again and have the desk clerk make her a new one, but the elevator is so far away—oddly it feels much farther than it was just moments ago.

Liv sits down on the floor, her back against the door. She’ll find the phone number to the hotel and ask them to come up with a key. Yes, that’s a great idea. She’s not in anyone’s way here by the door, as the suite is at the far end and just around the corner of the main corridor. The only ones who have any reason to walk here are Tristan and her.

Resting her head against the door, she taps on her phone, trying to figure out which number is for the desk. Or maybe call housekeeping? No. That’s not right. Has to be the desk. They can send a bellhop.

Liv’s thoughts return to Tristan and the enigmatic Rosalee. Two women, both from similar circumstances, but so different. Tristan—strong, stern, and aloof. Rosalee, on the other hand, seeming jittery, bordering on nervous, as if something is very, very wrong. Will Tristan share anything with her? Of course, none of this is any of Liv’s business. Totally true. Yet she and Tristan move around each other in elliptical orbits, sometimes close enough to touch, sometimes, like now, at a distance.

Was Tristan worried or merely annoyed? Why was that so important? You could argue that Liv’s in Paris with Tristan only to assist her, but that would be untrue. At least on Liv’s part. What if Tristan has brought her for other reasons as well? Liv’s thoughts whirl, and soon she slumps sideways, barely propping herself up against the door frame.

The next thing she knows, someone is holding her shoulder in a firm grip, shaking her.

“Liv! Why on earth are you sitting on the floor? Are you all right?”

Liv blinks and looks up into blue eyes regarding her through narrow slits, and it takes her a second to realize it’s Tristan crouching next to her. Her lips are pressed into a thin line as she shakes Liv again.

So, yeah. Annoyed and worried.






Chapter Eleven 

Tristan walks into the restaurant, of course the most hyped in all of France, according to her Google search. Rosalee always dreamed of flair and extravagance, even when they were young girls back in the countryside, not far from Plymouth. The very modern restaurant features bold colors, and Tristan suspects the menu will offer everything from classic French cuisine to almost avant-garde cooking.

Rosalee gets up from the booth she’s booked when the maître d’ shows Tristan to her table. Tall, thin, and with tension written all over her, the fire-engine-red lips greet Tristan with more air-kisses.

“Welcome, my dear,” Rosalee murmurs and motions toward the booth. “Please, have a seat. I took the liberty of ordering drinks for us. I seem to remember you are fond of bourbon?” Fidgeting in a way that reminds Tristan of Olivia, Rosalee plays with the napkin-wrapped utensils.

“I am. Thank you.” Tristan sips the bourbon and approves. “All right. I’m in Paris despite it throwing my entire schedule out the window. What can possibly be so important?”

“It’s beyond important,” Rosalee says quietly. “It’s a matter of, well, life and death. As of twelve days ago, only you and I are left.” She shudders. “It frightens me as much as it is a relief.”

Tristan grows rigid. “What do you mean?” She has an inkling, and the idea of it all is indeed intimidating. “Iris?” she asks, her voice strained.

“Iris.” Rosalee takes a large sip of her colorful, pink cocktail. “She’s used the name Anneliese for the last twenty years.”

“How?” Tristan clings to her glass of bourbon.

“This time it does look like a genuine accident. A pileup in the Swiss Alps. It was in the papers. I found out only because I have software that alerts me when anything remarkable happens to you or her. As it turns out, it never was reliable when it came to you. I thought your new alias was Pamela Newton, for some reason.”

“I see.” Tristan recognizes one of her smokescreen names. Inside, she begins to tremble. She is appalled and sad about Iris’s fate, in so many ways. Clearly Iris’s death was accidental, not from natural causes. This meant Tristan, and Rosalee, still had very little hope to have a normal, humane ending to their lives one day. “And as tragic as that loss is, why am I here? What’s really going on?”

Paling, Rosalee clears her throat. “Some people know.”

Tristan flinches. “Excuse me?”

“That’s my theory at least. I’m not sure who among us has broken the Amaranthine Law.” Rosalee shakes her head. “I only know it wasn’t me—and I think I know you well enough to assume it wasn’t you.”

“It most certainly wasn’t.” Tristan speaks through clenched teeth, her heart hammering as she tries to estimate the fallout if what Rosalee thinks is true. “Perhaps Iris, before she passed.”

“I doubt that. Iris was so private and quite the recluse, most of the time.” Rosalee frowns. “Did you bring your ledger? We need to compare notes.”

