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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Terror fired through Kalani Abrams like mortar exploding from a cannon. Everything raced… her mind and heart pounding so fiercely she couldn't catch a breath. Pained sobs wracked her body as she fled, her bare feet flying across the cold living room floor.
 
   Her assailant followed, his boots hitting the old hardwood with ominous thumps.
 
   "Why are you running from me, Kalani?" Paulo Vetrov asked, amusement lacing his conversational tone. "My father asked me to come speak to you. He misses you."
 
   Another bolt of fear shot through Kalani at the reminder of her former employer. The emotion threatened to drown her, crushing air from her lungs as certainty grasped at her like choking vines. No way had Anton Vetrov sent a bastard like Paulo to speak to her. She'd warmed Anton's bed long enough to know better.
 
   His son was the worst sort of monster, a soulless sociopath who terrorized others for the fun of it. Anton set him loose on those who betrayed him as if setting free a hellhound. And like a hellhound, Paulo thrived on the damage he inflicted.
 
   Already, Kalani's cheek throbbed where he'd struck her. Her eye was swollen shut.
 
   God, why had she answered the door?
 
   Let him wrestle her cell phone away from her?
 
   Both were mistakes. And mistakes were fatal.
 
   "Leave me alone," she pleaded, the words almost incoherent as she scrambled toward the kitchen, praying for Thomas to appear on her porch. She'd give anything to see him. To tell him she was sorry for kicking him out. That she wanted to be with him, had left Anton's employ to marry him.
 
   If Paulo caught her, she'd never see Thomas again. He'd never know the truth.
 
   Kalani rounded the kitchen table, reaching blindly for the carved wooden chair tucked against the two-seater. The cool wood glided across her palm. Clutching the edge, she jerked downward, praying the obstacle slowed Paulo down.
 
   The chair hit the floor with a solid thump.
 
   Kalani kept going, the promise of freedom and safety beckoning to her.
 
   No more than five feet stood between her and the back door. If she made it out, she could scream for her neighbors to help her. They'd call the police, and she could tell them everything about Anton, Paulo, and their horrible family.
 
   In ten years as Anton's paid whore, she'd seen enough – theft, rape, assault. Murder. 
 
   How many more would suffer for their greed?
 
   She didn't know, but their latest scheme was the worst of all.
 
   "You can't outrun me," Paulo said from behind her in that same sickening, almost conversational tone.
 
   The chair crashed into the wall half a second before Kalani slammed into the faded wood door.
 
   She clawed at the knob, desperately trying to unlatch the sticky lock.
 
   The salt of her tears burned her injured eye.
 
   Sobs caught in her throat, choking her.
 
   "I told you," Paulo said, so close his hot breath washed across her neck.
 
   "No," Kalani cried when the old lock refused to cooperate. "No, no, no."
 
   Paulo's arms closed around her, dragging her backward, away from the door and the promise of safety on the other side. He spun her around, one of his hands raised as if to strike her. Even twisted into a sneer, his face was too beautiful, all sharp angles and arresting planes.
 
   Kalani wanted to vomit at the excited gleam lurking in his dark gaze… as if watching her scramble for her life turned him on. She kicked her feet, aiming for him.
 
   Paulo grunted when her bare toes connected with his shin.
 
   His hand came down across the side of her face.
 
   Pain ripped through her cheek, stealing her breath.
 
   "Where are they?" he asked her.
 
   Kalani tried to scream at him to go to hell, but all she managed was a voiceless whimper. She tilted her head back to spit in his face, determined to fight until she couldn't fight anymore. If he wanted to kill her, she intended to make him work for it.
 
   She wouldn't go quietly like his other victims. Victims she'd kept silent about for so long, pretending they didn't exist. Pretending her boss, his son, and the rest of their terrible family weren't monsters. And for what? A steady paycheck? A life off the streets? A few hits of Ecstasy?
 
   Maybe she deserved death.
 
   "Stupid woman." Paulo shoved her to the ground.
 
   Pain ripped through her head.
 
   He dropped to his knees, straddling her as she struggled to catch her breath.
 
   In one quick, effortless move, he pinned her arms between his legs and then reached into his pocket to withdraw a small plastic bag. Horror turned Kalani's vision black for a moment when she caught sight of the syringe inside.
 
   "Oh God, please don't," she begged as Paulo loomed above her, his weight immobilizing her.
 
   He ignored her, plunging one hand inside the baggie.
 
   Kalani tried to thrash beneath him, fighting for escape.
 
   But he was too big, too strong.
 
   Despite the desperation fueling her attempts, she barely managed even a wriggle.
 
   Paulo jerked the needle from the bag, and leaned forward, forcing her arm straight before securing it with his knee on her hand. The pain of his weight crushing her fingers barely registered as he searched for a vein.
 
   "No!" Kalani screamed when he found one and pushed the needle into her arm in one fluid move.
 
   "Shh. This won't hurt at all," he whispered, depressing the plunger.
 
   Kalani's arm burned, giving away his lie. She jerked beneath him, unwilling to give up and just let him kill her even if that was what she deserved. She might as well not have bothered, though.
 
   Paulo sat still, seemingly unaffected by her weak struggles.
 
   "No one steals from the Vetrov family," he said when she stopped fighting him and accepted the inevitable. "While you choke on your own vomit, I'll find those papers. You'll die, and no one will even know why, you stupid, little whore."
 
   "No," she groaned, the lethal drugs hitting her in a rush. Her heart rate slowed and then sped, faster and faster. Her body jerked involuntarily. Everything around her blurred, fading. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry," she tried to say, though whether she apologized to God, to Paulo, or to Thomas – who she'd never see again – she didn't know. And it didn't really matter anyway. The words were little more than soundless gasps.
 
   Fluid filled her mouth, gagging her.
 
   She scratched at the ground with her free hand, grasping for air, for hope, for another chance, but it didn't come. After everything she'd done in her life, she should have expected that, she supposed. But she hadn't.
 
   Death, it seemed, didn't care if she regretted her choices or wanted to make amends.
 
   And neither did Paulo Vetrov.
 
   Kalani's fingers twitched beneath his knee, and then lay still.
 
   "Whore," Paulo whispered, reaching out to stroke her cheek.
 
   His hateful, angelic face was the last thing Kalani saw.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Two damn storage rooms inside Teplo, and Tristan Riley had picked the wrong one.
 
   "Son of a bitch," he swore, kicking the broken mop bucket at his feet as he glared at the mess surrounding him. There was no way a basement entrance was nestled amidst the accumulated junk heaped around him. Bottles of booze and metallic kegs filled the tight space from one end to the other. Bits of paper and cardboard littered the floor, some stuck to the discolored cement as if they'd been there for years.
 
   What he sought clearly wasn't here.
 
   With a defeated sigh, he ducked back through the doorway... and ran right into a blond less than half his height.
 
   "What the fuck?" The man reeled backwards, surprise and then suspicion flashing through his cold blue eyes.
 
   Tristan rocked back on his heels, instinct leading him to hunch his shoulders so he appeared smaller, less threatening. For the love of Christ, play it cool, he coached himself, praying his expression gave away none of the frustration surging through him.
 
   Tense silence hung in the air for a protracted moment.
 
   "What the fuck are you doing in here?" the blond said then, shifting his stance as if preparing to take a swing.
 
   "Got lost," Tristan lied without hesitation. The words rolled off his tongue slow and lazy.
 
   "You think?" The man's gaze darted across Tristan's form, suspicion still stamped across his unfamiliar face.
 
   Tristan forced himself to take deep, even breaths. His mind raced, trying to place the man, but he came up empty. The handful of mug shots and surveillance photos shoved into the Vetrov family's thick file were unmistakable, and he was certain this one's face hadn't been among them. The jagged scar across the man's cheekbone wasn't easily forgotten. Neither were his malevolent blue eyes.
 
   "Get the fuck outta here."
 
   Tristan didn't stick around for further instruction, instead taking two quick, shuffling steps forward.
 
   "Too frigging close," he muttered when the crowd on the dance floor closed ranks around him, blocking him in. He glanced around, taking a moment to take stock of his surroundings.
 
   Strobe lights flashed across the grimy club in an array of haunting colors, briefly striking the mass of bodies crammed into the place. Bits of sweaty skin, blank smiles and vacant, bloodshot eyes flared into focus between one bright flash and the next, offering up just enough lurid detail to make him sick to his stomach.
 
   All around him, dancers swayed and jumped to the electronic beats vibrating the floor beneath their feet, oblivious to everything but the drugs pumping through their veins. Alcohol all but seeped from their pores, clogging his nose with a bitter mix of body odor, alcohol, and desperation.
 
   Gritting his teeth against the stench, he hurried on, doing his best to get lost in the crowd before anyone thought to ask questions about him being in that damn storage room. How the hell had he managed to get caught, anyway? He'd been careful. Real careful. Or so he'd thought.
 
   It obviously hadn't been enough.
 
   Christ. What a rookie mistake.
 
   An emaciated man, skin aged and pockmarked from years of addiction, spun in front of Tristan, his arms shooting out in a spastic attempt at dancing. Someone moved into the ribbon of empty space behind the guy, pushing him forward. A bony elbow hit Tristan in the stomach. The guy's feet tangled with his.
 
   The man fell hard.
 
   Tristan spun to the side to avoid being dragged down onto the grime of the floor with him.
 
   "Oh," the addict groaned and then giggled, kicking his legs in the air like a dog trying to roll over.
 
   Tristan cringed, but no one else seemed to notice or care about their fallen comrade.
 
   Another dancer shuffled backward, his dirty boots inches from crushing the man's fingers. Tristan stepped around the poor bastard and pushed through the fringes of the group, searching for the far wall. Every instinct he had screamed for him to make sure the blond wasn't following behind him, but he refused to look back.
 
   That move would seem cagey as hell.
 
   The greasy blond appeared harmless enough in his jeans and polo, but Tristan had worked undercover long enough to know appearances were deceiving, especially in this world. People here lied as easily as they breathed. They killed, robbed, and stole without much effort either.
 
   A girl tripped, landing on her hands and knees right in front of him. The lights overhead cast an eerie green tint over her as she threw her head back and howled with laughter. Her short dress inched up her thighs, exposing the flimsy garters beneath. When she noticed Tristan standing in front of her, a fuzzy, calculating smile stretched across her face.
 
   "Excuse me," he muttered before she opened her mouth to offer him… who knew what. He maneuvered around her, twisting his body to cast a furtive look over his shoulder.
 
   The blond stood two yards away, his blue eyes locked on Tristan's retreating form.
 
   Dammit!
 
   Tristan ran through a mental list of Anton Vetrov's hired help again.
 
   Had he overlooked someone?
 
   He didn’t think so, but hell, he wasn't sure.
 
   Until very recently, Teplo, the Vetrov family, and their associates had flown beneath the Drug Enforcement Administration's radar. They were crooks, criminals, and small time dealers to boot, but not exactly the kind of lowlife assholes the DEA took the time to put out of business. They had bigger fish to fry, and left people like the Vetrov family for Seattle P.D. to handle.
 
   Except that wasn't true anymore, was it?
 
   Seven dead bodies had appeared on the streets of Seattle in the last few weeks, each with a lethal combination of illicit drugs in their system. And each with ties to Teplo. Nothing about that screamed coincidence to Tristan or his bosses, which meant he'd been stuck with investigating the hellhole to see what he could shake loose.
 
   So fucking far, he didn't like what he'd found.
 
   The Vetrov family had opened their own frigging drug lab. Tristan just needed to find it, preferably before anyone else died. And someone else would. In places like this, they always did.
 
   "Dammit," he swore and raked his hands through his hair, frustrated as ever at that grim reality. Casting another glance around, his gaze landed on a brunette pressed into the wall a few yards ahead.
 
   Even from a distance, she stood out. Her thick hair was piled atop her head, soft, brown tendrils escaping the artless bun. Her skirt looked a little too modest for this crowd, and her breasts weren't spilling out of her top. She was thin and willowy with the longest, sexiest legs he had seen in months. She held her head high, exposing the graceful line of her neck. With her shoulders pushed back, her small, pert breasts jutted forward as if begging to be touched.
 
   With one look, Tristan knew she didn't belong here.
 
   But then again, who did?
 
   Even people who knew better found themselves caught up in places like this. They got tired of playing it safe, of being labeled good girls, nice guys, or a thousand other such things and walked through the doors, looking for an out, a thrill, or a way to disprove everything they believed about themselves. They found their escape in tiny little pills and spoon melted liquid, in used needles and lines on mirrors.
 
   Most of them never looked back again.
 
   As he watched, the brunette squeezed her eyes shut and pressed herself further into the wall, almost as if willing herself to disappear. Her breath came in sharp gasps and shallow exhalations, her bottom lip quivering. Either she was terrified out of her mind… or she was in the middle of a really bad trip.
 
   Tristan cast another quick look over his shoulder.
 
   The blond still stood in the same spot, watching him.
 
   Tristan glanced back at the brunette, quickly calculating and then recalculating. No way would his little shadow forget him if he rushed out now, but maybe….
 
   "Jesus, let this work," he muttered and strode toward the brunette. Within a matter of moments, he'd reached her side. A split second more and he snaked an arm around her waist, pulling her close in one fluid, intimate move.
 
   Her eyes popped open, a surprised gasp flying from her lips.
 
   His bright blue gaze met deep brown under the chaos of the strobe lights and held. Her eyes were far too clear and focused; her pulse quick, but steady. Whatever had her pressed to the wall in the crowded, drug-fueled club had nothing to do with a bad trip. She wasn't high.
 
   Relief washed through Tristan, followed by the stirrings of lust. She felt good beneath his hands, soft, supple, warm. Her clothing didn't reek of alcohol, body odor, too much perfume, or anything else marking the girls here better than a flashy, neon red arrow either. She smelled fresh, like flowers. Innocent.
 
   His thigh brushed hers.
 
   "Let me go!"
 
   He tugged her closer, refusing to obey her demand. He needed the alibi she presented, and she obviously needed someone to get her the hell out of here. Leaning forward, he whispered in her ear, "I won't hurt you. I just need you to dance with me, beautiful."
 
   She smelled even better up close and personal.
 
   "No. I don't dance."
 
   Ignoring her weak protest, he wrapped his arm more firmly around her waist. She tried to pull away again, but he ushered her toward the dance floor, determined to follow through with his plan and dance away whatever suspicions he'd roused before escorting her out.
 
   It wasn't a stellar plan, but it was the only one he had.
 
   The brunette stumbled, trying to speak, but the words got lost beneath one heavy pulse of music and the next.
 
   Tristan pressed on, slipping between dancers until a clear space opened up around him and the woman on his arm. In the center of the dance floor, he turned toward her, only for her to shrink away from him, turning her head side to side as if looking for an exit.
 
   Bodies closed in around them, boxing her into the little space he'd cleared.
 
   Her hands trembled and her face paled when she realized there was no escape. Fear and panic rose like a cloud in her gaze before she squeezed her eyes closed, effectively closing him out.
 
   Why was she so afraid?
 
   "I won't hurt you, I promise. Just dance with me." He pulled her closer, leaving her no choice.
 
   "I told you I can't dance," she protested anyway. Her lower lip trembled again. When she cracked her eyes open again, fear burned in the depths.
 
   Tristan bit back a curse, trying not to frighten her further. It wasn't her fault he'd dragged her onto the dance floor, and he didn't exactly blame her for being afraid in a place like this. "Sure you can," he said, offering her a confident smile. "I'll lead."
 
   She shook her head back and forth, moisture welling in her eyes. "No, you don't understand. My leg…."
 
   He swept his gaze down her body to the leg she indicated with a flutter of her hand, but saw nothing wrong. Not even close. He sized her up, his gaze traveling slow and steady over her body.
 
   Jesus, she was beautiful.
 
   Lithe and willowy, yet soft in all the right places.
 
   Appreciation wound through him.
 
   Leaning forward, he let his warm breath stir tendrils of hair along her neck. Praying she didn't slap him, he trailed his hand down her hip, onto her upper thigh, and then squeezed once, his eyes locked on hers. "Your legs are perfect."
 
   She trembled again. The soft brown color of her eyes darkened, making it clear she trembled in response to his touch this time, at least partly. The flush in her cheeks deepened.
 
   Tristan bit back a groan when he noticed the way that blush extended down the long line of her neck before disappearing beneath her blouse.
 
   Who was she?
 
   Better yet, why the hell was she here?
 
   Quelling the urge to ask her that particular question, he inched his hand further down her thigh. The pull of his palm on the fabric of her skirt gave way to the glide of bare skin across bare skin. And then he felt the long surgical line branded into her thigh. Healed, but still puckered where staples had recently held her flesh together. The pitted muscle surrounding the scar made him wince.
 
   He lifted his eyes to hers.
 
   Humiliation and pain swam in her gaze.
 
   Tristan swallowed the question hovering on the tip of his tongue. Whatever had happened to her leg… she didn't want to talk about it.
 
   "Rod or plates?" he asked instead of prying for answers she didn't owe him.
 
   She blinked. "What?"
 
   "Rod or plates?" He placed his fingers over the scar in explanation of his question.
 
   "Both." Her lower lip quivered on the word.
 
   Jesus. No wonder she didn't dance.
 
   A steel rod and plates welded and fused to bone didn't make movement easy. But then again, he didn't need her to breakdance. He just needed her to sway those sexy little hips of hers for a few minutes.
 
   "Hang on to me," he murmured into her ear and then hitched her thigh around his hip.
 
   She twined her arms around his neck, her wide eyes startled.
 
   Another shiver rippled through her when he pressed his body into hers.
 
   Damn, but she felt good wrapped up with him like this.
 
   "Follow my lead," he said, supporting her weight with little effort.
 
   She hesitated for a long moment, her eyes locked on his. And then she began to move, her body gliding against his with skilled ease. Her soft curves grazed against his body. Their hips swiveled in unison, the heat of her center damn close to his dick.
 
   Bit by bit, the pained look in her eyes leeched away.
 
   A triumphant smile bloomed across her flushed face, seeming to light her up from the inside out.
 
   "Christ, you're beautiful," he murmured, reaching out to touch her cheek.
 
   The move shocked him as much as it did her.
 
   "I… thank you."
 
   Their eyes locked, her pupils dilating as she stared at him.
 
   A sexual undercurrent moved between them, too obvious to be ignored.
 
   Tristan didn't really want to ignore it anyway. The feel of her silky skin beneath his fingertips, her sweet floral scent, and that beautiful smile made his stomach twist. His body begged him to ignore his own rules about casual hook-ups in places like this and pull her closer.
 
   When his fingertips met the angry, puckered flesh of her thigh, an almost foreign emotion thrummed in his chest. He desperately wanted to ask what had caused the haunted look in her eyes and the brutal scar on her body, but instinct told him not to push. It wasn't his business.
 
   Instead, he glanced out over the dance floor, searching for his blond shadow.
 
   The man was nowhere to be found in the sea of contorting and twisting bodies.
 
   Tristan's ploy had actually worked.
 
   He turned back to thank the brunette for saving his ass, but the words died on his lips.
 
   Her warm brown eyes were half closed, her lips parted as she swayed against him. The enraptured look on her face took his breath away. His cock hardened, all thoughts of hidden labs and unfamiliar Vetrov family associates vanishing in a cloud of lilac, freesia, and gut-twisting smiles.
 
   "I'm dancing," she said. Another beautiful smile lit up her face. Her eyes fluttered open to lock on his again. "Oh my god, I'm actually dancing!" She laughed, joy radiating from her expression.
 
   The sound of her laugh poured across him like honey. It was tinkling and light, carefree and sultry at the same time. Desire hit him hard, combined with relief, and sent euphoria bubbling toward dangerous levels.
 
   "What's your name, beautiful?" He pressed his lips to the shell of her ear before pulling back to gauge her reaction.
 
   "Lillian," she answered, shivering in his arms.
 
   "I'm Tristan. You're absolutely gorgeous, Lillian. Why are you here?" He didn't mean to ask, but the question popped out before he could call it back.
 
   Lillian sighed, the sound wistful and vulnerable as hell. "To forget."
 
   His eyebrows rose.
 
   What the hell could she possibly want to forget badly enough to come here?
 
   Before he could draw breath to ask, she leaned into him, seeming to make a decision. Determination flared in her eyes. Between one heartbeat and the next, the vulnerable beauty he'd dragged onto the dance floor blossomed into a siren. She pressed herself closer to him and tilted her head to the side, granting him access to the pale column of her throat.
 
   After the day he'd had, that one little move was all the invitation he needed. His lips descended upon her skin of their own volition, tasting her as he'd wanted to do since her scent first swirled around him. Her taste burst on his tongue, sweet and salty at once. Perfect.
 
   He raked his teeth across the delicate flesh of her throat, teasing her.
 
   Her hands tightened around him, drawing him closer.
 
   "Do you want me to stop?" he whispered into her skin.
 
   Her body trembled.
 
   Time seemed to stand still for a long moment.
 
   And then, "No," she groaned. "Please don't."
 
   Lust exploded in him at her response, bringing with it a roaring hunger. How long had it been since he'd fucked anyone? Six months? Seven? Too long, he decided, grazing his teeth across Lillian's throat again.
 
   "Oh God," she said when he sucked her soft skin into his mouth, then flicked his tongue across it, feeling the quick flutter of her pulse between his lips. She pressed her body into him, crushing her breasts into his chest.
 
   The warm heat of her center rubbed against his cock, setting him on fire. He bucked his hips into her, gripping her thigh carefully in his hands so as not to hurt her. He had no idea how long ago she'd sustained her injury, but he knew how easy damaging the already shattered bone could be. He didn't want to cause her more pain.
 
   "Please." She nuzzled her face into his neck, circling her hips with his.
 
   "Please what, sweetheart?" He pressed into her again, fighting the urge to slide her skirt up her little body and grasp her ass to twine her legs about his waist. He just knew her ass would be firm and supple beneath his hands, the swells of her cheeks fitting perfectly into his palms.
 
   "Please," she gasped again, pressing forward to grind against him…. Telling him with her body what she needed.
 
   He wanted to hear her say the words though. Unless she was damn sure she wanted this, he wouldn't touch her. And some part of him needed to hear her tell him what she needed from him. That part wanted her to willingly hand over control to him, at least for a little while.
 
   "Tell me," he said, letting that instinctive, dominate part lead. He arched his hips away from the temptation of her pussy, physically demanding she obey and give him what he wanted.
 
   "Touch me," she said, her soft voice trembling. "Please, Tristan."
 
   Satisfaction rocketed through him with her words.
 
   He growled low in his throat and rocked his hips back into hers. His cock settled between her legs. A longing to feel her slick heat wrapped around him coursed through his veins. Need drowned out the music, the crowd, the reality of whose club they were in, his close call with the blond… everything but the urge to bury himself inside of her and hear her little, throaty moans as he fucked her right where they stood.
 
   Christ, wouldn't that be a sight?
 
   He slid his hand down her back and onto the swell of her ass, pulling her more fully into him.
 
   "Are you sure about this, sweetheart?" He slipped his hand under her skirt to squeeze her ass, only to find thin lace and hot skin beneath. The lacy scrap of fabric against his palm set his head to spinning.
 
   "I-" Her whole body tensed.
 
   He froze, his conscience roaring to life as fear flickered through her dilated eyes. Awareness began to trickle back in, reminding him of where they were. He couldn't fuck her in Anton Vetrov's club. Even if the dancers didn't notice – and he was confident they wouldn't see anything unless he stripped Lillian naked right then and there – doing this here would be madness. Complete insanity.
 
   "Yes. Please," she said, pulling his attention back to her and away from where they were. Nervous tension still whispered from her, but desperation laced her tone. She was as turned on as she was afraid, and right then, she seemed hell bent on ignoring the latter.
 
   A gentleman wouldn't have pushed her any further. But Tristan had never pretended to be a gentleman, and he understood her predicament entirely. He knew all about the desire to get lost in something beautiful for a while. Hell, he felt the same. Their surroundings and the danger be damned, he wanted in.
 