“I did, but it’s in the safe in my hotel room.” Tristan sighs. “If we’re the last ones left, who can know? And, more importantly, who can prove anything?”

“Don’t be naive, Tristan.” Rosalee snaps the words out impatiently, but then closes her eyes hard for a moment. When she looks over at Tristan, she has an expression of defeat, her complexion more gray than white. “Aren’t you just so very tired of it all sometimes?” Rosalee whispers.

“Sometimes.” But not lately, Tristan realizes. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?” She deliberately nails Rosalee with her best glare.

“I would be lying if I told you I haven’t thought of it during the years. I bet you have too. But now, I’m not going to break the law. Those who did…the wounds will never heal for us. It’s bad enough to deal with the ones who passed accidentally. But to break the law. Never.” Rosalee regains some of her color, and her voice is stronger. “So, who can know?”

“Wait…” Tristan thinks back to when she browsed her book of The Amaranthine Law. “You say we’re the only ones left, but that’s what we think. You’re here in Europe, I reside in the US. It would be easy for any of the others who moved to South America, or Africa, to fake their passing a little too well, don’t you think?” Tristan pauses as the waiter approaches to take their orders, and they rattle them off. Rosalee flicks her fingers dismissively when they’re done. “Tell me why you think someone outside our group knows anything.”

“I received a letter. Then an email a few weeks before Iris passed. The former was posted in Melbourne, Australia. That means nothing, of course.”

“And what did the letter and email say?”

“I didn’t bring the letter, but here’s the email.” Rosalee hands over her cell phone. “It’s short.”

Tristan takes the phone. Putting on her reading glasses, she scrolls through the short message.

Rosalee,

After several lifetimes, you do not have the right to walk this earth unchallenged. Your past speaks for itself, and so do your actions…or inactions. Your punishment will be carried out swiftly, and the same goes for Sarah, who also swore to abide by the Amaranthine Law.

The moral right is on our side.

We are coming for you.

The email was unsigned, and the sender had used a common email server.

“I guess the regular letter you received was also anonymous?” Tristan hands the phone back to Rosalee.

“It was. The message was worded a bit differently, but the meaning was the same.” Rosalee shudders. “When I realized who you were, I knew that fate had stepped in, yet again…that you could help me.”

“How am I supposed to do that? I have no hidden computer skills that allow me to track this email.” Tristan frowns.

Placing her hand on Tristan’s, Rosalee leans across the table. “Listen to me. You used to have connections within the police force.”

Appalled, Tristan pulls her hand free. “Are you insane? That was too long ago, and even if I still did, I would never expose us like that—and thus break the Amaranthine Law. We all swore to uphold it. You half coerced me into flying here. It wasn’t my first choice, and you know it. We always risk exposure, but more so when we cross borders. IDs are getting harder and harder to forge.”

“I know. And I’m sorry that I couldn’t see any other way out. I need you here. We were close once. We were the best of friends.”

“A lot has happened since then. We’re not the same people.” Tristan winces as the waiter interrupts again, placing the starter dish before her. Once he leaves, and Tristan imagines he’s happy to escape waiting on them as the tension is ominously thick, she catches Rosalee’s gaze. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“I do, but I don’t accept it. We need to deal with this situation. We have to find out what exactly happened to Iris. I’m afraid. Who knows what the people behind the email and letter can do?” Rosalee grips her utensils hard. “I insist we deal with this once and for all.”

“Insist?” Tristan merely glowers.

“Yes. With the best of intentions for both of us.” Rosalee speaks in a gentler tone. “Please, Sarah—” Rosalee sighs. “Tristan. Please.”

“All right. We’ll get together again tomorrow—and in private.” Tristan is curt. “Bring your data and we’ll compare. I agree that the email is worrisome, but I refuse to commit to something that sounds like a mere hunch on your part. Too much has gone on in my life for me to see ghosts where none exist.”

“Yet,” Rosalee says, slumping against the backrest.

Tristan keeps eating, even though she has lost her appetite during their conversation. She needs the sustenance, as it seems she might have double duty on this trip. Her thoughts whirl, but eventually she manages to push them to the back of her mind. Only one thought remains and moves to the front of the rest. Olivia. How is Olivia doing in the center of an enormous city that is entirely unknown to her?

Tristan pulls her cell from her messenger bag and sends off a text. When she has no reply, she texts again. And then again, this time with caution. Just as she’s hovering with her finger over the call button, Olivia texts her back, seeming completely oblivious to how she’s worried Tristan. Wonderful.