   His resolve wavered between obeying that desire, and denying her need and his own.
 
   He couldn't fuck her here.
 
   He couldn't.
 
   "Please, don't stop, Tristan. I want this. I need it."
 
   With that one breathless, yearning plea from her lips, desire won.
 
   He wouldn't fuck her here, but he would give her the escape she craved.
 
   He swept the hand he'd buried in her lacy panties across her ass and around her hip. When his fingers came into contact with soft curls and her slick folds, a low groan tumbled from his lips.
 
   "Christ, you're soaked, sweetheart."
 
   She nodded.
 
   He slid his hand lower, and slipped his fingers between her folds. Another groan broke free at the feel of her silky heat on his fingers. With his thumb, he grazed her clit.
 
   "Oh… fuck!" She jerked against his hand.
 
   Tristan gave himself over to the heady feeling she sent rising inside him, relishing the experience… the loss of inhibition and control spiraling through him with the force of a bomb. He wanted to taste her, to spread her wide and dive head first into her honey-coated folds until she came on his tongue.
 
   How long had it been since anyone had turned him on so effortlessly?
 
   He didn't know, but watching her was hypnotic. Tension melted from her body as she moved, her head tilted back and her lids half closed. She moaned, bucking her hips into his hand, pressing her body closer to his. Another wave of lust speared through him when she delved her hands into his hair and tugged hard as if to keep him right where he was… right where she wanted him.
 
   "Does the rest of you taste as sweet as your skin, Lillian?" he whispered, thrusting one finger deep inside of her. Her inner walls clenched around him, sucking him in deeper, almost seeming to welcome his finger into her as if welcoming him home.
 
   She was tight. Wet. Perfect.
 
   "Oh God," she groaned.
 
   He settled for adding another finger to the first instead of dragging her off of the dance floor and burying his head between her legs as he truly wanted to do. Her pussy clenched around him as he twisted and plunged his fingers inside her. She cried her appreciation into his neck, her lips exploring freely across his throat.
 
   He pumped his fingers into her harder, understanding the overwhelming freedom that came with escape, perhaps better than she did. For long moments, he lost himself in the feel of her. In the way her moans vibrated against his throat. In the heat of her pussy against his fingers. In the way she smelled so sweet.
 
   And then his phone vibrated in his pocket, pulling him up short.
 
   His time was up. Paulo Vetrov would be arriving soon.
 
   Fuck.
 
   "I need you to come for me, beautiful," he said, raking his teeth across her earlobe. He wanted to sink his teeth into her throat as she came. He'd never had such an urge before, but it spurred him into making an instant, reckless decision. "You're going to scream my name when you come, and then you're going to meet me here and do the same thing again tomorrow."
 
   He should have told her to run in the other direction and not look back, but he wanted her to stay right where she was. He wanted her to want to stay. Right then, it didn't matter why. All that mattered was this – his fingers buried in her in the middle of the dance floor. It was eroticism and freedom and pure fucking liquid heat, and he wanted more.
 
   "Tell me you'll come back, Lillian," he said, twisting his fingers to reach that spot guaranteed to make her crazy.
 
   It worked like a charm.
 
   She cried out, gripping his hair tighter as her pussy pulsed around his fingers.
 
   "Tell me," he said, easing off – not willing to let her tumble over into bliss until she agreed.
 
   "Yes, I'll come back!" she cried out, her lips still at his neck.
 
   He let go of her damaged leg and grasped her bound hair in his hand, tipping her head backward. Her lust-filled brown eyes met his.
 
   Oh, fuck yeah.
 
   He swooped, devouring her mouth with his own.
 
   When he sucked her bottom lip into his mouth, her inner walls clamped down on his fingers again and then fluttered hard. He growled, her pleasure hitting him like a punch to the gut. She screamed as she came, just as he'd told her she would, breathless cries and a plethora of Oh God's rolling from her lips. He stole them from her, plunging his tongue back into her mouth and kissing her until her body stopped shaking around him and she slumped forward in his arms, sated and breathless.
 
   "Beautiful," he whispered into her ear, removing his drenched fingers from between her legs and bringing them to his mouth to taste her. He groaned his appreciation at the scent of her arousal coating his fingers, and damn near came in his pants when he tasted her.
 
   Pure. Fucking. Heaven.
 
   He licked her juices from his fingers, his cock screaming to be inside of her, to fill her as his fingers had.
 
   His phone vibrated again. Reality intruded like cold water poured over his head.
 
   Paulo Vetrov was coming, and Tristan should have been gone no less than ten minutes ago. He glanced down at Lillian again, torn between his job and making her come for him one more time.
 
   For the first time since sweeping her onto the dance floor, duty won.
 
   He released her regretfully, holding onto her waist as her injured leg dropped back to the floor. She pulled herself away from his body to stand on her own. Her legs tremble beneath her before her stance firmed.
 
   He slid his hands away from her body and into his pockets.
 
   "Take this," he said, pressing a card into her hand. "It has my information on it."
 
   She glanced at it and then back up to him, her brow furrowed, her eyes still dilated and hazy.
 
   "Don't leave it here." The card contained only his first name and a telephone number, but even if his actions with her suggested otherwise, he was nothing if not careful. He had to be cautious to stay alive.
 
   Lillian's eyes widened at his command, but she nodded and closed her fist tightly around the little square of paper.
 
   Tristan turned to go and then stopped. He couldn't just leave her here.
 
   "Come on, beautiful. Let me get you out of here."
 
   Grabbing her hand in his, he began to lead her through the throng of dancers. Most parted for him without question. He sidestepped the clumsy gyrations of those who did not, ensuring none touched Lillian as he led her toward the exit, hoping like hell she came back to meet him tomorrow.
 
   Christ, she had to come back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   "Ugh. Go away."
 
   The shrill ringing of the phone invaded Lillian Maddox's dreams, shattering bliss like fine pieces of glass. She groaned and rolled in her bed, slapping the cluttered table to silence the loud noise, reluctant to wake and face the day. Her dreams had been good… great. She’d been dancing again, completing a series of pirouettes across the stage as music swelled around her. Tristan had waited for her in the wings, his beautiful blue gaze transfixed on her.
 
   Oh God! Tristan.
 
   Her eyes flew open wide as the events of the night before came flooding back in a heated rush. She dove for the phone, jerking it from the table. A little glass ballerina wobbled on the wooden tabletop before falling over, one arched foot dangling in the air.
 
   "Hello?" Lillian mumbled, reaching out to tip the little ornament back into place.
 
   "Morning, Lil," her dad said, his voice full of affection. "Did I wake you?"
 
   "Um…." Little tendrils of disappointment twisted through her, though she didn't know why. Of course Tristan wasn't calling her. He didn't even know her number, for Christ's sake. Stupid. So stupid, she silently berated herself, swiping her free hand over her eyes as if the motion would clear her mind as much as her field of vision.
 
   "Lil?"
 
   "Yeah, I'm here. Sorry. I didn't sleep well last night." Her cheeks flamed at the lie even though her father couldn't see her. She'd slept better than she had since her ballet career was ripped away from her a year ago.
 
   "Maybe you should call Dr. Thomas. He could prescribe you something."
 
   "Dad." Untangling the sheet from around her and throwing it off, she scooted around in her bed to stretch her aching leg. "I'm fine."
 
   "You sure?"
 
   "Yes, I'm sure." She shook her head, bemused. "You worry too much."
 
   "Not without reason," he replied, his voice quiet, tired.
 
   Lillian glanced down at the long scar on her thigh, a sad frown twisting her lips.
 
   "Yeah, I know," she said through the lump in her throat. And she did know. Intimately, in fact. But at twenty-two, she didn't need her dad to slay dragons for her anymore. She had to learn to do it on her own again.
 
   "That's good," he said, clearing his throat.
 
   Awkward silence hung on the line for a moment.
 
   "Are you working today?" she asked then.
 
   "Always, baby girl." Her dad chuckled, his relief at the change of subject obvious. "I'm glad you weren't as big a hellion as some of these kids today, Lil. Mrs. Anderson has been to the office twice already, having a fit about someone taking a baseball bat to her mailbox."
 
   "It was probably the football team."
 
   "Yeah, I know. What are you doing today, kiddo?"
 
   "I'm not sure." She frowned. Now that she was unpacked and settled, she had nothing to occupy her day. In truth, unless she met Tristan at the club as he'd requested, her entire week was completely, mind-numbingly empty.
 
   Tristan.
 
   Her gaze shifted toward the business card he'd slipped into her hand the night before. The one she hadn't been able to convince herself to toss in the trashcan when she'd stumbled home. His name was etched across the matte card in an elegant, bold script. It suited him. Dominant, confident, beautiful… just like the man with his olive skin, messy dark hair, unshaven jaw, and those bright blue eyes.
 
   Could she meet him again?
 
   She eyed his card, considering, and then shook her head.
 
   No. She couldn't go. Not even if she did really like the way he-
 
   No. Don't you dare finish that thought! she snapped to herself.
 
   "You should get out of the house, catch up with your friends."
 
   Lillian cringed, her dad's voice snapping her back into reality. The one where she didn't hook up with strangers in seedy dance clubs, or want to do so again. She wasn't that woman. She was Lillian Maddox, prima ballerina with the Pacific Northwest Ballet Company.
 
   Except she wasn't that woman anymore either, was she? Her career was over… ended the minute her leg had snapped.
 
   No amount of praying or pretending would bring it back.
 
   "Maybe I'll go see Jennie and Tony," she mumbled, delving her fingers into her blankets and clinging hard as the truth knocked the breath out of her just like it always did. She'd never perform again. That reality still seemed more like some horrible nightmare to her.
 
   "That's good, kiddo. Real good. You'll call me tomorrow?"
 
   "You know I will."
 
   "Be good," he advised before hanging up.
 
   Her gaze darted back to Tristan's card.
 
   Images of him twirled through her mind, causing her nipples to harden and the butterflies in her stomach to flutter. She'd never felt anything quite like the intense rush of freedom she'd found with him last night. She'd gotten completely lost in him, and it had been amazing. Something about him made her want to let him make her forget what her life had become in the last year.
 
   If she went back… would he rouse that same overwhelming sense of peace?
 
   Would she be able to breathe again?
 
   "It doesn't matter," she reminded herself, pushing the thought away before the flutter of excitement in her chest could grow. Lifting his card from the table, she tore it into little pieces before her resolve wavered. As the pieces of the card fell into the trashcan beside her, she brushed off the tinges of regret threatening to swell and rose from the bed to begin the series of brutal stretches that had once come so naturally to her. Like so much else, they no longer did, but they were a part of her life now.
 
   Smoldering blue eyes and wicked commands were not.
 
   End of story.
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   "Lily!"
 
   Lillian glanced up from the menu in front of her to find Jennifer Rainey waving from across the vibrant downtown restaurant, a broad smile stretched across her face. She wore her hair back in a bun, which somehow made her light eyes seem wider. The white sweater she'd thrown on over dark tights made her look like a blonde, green-eyed angel with legs a mile long.
 
   Jen all but danced across the room toward Lillian, turning heads as she moved.
 
   "Hey!" Lillian struggled to her feet to hug her best friend.
 
   "Welcome home!" Jen threw her arms around Lillian, squeezing so hard she thought she felt her ribs crack. "I've missed you."
 
   "I missed you too," she responded when Jen released her, allowing her to breathe.
 
   Her best friend's eyes narrowed as they swept up and down her body, taking her in. Lillian stood with her head held high, though her cheeks burned. She'd endured the same intense scrutiny a thousand times before her accident. Things were different now, her body softer and less disciplined, but she'd learned long ago to keep her head up no matter what. Besides, Jen was nowhere near as critical as Lillian's former instructors.
 
   As if on cue, Jen's smile widened. "You actually have curves now. I'm so jealous."
 
   "Thanks," Lillian said, a grin twitching at her lips when her best friend reached out and poked her in the side as if to test how soft those curves were.
 
   Lillian eased herself back down into her chair, wincing when her leg throbbed in response.
 
   Jen sank down into the seat across from her at the little table, a slight furrow to her brow and her gaze lingering on Lillian. "Does it still hurt?" she asked, her voice soft… concerned, curious.
 
   "Not much," Lillian lied, focusing on the colored tiles beneath the glass of water in front of her. "Where's Tony?" Her weak attempt at changing the subject was blatantly obvious.
 
   Jennie didn't speak for a protracted moment, and then followed her cue. "We're helping with a ballet camp thing for some of the younger kids. He's showing them how to jump today."
 
   "Ah." Lillian paused when a waitress materialized at the table.
 
   "Are you unpacked yet?" Jen asked when the young woman slipped away, their order in hand.
 
   Lillian nodded, grateful her dad had done most of the unpacking for her.
 
   Jen bit her lip. "You know you could have moved back in with me and Tony. We didn't rent your room out on you." Even though she forced a teasing note into her voice, hurt still seeped through.
 
   "I know, but I need to make it on my own for a while." Lillian reached across the table to squeeze Jen's fingers. She hesitated, wavering between telling her best friend the truth and a comforting lie. "And I wasn't sure I'd be able to handle watching you guys go off to the studio every day," she admitted quietly. "Not being able to dance is… hard. A lot harder than I thought it would be."
 
   "It's only been a year, Lil. And you've been on your feet for what? Four months now?" Jen shook her head, her brow furrowed. "I can't even imagine how you feel. All you ever wanted to do was dance. It's going to take time for you to heal, emotionally as much as anything else. You got the raw end of the deal, and it's not fair. You have every right to be furious." Her green eyes flashed with anger. "I'm furious for you. Marc could have killed you!"
 
   A flood of memories hit Lillian in a painful rush.
 
   Shocked gasps and horrified cries from the audience…
 
   The cold, scuffed wood beneath her back…
 
   The way Marc's lip curled upward as he stared down at her, the bright spotlight like a halo around his head…
 
   The brutal pain tearing through her…
 
   Tears welled in her eyes like they always did when she let herself remember the night her career ended. An accident, everyone had called it. But that wasn't true. Not really. Marc had meant to hurt her. She'd seen the hatred simmering in his eyes. Felt it in the clench of his fingers around her upper arms. He'd destroyed her life on purpose, and even now, she didn't understand why.
 
   How could he hate her so much?
 
   "I want to kill him," her friend said, seething.
 
   Lillian threw a hand up, forestalling Jen before she burst into tears right there. She didn't want to talk about him or the horrid end to her dreams. And she didn't want to remember it either. Not today, and definitely not in here.
 
   "I can't," she whispered, swiping at her eyes. "Not here, Jen."
 
   Jen's expression fell when her bottom lip quivered. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to – I'm sorry."
 
   "It's fine. Really." Lillian dashed at her cheeks, trying to laugh away the tears. It came out like a watery hiccup instead. Talking about Marc and what he'd done to her ripped away little pieces of her heart every single time. She felt brittle, broken. Gripping the edges of the table, she dragged herself to her feet. "I'll be right back, okay? I need a minute."
 
   "Sure." Jen gave her a sad smile. "I'm sorry."
 
   "Hey, it's fine." Lillian forced a small smile, and then limped away, her head down so no one saw the tears still swimming in her eyes. Crying in public wasn't her thing. There wasn't room at the barre for the weak or faint-hearted. She couldn't dance anymore, but she'd been a ballerina since she’d learned to walk. A great ballerina. She'd learned to cry alone a long time ago.
 
   Besides, she'd be damned if she let Marc Rivera take anything else from her.
 
   Sliding around a chair pushed out from a table heaped with used plates, Lillian stepped right into a puddle of liquid spreading across the tile floor from an overturned cup. She slipped, her bad leg shooting out from beneath her.
 
   "Oh!" she cried, reaching for something, anything, to keep her from landing on her ass in the middle of the floor. But there was nothing for her to grab onto and nothing to stop the momentum of her fall.
 
   The restaurant went silent, all eyes on her.
 
   Mortification rushed through her as she prepared for the inevitable pain and humiliation awaiting her on the cold, hard floor. Squeezing her eyes closed to block the patrons out, she tried to shift her weight so she landed with her shattered leg outright instead of bent beneath her.
 
   "Careful, sweetheart."
 
   A pair of large hands wrapped around her waist, pulling her upright. She slammed into a hard chest and clung, wrapping her arms around the man's waist without thought. Her face rubbed across the soft fabric of his shirt. A familiar scent – like sage and pine needles – tickled her nose beneath the aroma of hot food wafting through the restaurant. She knew that smell… loved it. But couldn't place it.
 
   "Thank you," she said when her heart slowed its wild hammering. Sliding her hands along her rescuer's sides, she tried to shift her weight from him back onto her feet. His muscles flexed beneath her palms, rippling as if in response to the path her hands took.
 
   "If you don't stop touching me like that, I'm going to fuck you right here, Lillian," a familiar voice rasped in her ear.
 
   She gasped, her head shooting upward.
 
   Tristan's bright blue gaze met hers, his teeth gritted as if in pain.
 
   "Tristan?" she half mouthed, half squeaked.
 
   "Hello, sweetheart."
 
   Lillian stared at him, dazed. In the full light of the restaurant, he looked even better than he had beneath the strange lights of Teplo. His jaw was sharp beneath the stubble, his lips full and kissable. Long lashes framed those beautiful eyes… eyes full of wicked desire. His dark hair was riotous, as if he'd run his hands through it. He seemed a lot bigger, too. Not bulky, but made of lean, contoured muscle. The blue t-shirt he wore wasn't tight, but every time he took a breath, the fabric stretched, hinting at the fit body beneath. Even in jeans and that t-shirt, he was gorgeous.
 
   Memories of the night before hit Lillian like a fist.
 
   Tristan’s hard body pressed against her…
 
   His voice in her ear and his hand beneath her skirt…
 
   She licked her lips, wetting them.
 
   Her hands were still pressed against his stomach, her fingers running along the ridges of his abdominals.
 
   He glanced down, following the play of her fingers over his muscles. "You're killing me, beautiful," he groaned, setting her away from him with obvious reluctance.
 
   Lillian jerked backward, her face flaming, and nearly lost her balance again. She righted herself as quick as she could, far too aware of the man in front of her and the way her heart threatened to beat out of her chest.
 
   Quiet chatter and the clink of silverware on glass resumed all around them.
 
   "You okay?" he asked, his eyes narrowing on her face as if he'd just noticed the tears drying on her lashes. He reached out as if to touch her, and then dropped his hand back to his side.
 
   Lillian remembered her tears at the same time. Mortification fired through her.
 
   "Fine," she mumbled, stepping around him. "Thanks for saving me." She all but fled toward the bathroom, not looking back. Once inside, she slammed the door closed, and took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing heart.
 
   Tristan was here. In the same damn restaurant.
 
   What were the chances?
 
   She limped toward the sink. Her pale face stared back at her from the mirror hanging above the vanity, looking anything but calm and composed. She looked, well, she looked wild. Tears still clung to her lashes. Faint shadows marred the skin beneath her wide, watery eyes. Fine strands of her dark hair had come loose from the ponytail she'd tossed it into, and her cheeks were flushed.
 
   She looked just like she had when she'd stumbled home from Teplo the night before.
 
   "Shit," she mumbled, turning the faucet on full blast.
 
   The door creaked open behind her.
 
   Lillian squeezed her eyes closed when Tristan appeared in the mirror, a concerned frown hovering on his full lips. But not looking at him didn't make him go away. His footfalls echoed in the small bathroom as he moved toward her. Heat crackled along her spine, loosening something inside of her: that wild, wanton woman he'd woken last night.
 
   "Lillian." His velvety voice was level and intoxicating at once.
 
   She opened her eyes, gripping the sink with both hands as he stepped up behind her, so close his hips touched her bottom, trapping her between his hard body and the sink. His gaze locked on hers in the mirror, blue fire mingling with concern. Heat wound through her as his body brushed against hers.
 
   Slowly, oh so slowly, she turned toward him. "Hi," she whispered, tilting her face back to look up at him.
 
   He reached out, ran a single fingertip down her cheek. "You were crying."
 
   "No, I-" She broke off and licked her lips when his frown deepened. "It's been a rough day."
 
   He stared at her for a long moment, and then nodded once, his fingertip still traveling, inch by inch, down the side of her face and onto her neck. She tilted her head, unable to stay still when her stomach fluttered and her legs trembled, urging her to melt into him.
 
   Flashes from the night before played through her mind… his hands roaming her body in the eerie, unreal light pulsing around them. The soft hitch of his breath. The feel of his lips moving over hers.
 
   Despite everything she'd told herself this morning, she still wanted him. Desperately.
 
   "I want to kiss you," he murmured, cupping her neck in his hand.
 
   "Please?" she pleaded before she could stop herself or think her way out of taking what she wanted from him.
 
   Tristan didn't wait for her to change her mind. He dipped his head, bringing his mouth to hers.
 
   A soft sigh tumbled from her lips.
 
   He guided her closer with the pressure of his hand on her neck, pulling her body into his until they were pressed together in one long line. His lips whispered against hers until she parted them and let him in.
 
   She curled a fist into his shirt.
 
   He lapped at her mouth as warmth became heat, fire… liquid flame rushing through her in an explosive rush. Their tongues came together in their own choreographed dance for long minutes as they melted into one another, lost to everything but the way they moved together.
 
   His breath quickened.
 
   Her heart pounded.
 
   Reality slipped away from her.
 
   He didn't stop kissing her, instead pulling her closer, closer, until not even air moved between them. The heat of his body called to her, the urgency of his kisses making her tremble.
 
   "Goddamn, beautiful," he groaned into her mouth, running his hands all over her. His confident touch made her moan and shudder in his arms. "I want you."
 
   That sexy, guttural confession pulled her up short. She froze, memory intruding into that star-filled place every brush of his hands against her body threatened to take her. They couldn't do this. Not here. Jen was out there, waiting for her.
 
   Anyone could walk in!
 
   Perhaps sensing he'd lost her, Tristan's kisses slowed, and then stopped. He broke away with a reluctant, wordless rumble, and then carefully, sweetly, pressed his lips to her forehead before wrapping his arms around her as if to offer comfort. She hesitated for a moment, and then gave in, resting her head on his chest.
 
   His heart pounded beneath her ear, its frantic pace matching hers.
 
   "Will you still meet me tonight?" he asked. Emotion thrummed in the words, as if he needed her to agree on a level not even he understood.
 
   She knew exactly how he felt. Everything in her demanded she say yes. That she meet him at Teplo one more time and let him make her forget everything threatening to tear her apart. That she not stop now. But questions lingered too, demanding her attention.
 
   She didn’t know him… not even his last name.
 
   "Please? I'd like to see you again, get to know you." 
 
   And that one statement, so full of hope and confusion and longing, undid her. Stripped away her defenses and all the reasons why she should tell him no.
 
   "I'll meet you," she promised.
 
   Tristan sighed, the tension in his body draining away. He pressed his lips to her crown, and then, like a ghost, he vanished, the bathroom door swinging shut behind him.
 
   Lillian stood where she was for a long moment, stunned at how quickly she'd given in to him. A stranger. Someone she didn't know, and yet couldn't resist. As much as that frightened her, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she'd keep her promise to him.
 
   She'd meet him at Teplo again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   All afternoon, the most carnal thoughts of Lillian ran through Tristan's mind. He claimed her on the dance floor before they moved to his bed, from his bed to the balcony, and then from the balcony to the doorway. He took her every way imaginable and on every surface he could think up. She gave in to his demands for those throaty little cries and intoxicating responses, forgetting the tears drying on her lashes and that sad look on her face. She begged for more as he slid into her, marked him with her fingernails and teeth as he pumped inside of her, and cried his name as her release pulsed tight around his cock.
 
   All day long, he smelled her scent in the air, felt her inner walls clenching around him, and heard her moans. When his afternoon sparring session ended, those very fantasies drove him toward release. He came crying her name in the heat and steam of his shower. The craving to taste, feel, and touch her again didn't abate.
 