* * *

After leaving Rosalee and hailing a taxi, Tristan is exhausted. Jet lag is creeping up, and it’s relentless. She tumbles out of the taxi at the hotel and forces herself to lengthen her stride as she walks toward the elevators. She pulls out her keycard and holds it tight, wanting nothing more than a quick scalding shower and then sleep.

The corridor is ridiculously long, and she feels foggy when she rounds the corner—and sees Olivia sitting with her back against the door to the suite. Her senses on high alert again, she runs the last steps over to Olivia, throwing herself to her knees next to her. Olivia is pale and doesn’t even move. Tristan grabs her shoulder and shakes her. “Olivia! What on earth are you doing sitting on the floor? Are you all right?” Her heart is pounding.

Olivia wakes up, her arms flailing as if she’s lost her balance. Staring at Tristan, she seems embarrassed and afraid. “Tristan. Okay. I’m okay. I just lost my keycard.”

Lost her keycard. That’s all? “Well, get up. Fortunately, I have mine.” Tristan realizes she’s biting Olivia’s head off, but she can’t dial down her worry just yet. She draws a deep breath and attempts a less curt tone. After all, anyone can lose something. “You look as exhausted as I feel,” she says. She gets up and then holds out a hand to pull Olivia to her feet.

“I am.” Olivia grimaces painfully when she’s fully vertical. “Ow. My joints won’t be thanking me for that resting place.”

Olivia opens the door after Tristan pulls out her card. “After you.”

Entering the hallway, Tristan does her best to dampen her internal reactions that her escalating emotions have been fueling since they stepped onto the plane. The massage Olivia gave her that had them both breathless. Worry because of the emails and letter sent to Rosalee. More worries for Olivia not texting her back in a timely fashion, and concern—no, fear—when she found Olivia slumped against the hotel-room door just now. Tristan drops her bag onto the floor and then turns to Olivia, who is half out of her coat. Gripping her upper arms, she notices how slender Olivia is, but also how she has wiry muscles under the sweater sleeves. She pushes Olivia against the wall next to the mirror and growls. “Don’t say a thing. Not a thing.”






Chapter Twelve 

Liv has eyes only for Tristan as she stands there, motionless, her back against the wall. Tristan is well within Liv’s personal space, scanning every inch of her face. What is she looking for?

“You frightened me this evening. Twice,” Tristan says through clenched teeth. “You took your sweet time answering my texts, and then I find you in a…a…pile on the floor. I can’t tell you the thoughts that went through my mind.”

Liv waits, knowing it will be a mistake to speak too soon. Tristan doesn’t look as if she’s done. And she isn’t.

“I have sat listening to Rosalee telling me things that might turn my life to shreds, and despite that, all I could wonder was if you were all right. Alone in a city unfamiliar to you, where you don’t speak the language.”

Thrown off by Tristan’s words, Liv fumbles in her mind before she finds her own voice. “Turn your life to shreds? How?” What could Rosalee possibly say to yank the rug from out under Tristan like this? And was that why she reacted in such a frantic way to a few delayed texts?

Tristan gives Liv’s arms a small push and then lets go, only to place her palms against the wall on either side of Liv’s head. This position brings Tristan even closer. Her perfume fills Liv’s senses and floods her entire system. It’s tinged with a barely-there scent of bourbon, but Tristan isn’t intoxicated. Liv has no idea what that would look like but knows this isn’t it.

Not sure what her next response ought to be, Liv slowly raises her hand and runs her fingers along Tristan’s jaw. This gesture halts time. Tristan even stops breathing. Her lips part, and her stormy-blue eyes probe Liv’s.

“I’m sorry I worried you,” Liv says quietly. “I’m even more sorry that Rosalee upset you.”

If Liv thought her apology would reduce the tension between them, she was mistaken. Tristan places a hand over Liv’s before she has a chance to remove it and keeps it there. “You’re sorry.” She takes a couple of deep breaths. “Apology accepted. Don’t do it again.” She still doesn’t let go.

Liv has lost her own breath, not to mention what she was thinking just before this happened. Wait. Yes. Rosalee. But it seems less important now. What matters is how Tristan keeps them connected. The warmth of her hand on the back of Liv’s. The incredible feeling of Tristan’s impossibly velvet skin against Liv’s palm.

“I can’t promise,” Liv says, gently moving her fingers to caress Tristan’s cheek. “But I’ll do my best. I can promise that.” The sensation of touching Tristan travels up her arm and into her chest, where Liv’s heart picks up speed in a way that makes every single beat almost painful. She wants to reverse their positions, place Tristan against the wall and cover her with her body, shield her. Hold her. And, oh God, claim her.

“You better.” Tristan steps back, lowering her hand. Liv feels the loss of the touch acutely and doesn’t know what to do with hers. She pulls off her coat and hangs it and, turning to Tristan, sees that she’s still just standing there, looking lost in thought.

“Here.” Knowing her action can backfire, Liv still helps Tristan out of her coat and hangs it next to her own. Something about their respective wraps hanging next to each other with no space in between is remarkably touching. “I need mineral water. Can I get you anything?” Liv asks while she kicks off her boots.

“Pellegrino.” Tristan answers absentmindedly. She bends to unbuckle her boots and toe them off before placing them on the shoe rack.

Liv explores the tray of beverages and then the complimentary refrigerator content. “No Pellegrino, I’m afraid. Perrier? Evian? Badoit?”

“Badoit.” Tristan disappears into her bedroom, and Liv hears the door to her ensuite bathroom close. She pours two glasses of Badoit, adds a few ice cubes, and makes a quick trip to her own bathroom. Catching her reflection in the mirror, she sees how pale she is. The dark circles under her eyes are impressive. She decides on a lightning-quick shower before returning to the living room area.

Tristan sits on the couch, her legs pulled up, holding a thick, old, locking book, perhaps a photo album, on her lap. She drinks from her water and has already finished half of it. If Liv’s dark circles are bad, then Tristan’s look like semicircular bruises. She has removed her makeup, so perhaps that’s why they’re more noticeable than only moments ago.

Liv takes a seat in the armchair to Tristan’s right, mimicking her pose. Pulling up her phone, she pretends to check texts while stealthily studying Tristan, who at first glance seems relaxed, but who really is gripping the book. When she suddenly puts the glass down on the side table between them, the sharp noise makes Liv jump.

Tristan is clasping the book to her chest, her eyes ablaze, but her body language radiates anxiety. Unable to witness such torment in this formidable woman and not do something about it—anything—Liv also puts her glass down and moves to sit next to Tristan.

“Please. Let me help you if I can. I know it’s none of my business, I really do, but I can’t bear to see you like this.”

Tristan slowly turns her head, and when she meets Liv’s gaze, her eyes are flat, the fury gone. “You mean well, but there’s nothing, absolutely nothing, you can do. I’ve always known this day would come. In fact, it’s taken far too long. It has lulled me into a false sense of security.” Tristan tips her head back and draws a trembling breath. “I should put you on a plane back to New York and have Graham take over the mentorship.”

“No!” Liv closes the last few inches between them. Rounding Tristan, she places her hand gently on her closest shoulder. “Don’t send me back. You can’t deal with the painting for the Louvre and whatever’s going on with Rosalee at the same time. You…you need me here.”

At first it doesn’t look like Tristan has heard her. She seems to look straight through Liv, and Liv wonders what she’s really seeing. Not anything good, that’s a safe bet. Wanting to break through Tristan’s haunted reverie, Liv does the only thing she can think of. Moving her hand over to the other shoulder, she tugs Tristan into her arms, book and all.






Chapter Thirteen 

Olivia holds her so close the hard leather cover of her ledger digs into her. Tristan doesn’t move, despite the discomfort. It has been so long—too long—since someone held her like they truly cared.

“Wait. Better put this aside,” Olivia says, her voice choked as she pushes at the ledger until it ends up on the floor beside them. Tristan flinches and moves to pick it up, but Olivia’s arms are back around her, and now she’s pulled into a much closer embrace. Groaning, she closes her eyes, not sure what to think or how to respond. What is this? Pity? Or Olivia simply being her compassionate self? Or, worse, is this a sign that this girl genuinely cares? If that’s the case, Tristan needs to pull back.

But, oh, how can she? Olivia smells so good, and she’s all softness, curves, and… Tristan feels her arms move, and she can swear it’s not initially of her own volition. Then she does commandeer her arms and wraps them around Olivia’s neck and buries her face in her long hair. It’s intoxicating. She hasn’t had this in such a long time, she might have just dreamed that it ever happened. “I’m sorry,” Tristan murmurs. Of course, Olivia has no way of knowing why Tristan apologizes.