   By the time night descended over the city, he was a livewire of anticipation and frustration. He didn't understand why his careful balance of rules and rationality had slipped so easily for a woman he didn't know. And he couldn't even begin to guess why he didn't care that sweet Lillian, and not his job, dragged him back to Teplo now.
 
   He suddenly cared a lot less about what mattered than he should.
 
   The unfamiliar shift of his focus unnerved him. He couldn't afford to screw around, not when someone might die as a result. But he couldn't shake the unrelenting desire Lillian sent rushing through him either. Even as he slid his Colt into its ankle holster and raced down the darkened streets toward the flashing neon lights of Teplo, uncertainty raged within him.
 
   It didn't seem to matter. As soon as he crossed the threshold of the club, he began scanning for Lillian.
 
   "Thank fuck," he muttered, spotting her perched on the edge of one of the old sofas, as far from the already erratic, drugged crowd as possible. A simple, messy bun held her hair back, revealing the pale expanse of her throat. Her beautiful brown eyes were wide, her succulent bottom lip caught between her teeth. She looked gorgeous. And as sweet and exposed as she had with those damn tears trembling on her lashes earlier.
 
   Desperation to fuck her out of his system waved violently through him. The urge to feel her against him again increased a thousand fold. So did his frustration. He wanted to thank God that she'd kept her promise. He wanted to curse that she had. The ball of warring sensation within only intensified as he stalked toward her.
 
   He wanted to end this driving obsession.
 
   He wanted to revel in it.
 
   He was screwed, and he knew it.
 
   Lillian lifted her head, meeting his gaze as he drew close. Her eyes widened in her pale face. Her hands trembled in her lap. Desire flickered across her face as her gaze roved over him.
 
   He stepped closer, reveling in the crackle of electricity that flared between them.
 
   "Tristan," she whispered, the sound of her voice almost drowned out by the loud, pulsing beats pumping through the club.
 
   Seeing her lips wrapped around the shape of his name made his cock ache. Christ, he couldn't wait to hear her cry out for him while she came. His stomach muscles clenched hard at the thought. "Lillian," he said. Her name on his lips was a sigh of relief, an affirmation, and a sigh of surrender all rolled into one. "You came."
 
   She nodded, casting a nervous glance around.
 
   "Dance with me, beautiful." He held his hand out to her.
 
   Unlike the night before, she didn't hesitate this time. She slipped her hand into his, allowing him to draw her carefully to her feet. Relief coursed through him at the feel of her warm hand in his.
 
   The final vestiges of tension and frustration warring in him vanished.
 
   Within minutes, they were in the center of the dance floor, surrounded by the smiling, gyrating oblivious. Tristan's lips descended upon hers as soon as he hitched her damaged leg around his thigh and began to sway with her. She wove her fingers into his hair, steadying herself. Their tongues danced together, giving and taking without reservation. Her taste erupted on his tongue just as it had in the bathroom at the restaurant, drawing him deeper into the maddening urge to forget everything but her and what he wanted to do to her.
 
   "Did you think about me, beautiful?"
 
   She tilted her head back, granting him access to her throat as a breathless groan shuddered from her lips.
 
   The part of him that wanted to take control of her flared to life, irritated that she didn't answer his question. He bit into her skin, tugging gently with his teeth.
 
   "Answer me." He tilted his head back to meet her liquid gaze.
 
   She shivered in his arms when her eyes locked with his, her breasts brushing across his chest. "Yes. God, yes, Tristan. I thought about you all day."
 
   Smiling in satisfaction, he rewarded her with another nip to her skin before pressing forward. He rocked against her center, driving them both crazy. "I thought about you, too," he whispered, brushing his lips up her neck to her ear. "Such good thoughts. Do you want to hear about them, Lillian?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   The tempo of the music around them changed, the heavy bass pounding through him like a second heartbeat.
 
   Lillian fisted her hands deeper into his hair.
 
   "I don't think you do," he teased, flicking her earlobe with his tongue, earning another breathy moan from her. "I don't think I'll share. I'll just keep them to myself…."
 
   Lillian tugged at his hair, her hips swaying in a seductive plea. "Tell me. Please."
 
   Tristan bit his tongue, fighting the groan threatening to escape, and cupped her ass in his hands instead of answering. He wanted to hear her fantasies, not share his own. The fabric of her skirt molded to her form as he kneaded. The urge to tear it from her body and lose himself in her raged. He fought it back and bit at her throat.
 
   "What did you fantasize about, beautiful? Tell me."
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   "You… I…."
 
   Lillian drowned in sensation, too overwhelmed by the feel of Tristan to think straight.
 
   He was everywhere, his velvety commands filling the intimate bubble around them. Heat and lust and the ache for more welled within her at each sinful word from his lips. Every inch of her skin seemed to hum with life and energy, enveloping her in peace and pleasure.
 
   "Tristan." She couldn't help but moan his name as his big hands massaged her ass and his lips and tongue played along her neck, driving her mad in the best way possible. It didn't even matter that their dance was more foreign to her than the electric music beating around them.
 
   Tristan was her partner, her mentor. He guided her, showed her the steps in this dance with so much confidence it stole her breath and left her wanting more. She held firm to him, her leg hitched around his hip, her hands clutched in the silky softness of his hair. The bulge in his pants rubbed across her center with every sway of his hips.
 
   "Fuck," he whispered, bucking into her more forcefully than before.
 
   She sighed at that added pressure where she needed it most.
 
   "Tell me, beautiful." His teeth were at her neck again, scraping along her sensitive flesh. "What did you think about?"
 
   "This," she gasped, letting her head fall back to grant him access to the racing pulse in her throat. "I thought about this."
 
   "This, Lillian?" He dug his fingertips into the flesh of her ass. "Or this?" He slipped his fingers beneath her skirt and around her thigh, caressing across the thin scrap of silk between her legs. "Or this, maybe?" He ran his knuckles across her center, sending a jolt of pleasure through her.
 
   Her body jerked in response each time. "Yes," tumbled all too willingly from her parted lips.
 
   "Did I taste you?" he asked, pulling her earlobe into his mouth. The sharp, erotic pain of his bite pulled another cry of pleasure from her lips, another sway of her hips against his. "Did I bury my face between your thighs until you screamed?"
 
   "Oh God," she said, undone by his wicked whispers and the onslaught of sensation spiraling through her.
 
   "I did in my fantasies." He brushed his knuckles across her center again. "I spread you out beneath me and devoured you. You came on my tongue, screaming my name. Did you scream in yours?"
 
   "Yes, yes, yes." God, she'd screamed his name over and over. She'd woken from an afternoon nap with his name reverberating in the air around her, and her hand buried in her panties as orgasm rocked through her almost as strongly as it had beneath his erotic onslaught the night before.
 
   He dipped his finger into the band of her panties and across her already soaked folds.
 
   "Fuck," he said, his body tensing when she arched into his touch with a soft cry.
 
   He jerked his hand away from her.
 
   She cried out in protest and opened her eyes to find him scanning the room. His blue-eyed gaze landed on something in the far corner and then darted back to her.
 
   "I need to taste you, baby," he said then, easing her leg back to the ground.
 
   He wrapped his hands around her arms and tugged until she released her grip upon his hair. His fingers clutched at hers as he led her through the throng, her head still clouded with lust and pleasure and the unquenched thirst for more. She didn't question where they were going. She didn't care so long as he touched her again soon.
 
   In a matter of moments, he'd dragged her off of the dance floor and into an alcove off the hallway into some sort of… restroom? No, a lounge. Deep burgundies and creamy whites popped from the walls in the secluded space. Dark drapes hung around a grouping of bar stools to one side. A booth took up the rest of the small lounge. The furnishings were old and dingy, but nicer than the grimy offerings pushed to the side of the dance floor. The lighting was soft and sensual, not anything like the strobe lights pounding through the rest of the club.
 
   "Out," Tristan snarled.
 
   Lillian gasped and pressed her body into his side when she realized they weren't alone. A dirty, dark-haired man lounged in the corner of the booth, his mouth opened in surprise. His eyes were bloodshot and dilated when they focused on her.
 
   He snapped his mouth closed and leaped to his feet in a hurry. "It's all yours, Miss." He sketched a semblance of an old-fashioned bow in her direction, and exited as quickly as they had entered, giggling beneath his breath.
 
   Tristan's grip on her hand disappeared as he spun toward a small panel. When he slid it to the right, it slipped into a niche in the wall like a sliding door.
 
   The simple lock snapped into place.
 
   Tristan turned back to her, the intense blue fire in his eyes scorching her where she stood.
 
   Lillian shivered, heat racing across her flesh.
 
   He took a single step toward her, and then his tongue pressed into her mouth, demanding and gentle at once. He lashed his arms about her waist, dragging her body closer to his. His long fingers burrowed under her skirt as he lapped at her mouth. Her silk panties slid down her legs.
 
   He tore his mouth from hers with a groan.
 
   Before she could comprehend how she'd even gotten there, she was in the booth the scraggly addict had vacated no more than two minutes before. Tristan's hands were wrapped around her thighs, spreading her legs open.
 
   "Lift," he commanded, tapping her scarred thigh.
 
   She obeyed, watching through heavy lids and a haze of lust as he draped her leg over his shoulder.
 
   "Does this hurt?" His gaze flickered to hers.
 
   She shook her head, too far gone to even care if it did hurt. She wanted this. She wanted him.
 
   He positioned her other leg on the seat, exposing her.
 
   Lillian shivered as his eyes traveled down her wantonly draped body, the vivid blue of his irises darkening. Her nipples tightened. Whimpers left her lips of their own volition as the heat in his gaze sent lava into her veins. When his gaze honed in between her spread thighs, she felt desired, wanted… and more frantic for him than at any other time in the last twenty-four hours.
 
   "So pink," he murmured, devouring her with his gaze. "Tell me I can taste you." His words weren't a question or a plea. They were the same sort of command he'd issued since first dragging her onto the dance floor the night before. The same command she found herself desperate to answer.
 
   "Please," she whispered, writhing in expectation.
 
   "Please what? Say it." He slid his hands up her thighs, his rough palms creating friction where they scratched her smoother skin. "Tell me what you want me to do to you."
 
   "I need-" She writhed again as his fingers glided across the curls between her legs so close to where she needed him, but not close enough. "Oh God, please."
 
   His talented fingers brushed, dipping into her folds for the briefest of moments, and then slid away. "Tell me."
 
   She knew he wouldn't relent until she gave him what he wanted. He would not end his torment until she begged. As if he could read her mind, his fingers dipped and slid. Dipped and slid. Desperation grew in leaps and bounds when he made that same circuit a third and then fourth time, his fingers coming within millimeters of her clit before dancing nimbly away.
 
   "Taste me," she cried out, as heated by his demands and teasing as she was frustrated by them. She curled her fingers into the cushion beneath her, digging in. "Please, Tristan."
 
   His lips curved upward in wicked satisfaction.
 
   He buried his head between her legs with a throaty groan. His hands clamped roughly around her hips, dragging and lifting her toward his devouring mouth. She panted breathlessly as he lapped at her, his tongue swirling through her folds before plunging into her.
 
   "So fucking good," he groaned against her center. "So sweet."
 
   She was spiraling, dancing... racing toward release. It didn't build slowly or leisurely in any way. It bubbled like lava and erupted with a scream, tearing her from reality as his lips seamed around her clit, holding her captive to the brilliancy of his flickering tongue.
 
   She didn't stop crying out for a long time.
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   "Beautiful," Tristan said lifetimes later, pressing a kiss to her inner thigh before sliding her legs closed. He placed his hand over the scar on her leg, squeezing with gentle fingers.
 
   She offered him a small smile, too sated and boneless to even consider moving on her own. Her mind was numb, deliciously blank. She had never come so hard or for so long in her life. Everything tingled. Her body felt detached and fuzzy. Head to toe, she felt amazing.
 
   "You okay?" he asked, staring into her eyes. His gaze was softer than before. Hints of that same protectiveness she saw swirling there in the restaurant bathroom peeked from his lust-dilated pupils.
 
   Reality and questions began to trickle back into her mind at that look in his eyes.
 
   Who was he?
 
   Why was he here?
 
   Why her?
 
   Why not?
 
   Dear God….
 
   She forced the questions away, groaning as she attempted to right herself.
 
   He glanced down at his watch and then back up at her. "As much as I'd love to keep you here all night, I think we should get you out of here." As if to back-up his statement, someone pounded on the makeshift door.
 
   Lillian jumped in surprise, her face flushing.
 
   She'd just let him-
 
   She struggled to her feet, her heart thudding as the questions she'd silenced swam forth again, bringing with them the realization that none of those answers really mattered to her at all. She liked him. More than was safe or sane or in the least reasonable, she liked him. It made no sense. She knew nothing about him, but she did know one thing. If she gave him a chance to ask, she'd meet him again. Without a doubt.
 
   She had to get out of there before he asked.
 
   "Beautiful?" Tristan rose to his feet as she struggled to remain calm and focused on what she needed to do next.
 
   "I'm fine," she mumbled, pulling herself to her feet. Her legs felt like Jell-O beneath her, liquefied by his far too talented tongue. If there was any pain in her thigh, she didn't feel it.
 
   He reached out to steady her.
 
   She jerked back on instinct.
 
   When he arched a brow, she grimaced.
 
   "Sorry, sorry. I'm just… someone wants in," she said as whomever waited on the other side of the door pounded a second time.
 
   "So I hear," Tristan muttered, adjusting himself through his jeans.
 
   Lillian's face flamed brighter, embarrassment and guilt coursing through her. He'd given her release, but she had not returned the favor. That fact bothered her far more than it probably should.
 
   "I-" She cleared her throat, not sure what to say as the sensible half of herself demanded she leave and the naughty half he'd awoken demanded she return the favor, pleaded with her to return the favor.
 
   Tristan settled the matter for her. He grabbed her panties from the floor and glanced at her, one eyebrow arched in question. She shook her head, mortified all over again. He slipped her panties into his pocket without comment before reaching for her hand.
 
   Snagging her wrist, he drew her close to his body. "Don't overthink it, Lillian. Just breathe."
 
   She took a deep breath and then another before nodding.
 
   He held her protectively to his chest for a long minute as she focused on breathing through the riot of questions and recriminations battling for dominance in her head.
 
   "You make me crazy, beautiful," he said, shaking his head as if in disbelief.
 
   She wanted to tell him that he did the same to her, but she didn't. Instead, she stood quietly within the warm circle of his arms, trying to beat back embarrassment, and trying just as hard not to melt into him.
 
   He sighed and then murmured something under his breath. It sounded like feels so fucking good, but she couldn't be sure.
 
   "Meet me here tomorrow?"
 
   She hesitated, knowing she needed to tell him no. Knowing she shouldn't do this again, that she shouldn't want to do it. She wasn't that girl. She didn't do random hook-ups with strangers. She didn't let them touch her, taste her, or play her body like a violin. It frightened her that, for him, she would be that girl. That a large part of her wanted to be that girl.
 
   "Don't regret it," he said when she remained silent. "Don't overthink it. Just… don't. Meet me here tomorrow. Please. I need this." His breathless confession sounded almost desperate, uncertain. The same confusion lurked in his gaze. Whatever drove her to this, whatever made her feel like this, he felt it, too.
 
   Her resolve wavered and collapsed half an instant before she heard her agreement falling from her lips. "I will."
 
   Tristan breathed in audible relief, hugging her tighter to him.
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   Lillian's taste lingered in Tristan's mouth as he left temptation behind and stole around the side of the building, blending easily with the deeper shadows there. She still stood where he'd left her, staring down at the ground with a thoughtful frown on her face before looking in his direction. He edged deeper into the shadows to avoid her notice and waited to make sure she was left alone.
 
   His mind spun.
 
   He had no idea who she was, but she didn't belong at Teplo. Maybe though… maybe….
 
   He shook off the thought before it could form, refusing to consider it. She was a risk he couldn't afford to keep taking, a liability he didn't need. As desperate as he'd been to see her again tonight, he knew it couldn't last. He had a job to do.
 
   No, that wasn't quite right. Working with the DEA wasn't just a job to him. At least, it hadn't been before he'd met Lillian, and he didn't want it to be just a job now either. People like those inside needed his head clear. They needed him focused on the goal, not on his own pleasure. Lives depended on it, theirs and his. Hers, too. Dragging her inside night after night was a bad idea all around.
 
   He had a feeling she knew it too.
 
   So… why didn't he want to stop?
 
   As he watched from the shadows, trying to make sense of the way he wanted her, Lillian curled her hands into determined fists and stepped from the sidewalk onto the street. The bouncer at the door nodded in her direction, his mouth moving. Lillian offered him a smile in return.
 
   Did they know one another?
 
   Tristan's confusion turned to a sharp gasp of surprise as she shuffled across the deep, pitted lanes and hobbled up the steps to the brownstone across the street, reaching into her bra to retrieve a key.
 
   "Son of a bitch," he swore beneath his breath, stunned.
 
   She lived across the street from the shit going on inside the club!
 
   Tristan shifted forward to go after her, but stopped cold when the cool calculation that had saved his life time and again flared hard between one breath and the next.
 
   The way she looked at him as if seeing him clearly.
 
   The fact that no one inside had bothered her even though she was alone.
 
   That exchange with the bouncer.
 
   Hell, her very presence in such a place, and the fact that she'd appeared at his favorite restaurant today….
 
   Was she as unaware as he'd assumed or had she been at Teplo for some other purpose?
 
   Aside from himself and Anton Vetrov's employees, she was the only other person he'd seen in the club who wasn't flying higher than a kite. And the way she'd given in to him so easily, and then slipped the very moment he stepped into the dining room at Kristal today, as if expecting him to catch her….
 
   Doubt wriggled its way in, turning his blood to ice.
 
   Tristan didn't believe in coincidence, but he wanted to. He desperately wanted to believe that Lillian had an innocent reason for being there. That seeing her at lunch today was simple happenstance. That she'd let him touch her because she felt that same unrelenting hunger still gnawing at him.
 
   But why would someone like her be at Teplo in the first place?
 
   Something wasn't right, and he wasn't stupid enough to ignore the warning bells screaming at him now.
 
   Lillian wasn't who he'd thought she was.
 
   The thought eviscerated and infuriated him in turns.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   "Let me get this straight," Tristan's boss, Jason Ames, said less than an hour later, leaning across his kitchen table to glare at Tristan. His wife – Tristan's cousin, Zoë – perched on the granite countertop, covering her mouth with her hand as she tried to contain her laughter.
 
   Tristan felt vindicated that Jason, at least, didn't share her amusement.
 
   "You want me to run a background check on Lillian of no last name to find out if she's involved with the Vetrov family because you practically fucked her in the middle of their club, made out with her in the bathroom of Kristal, and then went back to Teplo to do it again? Before you found this out?"
 
   Tristan cringed at his friend's callous, frustrated summary, and then nodded. He'd fucked up. The more distance he put between himself and Lillian, the more appallingly clear that fact became.
 
   "Christ, Tristan." Jason shook his head in obvious disappointment, and then reached for his phone. "What the hell happened to your rules?"
 
   Tristan only wished he knew. Away from Lillian, he was appalled that he'd capitulated to the lust that hummed between them. To do so went against everything he knew, everything he was. It was dangerous and worse, his cock was still hard, begging for her. To do it twice with no idea of who she was or why she was there? That was suicidal and he fucking knew it.
 
   He endured Jason's wrath in silence, knowing he deserved that and more. He would be lucky, damned lucky, if he didn't pay for his mistake dearly. If Lillian worked for Anton Vetrov, all she had to do was hand over his info and the entire case would go up in flames.
 
   Zoë burst into laughter.
 
   Tristan and Jason both turned their heads to glare at her.
 
   "Sorry," she said, her light eyes twinkling as she held her hands up to fend off any retort to her giggles. "I'm sorry, but oh my God, Tristan. You're a voyeur!"
 
   "I'm not a voyeur," he snapped.
 
   "He's an exhibitionist," Jason said. "Voyeurs watch. He participated. Twice."
 
   Zoë launched into another round of laughter.
 
   Tristan jerked to his feet, infuriated by the reminder of what he'd done… and by his body's unflagging desire to do it again. He strode from the kitchen and into the dark living room, heading straight for the stocked bar Zoë and Jason kept there. Grabbing the bottle of Stoli and a shot glass, he filled it to the brim before knocking it back and then filling it again. He knocked that one back too before he snatched up the bottle and glass and stalked toward the plush couch.
 
   "Fuck," he muttered as he flung himself down, nearly spilling the vodka across the dark fabric of the sofa. He glared up at the ceiling as the quick shots burned in his stomach.
 
   What the hell had he been thinking?
 
   The DEA didn't pay him to fuck around with complete strangers in the middle of an investigation. They paid him to help bring assholes like the Vetrov family down. To save people like those already lying in the morgue.
 
   He was slipping, losing his edge. That was intolerable, and completely his own fault.
 
   He knew better.
 
   Dammit, he knew better.
 
   "Tristan?" Zoë called from the other side of the couch.
 
   He turned his head in her direction.
 
   His cousin frowned at him, her shoulders hunched. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have laughed."
 
   "It's fine." He waved her off, feeling like a bastard. "I deserved it." That was nothing but the truth. Had anyone told him yesterday morning that he'd be here now, he would have told them they were insane. He didn't hook up with random women in the middle of an operation. He didn't get off on bringing them to orgasm in the middle of a crowded dance floor. He didn't spread them across benches in drug lounges and bury his head between their legs until they screamed. And he didn't feel betrayed when he found out they lived across the street from the hellhole at the center of an investigation. But there he was anyway, feeling exactly like that after having done exactly that.
 
   The real hell of it?
 
   Even with his newfound doubts about whether Lillian was as innocent as he'd first believed, he still wanted her. Desperately.
 
   "You like her, don't you?" Zoë stepped around the couch before perching on the edge of the coffee table beside him.
 
   "I don't even know her," he said, refusing to go down that path now. It didn't matter whether he liked Lillian or not. He couldn't see her again.
 
   I need this.
 
   Why had he ever said those words to her?
 
   He poured another shot and downed it.
 
   "What do you think happened to her leg?" Zoë asked, acknowledging with a single nod that he didn't want to talk about whether or not he liked Lillian.
 
   He frowned up at the ceiling, thinking about the scar on Lillian's thigh. Femur breaks weren't common. Femoral shaft fractures like hers were even less so. It took a lot of pressure to break a leg where hers had been fused back together with a steel rod and metal plates.
 
   That haunted look in her beautiful eyes flashed through his mind.
 
   What had happened to her?
 
   Dammit.
 
   He tossed the shot glass onto the sofa beside him and took a swig straight from the bottle, desperate to quiet his thoughts.
 
   "Tristan-"
 
   "Don't, Zoë," he said, shaking his head. "Just don't."
 
   His cousin sighed, but didn't push. The two subsided into silence, his thoughts slowing as the vodka finally began to do its job and numb the edges of his racing mind.
 
   Jason strolled into the room a few minutes later and tossed the phone down onto Tristan's stomach.
 
   He jerked, almost spilling the vodka all over himself and the sofa in the process.
 
   "You have something already?"
 
   Please, let me be wrong. Just… fucking hell, let me be wrong, he prayed silently.
 
   Jason grabbed the bottle from Tristan's hands before taking a swig. He eased down into an armchair diagonal to the sofa. Zoë hopped up from the table and bounced to his side. Tucking his arm around her waist to pull her down into his lap, he looked at Tristan.
 
   Tristan's heart plummeted at the aggravated expression on his friend's face.
 
   "Tell me," he demanded.
 
   Jason hesitated for a moment longer and then sighed. "Her name is Lillian Maddox. Seattle P.D. has her in the system in relation to a Schedule III narcotics investigation. Her current address is red flagged."
 
   Tristan wanted her to be the innocent, out of place woman she portrayed. He wanted to be able to lose himself in her.
 
   I need this.
 
   Anger stole his breath. He fought not to shatter his shot glass against the wall.
 