“You haven’t done anything wrong. I’m sure of that. And please, just let me hold you. It’s all I want,” Olivia says.

Tristan knows a lie when she hears one. Or, not a lie exactly, but more of a self-deluding statement. Olivia’s goodness tells her this is a platonic, comforting hug, and Tristan knows that’s how it started—but it’s not just that anymore. Olivia trembles against her, her breath catches every now and then, and when Tristan tests the waters by pushing her fingers into Olivia’s hair at the back of her head, the young woman whimpers.

“It’s not all you want,” Tristan says with a practiced calm and pulls back far enough to read Olivia’s expression.

Olivia’s eyes are nearly black. Gone is the brilliant amber, the sparkling, brandy-colored irises, and instead, there’s…well, the most alluring coffee-colored black. “No, that’s not true, I—” Olivia’s hands move restlessly against Tristan’s back. “Of course. You’re right. It’s not all I want. I suppose I want a lot when it comes to you.”

“So, you’re saying that you can’t remain supportive? Can’t be ‘there for me’ without trembling or losing your breath?” Tristan tilts her head, and she can see Olivia’s eyes mist over and hates herself for sounding matter-of-fact.

“I can.” Olivia speaks firmly, but the barely visible tremors belie her words. “Not saying it’ll be easy, but I can. If that’s all you want—or need—from me, but I don’t think it is.”

“Don’t you realize that friendly support is all I could ever allow myself to want from you?” Does Tristan sound as desperate as she feels? “I have many reasons for not crossing that boundary.”

“I can think of several,” Olivia says, giving a short, choppy kind of laugh that isn’t based in any sort of happiness. “I’m not your type. Or you’re not gay, or bi. You don’t like me. You have workplace rules. I realize all this.”

“And still…” Is Olivia aware they’re still holding each other?

“And still, something in me has felt more from the start. I’m really careful with my feelings. I’ve had to be for years, but even so, they are what they are.” Olivia wipes quickly at her eyelashes before returning her hand to Tristan’s waist. “So, are you going to tell me, or will I have to keep guessing?”

“What…oh. Actually, none of the above. I don’t have a type. I have been with both men and women. I do like you. Yes, I have workplace rules, but I make them, after all.” Tristan smiles at Olivia’s slowly parting lips.

“You—you like me?” Of course, Olivia latches on to those words.

“I do. And I think you can feel it. I let you get away with more than anyone else in an exceptionally long time. In fact, I talk to you like I haven’t done in ages.” Tristan sags sideways with her arms still around Olivia. “I should tell you to go to bed, Olivia. We’re both exhausted, and we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

“Yet you’re holding on to me like you don’t want me to let go,” Olivia says slowly. “Despite your effort to verbally push me away, you haven’t let go once.”

Ah. Perceptive of Olivia. “I know.” Tristan allows the words to slip through her teeth.

“We should sleep, but you’re here on the couch, and it makes me think whatever Rosalee said left you all worked up—and it might have something to do with that old book. Or am I reading too much into things?” Olivia glances down at the ledger.

“No, not really. Rosalee has, for the longest time, had the ability to corner me, and this time, though I can’t really blame her entirely, is no different. She brought me news, and I wasn’t prepared for it. I just want to work on the painting and then for us to return to New York.” Tristan rested her head on the top of the backrest. “I’m so jet-lagged I can’t think straight.”

Olivia smooths back Tristan’s hair and runs her thumb along her cheekbone. “So, let’s get some sleep. I don’t want to keep you up by adding to the emotional turmoil. You obviously have enough on your plate.” Olivia shocks Tristan by pressing her lips to her temple. “Just don’t sit up here fretting over that family Bible or whatever it is.”

Tristan has to smile. She supposes it can be looked upon as a family Bible of sorts, though it has nothing to do with faith or religion. “I need to make a few notes, but I won’t sit up all night. I’m already half asleep.”

“All right.” Before Tristan has a chance to react, Olivia bends and picks up her ledger, brushing along the beveled gold letters. “The Amaranthine Law. That’s an interesting title. And it looks like an antique.” She hands it to Tristan, who barely stops herself from snatching it from her. Instead, she calmly takes it and leaves it sitting on her lap. “It is. A family heirloom, you could say.”

“I see.” Olivia clearly doesn’t but only smiles. “Well, call me overprotective, but I’ll be poking my head out to make sure you’re not still here, once I’ve brushed my teeth and texted a friend.”

Tristan nods. “Very well.”