   "Lillian Maddox?" Zoë piped up, scrunching her nose.
 
   Jason nodded.
 
   Lillian's sober presence in the club and her involvement in a narcotics investigation, added to the fact that she lived right across the street and had to know what the fuck was happening there, didn't look good. The fact that she'd let him do what they'd done…. Tristan didn't do coincidence.
 
   "She works for the Vetrov family," he said aloud, forcing himself to admit what he didn't want to believe. She was off-limits. One of them, a Vetrov puppet willing to do whatever her bosses commanded of her, including seduction and murder.
 
   Tristan reached over and snatched the bottle from Jason before taking another long pull. He was furious. Livid that his instincts had been wrong and enraged that his cock still didn't give a damn. He was pissed he'd led with his dick in the first place. Furious he'd been so enamored of her, he hadn't even bothered to ask questions.
 
   "Looks like it," Jason said with a grim nod. "Seattle's system is offline, so Jackson wasn't able to find out the particulars about her involvement. He should have something for us as soon as they get their system up again. In the meantime, I want you to stay away from Teplo and this girl. Don't do anything until we know exactly how she's involved."
 
   Tristan didn't bother to tell Jason that staying away wouldn't solve anything. They were already screwed. She'd kept him occupied long enough for the Vetrov boys to piece together who he was and clear the club out. And he'd been too fucking blind to notice.
 
   He'd failed.
 
   For the first time since–
 
   Tristan jerked to his feet and thrust the bottle back to Jason. "I'll be at home," he muttered and strode from the room, the sting of failure as brutal and unwelcome as unrelenting attraction.
 
   "You aren't driving."
 
   "No shit. I'm walking," he muttered, not even stopping to remind Jason he wasn't a complete fucking moron. He knew better than to drink and drive.
 
   "Tristan," Zoë called after him, "wait! I think you may be-"
 
   He slammed the front door hard behind him, cutting her off mid-sentence.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The shrill ring of the telephone ripped through the darkened room. Tristan jerked upright in his bed, his erect cock in his hand. Lillian's name still echoed in the corners. A vision of her spread naked in front of the windows in his living room while he pumped into her hung front and center in his mind.
 
   Jesus Christ, he'd been dreaming about her.
 
   "Motherfucker!" he swore, his heart pounding, though he wasn't sure if he cursed because the erotic images running through his mind were just a dream or because he didn't want to be dreaming of her at all.
 
   Another shrill ring ripped through his bedroom.
 
   Tristan cursed before flipping on the bedside lamp and grabbing his cell from the nightstand. His leg brushed against something wet.
 
   What in the…?
 
   He glanced down, and barely kept from throwing the phone in frustration as his eyes landed on a wet spot spread across the sheet. "You have got to be kidding me," he ranted to himself at the sticky evidence that his cock had found its way into his hand more than once during the night. At some point, he'd come. And still, his cock ached just as it had when he had his tongue buried between Lillian's thighs.
 
   "Son of a bitch!"
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "What?" he barked into the phone before swinging around to sit on the side of the bed, a string of curses still bouncing around in his head. He was a twenty-nine year old man, not some untried teenage boy in the throes of his first wet dream. Jesus Christ.
 
   And that dream?
 
   Murdering, lying, beautiful….
 
   His cock twitched, jerking as Lillian's cries of pleasure reverberated in his head.
 
   "Agent Riley?"
 
   "What?" he said again, his tone still harsh, angry.
 
   "This is Aaron Lesley with the Seattle Police Department."
 
   Tristan's stomach turned as soon as Aaron identified himself. Irritation at dreams and being called at the crack of dawn evaporated in a roiling cloud of defeat. He didn't even wait for an explanation. It wasn't one he needed, and it wouldn't change anything.
 
   "How long ago?" he asked, raking his hand through his hair as frustration and anger rolled through him in a great, big wave.
 
   "The call came in from the E.R. at Northwest about two hours ago, sir," Aaron said. "The victim was found outside a vacant lot. She was D.O.A. The attending at the E.R. called it on the spot. Our detective spoke to Dr. Swanson at the Medical Examiner's Office, who requested we contact you and Jason Ames."
 
   The Vetrov family had just claimed another victim.
 
   Tristan took a deep breath as Aaron provided him what information he could over the phone. He didn't even bother to write it down; he didn't need to any more than he needed to open the case file in his safe to remember the name, rank and social of the other seven victims. The details were branded into his brain and would be until the Vetrov family was in prison or all hope vanished.
 
   Thanks to Lillian, he no longer knew which it would be.
 
   "Yeah," he said, all but checked out on whatever Aaron asked. "I'll be there in a while." He clicked the End button and dropped the phone to the floor before hanging his head, images from his dream flickering through his mind on a loop.
 
   The way Lillian had thrown her head back and moaned for him.
 
   Her body pressed into the cool glass.
 
   Other dreams and faces poured into his mind in a great big parade of death. Cold, hard skin over still, lifeless bodies.
 
   "Son of a bitch," he swore, grabbing the glass of water off the bedside table and launching it across the room. Water and glass rained down in turns, coating the white wall while fury ripped through him, leaving a stinging pain somewhere damn near his heart.
 
   Lillian was poison. Pure fucking poison.
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   "You're late," Dr. Marita Swanson said as soon as Tristan stepped through the autopsy suite into her office nearly eight hours later. She glanced up from the computer and smiled that vivacious smile of hers. She looked exhausted, but that had never slowed her down. "Jason came by over two hours ago. Rough day?"
 
   "Something like that," Tristan said, leaning back against the door jam. His head pounded, and he hadn't eaten since sometime yesterday. Too much alcohol and too little sleep, followed by hours of combing through the vacant lot with Seattle's homicide team hadn't left him feeling any better.
 
   "You missed the autopsy."
 
   "I know." He would have gone bat-shit crazy if he'd had to witness another autopsy. Instead, he'd hit up his informants after leaving the scene, which got him nowhere. They knew nothing about the Vetrov operation. Nothing but the same damn rumors he already had, anyway.
 
   "What do you have for me, doc?" he asked instead of dwelling on that infuriating fact. He was pissed off enough without adding fuel to an already raging fire.
 
   "You look like hell," Marita said instead of answering his question.
 
   "And you're as lovely as ever." Tristan shot her a half-hearted smirk, though the statement was true enough. The good doctor was gorgeous with those bright green eyes and stunning smile. In her mid-forties, she looked closer to thirty.
 
   Marita laughed and turned back to the computer. "Still as charming as ever. Jason requested that you call your cousin when you're finished here."
 
   Yeah, that wasn't going to happen. He'd made a point to avoid his cousin when he retrieved his car this morning, simply because he didn't want Zoë meddling because she was bored or whatever reason she'd have, and she would have a reason. She always did.
 
   "Glower at someone else, love." Marita's fingers raced over the keyboard. "I'm just the messenger."
 
   "You also wield the bone saw." His retort lacked heat. "What do you have?"
 
   The doctor glanced up from the computer screen, her eyes narrowing on him. And then she sighed and pointed to a manila folder. "Elizabeth James, age eighteen. We've notified the family, and they've already come by to identify the body, said she had no significant medical history, which autopsy confirmed. I've sent tissues and blood samples for toxicology, but…." Marita slipped an evidence baggie off the desk to hold it up. Inside were two pressed pills and an empty, used syringe.
 
   "Dammit," Tristan swore. The hospital had said they sent the drugs with her body, but fucking hell, it pissed him off to see them. If the girl had been popping pills and shooting up too, they'd never be able to prove her death wasn't a straightforward overdose.
 
   "As near as I can guess, time of death was somewhere around midnight. Why they transported her to the hospital instead of calling the coroner on the spot, I don't know. It was obvious she was beyond help."
 
   Tristan felt sick to his stomach at the realization that the girl had died while he'd been with Lillian. Fury rolled through him faster than before as images of the lovely brunette spread out for him threatened to intrude. He pushed them away, slapping up walls to keep them back so he could focus on more important things. He could beat himself to death with those damning images later.
 
   "I figured your guys would want to test these." Marita dropped the bag on the desk and tapped a finger against it. "I can send them through the crime lab if y'all don't have time to run them in your lab, but I'm going to guess whatever these are will match toxicology."
 
   Tristan knew it would, just like every other time.
 
   "She scratched her arms up pretty good," Marita said, giving him the rundown. "We found tissue and blood under the nails of both hands. The polish chips in the scratches appear to match what she had on her nails. I've sent samples to get a definitive match, but I'm willing to go out on a limb now and say it'll all come back as hers."
 
   Yeah, he would too. The fourth victim had done a similar job on herself when the candy-trip headed south. God only knew what they were trying to get off. Spiders, monkeys, fire-ants, bats, carnivorous pink elephants? It all amounted to the same thing: shit there only in their drug-induced delusions.
 
   "How are you listing it?" he demanded, lifting his eyes from the baggie to Marita.
 
   "Pending toxicology," she said carefully. "Once we get the results back, we'll go from there." She couldn't keep the case pending forever. Once toxicology results came in, she'd have to classify it as an accidental O.D. since there was no evidence of homicide.
 
   The rules Medical Examiners were forced to play by were just as stringent as those governing Tristan's own actions. Just because Marita thought it was homicide didn't mean she could rule it as such. As with everything else, she had to have proof to list it as a homicide, and proof was lacking all around.
 
   Thanks to Lillian Maddox, that might never change.
 
   Tristan closed his eyes and raked a hand through his hair, fighting for calm.
 
   "Talk to me, Tristan," Marita said. "What's going on in that pretty little head of yours?"
 
   For a minute, he considered telling her just how badly he'd fucked up the case. Considered looking into her eyes and telling her the eight people she'd taken apart in the last few weeks would be forever classified as accidents because he'd taken to thinking with his dick. He even opened his mouth to say it, but the words stuck in his throat.
 
   Marita had been up for who knew how long, working this case as a priority because she liked him enough to start it as soon as the body came in when anyone else would have waited. No need to tell her that he'd wasted her time and blown the case until he had to.
 
   "Nothing," he lied instead and popped his eyes open wide. "I want to see her."
 
   Marita shook her head, a frown forming. "You've got to stop doing this to yourself. It doesn't help anything."
 
   He shrugged a shoulder, knowing damn well what she was talking about, and knowing damn well he wouldn't listen. Especially not when Elizabeth James, age eighteen, sat in a mortuary freezer because of him. If he couldn't deliver justice for her, the very least he could do was open that freezer and let hers join the parade of chalky, gray faces running through his mind. He owed her that much.
 
   The doctor stared across the desk at him for a long time before shaking her head. "She's in freezer three." She tossed him the little evidence baggie, which he put in his pocket, and slid across an evidence slip, waiting until he signed it. "I'll call Jason when we get the results back. Don't take this the wrong way, but I hope I don't see you in here again anytime soon."
 
   "Yeah, I hope I'm not back in here anytime soon, either."
 
   "Tristan?"
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "If you ever want to talk about what happened to your parents-"
 
   "I don't," he said, shutting her down before she could go any further. The last thing he wanted to talk about was his parents' murder. Wouldn't bring them back or change anything. No need to rehash that shit now.
 
   Marita sighed, but didn't push.
 
   Tristan retraced his path back into the autopsy suite. He ignored the table and cabinets filled with a whole host of equipment used to take apart the dead, slipped on a pair of gloves, and walked right up to the freezers. He didn't even bother preparing himself mentally. It wouldn't make a difference anyway.
 
   He was right about that.
 
   As soon as he unzipped the body bag and flipped back the sheet to reveal the girl's face, the truth hit him hard. They were the cause of this. Anton, Paulo… Lillian.
 
   This little brown-haired girl, fresh out of high school, had overdosed and died on a sidewalk alone while he had his head buried between Lillian's legs, lapping up her juices as if his life depended on it. He'd gotten his rocks off with a murderer. A manipulative, cold-hearted bitch.
 
   Rage and defeat boiled like lava through his veins as he stared down at the dead girl, memorizing every line of her face, and making promises he'd find a way to keep. "I'm sorry," he whispered before covering her up and returning her to the freezer.
 
   When he was done, he walked out, one thought running through his mind.
 
   Lillian.
 
   She would pay for him and dreams as much as for the little dead girl in the freezer.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   "Forget it," Lillian muttered to herself, pacing in awkward circles around her living room. "Forget about him. You're not going this time." Her gaze darted to the window and the neon sign flashing like a homing beacon across the street.
 
   Familiar, trance-like beats echoed from the converted building, daring her to slip into her shoes and walk across the street. As soon as the music had started up an hour earlier, her resolve to stay away had crumbled like a paper house in a windstorm. Her mind shouted that she couldn't do something so reckless again, but her body wasn't on the same page.
 
   It remembered grinding against the bulge in Tristan's jeans while he whispered naughty things in her ear, commanding and challenging her to respond. Already, heat built between her legs, begging her to embrace irresponsibility just once more.
 
   And why shouldn't she?
 
   She was twenty-two years old, and had traveled the world, dancing for thousands. She'd had a grand total of two sexual partners in her life, three if she counted Tristan. She'd dedicated her childhood to learning ballet, and her teen years to perfecting it. At seventeen, she'd put the rest of her life on hold to dance with the Pacific Northwest Ballet Company. She'd been a soloist at eighteen and a principal less than a year later. At twenty-one, she'd lost it all… her hopes and dreams, and her independence.
 
   Now, she had nothing to show for a lifetime of sacrifices except the money she'd tucked away over the years, and the restitution forced on her by the courts. But money didn't keep her warm at night. It didn't help her drag herself from bed every morning either. Truth was… she hung on by a thread quickly fraying beneath her fingers. Everything she'd ever wanted was gone, ripped away without her consent.
 
   So why shouldn't she walk across that street and meet Tristan?
 
   She had no answer, and perhaps that was answer enough.
 
   Before she could talk herself out of going, she brushed out her hair, slipped her ballet flats on, and followed the sound of music across the street. A frustrated groan tumbled from her lips when she spotted the line awaiting entrance. It was longer than when she'd stepped inside the previous two nights. The stench of marijuana floated in the air, a big cloud of it rolling from the group in front of her. Panic began whispering at her, but she forced it away, refusing to run and hide.
 
   "Breathe," she reminded herself, falling into line behind the crowd.
 
   Within moments, Tristan stalked toward her from somewhere near her house. Just like the previous two nights, he wore jeans and a dark blue button-down. His hair was an even bigger mess than usual, his jaw somehow sharper and more defined despite the stubble growing there.
 
   Her breath caught in her throat as he moved in her direction. The people stumbling toward the end of the line stepped out of his way. Heat seemed to crackle from him as she watched him striding in her direction, so confident and sure of himself, he never broke stride or looked anywhere but at her.
 
   Her stomach flipped. She shivered as he drew close, her eyes falling partially closed in relief, in appreciation, and in anticipation. She had no idea how the night would unfold, but she really hoped it ended a lot later than the last two had.
 
   Tension radiated from his body and sparks flew through his blue eyes when he stopped in front of her, so close they almost touched. Familiar energy whipped around them, bringing to life the same reckless desire that had flared when he'd touched her the first night.
 
   "Hi," she whispered.
 
   "Lillian." His velvet voice washed over her as he reached out and latched a hand onto her wrist.
 
   Before she could respond or even fully appreciate the electric hum of his fingers on her skin, he pulled her away from the crowd. His expression was hard, and his grip on her wrist harder as he led her across the street, toward her home.
 
   "Tristan, what are you-" she tried to ask, caught off guard by the murderous look on his face as much as by the rough, almost careless way he handled her. He didn't hurt her, but his hand was like iron around her wrist, unyielding.
 
   "Don't talk," he snarled at her.
 
   Anticipation turned to concern and then into the first inklings of fear as his tone registered. He wasn't happy. In fact, he sounded downright furious.
 
   Her confidence began to wane.
 
   "Tristan, what-"
 
   "Don't. Talk," he snapped.
 
   "Then let me go before you hurt me," she said, stumbling to keep up with his long-legged pace.
 
   Tristan immediately let go of her wrist, almost as if she'd burned him with her words. He lashed an arm around her waist, lifting her from the ground. Without so much as a word of apology, he hauled her the last few feet across the cracked blacktop of the street.
 
   "Open the door," he demanded, lifting her up the steps to her front door before setting her back on her feet.
 
   Lillian stared up at him, confused. For the first time, she began to comprehend just how little she knew about him. He could be a serial killer, a rapist, or any number of things. The anger flashing in his eyes drove that point home quite well.
 
   Fear crept back into her heart.
 
   "Lillian, open the damn door."
 
   Her mind screamed warnings at her.
 
   If he got her inside the house, he could do whatever he wanted to her. Five minutes before, she might have welcomed that thought with arms wide open, but not any longer. She glanced around, weighing her options.
 
   He'd outrun her in a minute, but maybe if she screamed loud enough….
 
   Her gaze darted toward the crowd milling across the street.
 
   "Don't bother," he said, his voice soft and lethal as he guessed her plan. "Even if they hear you, they won't give a damn, just like they didn't give a damn about what I did to you last night or the night before."
 
   She knew he was right before he finished speaking. Even if she did manage to put enough volume into her scream to be heard over the music, there was little likelihood anyone in that line cared enough to intervene, including the bouncer who'd let her in the last two nights. They were there for one thing and one thing only. Lillian doubted they'd risk the police descending before they got it, not for the sake of someone they didn't know and didn't care about.
 
   "Promise you're not going to hurt me," she demanded, far more boldly than she felt. She knew as well as Tristan did that she wouldn't be able to stop him if he really wanted to hurt her. Even so, she was proud of the fact that her voice didn't waver.
 
   "Open the fucking door, Lillian," he said again, dark amusement in his tone. The way his upper lip twitched did nothing to calm the angry storm clouds raging in his eyes though.
 
   "No." She shook her head, praying he didn't lash out at her for refusing. But there was no way she was opening the door for him without a fight, not with that thunderous look on his face.
 
   "Fine." He shrugged a shoulder as if it didn't matter to him one way or another, contempt stamped across his face, and then took a step backward.
 
   She watched in horror as he lifted his foot from the ground and took aim.
 
   The old door didn't stand a chance when his booted heel connected with the wood beside the doorknob. A sharp crack sounded, the dark wood splintering. The locked door caved beneath the force of his powerful, well-aimed kick.
 
   He forced it open before she processed what he'd just done, let alone gathered voice to scream and hope someone in that line gave a damn after all. He plucked her up and carried her inside before setting her on her feet and kicking the door as close to closed as he could. And then he spun on her, rage in his blue eyes.
 
   She cowered against the wall between the living room and front door, away from his livid expression. Her leg ached from the way she locked it in place. Intense shards of pain radiated up and down her thigh and into her hip and calf as if to remind her how helpless she truly was.
 
   "How much do they pay you, Lillian?" he asked, flicking his gaze up and down her body. The contemptuous look in his eye made her blood run cold.
 
   "W-what?" She swallowed, trying not to enrage him any further as she held onto the wall to keep herself upright.
 
   "The club. How much do they pay you?"
 
   He thought she worked for a club? Teplo?
 
   "I'm not a stripper!" she huffed. She hadn't seen strippers there, but maybe she'd missed them. It's not like she'd wanted to see what went on in there once she knew what kind of place it was.
 
   "No?" He arched a brow, his expression cold. "You were certainly willing enough to let me help you play one last night, weren't you? Do they pay you to fuck random men or was I special, Lillian? Was I the only one who got a keepsake?"
 
   She flinched as if he'd slapped her. "How dare you accuse me of being a whore when you did the same thing? You were just as responsible as I was! If I'm a whore, then so are you!"
 
   "You and I are nothing alike," he snarled, the angry lights in his eyes intensifying. He clenched his fists at his sides. "I don't help kill people. What did they offer you to sell your soul for them? Money? Power?"
 
   She gaped at him, caught between fury and confusion. He made no sense, calling her a stripper one minute and then accusing her of killing people for money and power the next. She had plenty of money and she'd never cared about power. He was-
 
   She gasped and pressed herself further away from him as realization set in. "Are you high?" The question came out breathless and full of horror. She didn't want to believe it, but it was the best explanation she had for his behavior. He was high, a druggie like everyone else in Teplo. Of course he was!
 
   Right on the heels of that realization came another wave of panic. Memories popped up, unbidden.
 
   Pain.
 
   Fear.
 
   The murderous look on Marc's face when he'd thrown her to the ground.
 
   The way she'd screamed when her leg snapped beneath the force of his attack.
 
   The audience sitting in their seats, watching….
 
   Lillian's stomach heaved at the invasive, painful memories.
 
   "I'm not high," Tristan snorted. "Not all of us are desperate enough to take the shit your bosses make."
 
   "My bosses?"
 
   Now her bosses were making drugs?
 
   Confusion returned, intensified.
 
   The painful memories began to blur, blotted out by more immediate concerns.
 
   The vestiges of panic retreated. Her stomach began to settle.
 
   "What in the hell are you talking about, Tristan? What bosses? Are you insane?" she asked, suspicion rife in her tone. If he wasn't high – and who knew why, but she believed him when he said he wasn't – he had to be crazy.
 
   "I'm not insane." He chuckled, his eyes flashing. "I'm not drunk or otherwise mentally incapacitated either. I am curious though. Why me? Out of everyone in the club, why sink your claws into me? Did they know why I was there?"
 
   "What are you talking about?" She had to shout to be heard over him as he continued to spit questions at her, not even bothering to wait for her to answer between one question and the next. It wasn't like she had an answer to any of them anyway. Every question he asked was more senseless and confusing than the last.
 
   "The Vetrov family, Lillian," he said. "What do you do for them? Do you just fuck people for them, or do you do something else? Do you help mix that shit? Hand it out?" His jaw pulsed where he clenched it.
 
   "I was a dancer!" she snapped, fed up with his senseless questions, unjustified anger and accusations.
 
   "A stripper." His lip curled as if he'd caught her in a lie.
 
   "A ballerina! I was a ballerina. I'm not a stripper or a murderer or a drug dealer or anything else you just accused me of being, you moronic ass." Angry tears slipped down her cheeks as his hateful, snide questions tore through her. What the hell was wrong with him? Had he really been so different yesterday or was she just a blind idiot?
 
   God, she was a blind idiot.
 
   Maybe he was an angry, hateful person all the time. She wouldn't know. All she knew was that he whispered delightfully naughty things, smelled good, had gorgeous blue eyes, and an amazingly talented tongue and set of fingers.
 
   Why had she let him touch her?
 
   Lesson learned.
 
   She'd never, ever make that mistake again.
 
   "Right," he said, his disbelief obvious. "What's a ballerina doing in a place like that?"
 
   "I just wanted to dance!" Her voice broke in the face of his contempt. "I haven't danced since he broke my leg, and I wanted… I needed… I didn't do anything wrong!" Embarrassment, hurt, and shame rushed through her.
 
   "Who broke your leg?" he demanded, taking a step toward her as something else, darker and more feral than before, flared to life in his eyes.
 
   She couldn't place that emotion and she didn't want to. "Stay away from me!" She stumbled away from him, backing into the wall on the opposite side of the destroyed door. Her leg trembled beneath her. She needed to get off of it soon. But there was no way in hell she'd let herself collapse in front of Tristan.
 
   "What'd you do to make him break your leg, Lillian? Help your bosses ruin his life? Seduce him and then fuck him over? Almost kill him with that shit you're manufacturing?" He advanced toward her, ruthless in his pursuit.
 
   "I didn't do anything!"
 
   His cruelty lashed at her like a whip across her skin. Being accused of being a whore, a murderer, a drug dealer, a seductress…. None of that even came close to hurting as much as his familiar implication that she'd deserved to have her leg broken and her career and dreams ruined.
 
   How many times had her fellow dancers and gossip sites speculated the same thing? That she'd done something to deserve what Marc had done to her? That she'd led him on until he lashed out? That he'd turned to heroin because of her? The rest of Tristan's angry, senseless questions and accusations were negligent, but that was unforgivable. He didn't know anything about her or her past, and had no right to blame her for Marc's attack.
 