Olivia stands, and Tristan is suddenly bereft. The warmth of the embrace is gone, and she wishes she could pull Olivia back onto the couch again. She wants to curl up against her, feel the affection in the way Olivia’s hands move along her back and up and down her arms. Instead, she watches Olivia walk to her bedroom and disappear out of sight.

Opening the pages where she’s put the ribbon that marks them, Tristan plucks her fountain pen from the coffee table and writes down the gist of what Rosalee told her earlier. When she sees the information, as sketchy as it is, in writing, it emphasizes how uncertain her situation is. More so now than usual.

Tristan closes the ledger and places it on the coffee table. She plans to put it back in the safe in a moment, once she persuades her body to move. She’s all set for bed, having taken care of her evening routine already, but it is as if those few steps over to the bedroom and the already turned-down bed are too many. Groaning, she lets her head fall back against the backrest again.

She has no idea how long she’s dozed when gentle hands nudge her. “Tristan?”

“Hm.” Tristan recognizes the voice, and she wants only to roll over and make room.

The hands shift, and something, hair, perhaps, caresses Tristan’s cheek. “Let me help you. The couch is great but too short. You’ll thank me in the morning.”

“Or now,” Tristan murmurs, feeling drunk. She tries to open her eyes, and on the third attempt, or maybe fourth, she manages to look up at the beautiful creature before her. At first, she thinks Olivia might be naked, but then she sees the tank top and sleep shorts, both of them quite skimpy, and she moans, cursing the fate that tests her this way. “You should stay away from me.” She slurs her words. “To be honest.” Standing on wobbly legs, Tristan pushes Olivia’s hands away. “Take my word for it.”

“I do—except when I don’t.” Olivia’s voice is like honey, reverberating enough to echo deep within Tristan. “I’m just going to make sure you end up in your bed to get some decent sleep, all right?”

Oh, God. Tristan tries and manages to walk into her bedroom. Only when she’s in her bed, covers up to her chin, does she realize she has forgotten the ledger on the table. By then it’s too late, as a deep sleep claims her.






Chapter Fourteen 

Liv is dressed and busy getting some coffee going. Black for herself, as she seriously needs it, and a strong latte for Tristan. Yawning, she stretches and glances out the window and finds that it’s still quite dark. It’s seven a.m., and they’re going back to the Louvre to continue working.

Tristan strides into the sitting area, snatching her large book off the coffee table. “How long have you been up? Did you look at this?” she says, her voice like a whip.

“What? Your Bible? No. I’d never—”

“Are you saying you’re not in the least bit curious—not tempted at all?” Glaring, Tristan walks to the closet, and Liv hears her open the safe. When Tristan returns, Liv gives her the latte in a tall mug.

“This is what I’ve been doing after I got ready. For us.” Not pleased with the sudden third degree and how Tristan’s glare is piercing her, Liv calmly sits down in an armchair and pulls out her phone.

Tristan stands motionless with her coffee mug for a moment, both hands clutching it. Then she sighs and sits down in the same spot on the couch as the night before. “Did you manage to get some sleep?” Her voice is quieter, but the edgy nerves are still present.

“Yes. Thank you.” Not about to stir the dragon, Liv keeps her eyes on the phone, pretending to read the news.

“God damn it. I apologize.” Tristan presses her lips together. “You didn’t deserve that.”

Liv puts her phone down and moves to sit next to Tristan. All the feelings from last night flood her, make her go molten inside. “What just happened? Why would you think I’d snoop around your personal belongings?”

“Because I’m not a very trusting person. Normally. And, when I remembered I didn’t put my ledger away, I…I panicked.” Tristan probes Liv’s gaze, making Liv wonder what she’s looking for. Signs that Liv is not being truthful? She hopes not.

“Whatever you wish to share with me, no matter how I’m dying to know everything about you, is worth something only if you do just that…share it. Voluntarily.” Liv places a hand on Tristan’s knee. “If we have no trust or little patience, then it’s meaningless.”

Whether her words or her touch relaxes Tristan is hard to tell, but her shoulders go down, and she drinks her latte for the first time.

Liv removes her hand reluctantly and adds some more distance between them. Reaching for her phone again, she spots a white square on the floor. Curious, she changes direction and picks it up. After she turns it over, she sees it’s a photo of a woman in vintage clothing. Judging from the cut of the garments and the hairdo, Liv guesses the 1920s. She’s about to hand it over to Tristan, who appears lost in thought, when she
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