   He continued toward her, stopping only when he stood so close his breath washed across her face and his delicious scent surrounded her. Her body betrayed her, heat unfurling in her belly even as she cringed away from the feel of his hard thigh grazing her damaged leg.
 
   "You're heartless, Lillian." He leaned forward and hissed the insult in her ear, his lips so close she felt them against her skin. "A good distraction, but a heartless bitch."
 
   She lifted her arm and pointed toward the door. "Get out of my house," she demanded, her voice shaking as much as her hand. Her entire body shook. Tears coursed down her cheeks. She wished to God she'd never met him.
 
   "What's the matter, Lillian? Don't like to hear the truth about who you are? You sold your soul for Anton Vetrov. Does that bother you at all? Do you even fucking care who his family kills? Are you that fucking desper-"
 
   "Get out of my house, you bastard!" Lillian watched in horror as her hand, seemingly disconnected from the rest of her body, shot out and slapped him across his face.
 
   Her palm began to sting as soon as it connected with his cheek in a loud crack of sound. She jerked backward, her mouth falling open in shock.
 
   Tristan appeared to move in slow motion. He lifted his hand to touch where she had slapped him. The ire in his eyes waned and then flashed brighter. For a long minute, deafening silence held firm as they stared at one another.
 
   "Get. Out. Now," she whispered, snapping her mouth closed before she apologized for slapping him. It was the least of what he deserved for everything he'd just said to her.
 
   He cast her one last contemptuous glance, his palm still over his reddened cheek but he did as she commanded, spinning away from her and nearly ripping the hinges from the battered door as he flung it open and disappeared into the night.
 
   Hot tears poured down Lillian's cheeks. Her leg gave out beneath her.
 
   She let it drag her to a heap in the floor as she shook and cried.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Lillian sat in the floor where she'd fallen when Tristan stormed out, tears drying on her cheeks. Outside, a car rolled into the driveway. Gravel popped beneath the tires. The flash of headlights shone in the living room window, sweeping across the darkened walls before the car stopped and the engine cut off. The light died.
 
   A door slammed shut, followed by another. Soft footsteps echoed across the porch.
 
   "Lillian?" Jennie called through the broken front door.
 
   Lillian dashed at her cheeks and took a deep breath. She'd had no choice but to call Jen for help. She had nowhere else to go, and she couldn't stay here with her door destroyed. Pain radiated up and down her leg, protesting the awkward way it had bent when she'd collapsed. She couldn't even get herself up out of the floor.
 
   God, she hated Tristan.
 
   "Lily?" Jennie's voice rose. She tapped on the door.
 
   "Come in," Lillian said, clearing her throat.
 
   The door scraped against the floor, splinters of wood falling from it as Jen pushed her way inside. Her eyes widened when her gaze landed on Lillian.
 
   "Oh, my god! Are you okay?" Jen asked, hurrying to her side.
 
   Tony appeared in the doorway behind Jen, his dark eyes narrowed. Like his girlfriend, he hadn't changed in the last few months. His dark hair could use a cut, and he had a five o'clock shadow on his jaw. He was tall, broad at the shoulders and narrow at the hips like so many male dancers. And like most male dancers, the muscles in his arms and shoulders were clearly defined beneath the tight V-neck he wore.
 
   "Lily?" Jen stepped in front of her, concern stamped across her face. "Are you okay?"
 
   Lillian stared at her oldest friend for a long moment, drawing a blank on how to answer that question. She wasn't okay. Her leg hurt. Tristan's hateful accusations still rang in her ears. Tears threatened to fall again. She felt helpless, and that made her angry. But she didn't know how to say any of that to Jen and Tony. They'd think she'd lost her mind if she told them about Tristan.
 
   How could she have been so stupid as to give in to him like she had? To practically sleep with a complete stranger in the middle of a dirty, dark nightclub?
 
   "Lillian?" Jen knelt down beside her, her expression flickering between worry and fear. "Please answer me. Are you okay?"
 
   Lillian pushed thoughts of Tristan away and nodded. "I'm fine," she said. Even she noticed how small and meek she sounded. Squaring her shoulders, she tried again. "I'm fine, Jen. I promise."
 
   "What happened?" Tony asked. His gaze shifted to the door and then back to her.
 
   "I don't-" She shook her head and glanced between her friends, silently pleading with the two of them not to push. She didn't want to talk about Tristan and his insane behavior. If she did, she'd start crying, and she'd suffered enough humiliation for one day. "I don't want to talk about it," she said, succinct and matter-of-fact.
 
   Tony said nothing, looking instead to Jennie. For a minute, Jen looked like she might argue, but then she sighed.
 
   "You aren't in danger, are you?" she asked.
 
   "I'm not in danger," Lillian promised. If Tristan had wanted to hurt her, he would have already done so, but even angry, he'd walked away without touching her. Still… she had no intentions of sticking around until he came back. "But I do need a place to stay tonight." She blushed, mortified. "I can't… with the door broken… no one can come fix it until tomorrow. I don't…."
 
   "Of course you're staying with us tonight," Jen said, waving off her awkward, disjointed attempt to ask for help.
 
   Relief washed through Lillian in a big rush. Tears of gratitude welled in her eyes. She squeezed them closed and took a deep breath, determined not to cry. "Thank you," she said, opening her eyes to face Jen when the urge to sob passed.
 
   Jennie smiled at her, a thousand questions lurking in her gaze. Thankfully, she didn't ask any of them. She just held out a hand to Lillian, not speaking.
 
   "Someone's outside," Tony said.
 
   Lillian froze in place. Her heart jumped into her throat, pounding erratically. Without another word, Tony stepped into the doorway, squaring his shoulders as if preparing to fight.
 
   Lillian grasped Jen's hand, allowing her friend to pull her to her feet. Even though Jen held most of her weight, she still moaned in pain when her foot touched the floor. Her leg throbbed from her hip all the way down to her toes.
 
   "Here," Jen said, slipping an arm around her waist. "Lean on me."
 
   For once, Lillian didn't hesitate to take the help offered. She leaned against her best friend, grateful for her assistance.
 
   "Can I help you?" Tony demanded from his spot by the door.
 
   "I'm looking for a Lillian Maddox," an unfamiliar voice responded.
 
   Lillian blew out a breath, allowing herself to relax. Whoever the man was, he wasn't Tristan.
 
   Thank God.
 
   "And you are?" Tony asked, a cocky edge to his tone.
 
   Lillian couldn't hear her visitor's response, but his answer seemed to satisfy Tony.
 
   "She's inside," he said, stepping out of the way.
 
   An older man ducked through the door, his girth filling the entire doorway. As soon as he straightened, Lillian noticed the badge and gun clipped to his belt. Tristan had sent the police after her? Seriously?
 
   A wave of anger shot through her. She glared at the cop, pissed off and hurting. "I didn't do anything wrong, dammit!"
 
   "Of course you didn't, Ms. Maddox." The officer held up his beefy hands as if to ward her off and shot her an apologetic, almost grandfatherly smile. "My name is Brett Warner, with Seattle P.D. Special Agent Jason Ames of the DEA sent me to check on you."
 
   "Do… what?" Lillian gaped at him.
 
   Who the hell was Special Agent Jason Ames of the DEA? And how did he know she needed help?
 
   Instead of clarifying, Warner frowned toward the front door. "I assume Agent Riley did that?"
 
   "Agent Riley?"
 
   "Special Agent Tristan Riley?"
 
   Special Agent Tristan Riley?
 
   Tristan was a DEA agent?
 
   His accusations rang in her ears.
 
   Her heart hammered as things clicked into place with a sickening jolt. Tristan wasn't crazy. He was a freaking DEA agent! Another bolt of fury shot through her on the heels of that realization.
 
   "That stupid, egotistical…." She spun toward the front door, though she didn't have a plan beyond hunting Tristan down and killing him. Her leg crumbled beneath her as soon as she moved, dragging her back to the floor. "Shit!" she screamed, a sharp pain shooting through her.
 
   Had anyone asked, she wouldn't have been able to tell them if she was screaming from the pain or from pure frustration. Wisely, no one said anything.
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   Tristan stood outside Jason's office, his gaze fixed on the wall. Anger coursed through him, pulsing so hard he ached to hit something. Anything. Lillian's tear-stained face refused to dislodge itself from his mind. It'd hovered there during his drive downtown, haunting him. Which only served to piss him off more. He wasn't the one working for the fucking Vetrov family. He wasn't a murderer.
 
   So why did he feel like the bad guy?
 
   She'd been bait. A pretty face in a crowd of addicts. And like an idiot, Tristan had fallen for her act, believed she'd found her way inside by mistake. He'd gravitated to her the minute he saw her, and the whole damn time, she'd known who he was. She'd positioned herself so he'd find her, and he had. As soon as he'd realized she didn't belong there, he'd swooped in like the fucking cop he was to save her.
 
   Except she hadn't been an innocent bystander. She wasn't the damsel in distress.
 
   She'd been a test. One he'd failed.
 
   The Vetrov family knew he wasn't just some guy who'd stumbled into their damn storage room now. They'd had two damn days to move their lab. And he'd let it happen. The only thing he should feel guilty about was the girl who'd died because he'd been stupid enough to fall for Lillian's act. Not the shit he'd said to Lillian. Not the damn tears she'd shed.
 
   A teenager had died because he'd fallen into a trap like a fucking rookie.
 
   The urge to hit something intensified, crashing through him until he felt caged.
 
   "Tristan, get in here!" Jason bellowed through his closed door.
 
   His receptionist, Janet, jerked it open and hurried out, avoiding Tristan's gaze. He ducked in behind her, pulling the door closed. His hands were in tight fists at his side. A muscle in his cheek jumped where he clenched his jaw so hard. He was on the verge of losing it, big time.
 
   Jason sat behind his desk, glaring daggers. "Did you touch her?" he asked, gripping the desk as if to keep himself in his seat.
 
   "What?" Tristan narrowed his eyes on his friend and boss. "Don't be stupid."
 
   "Answer the question, Tristan. Did you touch her?"
 
   Tristan swore, crossing his arms over his chest. "Have I ever hit a woman?"
 
   "Just answer the damn question."
 
   "No! I didn't fucking touch her." He scowled, pissed that Jason could even ask him that question. He had never, and would never, put his hands on a woman, no matter if they were murderers or not. "What the hell, Jase? You know me better than that."
 
   "Why is she on her way to the emergency room?"
 
   "What?" Tristan's eyes widened.
 
   "I sent Warner to check on her when I couldn't find you. What the hell happened?"
 
   Tristan sank down into a chair across from Jason, scrubbed his hands down his face, and then blew out a deep breath. What had happened? An eighteen-year-old girl had died because he'd been too busy with Lillian, exactly as she'd planned.
 
   "I don't know," he said instead, unable to say those words out loud with guilt burning like fire in his chest.
 
   "You don't know?" Jason arched a brow. "You kicked in her fucking door, man."
 
   Tristan just looked at his boss, not even attempting to deny it or offer an excuse. He didn't have one that would satisfy Jason, and he wasn't going to pretend he did. He'd fucked up. Again.
 
   "You're lucky I don't fire you, or better yet," Jason said, glaring at the stack of files littering his desk, "put your ass on desk duty for the next year. What were you thinking?"
 
   "I believe I was thinking that she's a drug dealing murderer," Tristan answered, rage boiling through him at the thought. Something a whole lot like regret whispered on its heels. "She works for the fucking Vetrov family. She's lucky I didn't drag her ass to jail where she belongs."
 
   Jason leaned forward to shuffle through the files on his desk before plucking one out. He flung it across the desk onto Tristan's lap. "She doesn't work for Anton, you idiot."
 
   Tristan's gaze moved back and forth between Jason and the file on his lap, his brow wrinkled.
 
   "Lillian Maddox isn't a criminal. She was a world-renowned ballerina, for crying out loud. Her father retired for Portland P.D. five years ago. He's now the mayor of Bend, Oregon. And, if you're lucky, when he finds out you kicked in his daughter's door because you were pissed off and thinking with your dick, he won't demand your balls on a platter. Jesus Christ." Jason slapped his hand down on the desk. "Do you realize you could have blown the entire investigation? Did that thought even occur to you when you decided to confront her before we knew the full story? I warned you to stay away! What in the fuck did you do?"
 
   Tristan stared at the file in his hands, ignoring Jason's demand for answers. He barely even heard them; his mind was still working through the revelation that Lillian didn't work for the Vetrov family.
 
   What the hell?
 
   He flipped open the folder on his lap. Lillian stared out at him from a newspaper clipping, a flowing white gown draping her body. She stood on her toes, with her back arched and her arms in the air. The joyous look on her face took his breath away. She looked like she had that first night while they'd danced, as if the happiness she felt shimmered in the air around her.
 
   Her furious denials and tear-stained face drifted through his mind.
 
   She hadn't been lying. She really didn't work for the Vetrov family.
 
   "Christ," he swore, inhaling sharply as the truth hit him like a fist. All the things he'd said to her, the way he'd raged at her, calling her a heartless bitch….
 
   "What happened, Tristan?" Jason asked again, his disapproval coming through loud and clear.
 
   With his hands clenched into fists around the file, Tristan told Jason the grim truth. He'd accused her of being a drug dealer, a murderer, and a stripper. Raged at her like she was subhuman, worthy of nothing but his disgust and hatred. The more he talked, the worst he felt.
 
   What the hell had he done? Christ, what was wrong with him?
 
   "I implied she deserved to have her leg broken," he admitted, his stomach roiling. He didn't know much about ballet or ballerinas, but he had a feeling breaking a leg like that would end a career faster than getting pregnant could. No wonder she'd slapped him.
 
   "You did what?" Jason shouted, rising out of his chair. He narrowed his blue eyes on Tristan, clenching his fists. "When did you become such a fucking asshole?"
 
   "What the fuck was I supposed to think?" Tristan asked. He'd come here expecting Jason to fire him, but hell if that made it any easier, especially now that he knew the full extent of what he'd done. Lillian hadn't done any of the shit he'd accused her of doing.
 
   That fact should have relieved him, but it didn't. He felt exactly like the asshole Jason had named him. And that pissed him off. He didn't need Jason to tell him he'd messed up. Every time Lillian's tear-stained face flashed through his mind, he knew he'd screwed up. Big time. He'd jumped to conclusions because doing so was easier than dealing with the truth, wasn't it?
 
   Had he hurt her practically dragging her across the street like he had? Christ, what if he had?
 
   The thought made him sick.
 
   You really are a prick, he cursed himself.
 
   "She's in the system because of her partner," Jason snapped. "He's the one S.P.D. investigated, not her. Had you done as I asked and stayed away from her until we had the entire story, Jackson could have told you that, but you didn't. You didn't even bother to confirm anything. You just fucking reacted!"
 
   Tristan opened his mouth to defend himself, and then closed it without speaking.
 
   Jason was right. After visiting the morgue, and thinking Lillian's bosses had killed that girl while Lillian kept him occupied, he'd been furious. He hadn't been thinking about anything but the dead teenager in Marita's freezer, and making Lillian rue the day she'd met him.
 
   Nothing he said to her now would make up for his behavior, but he owed her an apology. She deserved that much from him.
 
   He tossed the file onto Jason's desk and stood.
 
   "Sit your ass back down and don't even think about it," Jason barked, glaring at him.
 
   "I've got to go." Tristan brushed him off and strode toward the door.
 
   "Don't fucking push me, Tristan. You'll regret it."
 
   Tristan swung around to face Jason. "What the hell does that mean?"
 
   "That means exactly what it sounds like. This girl has you so messed up, you can't see straight. You need to stay the hell away from her. Push me on this and I'll suspend you. Attempt to see her and I'll fire you. You're lucky she didn't press charges for the shit you pulled tonight. You will not go near her again."
 
   "Don't, Jason," Tristan warned his friend, though he didn't know what he warned against. Threatening him? Demanding he stay away from Lillian? Reminding him that he had no right to speak to her again? All three infuriated him. Jason wasn't his fucking keeper.
 
   "Read the fucking file." Jason snatched it off the desk where Tristan had set it, and flung it at him. "Her dance partner attacked her in the middle of a performance. He went on stage high, and damn near killed her."
 
   Tristan ripped open the file and scanned the article he'd ignored earlier.
 
    
 
   Lillian Maddox of the Pacific Northwest Ballet Company was rushed to the University of Washington Medical Center after dance partner and rumored boyfriend, Marc Rivera, attacked her in front of a horrified audience during a live performance of Cinderella last night. According to hospital personnel, upon arrival, Maddox was rushed to surgery with a compound fracture to her leg and a serious concussion.
 
   Rivera was arrested at the scene. Sources claim Rivera has been secretly battling a heroin addiction for the last year, which may have played a role in the attack on Maddox. Seattle P.D. has refused to comment on the case, citing the ongoing investigation.
 
   Maddox shot to stardom in 2010 when she debuted as a soloist with Pacific Northwest at age eighteen. Less than a year later, Pacific Northwest announced Maddox's rise to principal. Several companies throughout the world have tried to woo Maddox away to no avail, with Maddox stating the renowned Seattle based Company is home for her.
 
   Whether she will be able to continue her reign as the star of the Company is unclear. The University's chief surgeon, Dr. Dale Oliver, refused to speculate on Miss Maddox's future, stating only that Miss Maddox remains in critical condition. He deferred all other questions to Kelli Zimmerman, spokesperson for the Pacific Northwest Ballet Company.
 
    
 
   Fucking hell. He'd had accused her of deserving that.
 
   "I have to see her," he muttered, tossing the file back on the desk.
 
   "No, you don't," Jason said. "I can't afford to lose you right now, and Davis is going to go ballistic when he hears about this. Keeping you on the case will be hard enough without you making it worse now."
 
   "Jase, dammit-" Tristan stopped, frustrated because his friend was right. Davis had been itching to pull him out of undercover operations for the last year. The only reason he hadn't was because Tristan was too damn valuable. Given a reason, he'd reassign him in a heartbeat, and that couldn't happen. He needed to see this case through. He owed justice to Elizabeth James and the other seven victims.
 
   Which meant he had to stay away from Lillian, no matter how much she deserved an apology or how badly he wanted to make things right with her. If he tried, Jason would fire him. Tristan didn't doubt that for an instant. He'd gone too far this time. Way too fucking far.
 
   Defeat and shame coursed through him in tandem, filling him with self-loathing and regret. "You'll get her out of there?" he asked, sinking back down into the chair across from Jason.
 
   "Yeah, I will."
 
   "Tell her I'm sorry, Jase. Fuck, I didn't know."
 
   "I will, man," Jason promised.
 
   Tristan took a deep breath, and then blew it out. "I'll stay away from her," he said, his voice full of reluctance and regret.
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   "I don't need to see a doctor," Lillian said for what felt like the thousandth time, wishing for her own soft mattress instead of the hard hospital bed beneath her. "My leg is fine," she added when Jennie just looked at her from the doctor's stool where she sat.
 
   Her leg was fine. Mostly. It still ached, but not anywhere near as badly as her head did. The pounding there showed no signs of relenting anytime soon. In fact, every time she thought about Tristan, her headache grew by leaps and bounds. What right did he have to accuse her of anything?
 
   He was a federal agent, for God's sake! And he'd practically slept with her on the dance floor in the middle of an investigation. Maybe she was an idiot for meeting him at the club, but at least she hadn't risked his safety and then castigated him for his role in their interlude.
 
   She wanted to strangle him.
 
   "Does it still hurt?" Jennie asked, her eyes on Lillian's leg.
 
   "Not so much," she said, noticing for the first time how she massaged the muscles. She leaned back onto the lumpy pillow, frowning. "I shouldn't have tried to twist like that."
 
   "I'm sorry." Jen shot her a sympathetic frown.
 
   "Me too," she sighed.
 
   "You know he's still in rehab." Jen slid the hair-tie from her hair and redid the messy bun, not looking at Lillian.
 
   "I know."
 
   She would never dance again. She might not ever walk without a painful limp. And Marc had been sentenced to six months in a rehab program. It wasn’t fair, but Lillian tried not to think about that injustice. When she did, she just hated Marc more. And hating him wouldn't make her feel any better or bring back the life he'd stolen from her.
 
   Sometimes, when she tried really hard, she actually believed that.
 
   "What happened with this Tristan guy, Lily?" Jen asked. "Was he the one you ran into at the restaurant yesterday?"
 
   Lillian bit her lip, and then nodded. She should have known Jen hadn't bought her explanation when she'd returned to the table with swollen lips and her face flushed. "I met him at Teplo and things got… physical." Her cheeks burned. "And then he confronted me tonight, demanding to know who hired me, and if they paid me li-like some sort of prostitute! I feel so stupid."
 
   "You aren't stupid."
 
   "Aren't I?" Lillian blew out a breath, tears of frustration welling in her eyes when she turned to look at Jennie. "I had to find out from a complete stranger that the guy I let do things to me in the middle of a club is a DEA agent. I didn't even know his last name, and I almost slept with him."
 
   "Why did you?" Jennie asked, not prying for more information into what she meant by things. "I mean, I've known you a long time, and you don't do things like that. Why was he different?"
 
   Wasn't that the million dollar question?
 
   "I don't know," Lillian said, unsure where to begin. "It's like I didn't care where we were. I wanted him and that's all that mattered at the time. No," she sighed as soon as the words left her lips. "That's not really true either."
 
   Jennie said nothing, letting Lillian work it out for herself.
 
   "My entire life, I've danced," she said carefully. "And then all the sudden, that was gone. Everything I worked so hard for, everything I dreamed about my entire life, just vanished, and there was nothing I could do about it." A tear slipped down her cheek. "But with Tristan, for just a little while, I got to remember what being alive felt like. I got to let go and just live in the moment. I didn't have to worry about anything. For once since Marc attacked me, I didn't hurt. I got to dance again. I just wanted – I don't know what I wanted."
 
   She'd liked the way Tristan had made her feel. The look in his eye when he'd touched her and the warmth of his breath rasping at her ear made her ache in the best way possible. The way the beat of the music seemed to rattle in her chest shook something loose, that wanton woman she'd only just discovered. Tristan made her feel so out of control and so safe at the same time. Hell, she'd even liked coming apart for him in the middle of the dance floor. She didn't have to think or remember when she was with Tristan. For once, she got to be free.
 
   Was that so wrong?
 
   "It was stupid," she whispered.
 
   Jen climbed onto the bed before wrapping an arm around her. Lillian rested her head against Jen's. For a long moment, the two sat side by side like they used to do, not speaking as someone paged Dr. Blue to the ICU.
 
   And then, "I won't even pretend to know how you feel," Jen said, "because I don't. You lost so much because of Marc. You're allowed to want it back. You're allowed to be confused and make mistakes while you try to figure it out. That doesn't make you stupid or a bad person."
 
   "That's the thing," Lillian whispered, swiping at the tear trickling down her cheek. "I'm so mad at Tristan right now, and I feel so stupid, but I'm not sorry for what we did. I can't convince myself that I wouldn't do it again if I had it to do all over." What did that say about her? That, despite everything, she still liked the way he'd made her feel? That, even though she wanted to strangle him, part of her still wanted his hands on her body?
 
   "You like him," Jennie guessed.
 
   Lillian nodded miserably, unable to lie to herself or to Jennie.
 
   "What are you going to do?"
 
   What could she do? She had liked him, but she didn't even know him. And she wouldn't forgive him for what he'd said to her either. She wasn't that weak and pathetic.
 
   "I guess I forget about him."
 
   "Maybe," Jen said, doubt lingering in her tone.
 
   Someone tapped on the door and then swung it open. A nurse came in, followed by a tall, crew-cut blond man with DEA emblazoned across his dark t-shirt, a Glock holstered at his hip, and a federal badge hanging from a chain around his neck.
 
   Lillian sat up a little straighter in the bed.
 
   "Miss Maddox, this is Special Agent Jason Ames," the nurse said, a speculative gleam in her dark eyes. "He'd like to speak with you, if that's okay?"
 
   "You work with Tristan?" Lillian asked Agent Ames.
 
   "I do."
 
   Jen rose from the bed to reclaim her seat on the doctor's stool.
 
   Agent Ames stood quietly, waiting for Lillian to make up her mind on whether she wanted to speak with him. She took the opportunity to look him over, her traitorous mind picking out the differences between him and Tristan instantly. Like Tristan, Agent Ames was gorgeous with his chiseled jaw, sharp cheekbones, and muscular frame, but Tristan radiated confidence and danger, an almost feline and feral grace.
 
   Agent Ames looked as if he could be just as dangerous, but the vibe he gave off was different than the protective, alpha-male vibe that swirled around Tristan. Lillian knew for a fact that emotion and instinct guided Tristan. Agent Ames, on the other hand, seemed like the kind of guy capable of setting feelings aside in favor of cold, hard logic. He was a hard-ass, and was completely comfortable with that fact.
 
   What did he want with her?
 
   "I'll talk to him," she decided, and then waited for the nurse to leave the room. When the door closed behind her, Lillian crossed her arms over her chest, watching Ames. "What do you want, Agent Ames?"
 
   "Please call me Jason." He stepped a little further into the small examination room and then leaned against the wall. "I'd like to extend an apology to you for Agent Riley's behavior tonight."
 
   Seriously?
 
   "I'm sure he's very sorry." Lillian rolled her eyes, irritated all over again. "He had to send someone else to apologize. That just reeks of sincerity, don't you think?"
 
   Jen snickered and then slapped her hand over her mouth, coughing.
 
   "I can assure you, Miss Maddox," Jason said, his posture stiffening, "Agent Riley would issue an apology himself if he could. As his superior and friend, he asked me to come in his stead."
 
   "If he could?" Lillian arched a brow, scoffing. "I find it hard to believe he's physically incapable of coming to make his own damn apology considering he kicked in my door three hours ago."
 
   Jason's facial expression didn't change, but Lillian noticed the way his pupils dilated. For the briefest of moments, guilt flickered in his green eyes.
 
   Realization dawned.
 
   "You wouldn't let him come," she said, resting on the lumpy hospital pillow again. "Why?"
 
   Jason cleared his throat, his expression hardening. "As I'm sure you're aware, I'm not able to discuss an open investigation with you."
 
   So Tristan was investigating Teplo.
 
   Lillian should have left it alone, but she knew as well as Jason did that whatever kept Tristan from making his apology in person had nothing to do with the investigation and everything to do with him being a coward. That wasn't Jason's fault, but he was here and Tristan wasn't. And unless she missed her guess, she'd only warranted a visit from anyone because they'd figured out who she was, or because they'd realized she was the daughter of a former cop. Knowing that didn't improve her mood, which meant she wasn't going to leave it alone. Not tonight.
 
   "I assume you've informed Tristan that, contrary to his glowing opinion of me, I'm not the Vetrov family's whore?" she asked, glaring daggers at Jason Ames. "Or is there still some question as to whether or not I sell myself for them?"
 
   Jason actually flinched this time. "He's fully aware of who you are, Miss Maddox."
 
   Sometimes, she hated being right. "Ah, so now that he knows who my father is, he's decided I'm not a good distraction but a heartless bitch?" she asked, tossing Tristan's last words to her out there. "I'm so glad my dad was able to clear that up for him."
 
   The uncomfortable look on Jason's face only served to enrage her further. She wasn't stupid. Tristan had used her. Probably from the minute he'd approached her, he'd used her to cover his own tracks. If he'd looked like another partier, no one would question his presence there. She'd been exactly what he'd called her: a good distraction. But Jason Ames was as big a coward as Tristan. He didn't want to take responsibility for Tristan's actions any more than Tristan did. They were just terrified she'd run to her daddy and spill every detail.
 
   Bastards.
 
   "Miss Maddox-"
 
   "I get it, alright?" she snapped. "Tristan's allowed to come around when he's using me to save his own ass, but any relationship beyond that isn't acceptable to the DEA. You've apologized, so now you can run and tell Tristan he can continue on his merry way with a clear conscience. And no, I won't involve my father. That is why you're really here, right?" She arched a brow again, daring him to deny the truth.
 
   He didn't, of course. He couldn't.
 
   "Please also tell Tristan to go screw himself," she muttered, forcing back the tears threatening to fall. She didn't want this man to see how much it bothered her to hear that Tristan had used her. And she damn sure wouldn't let him see her cry.
 
   "Miss Maddox, I think-"
 
   "Frankly, Agent Ames, I don't give a shit what you think. Please get out of my room. I have nothing further to say to you." She turned her face away, ending the conversation.
 
   Or it would have ended the conversation if Jason had taken the hint and left, but he didn't.
 
   "I understand you're angry, and I'm sorry about the way you've been treated, but for your own safety, I strongly advise that you find alternative accommodations for the next few days." He didn't even try to deny that Tristan had used her. He simply warned her to stay the hell out of their way.
 
   "Fine," she snapped, staring at the wall as tears blurred her vision. She took a deep breath, willing herself not to cry until the door clicked closed. When it did, she sniffled.
 
   "Lily?" Jen said.
 
   The bed shifted.
 
   "I'm fine." Tears rolled down her cheeks, giving away the lie. After everything she'd endured tonight, finding out how insignificant she was to Tristan hurt a whole lot more than it should have.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Sweat dripped from Tristan's back, running in rivulets down the lean muscle. Music blared from speakers scattered throughout the room, Hollywood Undead filling the penthouse with angry pulses of bass. His eyes watered from the jarring onslaught, but he ignored it, gliding from stance to stance and form to form across the plush white carpeting beneath his feet. Every movement was a blur, a controlled dance. Each one lethal. Precise.
 
   He worked through the kata twice, three times, and then a fourth, his momentum never slowing. He shifted from one fighting stance to another, first on the balls of his feet and then spinning, his foot slicing through the air. He ducked, rolled, and came up again. The nunchaku whirred in his hands through each practiced move, the whistling of the weapon muted beneath the shattering beats that shook the walls and rattled panes of clear glass all across the room.
 
   His eyes blazed and his chest heaved from exertion as he worked his way across the massive room. Desperation tinged each move he made, driving him onward. He worked through the forms in search of peace that eluded him. Acceptance hadn't come in eight long days, but he didn't stop fighting for it.
 
   Hollywood Undead gave way to Avenged Sevenfold.
 
   His breathing turned to harsh, jagged pants, and sweat soaked his pants. Still he moved through one form after another, trying to silence the clamor of his mind for once.
 
   It didn't work, of course.
 
   No matter how many times he ran through the kata or how loud the music thumped in his skull, memory still plagued him. The biting edge of guilt drove him toward physical exertion and some kind of release from the endless scenarios, frustration, and recriminations battering at him. From Lillian's stricken, tear-filled gaze.
 
   He was a world-class prick. He'd accused her of some seriously messed up shit for no reason. That knowledge gnawed, and there wasn't a fucking thing he could do about it because he'd agreed to stay away. Little by little, that decision drove him insane.
 
   He wanted to see her. No, he needed to see her.
 
   He'd read her file, scoured the Seattle Times archives for more information on her past. What he'd learned sickened him. Marc Rivera had ruined her life for no fucking reason, and the press had shredded her for it. He'd gotten high and almost killed her, but they'd blamed her. And Tristan had accused her of deserving that.
 
   The need to apologize continued to plague him, but even if he could have done so, he didn't even know where to find her. She hadn't returned to her house in eight days.
 
   His lungs hurt.
 
   His heart raced.
 
   Physical exhaustion didn't ease the restless burn inside his skin.
 
   With a sigh, he tossed the weapon aside, grabbed the remote, and then shut off the music. The noise wasn't helping him focus. He felt as caged as a lion behind iron bars and thick chains. Duty and responsibility were heavy weights resting on his sweaty shoulders.
 
   He'd had about enough of both.
 
   "About time," Jason panted from across the room.
 
   Tristan grunted and grabbed his towel from the sofa he'd pushed out of his way and wiped sweat from his face.
 
   "I'm too old for this shit." A chair creaked as Jason lowered himself into it, his own nunchaku falling to the floor beside him. Paper rustled as he shoved it around on the dining room table.
 
   Tristan tossed the towel aside and headed toward the fridge, forcing himself to push thoughts of Lillian from his mind and focus. "The blueprints are wrong."
 
   "You're sure there's a basement?" Jason asked, sweat dripping down his face.
 
   "Yes," Tristan said, tossing him a bottle of water. "The GPR came back cold, barely even registered a crack in the subsurface, but that's a lot of concrete to penetrate. The building is old, so it may be lined or reinforced with lead. Hell, Anton may have had it reinforced himself. He wouldn't want to risk the bass from the club vibrating something off a table."
 
   With the chemicals the bastard needed to run his little drug lab, a spill would be a disaster. The entire club could blow if the wrong shit mixed. Anton and Paulo were a lot of things, but as Tristan had learned over the last few weeks, they were far from stupid.
 
   Jason took a swig of water then set it aside to massage the back of his neck. "You've got to get in there. Right now, we can't even prove the fucking basement exists."
 
   "Yeah, I know." Tristan shook his head and grabbed a bottle of water for himself. "Is Kincaid checking out the Planning Office?"
 
   Jason nodded. "Not sure how much good it'll do though. Anton Vetrov's owned the building for fifteen years. If he did swap out plans, there's no telling who he paid to do it or when."
 
   Yeah, Tristan knew that, too.
 
   "Show me where the storage rooms are laid out again," Jason demanded, leaning over the table to unroll the set of plans. He set his water bottle on one end and kept his hand on the other to hold it in place.
 
   "Here." Tristan tapped the west wall on the document. He took a swig of his water, waiting for Jason to mark the location before he tapped the blueprints further down on the same wall. "This is the actual storage room in the corner here. Nothing in there but brooms, mops, and extra stock."
 
   "No additional entrances or exits?" Jason asked, scrawling a note over the vertical X he made on the plans.
 
   "Nope. Shelves are built right into the walls," Tristan said. "And it's not wide enough here for stairs." He pointed at the space where the bar was located. "Unless they're using a manhole, there's no way the entrance is hidden in there." Both he and Jason knew the Vetrov operation required more than a manhole to bring in chemicals and equipment and carry out the finished product.
 
   "Bathrooms and lounge?" Jason asked.
 
   Tristan pointed them out while Jason labeled them in his heavy scrawl.
 
   "Aside from an emergency exit here," Tristan said as he pointed it out at the end of the hallway near the bathrooms, "there's not a damn thing back there. Offices upstairs are clean too. There's nothing at all on the second floor worth mentioning. And the dance floor is solid."
 
   He stepped back and surveyed the plans laid out on the table, picturing the club in his mind. Jason leaned back in his chair, keeping his hand on the bottom of the roll. Aside from the one unidentified room, there was nowhere else in the club to hide anything, let alone a stairwell to the basement.
 
   "What about an outside entrance?"
 
   "If there is one, it's hidden away from the club." Trying to find it would be like looking for a needle in a fucking haystack, and they didn't have the manpower to start that kind of search. Not to mention, they couldn't afford for Anton Vetrov to figure out what the hell they were doing. Unloading a bus of federal agents in the neighborhood to undertake that kind of search would be the equivalent of hanging a neon sign telling him to move his shit and leave no trace.
 
   "Shit," Jason swore, tossing his pen down on the table.
 
   Tristan didn't say anything. There was an entire level of the building missing from record. It wasn't on the plans. GPR came back with nothing solid. Hell, they'd even tried an aerial thermal image of the building to no real end. The place was too damned big for the tech to trace all heat leaks and come back with anything definitive.
 
   "You're sure it's there?" Jason asked again.
 
   "It's got to be there." Tristan sat his water down on the edge of the table and rifled through the assortment of papers before pulling one out. "No one on Anton's payroll owns any other property in the area. If they aren't manufacturing it in the club, they're bringing it in from somewhere else, and surveillance came up with jack shit on that front. There is nowhere else."
 
   "So it has to be the club," Jason said, the same conclusion they'd come to weeks ago.
 
   "Yeah." Tristan was ready to go hand-to-hand with Anton Vetrov's people and fight his way inside that damned room. It'd almost be easier than trying to go in covert.
 
   "We need a mole," Jason sighed.
 
   "You'll never get one inside."
 
   Anton was damn careful about who he hired to work in the club, which was why the DEA had put Tristan on the case. They couldn't get anyone placed in Anton's circle. And who else was crazy enough to stroll through the front doors every night when doing so could end in bloodshed?
 
   "Yeah well," Jason answered, "we may have to bring in outside re-enforcements. Someone unrelated to the DEA."
 
   "Forget it, Jase," Tristan warned him. "They'd tear a civilian apart or have him addicted in a matter of days." The last thing the DEA needed was another dead civilian, and Jason knew it.
 
   "Son of a bitch." Jason grabbed the water bottle, allowing the set of blueprints to roll up on itself.
 
   "Give me time," Tristan urged his friend. "One fucking way or another, I'll find the damn lab. You know I will."
 
   "Yeah, well, you better fucking hurry," Jason muttered, shaking his head. "Before they figure out who you are."
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   "Lily, you can't go home," Jen argued as Lillian packed her things into her suitcase. She'd been in her friend's guestroom for eight long days, stewing, and she was tired of it. She loved Jen and Tony. She appreciated that they'd taken her in without hesitation, but enough was enough already.
 
   She missed her bed. She missed her house. She missed the absolute silence and solitude it afforded her during the day when she needed it. She was going home. Jason Ames and Tristan Riley would just have to deal with it. She'd given them eight days already; they weren't getting another one.
 
   "The door is fixed, and I've had a security system installed. Aside from Tristan, no one has bothered me since I moved in. I'm going home, Jennie," she told her friend firmly, folding a shirt and placing it into her simple black suitcase. "I'm not going to keep hiding out here because Jason Ames demanded I leave."
 
   She didn't owe the man anything, and she wasn't going to let him keep her out of her house because it made Tristan's life easier. After Marc had attacked her, she'd spent months hiding out in Oregon with her parents, too afraid to face life on her own while she endured hours of physical therapy. Staying with Jen felt a little too much like the same thing, and she was done hiding.
 
   She'd promised Jason that she wouldn't tell her father about Tristan, and she'd kept that promise, even going so far as to lie to him about why she was staying with Jen and Tony. She'd upheld her end of the bargain as far as she was willing to uphold it. Jason could take it or leave it. And if Special Agent Tristan Riley had a problem with it, he could kiss her ass.
 
   Whatever was really going on in the club, it hadn't affected her life until he'd appeared on the scene, and she wouldn't let it affect her now. This was her life, dammit, and she was done rearranging it because he was an ass. Not that she expected him to care if she returned home or not. He'd gotten what he needed from her.
 
   Eight days later, that truth still hurt more than it should.
 
   That sad fact did nothing to soothe the anger brewing inside. If she saw Tristan again, God help him.
 
   She had an entire list of things she wanted to say to him, and one of these days, she was going to say every single one of them. Starting with how he was an insensitive, clueless idiot. She'd just keep to herself how often she'd thought about him since he stormed out… and how often she'd dreamed about him. That she planned to bury deep in her subconscious. He'd humiliated her enough already, thank you very much.
 
   "Lil, we don't mind you staying," Tony said from the doorway when she tossed another shirt into the suitcase, not even bothering to fold it this time. Another followed in the same vein.
 
   She stopped tossing clothes and mentally cursing Tristan long enough to turn to Tony. "I know," she told him, offering the brightest false smile she could muster. It looked more like she was ready to bite someone. "And I appreciate that, I really do. But I didn't come back to Seattle just to be forced out of my house because the DEA doesn't know what they're doing. I love you both, but I'm going home." Her tone left no room at all for argument.
 
   Tony sighed heavily and then nodded his dark head, giving up. "I'll drive you when you're ready to go."
 
   "You'll call us if you need anything, right?" Jen asked.
 
   "First thing," Lillian promised, stifling a sigh of relief that they weren't going to fight her on this. She really didn't want to argue about it, especially not with her friends. They had her best interests at heart, but they were slowly driving her insane with their solicitous questions about her leg, her day, and her mood.
 
   Her leg was fine. Her days were long, and her mood was getting worse every time one of the two refused to let her help herself, instead rushing to get her what she was after. That was as much a reason to leave as anything else. She really didn't want to snap at one of them when they were just trying to help, but she was close to doing exactly that. And it wasn't really either of them she was angry at anyway. It was Tristan Special Freaking Agent Riley and Jason For Your Own Safety Ames who'd pissed her off.
 
   She disliked both of them, and never mind what she craved from one of the two.
 
   That one, she liked least of all.
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   As soon as Tristan slipped through the doors of Teplo, the scent of marijuana, sweat, and cheap perfumed hit him hard. The repugnant smell turned his stomach just like it always did, which pissed him off. He was sick of spending every night choking on the noxious, desperate scent no one else seemed to notice or care about.
 
   "Fucking hell," he muttered, pushing through the crowd milling right inside the entrance.
 
   A woman laughed.
 
   He made the mistake of looking up, and into the eyes of a blonde.
 
   "Hey, sexy," she slurred, jutting her chest out and smiling. Her bright red lips matched the artificial blush spread across her cheeks. Chipped red polish topped the trembling fingers she placed against his chest. Like so many others already crammed inside, she gave off that same desperate odor. "Wanna dance?"
 
   "No," he answered shortly, removing her hand from his arm.
 
   "Fine," she snapped, her bloodshot eyes narrowing. "Asshole."
 
   Tristan didn't bother responding. She'd forget all about him as soon as he disappeared into the crowd. They always did, their memories short when a club full of other potential partners waited. Sooner or later, one would take her up on her offer to dance, and they'd finish their night behind the building, in an alley, or God knew where.
 
   The sex, just like the high, would be temporary, easily had, and quickly forgotten.
 
   The high sickened Tristan. And the sex? Well, that did too. He didn't want nameless, faceless, easily had, and quickly forgotten. He wanted her.
 
   Lillian.
 
   Tristan gritted his teeth – fighting the smell, the noise, and the desire to see Lillian – and waded forward. Toward duty. Toward responsibility. Toward a job he wanted ended so that he, like everyone else inside these four walls, could just forget. Forget warm brown eyes, dazzling smiles and light, floral scents. Forget sterile waiting rooms and teary-eyed nurses, caskets, and headstones, too.
 
   Turns out, he wasn't much different than the nameless, faceless crowd after all.
 
   Teplo was a never ending well of depravity, catering to the sick, the addicted, and the quickly forgotten. The place promised everything. Wasn't it just Tristan's luck he wouldn't find what he craved here?
 
   He wanted this job finished so goddamned bad he could taste it.
 
   Instead, he prowled through the crowd, balling his hands into fists when a group of girls jabbed needles into their arms on the dance floor. They giggled and squealed when their friends depressed the plungers for them, delivering liquid escape into their eager veins. Heroin, meth….
 
   Who knew what they shot up or where they'd end up as a result?
 
   Bad enough the same happened in clubs everywhere. Worse that it happened here, in front of him, when he couldn't do anything but endure it, tolerate it, and not say a damn thing about it. Anton and Paulo Vetrov were the big fish in this pond, the only target the DEA focused on inside these four walls. Anything beyond that, necessity demanded he ignore. It was a fucking miracle no one had dropped to the floor in convulsions yet.
 
   A little further on, another nameless blonde stood sandwiched between two men who groped her barely clad body as she grinded into them. Her dilated eyes met Tristan's beneath the pulsing lights, her stenciled brow arching in invitation. He shook his head, the sight a stark contrast to how things had been with Lillian.
 
   Jesus. Why the hell couldn't he get the ballerina out of his mind?
 
   He didn't even know her, for fuck's sake!
 
   Except… after having spent the last week reading up on every detail of her career, after having made her come apart for him, he felt like he did know her. Or knew enough to regret ruining his chance to get to know her better, anyway.
 
   "Son of a bitch," he cursed, continuing his slow prowl through Teplo. Sometimes, he stopped to listen to the frenetic beat and giggles. Others, he forced a smile, a nod, or a mumbled greeting. Whatever he could do to blend in and disappear. It was an act he'd perfected over the years. One he hated. One as necessary as anything else he'd ever done in the line of duty.
 
   And for once, he might as well not have bothered.
 
   When the storage room came into sight, for the first time in days, there wasn't a Vetrov guard to be found. Tristan stopped yards from the door, not stupid enough to believe in happy coincidence. Divine providence wasn't that freaking divine.
 
   It was a set-up. And he wasn't stupid enough to fall for it.
 
   He walked away with his jaw clenched, repressed fury boiling in him. Anton Vetrov knew he was being watched. Or suspected he was. Either way, despite Lillian's innocence, Tristan's job had just become that much more damned difficult.
 
   Duty. Responsibility. Some days, he hated that either mattered so much to him.
 
   He stalked through the club, making circuits as he scanned the room… looking for the trap Anton had set. He located the camera installed on the wall twenty feet away, pointed at the door. If anyone walked into that room, they wouldn't make it out alive.
 
   Tristan didn't make a third circuit of the club, instead heading toward the doors and the promise of fresh air beyond, his heart hammering. Did they already know he was DEA, or were they just paranoid?
 
   By the time he broke through the crowd milling into the rain outside, he ached to hit something.
 
   He glanced at Lillian's house, regretting that he couldn't bury himself inside her until the clamoring roar in his mind fell away. He needed release and the quiet it afforded him, and both had been lacking since he'd fucked up with the beautiful ballerina. God only knew if he'd ever get the chance to apologize to her.
 
   "Fuck," he muttered and spun away. He'd taken two steps toward the back of the club and his car before he realized a light shone brightly in the window of Lillian's house.
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\Fallon\Desktop\Ballerina Files\BlackBalletShoes.png] 
 
    
 
   Before Tristan knew it, whatever promises he'd made to Jason to stay the hell away from Lillian were moot. He strode across the street in the drizzling rain, telling himself the entire time to turn around and let Jason handle the ballerina. He didn't stop walking though, his feet moving toward the light glowing in her window as if in a total disconnect from his mind.
 
   When he stepped up onto her porch, his hand disobeyed too, reaching out to knock… and then knocking again.
 
   She flung the door open on his fourth knock, muttering to herself. And then she blinked as if surprised to see him standing on her front porch. The furrow between her brows deepened. Wariness and anger mingled in her bright eyes.
 
   She looked beautiful, dressed in nothing more than a little blue tank top and pajama pants. Her silky, chestnut hair cascaded in loose waves down her back. She crossed her arms over her breasts, and a little sliver of skin peeked from between the hem of her tank and the top of her pants.
 
   Heat crackled between them as he stared at her, licking along his skin as if a physical touch upon his arm, his face, and the nape of his neck. It tightened the muscles in his stomach, hardened his cock, and eased the tension that had pricked at him nonstop since he last saw her.
 
   Silence settled over him.
 
   Amazing that seeing her gave him such peace when she was the one who'd made it so elusive in the first place. Infuriating how that inflamed and soothed him at the same time. There was no rhyme or reason to how quickly she unraveled years of self-taught discipline, but she did. And she did it without even trying.
 
   "You," she hissed, scowling at him.
 
   "Hello, Lillian," he said, preparing for the inevitable argument, and hoping she got it out of her system so they could move on to more important things. Like how much he wanted to run his mouth across the little strip of skin visible beneath the hem of her shirt.
 
   She stared at him, not speaking.
 
   He could almost count down the number of breaths it took for her to remember why she hated him.
 
   Three… she still reeled from his presence on her porch, trying to adjust.
 
   Two… her eyes flashed like bolts of lightning dancing through storm clouds.
 
   One… he needed to get her inside before she exploded.
 
   She could yell, scream, and rage at him as she had every right to do, but not here. Not where someone might overhear, remember, and then paint a target over her head if things went to hell in a hand basket across the street. Too many targets had already been drawn because of him. Better they have it out inside than out here where anyone could overhear whatever vitriol flew from her lovely lips.
 
   "May I come in?" He didn't wait for an answer, instead stepping into the doorway, so close to her the current between them scorched him where he stood.
 
   Her eyes fell halfway closed as if she felt it too. She swayed a little closer to him before jerking herself upright. The scowl on her face grew as she backed away. He stalked her movements – closer, closer, closer – until he'd made it inside the house and it was too late for her to slam the door on him.
 
   That didn't stop her from reacting.
 
   She'd had eight days to stew over what he'd said to her. Eight days to build walls to keep him out.
 
   He owed it to her to shut up and listen to whatever she needed to say.
 
   "You need to leave now," she said, her voice trembling with anger.
 
   He hoped it shook from desire too.
 
   He pushed the door closed and moved closer, one slow step at a time.
 
   "Now, Tristan," she demanded, moving away as if unaffected by the flame of desire dancing between them. "I don't ever want to see you again."
 
   "You shouldn't be here. It's not safe for you," he said, looking at the new security panel on the wall next to the door, both grateful that she'd gotten it and frustrated that she felt as if she needed it at all. That was his fault, and he hated it.
 
   "Not safe for me?" Lillian blinked at him and then laughed, the sound brittle, bitter. "As if you care."
 
   "It's my job to care, Lillian." The words sounded callous even to him, but he spoke nothing but the truth. The line between duty and desire blurred where Lillian was concerned, but he couldn't cross it again now. If he did, things wouldn't end well for either of them.
 
   With her standing in front of him, he had a hard time remembering that.
 
   "Just like it was your job to do… what we did in the club?" she demanded. The pink tint to her cheeks increased, giving away her discomfort almost as much as her slight hesitation did.
 
   Tristan wanted to apologize to her, wanted to look her in the eye and say he was sorry for what he'd done, but he couldn't. He was sorry for being a prick. He was sorry for the things he'd said to her. He was sorry she was afraid because of him. And he was truly sorry she hated him, but he wasn't sorry for wanting her. And he damn sure wasn't sorry for making her come for him. He doubted she wanted to hear that though, so he said nothing, choosing instead to let her say her piece.
 
   Surprisingly though, she didn't rage at him like he deserved. She opened her mouth, closed it, and then shook her head. "Please get out of my house."
 
   The tired, fragile look on her face drove home the sadness of her quiet request better than screaming would have. She really didn't want him there. His chest tightened and his stomach sank. He wanted her to get angry at him. He could deal with her yelling, but he wasn't prepared to deal with defeat.
 
   Jesus. He really was an asshole.
 
   "You have to pack up and go for a few days, Lillian," he said, his voice soft.
 
   "I just got home from heeding a similar request. I'm not leaving again." She met his gaze, the look in her eyes equally determined and vulnerable. Maybe she didn't want to scream at him, but she would fight him on this until she couldn't fight anymore. The same stubborn streak that had made her such a seductress on the dance floor their last night together lurked deep within her gaze.
 
   He wanted to drag her out the door, toss her in his Rover, and lock her ass in a hotel room. Away from Teplo, him, and the slippery slope extending before them. He couldn't do that though. He had no right.
 
   He did what he had to do instead.
 
   Always, he did what he had to do. Duty and responsibility were getting pretty goddamned old.
 
   "You can't be here, Lillian," he said, forcing cold detachment into his tone. He refused to plead even though he would have done just that if he thought she'd listen.
 
   She wouldn't. She fucking hated him. He saw it in her eyes.
 
   "I'm not leaving, Tristan," she snapped right back, her posture stiffening as his cold, frustrated tone registered. "You can go now."
 
   No, he couldn't.
 
   "Lillian-"
 
   "No." Her mutinous expression firmed. "You can go to hell, but I'm not going anywhere."
 
   "Dammit, Lillian." He pinched the bridge of his nose. He didn't want to fight with her. He needed her to go back to wherever the hell she'd been for the last week. For her sake, and for his. Shit across the street wasn't a game, and he didn't want her in danger because of it.
 
   Because of him, that's exactly where she'd end up if she didn't leave.
 
   "I'm staying here, and you and the DEA are absolved of any and all responsibility for my well-being," she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. "You can leave now."
 
   "You really think it works that way?" he demanded, not believing for a minute that she was stupid enough to believe it was that simple. Why'd she have to be so frustrating?
 
   "What?"
 
   "Do you really think you get to say you won't hold us responsible if you get caught up in this bullshit and expect it to work that way? You aren't that fucking naïve."
 
   "I don't know how it works, Tristan," she said when that last, instigating sentence shot from his mouth. The fragile vulnerability in her gaze vanished as if he hadn't seen it there at all, replaced with steely resolve and contempt. "No one bothered to tell me the rules of your little game, remember?"
 
   He flinched at her pointed, acerbic question.
 
   "And quite frankly," she continued before he could respond, "I don't care how it works. But I'm not leaving just because you and Jason Ames want me out of the way. I don't owe either of you a damn thing, and I'm not going to inconvenience myself further to make your life easier. Now get the hell out of my house."
 
   "You think I give a shit about inconvenience or making my life easier?" Tristan asked, balling his hands into fists in a last ditch effort to keep himself from snatching her up and kissing her. "I'm trying to keep you safe! Jesus Christ, do you not understand that? They will kill you in a heartbeat. If I wanted to make my life easier, I wouldn't have-" He snapped his mouth shut before he could say he wouldn't have agreed to let Jason deal with her. He would have gone himself to beg for forgiveness.
 
   "You wouldn't have what? Fingered me on the dance floor?" she asked, a baleful expression on her face. The blush of her cheeks deepened to a lovely red. "Kissed me? Asked me to come back to meet you?"
 
   She pressed on before he could form an answer. "I could forgive you for what you said to me when you dragged me over here that night. I could forgive you for kicking in the door, and accusing me of being a whore and a murderer. I might even have been able to forgive you for saying I deserved to have my career ruined. Now that I know who you are and what you do, I could almost understand where all of that came from. But I won't forgive you because you're a hypocritical bastard, Tristan."
 
   She shifted her weight off of her bad leg. He watched her, ready to catch her if she stumbled even if she would probably knee him in the balls for touching her. She didn't stumble though. She kept right on, saying what he knew she'd wanted to say since she saw him standing in her doorway.
 
   "How dare you accuse me of anything when you used me to save your own ass? And how dare you come in here now and pretend you're concerned about my safety? If my safety is at risk, it's because you risked it. You used me as an excuse for being in that club, and you didn't care what happened to me afterward. I was a means to an end for you, and you didn't give a shit what that meant for me."
 
   "What?" Tristan blinked.
 
   "I didn't stutter, Tristan," she said. "You had no right, no right at all, to come in here accusing me of anything when you were the one using me. And it's pathetic that you had to send your boss to admit it for you." She laughed, swiping at her eyes as if expecting to find tears there. "As if it weren't humiliating enough to find out from someone else that you're a DEA agent, or to have someone else tell me your last name after the things we did. I had to sit in a hospital bed and listen to your boss tell me you'd used me and I needed to stay the hell out of your way. You couldn't even be bothered to do that much yourself. You make me sick."
 
   He stared at her, trying to absorb and process what she'd said.
 
   Jason had told her that he'd used her?
 
   "Don't you dare look at me like that," Lillian seethed, swiping at her dry eyes again. "You used me to save your own ass, and I was naïve enough to let it happen." She stopped, her shoulders slumping as if she'd run out of steam. When she met his gaze this time, the sadness and doubt in her gaze wrecked him. "Tell me one thing. Why did you pick me? Out of everyone there… was I really the one who looked the most desperate and pathetic?"
 
   Her sad question hit him like a bullet to his gut. Eight days of guilt and resentment boiled, flashed to steam, and then erupted outward, leaving fury in its place. Fury at Jason for allowing her to believe that he'd used her, at himself for letting Jason convince him to stay away, and fury at her for believing for a second that she looked anything like the women prostituting themselves at Teplo.
 
   Fuck that.
 
   "You think I used you?" he demanded, pacing toward her. If she wanted to believe he didn't care about her safety, fine. But he'd be damned if he let her believe he'd used her because she looked easy.
 
   She backed away from him, but he was implacable.
 
   "You think I wanted convenient or desperate? A quick fuck?"
 
   "I know you did," she said, her chin coming up and a haughty gleam entering her eyes. She continued to back away from him, one careful step at a time.
 
   "You know nothing!" He smiled a feral, wicked smile and kept stalking toward her. Even when her back thumped into the pale wall across the foyer, he didn't stop. He advanced until he was toe to toe with her, and her eyes were inches from his.
 
   Her breasts grazed across his chest with every sharp exhalation of breath from her lungs. The electric hunger between them snapped and sizzled, the edges tinged an angry red. His hands came up and landed on the wall on either side of her head, trapping her beneath him.
 
   "Let me go," she demanded, her eyes wide and her face flushed. She stood still, not even attempting to push him away. It wasn't fear that kept her there though, not of him anyway. It was fear of herself and of what she might do if she touched him.
 
   Even if she hated him, she still wanted him. He saw that truth in her eyes, too.
 
   A satisfied smile spread across his face.
 
   "I may have approached you as a cover, Lillian, but that ended before I ever touched you. I buried my fingers in your body until you came because I wanted you. I dragged you to the lounge and fucked you with my tongue until you screamed because I couldn't stop thinking about you. I wanted you."
 
   She gasped at his low, fervent words, trembled, and then clenched her jaw. Desire flared brighter in her gaze. She balled her fists, seemingly fighting for the ability to keep her hands to herself.
 
   "Even when I thought you worked with the Vetrov family, I wanted you. Even now that you fucking hate me, I still want you." He pressed himself into her, making her feel the truth of that statement as his erection pressed into her stomach. He dropped his head, placed his lips to the shell of her ear, and nipped at her skin. "I want to be inside of you so goddamned bad it's driving me out of my mind, beautiful."
 
   Lillian swallowed hard and shivered, a breathless groan escaping her lips.
 
   He hummed at her involuntary, telling reaction, and put his mouth to her skin again, unable to resist.
 
   Jesus, he wanted her. Here. Now. Against the wall with her legs around his waist and her nails digging into his back. Wanted her until neither of them could move, let alone remember why she hated him.
 
   "Go to hell," she whispered. Her words shook, but were no less desperate for it.
 
   "You want me," he said, shifting his hips into her one more time. "You want me right here and now, don't you, baby?"
 
   "No," she lied as he dragged his lips down her throat.
 
   "You do." He ran his tongue across her skin, working his way closer to her collarbone.
 
   "I can't stand you." She tilted her head, granting him access.
 
   He ached to take her wordless invitation, but he couldn't. Not like this.
 
   He dragged himself away from her before he did something she'd regret and fucked her against the wall to prove his point. She'd hate herself if she gave in to him now, and he wouldn't do that to her, not even if she did unravel his self-restraint little by little.
 
   "I may be an asshole, Lillian, but I didn't use you," he said, staring at her as if he could will her into believing he spoke the truth. His heart hammered.
 
   Her head snapped up, her eyes hooded and her pupils dilated with lust when they met his. Doubt still lingered deep within her gaze though.
 
   "I'm sorry you don't believe me, but you being here now won't solve anything. It's not safe for you, and I'm fucking sorry for that too. I never should have put you in this position, and I'll regret doing it for the rest of my life. But I'm asking you to please, please leave before you get hurt." He brushed his fingers down her flushed cheek, pleading with his gaze for her to give in and leave.
 
   She said nothing. Not one word passed her lips as she stared at him with those big, brown eyes.
 
   "Lillian, please." He wasn't sure if he begged for her sake or for his own any longer. He just knew he needed her to agree for more reasons than he cared to consider. He hovered on the verge of doing something monumentally stupid, so close he could feel himself slipping over the edge into that void where pure selfishness ruled.
 
   For her sake, she had to go.
 
   She shook her head, denying him one more time. "I'm not going anywhere, Tristan."
 
   He exhaled in a rush.
 
   He was so fucked.
 
   They both were.
 
   He shifted toward her, and this time, he didn't make himself stop. He took what he wanted – what they both wanted – putting his hand to the nape of her neck and drawing her into his body. She tensed as his mouth came down on hers, insistent, urgent, and desperate. He fought her for admission, kissing, nipping, and sucking until she groaned, and then caved.
 
   She wound her arms around him, opening her mouth to him.
 
   And just like that, they were both damned.
 
   "Fuck," he breathed into her mouth, his tongue lapping at hers.
 
   "Tristan." She fisted her hands into the back of his shirt, pulling him closer.
 
   He tilted his hips into her, palmed her ass… drew deeply from her mouth.
 
   "Please."
 
   "Please what, beautiful?" he asked, kissing his way down her jaw, onto her neck, and then on toward her shoulder and collar bone. Her light floral scent and her sweet taste burst on his tongue, reeling him in. The urge to sink his teeth into her surged.
 
   "Oh God," she groaned, pressing her body closer to his when he gave into that primal urge and bit at her shoulder. Her hips moved with his as he slipped his tongue beneath the thin strap of her top and pushed it aside with his teeth to unveil another strip of creamy, glistening skin to his eager mouth.
 
   Had he really thought he'd be able to stay away from her?
 
   He couldn't. Didn't really even want to try.
 
   Christ, her soft little body felt so good against his.
 
   He delved his fingers into her top, his heart hammering like a drum, and freed her breasts from the fabric. A throaty groan tumbled from his lips when he pressed his palms to the swollen pink tips to pluck and pull… teasing himself as much as her.
 
   "Oh." Lillian's head fell back as he kneaded, his gaze riveted to the play of his skin on hers, of hard on soft, olive on ivory.
 
   "Lillian…." He lifted his eyes, seeking her permission.
 
   "Yes," she whispered.
 
   He groaned and dipped his head. His tongue darted out – touched, twirled, and tasted. He licked, sucked, bit, teased, and taunted her until she writhed against him, her nails digging into his back and her throaty little moans filling the foyer around them.
 
   "Tristan," she cried out, trembling when he slid his hands down her body to cup and squeeze her ass.
 
   She arched into his touch, begging with her body for more.
 
   He needed her just like this. Panting, begging, moaning… clawing. Not just tonight, but tomorrow, and the next day. Until he exorcised her from his system and the sexual frenzy coursing through him abated. Or embedded her permanently beneath his skin. He didn't really care which happened if it meant feeling her coming apart for him. If it kept her in his life.
 
   Oh. Hell.
 
   He stumbled backward in shock, away from her soft, warm brown eyes and tempting, creamy skin. "Lock the door behind me," he said, spinning on his heel. If he didn't get out now, he'd tumble her into bed, and wouldn't let her leave until she was too exhausted to move or hate him any longer. "Don't open it for anyone you don't know."
 
   Instead of waiting for a response, he flung himself out of her house with a raging desperation to get away, his heart racing and his mind screaming that he couldn't follow through on the plan starting to come together in the back of his mind. That he shouldn't.
 
   He would anyway.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   "Zoë." Tristan ground his teeth together, striving not to yell at his cousin. "If you don't open the door, I swear to God, I will kick it in."
 
   "You better not!" she warned him through the thick wood. "You already kicked in one door this month!"
 
   "Then open up. I need to talk to Jason."
 
   He didn't give a shit if Zoë was mad at him for what he'd said to Lillian. She could banish him from the house after he murdered her husband. Until then, she needed to open the damn door and let him in before he really did do something stupid and attempt to kick in the door. He was pissed off enough to do it, and that hadn't gotten him very far the last time he'd done the same, now had it?
 
   "Have you talked to Lillian yet?" she asked, ignoring his command. Then again, she always did. No one told Zoë Ames what to do. Not even her favorite cousin. She was headstrong and stubborn as all hell, always had been.
 
   "Yes. Jesus Christ, I talked to her tonight, okay?" He crossed his arms, tapping an impatient rhythm on the welcome mat with his foot. The deluge of rain battering the city drowned out the sound, which didn't improve his mood much either. His stroll from Lillian's door to the Rover had drenched him. The dash to Zoë and Jason's front door hadn't improved matters. He was soaking wet, pissed off, and sexually frustrated.
 
   "Oh. Why didn't you say that before?" Zoë called happily. The deadbolt clicked and then the door opened.
 
   "Fucking finally," he muttered.
 
   "Your fault. I would have opened the door sooner if you'd told me you apologized to her already. What did she say? Did she forgive you?" Zoë asked, beaming at him.
 
   Tristan barely spared her a glance, his gaze already trained on Jason who leaned against the wall behind his wife, his expression blank. The bastard knew exactly why Tristan was there.
 
   "Tristan," he said, inclining his head.
 
   Tristan's temper flared. "You bastard," he growled, stepping around Zoë.
 
   Jason didn't even attempt to duck when Tristan took a swing at him. He just braced himself, and waited for the inevitable.
 
   Tristan's right hook hit him in the jaw.
 
   Jason's head snapped back. His center of balanced shifted and he fell, landing on his ass in the floor.
 
   "Tristan!" Zoë screeched.
 
   "You lied to her, you prick." Tristan ignored Zoë, instead glaring down at Jason. "Is that why you demanded I stay away from her?"
 
   Jason remained silent, rubbing his jaw.
 
   "Tristan, what the hell is wrong with you?" Zoë kicked him in the back of the knee, causing him to go down right beside her husband.
 
   He shifted to the side as she attempted to slap him across the back of the head.
 
   "Zoë, enough," Jason barked. "Let me deal with this."
 
   Zoë opened her mouth to argue and then shook her head and stomped off toward the kitchen, muttering under her breath that if they killed each other, she wasn't cleaning it up. She'd just step over their bodies and go stay with her parents.
 
   "Are you done?" Jason asked Tristan when she stormed into the kitchen. "I don't want to have to hit you back because she will leave our sorry asses here if we kill each other."
 
   "You told her I used her." Tristan glared hard at his friend, pushing himself up against the opposite wall. "What the fuck, Jase?"
 
   Jason's mouth thinned into a tight line, but he didn't deny it.
 
   "Christ," Tristan swore as Zoë slammed shit around in the kitchen. "She actually believed you."
 
   "I know," Jason said and fingered his jaw again. "I assume she's home?"
 
   Tristan gave a curt nod.
 
   Jason sighed. "You set her straight?"
 
   "Why?" he asked instead of answering.
 
   "Because of this right here," Jason said, pointing at him. "You were on her doorstep the minute you realized she was home. Better she think you used her than for you to blow your cover and risk her life."
 
   "Dammit," Tristan muttered, wanting to fault his logic, but unable to do so.
 
   "What happened at the club tonight?" Jason asked instead of reaming him for not staying away from Lillian as he'd promised to do.
 
   Zoë stormed back into the foyer.
 
   "Ice," she stated, dropping a bag of ice into each of their laps.
 
   Tristan smiled at her when she threw a towel at him. Her expression thawed, affection replacing anger in her light eyes. It eased a little further when Jason crooned his appreciation, sucking up for all he was worth.
 
   Jackass.
 
   "They've installed a security camera on the storage room door," Tristan said, holding the ice pack to his already bruising knuckles.
 
   "Shit," Jason swore, pressing his own bag of ice to his jaw.
 
   "I didn't get close but it's only a matter of time before someone does." The thought of that happening made him sick to his stomach. "Jase, if someone else dies…."
 
   "Yeah," he answered, sighing heavily. "I know."
 
   Zoë frowned and sank down in the floor beside Jason who wrapped an arm around her, pulling her into his side. He never hid this side of his job from her, but Tristan knew he hated letting her hear it. They both did. Some things, not even his fierce little cousin needed to know.
 
   "I don't know if I can get in," Tristan said, defeated and just really damn tired.
 
   "Maybe we should just raid now."
 
   "No." Tristan clenched his jaw, his eyes narrowed to thin slits. "If we're wrong, they'll walk."
 
   "We might not have a choice. We can't keep waiting around, hoping we catch a break before they start shipping this shit out by the truckload."
 
   "And if we don't wait it out, we'll blow the entire case."
 
   "Then what do you suggest? We've tried to find the lab. We've tried for weeks and we have nothing. In the meantime, people keep dying," Jason said, his retort hard and angry. Frustration and exhaustion mingled in his tone.
 
   Tristan understood exactly how his cousin-in-law felt. It didn't matter how many people like the Vetrov family the DEA stopped, there was always someone else to take their places. And there were always people desperate enough to take the shit people like Anton Vetrov peddled. Even if Tristan and Jason won this battle, they were still losing the war.
 
   The thought sent a wave of exhaustion through him, the kind he felt all the way to his bones. He was too goddamn young to feel so old. But he couldn't walk away from this job any more than Jason could.
 
   "We need another plan," he said, giving in to the inevitable.
 
   "Yeah," Jason sighed, the heavy sound full of defeat. He reached for Zoë, wrapping her hands in his as if needing her touch to ground him in reality.
 
   Zoë met Tristan's gaze, her wide eyes full of worry. Whatever she thought about this case though, she didn't say it. "How's Lillian?" she asked instead.
 
   So far as subject changes went… that one sucked.
 
   "She's pissed, and she's scared."
 
   He kept hoping he'd wake up and this would be some sick, twisted nightmare. But it wasn't. He'd screwed up and gotten involved with Lillian. Now she hovered on the edges of this shit, about to be dragged into the thick of it. That would be his fault and he knew it. But he couldn't stop it any more than he could win this damn drug war. Lillian's refusal to leave forced them both onto a collision course, one he wasn't even sure he wanted to avoid.
 
   "You're going to stay with her," Jason guessed, watching Tristan with a sharp, hawkish expression.
 
   "She won't leave, and I can't let her stay there unprotected." If something happened to her because of him… No way could he handle that beautiful face landing in the long line that haunted his dreams.
 
   "I can pull another agent to watch over her," Jason offered.
 
   No, he couldn't. And Tristan wouldn't let him even if they had another agent to spare. Lillian was his to protect. He'd put her at risk, and it was his job to make sure she didn't suffer because of it.
 
   "No," he said, his voice soft. "She's my responsibility. This one's all on me."
 
   "How long?" Jason asked.
 
   "Until it's over." Tristan blew out a breath and readjusted the bag of ice over his knuckles. "Until she's safe."
 
   "You really like her," Zoë said, more truth than surprise in her voice.
 
   "I don't even know her," Tristan answered, "but fuck if that matters, right? She hates me, but I can't leave her there alone. She-" He shook his head, not finishing that thought. "I'm so fucked."
 
   No one disagreed with him.
 
   "You know how dangerous this is, right?" Jason asked. "If your cover is blown, they'll take it out on her."
 
   "I know," Tristan said, feeling sick to his stomach, "but I'm the one that put her in that position in the first place. I can't just walk away now, not when she might already be in danger because of me." Until he was certain Anton Vetrov had installed that camera out of paranoia and not because of his fuck up the night he'd met Lillian, he couldn't leave her there alone. Not when they'd been together inside Teplo more than once.
 
   "We can call her father; hope he can talk her into leaving."
 
   "We can't. I can't. Christ, Jase, tell me not to do this," Tristan said, his voice raw.
 
   "Would it help?"
 
   Tristan looked at him, not responding. They both knew nothing he said now would help. They'd tried that already, and it'd gotten them exactly nowhere. That camera changed things. Hell, it changed everything. Maybe Jason would follow through on his threat to fire Tristan, but not before he ensured Lillian's safety. Jason wasn't that big of a dick.
 
   "What are you going to tell her?" Zoë asked.
 
   Tristan arched a brow at her.
 
   "I'm serious," she said, arching a brow of her own. "You weren't very nice to her. She might refuse to let you do this."
 
   "I'm not giving her a choice," Tristan said.
 
   "If you interject yourself into her life without giving her a choice in the matter, she'll never forgive you," Zoë said. "You're going to have to give her a reason to let you do this."
 
   "Her safety is reason enough."
 
   "Yeah," Zoë snorted, sarcasm dripping from the word. "That's going to convince her."
 
   Tristan glared at her.
 
   "She was a ballerina, Tristan. You'll have to do better than that."
 
   "What's her career got to do with this?" he asked.
 
   "Everything." Zoë rolled her eyes. "She was one of the most renowned ballerinas in the entire nation, you idiot. She didn't get that far by needing someone to rescue her. She fought for it, so chances are she's independent, strong, and smart. Do you really believe she's going to let you come in and uproot her whole life without telling her the truth about what's going on across the street?"
 
   Well, shit. Tristan hadn't considered that, but now that Zoë brought it up… did he really think he'd just get her to agree to let him move in? Without divulging everything? Like Zoë said, Lillian was strong, and she was smart. She also didn’t like him much. All in all, unless they found a way to convince her, he'd be sleeping on her porch.
 
   "I'll take care of it," Jason said.
 
   Tristan's blood ran cold at the grim edge in his friend's voice.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   "I'm never drinking again," Lillian muttered to herself, stumbling toward the incessant knocking on her front door. Her head throbbed. Her eyes were gritty. Her stomach churned. She just wanted to burrow under the blankets and stay there permanently.
 
   Despite her hangover, trying to drink away the reminder of Tristan's hands on her body and the look in his eyes when he'd all but ran from her the night before had worked surprisingly well. She'd managed to convince herself that he hadn't really said he wanted her. He hadn't run his hands all over her ass or had her nipples in his mouth. There hadn't been any breathless whispers or grinding. And she most definitely hadn't stood there, letting him do what he wanted to her body while she reveled in the sensations he'd brought roaring to life inside her.
 
   Right up until she'd gone to sleep, she'd convinced herself it had never happened, and then the dreams had started. He hadn't dragged himself away from her or stopped in her dreams. He hadn't fled like a coward, either. He'd taken her against the wall, hard and fast and deep, until she'd screamed his name and shattered. The ache of desire still burning low in her belly pissed her off.
 
   She didn't want to want him.
 
   He'd apologized for being an ass, true enough, but that didn't change anything. He'd still used her, still dragged her into the middle of something that terrified her, and then walked away. She hated how much that hurt.
 
   "Just a minute," she yelled when the knock on the door came again. With thick, uncoordinated fingers, she unthreaded the chain on her door, and then twisted the deadbolt, pulling the door open.
 
   Her heart flipped in her chest, dove, and then flipped again.
 
   Tristan leaned against the doorframe, propped up with one muscular arm, a tight smile stretched across his face. Just like the night before, the smile didn't reflect in his eyes. An almost grave determination and something a little too like guilt blazed there. He looked like hell, with dark shadows under his eyes and stubble along his jaw. His hair was a hot mess, sticking up every which way. A tight t-shirt stretched across his body, showing off those muscles that made her crazy.
 
   "You," she said, the only thing she could think of as he stared at her… the same exact thing she said when the same events had unfolded the night before. Him. Tristan. With his beautiful eyes, wicked words, and killer body.
 
   Desire flared deep within her stomach, burning white hot as he stared at her, his gaze flickering up and down her body. Familiar heat reappeared in a warm flood, tightening her nipples. Her heart skipped a beat.
 
   "Good morning, Lillian," he said, his voice soft. Too soft, in fact.
 
   Where was the heat?
 
   The frustration?
 
   And why did he look like he hadn't slept all night?
 
   "May I come in?"
 
   Lillian, stupid, hung-over and lusting woman that she was, stared at him for a long minute before stepping to the side to let him enter. And then she armed the security system and locked the door – deadbolt, knob, and chain all three. Her hands trembled, causing the chain to rattle and clink against the slider.
 
   "You don't need all of that right now," he said from somewhere behind her, his voice soft and velvety. "I won't let anything happen to you."
 
   "Yeah, well, as you reminded me last night, I'm not living across the street from the Cleavers, am I?" She laughed abruptly and blew out a shaky breath, refusing to give in to the little thrill that went through her at his statement. She hadn't asked for his protection, and she damn sure didn't want it. "What exactly am I living across the street from? You accused me of being a drug dealer, a whore, and a murderer… the drugs are self-explanatory. But prostitution? Murder?" She took another uneven breath, looking everywhere but at the man standing behind her, too there to be ignored.
 
   Already, she tottered on the edge of mental, physical, and emotional exhaustion.
 
   Tristan. Teplo. Jason Ames. Tristan. Teplo. Tristan. Tristan, Tristan, Tristan. 'Round and 'round the freaking mulberry bush.
 
   Not even that bottle of wine had shut the weasel up for long.
 
   "How far do I need to run? Oregon? Canada?" Her voice shook, though she wasn't sure if Teplo or Tristan caused the tremor. She wasn't even sure which she referred to. One was just as bad as the other so far as she could see. The things happening at Teplo might kill her. But Tristan… if she was ever stupid enough to let him in again, he would tear her fragile world apart.
 
   "Lillian." He shifted closer to her.
 
   The electricity crackling between them intensified, causing the fine hairs on her arms to stand at attention.
 
   "Don't." She shook her head and backed up a step. "Please, just don't." If he touched her, she'd cry or throw herself at him, and neither appealed to her at the moment. He owed her answers, and she didn't want him walking away before she got them.
 
   He sighed, but didn't try to come any closer. "If you'll get dressed and come with me, I'll answer all of your questions." The words seemed forced, as if he spoke them against his will.
 
   "Where?" She traced the grain of the new door with her gaze, ran her finger over a faint swirl in the heavy slab, and waited.
 
   Her heart beat loudly in the silence stretching between them. One loud, steady throb after another. And then another. She gritted her teeth, her patience wearing thin.
 
   "Headquarters," he finally answered. "I need to take you to the office." He sounded like he didn't want to do that either. And how irritating was that?
 
   She turned to face him, took in his rigid stance, tense jaw and cautious, almost angry expression. "You don't want me to agree to go with you, do you? You'd rather I tell you to go to hell again," she guessed.
 
   His jaw flexed, but he didn't open his mouth. It was confirmation enough. Even now, he didn't want to give her the answers she deserved.
 
   Well, screw him.
 
   "I'll be ready in twenty minutes." She stepped to the side and started to move around him, her own jaw clenched with anger.
 
   "Lillian, wait." His hand landed on her arm, his knuckles bruised as if he'd hit something.
 
   Her stomach flipped. That slow burn low in her belly spread in time to the heat pulsing from his touch.
 
   She counted to ten in her head… and he still didn't say anything.
 
   "Either talk or let me go, Tristan," she sighed, too tired to fight with him now.
 
   "I…." he trailed off and cursed.
 
   "Exactly," she muttered.
 
   "It's not what you think."
 
   "You have no idea what I think." She met his gaze head on, daring him to suggest otherwise. "Would you like me to tell you or would you rather tell me the truth?" she added, her tone falsely sweet.
 
   Bastard.
 
   "I'll wait out here."
 
   She wasn't in the least surprised when he dropped his hand from her arm and stepped back.
 
   God, she should have stayed with Tony and Jennie. At least they'd only been killing her with kindness.
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   Having only met Jason Ames once, Lillian didn't know what to expect when she and Tristan arrived downtown an hour later, but the fourth-floor corner office wasn't what she'd imagined. Jason's office was huge for one thing, and looked more like it belonged in a high rise with a lot of powerful attorneys for another. Dark woods, deep blues, and row upon row of books scrunched between windows stood behind the heavy wooden door. Family photos and historical figure bobble-heads lined the shelves scattered around the room.
 
   Far more interesting to her than any of that, though, was Jason's rumpled appearance. He looked a whole lot less intimidating with his tie hanging loose around his neck and his sleeves rolled up his arms. A dark purple bruise showed through the blond stubble on his jaw.
 
   Lillian stared at that bruise for a long moment, a sick feeling roiling in the pit of her stomach. Her gaze drifted between his jaw and Tristan's hand. "You hit him," she said when the pieces finally clicked. Her shocked gaze flew to Tristan. "Why?"
 
   He shrugged and then pulled the door closed without offering an explanation.
 
   Obviously, that wasn't one of the questions he planned to answer for her today.
 
   Jerk.
 
   "Not undeserved, Miss Maddox," Jason assured her, wincing when he touched the bruise. Giving her a tight smile when he noticed her watching him, he motioned toward the simple chair across from his desk. "Please, have a seat."
 
   Lillian looked at Tristan again, only to find him staring out a large window into the street below, his back to her and his stance tight and rigid. She narrowed her eyes on him and then lowered herself into the chair across from his boss, refusing to let his attitude bother her when he'd been exactly the same way through the entire forty-five minute drive here.
 
   Agent Ames waited until she stopped fidgeting to speak. "I realize you probably don't want to be here, so we'll get on with it." He grabbed a case file from the stack on his desk before sliding out a single sheet of paper. "Do you know what Form SF-312 is, Miss Maddox?"
 
   "No?" She looked at him, confused.
 
   He held the paper out to her, his expression even.
 
   Tristan made a soft noise behind her, half grunt, half curse.
 
   She ignored him and took the paper from between Jason's fingers, looked at it, blinked, and then looked closer. "A non-disclosure agreement?" she asked, her eyes widening.
 
   "Because of the nature of the ongoing investigation into Teplo, certain information does not leave this room," Jason explained, his tone cool. "You'll need to sign the form before we provide you any details. If you disclose any information revealed to you after signing this form, you can and will be prosecuted under the laws of the United States." He paused, as if realizing how harsh he sounded. "If you'd rather not have Tristan witness, I can have Janet come in and do so, or I can have one of our other notaries come up. It's your decision."
 
   "I…." Lillian stared at the document, at a loss for words. For some reason, she'd expected this to be easy. For Tristan to sit her down, for her to say "talk", and for him to start talking. This wasn't anything close to that. This was a binding agreement between her and the government of the United States to keep her mouth shut.
 
   Sweet Jesus.
 
   What had she gotten herself into?
 
   "Miss Maddox," Jason said, his voice quiet and grave, but almost gentle this time. "I wouldn't ask if I weren't required to do so. If you'd rather not sign the form, we'll give you what information we can and do what we can to ensure you aren't in danger."
 
   "Am I?" she asked, looking at him. "In danger, I mean?"
 
   He didn't answer.
 
   Tristan made another sound in the back of his throat.
 
   "Right," she muttered and reached for a pen. "Sign first, ask questions later."
 
   "Will Tristan suffice as a witness, Miss Maddox?" Jason asked.
 
   "Yeah," she said, nodding. It didn't matter to her one way or another who witnessed. Who was she supposed to talk to about any of this anyway? Her parents would flip out, and so would Jen and Tony. She wasn't close enough to anyone else to bother trying to explain the chaos her life had become since she'd walked through the doors at Teplo in search of a little hope.
 
   Tristan's boss waited as she filled out the requisite information with shaking hands, and then slid the paper back across the desk to him. He looked it over and lifted his head, seemingly satisfied.
 
   "Tristan?" he called, glancing up from the form. "I need your signature."
 
   Tristan didn't move, and didn't answer. He continued to stare out the window as if he hadn't heard his boss speak at all. Lillian knew he had though. Those little sounds of disgust he made indicated he heard more than he seemed willing to admit. His lack of cooperation was nothing more than an irritating attempt at being an ass.
 
   She was tired of the attitude. "I don't know what your problem is," she snapped, turning in her chair to better aim her glare at him. "But you need to get the hell over it and sign the damn paper, Tristan."
 
   He spun toward her, his eyes smoldering with anger more intense than he'd displayed even when railing at her about working for the Vetrov family. The tension between them intensified tenfold, so thick she needed a machete to hack through it. Fury and something else lurked in those vivid eyes of his, something dark and predatory and possessive as all hell.
 
   Anyone else probably would have cowered from the dangerous vibe radiating from him, but Lillian didn't waver or back down. She held his angry, dominating glare, her own firmly in place.
 
   She'd had just about enough of his bullshit. Either he signed the damn paper or he got someone else to come in who would. She wanted him out of her life, and if that meant he signed the stupid form, that's what he'd do.
 
   It was that simple.
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   Tristan didn't want to sign the N.D.A. If he did, Jason would explain all about the Vetrov case, and then he'd ask for Lillian's help. He'd dress it up pretty, make her believe she would be as safe as a kitten in a box, and before all was said and done, Lillian would be working for Jason… all because Tristan had fucked up.
 
   The night before, when Jason pitched the idea, Tristan hated it. After watching Lillian try to chain the door with shaking hands this morning, after seeing the fear in her eyes when she asked how far she needed to run… he didn't feel any better about what they were about to ask of her. Worse, in fact.
 
   Like he'd told Jason, she was just a ballerina, a beautiful woman hovering on the edges of his world because he'd been selfish enough to touch her as if he had a right. As he'd come to realize the instant he saw that light burning in her window, however, he hadn't had a right. None at all. The Vetrov family was dangerous, and he'd already risked putting her in the line of fire.
 
   If he signed the form, he ignored that glaring truth.
 
   "Sign the damn form, Tristan," she snapped, still glaring at him. "Now."
 
   "Fuck." He tore his gaze from hers, pissed at himself, at Jason, and the world in general. He felt Lillian relax back into her seat as he scrawled his name, badge number, and the date. The tension between the two of them – running from hot and desirous to angry and frigid and then back again – receded when he tossed the pen down on the desk and strode back to the window without another word.
 
   The view offered little more than cars on the road below and buildings scattered around, but looking out at the world was better than the alternative. It was safer than vulnerable, angry brown eyes and reassuring, calm smiles from Jason. Saner than silky brown hair glinting red as the play of light and shadow hit it.
 
   What the hell were they even doing here?
 
   Lillian said nothing as Jason related the basic facts of the case to her. Even after he wound down, she didn't speak. Silence permeated the room, going on for so long Tristan had to grit his teeth to keep himself from begging her to say something. When he couldn't take it any longer, he turned to find her staring at the wall, a thoughtful frown on her face.
 
   "What does that mean?" she finally asked, shifting in her seat to look at Jason. "You say the club is responsible for those people's deaths, but they took the drugs of their own free will. The club owners may be criminals, but that's not murder."
 
   "Have you ever heard of the Len Bias Law?"
 
   She shook her head.
 
   "In the 1980s, a prominent college basketball player died of an overdose days after being drafted to the NBA," Jason explained quickly. "Several new drug laws were implemented as a result. One of those laws, the Len Bias Law, allows a dealer to be held responsible if he supplies drugs to someone who then overdoses."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "We try to avoid using it because, as you say, most addicts make their own decisions, but in some instances, the law can be helpful in getting dealers off the streets."
 
   "And that's what's going on here?" Lillian asked.
 
   "No," Tristan answered for Jason, meeting Lillian's gaze when she looked at him, her expression neutral and full of intelligence. "We aren't sure the victims here took the drug by choice."
 
   Lillian's eyes widened. 
 
   "Kalani Abrams, the first victim, worked for Anton Vetrov as an assistant of sorts." He leaned back against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest to hide his clenched fists as he spoke. "Not long before she died, she quit without reason. When her sister found her, she'd been banged up pretty good. She had a black eye and broken fingers. Her sister says Kalani used Ecstasy occasionally, but Kalani had enough cocaine, heroin, LSD, and Ecstasy in her system to kill someone three times her size."
 
   "She'd had a physical altercation with her boyfriend," Jason said, picking up where he left off, "so we can't rule out the possibility that the injuries came from him, but we were able to clear him as a suspect in her death. We would have written her case off as an overdose, except a week later, Lisa Dobbs reported her husband, Randall, missing. The morning he disappeared, he requested a meeting with a detective in Seattle's narcotics unit. He refused to talk over the phone, but he swore he had information on something big happening right here in Seattle.
 
   "He never made it to the meeting. S.P.D. found him in a motel on the far side of the city two days later. Same combination of drugs in his system, only he didn't use as far as anyone in his life knew. Autopsy didn't show any evidence of long-term drug use either. The one common factor we've been able to find is the Vetrov family, Miss Maddox. Randall Dobbs did the books for the club up until four months ago."
 
   "The other six look like straightforward OD's. Same combination of drugs, different backgrounds, different areas of the city. The only thing they have in common is Teplo," Tristan finished, staring at Lillian as if to impress the seriousness of the situation on her. "All were known to have visited the club, four of them in the days before their deaths. We think Anton Vetrov's people slipped them doses of their drug to test it out."
 
   "What is this drug? Why is it so dangerous?" she asked.
 
   "It's a blend of X and LSD, cut with heavy doses of heroin and cocaine. Such powerful drugs are dangerous in and of themselves, but mixing them is something else altogether," Tristan answered, clenching his jaw against the old, familiar anger. "If you survive, the high is supposedly out of this world. Problem is: many don't survive. Their hearts can't take it. You saw the people in the club, Lillian. They're addicted to some pretty heavy shit already. It'd take nothing to get them hooked on this. If this hits the market, we won't be able to stop it. Who knows how many will die as a result?"
 
   Lillian's face paled. The intelligent gleam in her eye dimmed as fear crept into her expression. Tristan didn't want to go any further when he saw her hands tremble in her lap, but she needed to know the truth. If she agreed to this, she needed to know what she faced.
 
   "We have to take them down before it gets that far. We're almost certain Anton Vetrov had Kalani and Dobbs killed for what they knew," he murmured. "If you want to cover up a murder or two, why not bury it under a handful of other, similar cases? Make it look like they went on a bender just like the others and simply didn't come out the other end. People like Anton Vetrov… they don't care who gets hurt."
 
   "Even if that's not the case and the ODs were accidental, we have to shut them down," Jason reiterated when Tristan stopped to seethe. "But we can't prove any of this. All we have are suspicions and rumors. Even if we could get a warrant at this point, we risk losing the supply. We have to wipe it out when we take them down or it'll be too late to stop it."
 
   And if that wasn't a set-up to ask for her help, Tristan didn't know what was.
 
   Jason didn't disappoint. "That's the other reason you're here, Miss Maddox."
 
   "Excuse me?" Lillian blinked at him.
 
   Tristan tensed, balling his hands into tight fists. He didn't want Jason to go through with this. All night long, he'd warred with himself over taking this step. But he didn't say anything to stop Jason either.
 
   "We think they've set their lab up in the basement beneath the club, but we can't get into it unless we go in through the club, which is what Tristan's trying to do. Unfortunately, he hasn't been successful, and we have reason to believe he may have garnered some unwanted attention inside. We can't send him back in without a reason, Miss Maddox," Jason said, looking straight at Tristan as if telling him that he could stop this right now.
 
   Tristan cursed himself silently, and then nodded for Jason to continue.
 
   "We'd like to ask for your help, Miss Maddox."
 
   "My help?" Lillian looked at Jason and then Tristan, her expression rife with confusion and skepticism.
 
   "He wants you to pose as my girlfriend, Lillian," Tristan said, his voice so soft it barely carried. "I'd live with you until the investigation is complete, and you'd come with me to the club to help me blend in." He pleaded with his eyes for her to tell them both to go to hell.
 
   She didn't though. She just kept staring at him, searching for something, some answer or sense… God only knew what she hoped to see on his face. He clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to demand she give an answer right then and there. He didn’t have that right, and he wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer anyway. Asking this of her went against everything he'd ever believed, but goddamn, they needed her help, and he wanted her enough to justify asking.
 
   "You would be compensated for your time, of course. And since I understand you've decided to remain in your home, Tristan would also be able to ensure that you can safely continue to do so," Jason said, trying to sweeten the deal.
 
   "What happens if I say no?" she asked, still holding Tristan's gaze. Her tone gave away nothing. It was level, calm. Her expression was neutral, too.
 
   How could she remain so composed when he felt like she'd just punched him in the gut?
 
   "We'll make sure you aren't targeted either way," he said, promise vibrating in his tone.
 
   She nodded, seeming hesitant. "And what happens to the investigation?"
 
   "We try to find another way in," Tristan lied.
 
   "You'd try," Lillian said, another shadow flickering through her eyes. "There isn't another way in, is there?"
 
   Tristan bit his tongue, torn between telling her the truth and keeping her out of this. It wasn't her fight. She didn't need to do this. And yet…. And yet, part of him wanted her to say yes.
 
   That part shamed him.
 
   "Is there another way?" she asked when he didn't answer her question.
 
   He hesitated for a long moment before sighing, defeated. "Not that we're aware of."
 
   Lillian nodded as if she'd expected that answer.
 
   When she glanced up, their gazes caught and held. Just like that, Tristan felt like he'd been bowled over. How could one woman make him feel so off-balanced? So keyed up and calm at once?
 
   He didn’t know, but she accomplished both without even trying.
 
   "They'll get away with murder," she murmured into the heavy silence hanging between them. Her calm façade cracked. Her tone wavered, caught between uncertain question and sad statement of fact.
 
   Tristan flinched when she licked her lips, and then he nodded, reluctant to give her the truth, but too much an agent to stop himself. "More than likely. We could try to prosecute under the Len Bias Law, but we have no proof the drugs are coming from them. All we have are rumors. Until we're sure we know where they're keeping the supply, we can't risk it."
 
   She stared at him for another long, silent minute. Determination and resolve shone in her eyes, lighting them like torches. She didn't have to speak for him to know her answer, but she did anyway.
 
   "I'll do it," she said, a faint tremor in her voice. "Whatever you require of me, I'll do it."
 
   "Lillian…." Her name tumbled from his lips, half plea, half sigh of surrender.
 
   "I have to," she said before he found the voice to argue with her.
 
   "Lillian…." He tried to ask her to say no, but when her warm brown gaze tangled with his, the words died in his throat. He tried a different tactic instead. "This might not work," he cautioned.
 
   "I know," she said, and then shrugged one shoulder. "I want to try anyway."
 
   "If they do suspect me, you'll be a target. If you walk through those doors with me again and they figure out who I am, they will come after you, Lillian. And they won't stop until you're dead."
 
   "If they're watching you, they've already seen me with you," she countered. "So how's that any different from where things stand right now?"
 
   Tristan didn't have an answer for her because, dammit all, he couldn't guarantee that she wasn't already on their radar because of him. Because he'd been selfish enough to drag her back into Teplo when he fucking knew better. He hadn't stopped to think or consider what that might mean for her. He hadn't wanted to stop and think where she was concerned. But he couldn't tell her that.
 
   "You'll be in the club with me, night after night," he said instead.
 
   "I know that."
 
   She might have been determined, but she wasn't an agent. She didn't know what she was agreeing to do. Or how badly this could go for her. People like Anton and Paulo Vetrov didn’t care who they hurt; they'd already proved that much.
 
   "The things you'll see-"
 
   "I know," she cut in, swallowing hard. Her gaze dropped to her leg before darting away. "Believe me, I know what drug addiction is capable of doing to people, and what people are capable of doing while high."
 
   Self-loathing swarmed Tristan. He reached out and tucked a tendril of her hair behind her right ear. "I'll keep you safe," he promised her. "No matter what you decide, you won't be hurt because of me."
 
   Lillian tilted her head back and looked up at him. She seemed surprised, as if she hadn't expected him to care what happened to her. That bothered him more than anything, that she distrusted him so much. That he'd fucked up so badly, she had no reason to trust him.
 
   "Thank you," she finally murmured, a rosy blush staining her cheeks.
 
   He cleared his throat and stepped back, needing distance. He felt like a livewire any time he touched her. Every part of him ached to strip her bare and fuck her senseless. He couldn’t think straight, and right now, he needed to focus. How the hell else was he going to get through this meeting?
 
   Hell, how was he going to get through the coming days? He had no clue, but for her sake, he had to keep his distance from her.
 
   "How, uh, how are you going to get in the storage room?" Lillian asked, almost as if she felt the tension radiating from him and wanted to dodge it.
 
   "No clue," he said, propping himself against the window. He ran a hand through his hair, trying to switch gears and stop thinking about bending her over Jason's desk and taking her until any uncertainty between them vanished.
 
   "Then I guess it's a good thing I agreed to help, isn't it?" Her shaky laugh belied her nerves.
 
   "No," he muttered before he could stop himself, "not really."
 
   She flinched as if he'd struck her.
 
   He opened his mouth to apologize, and then snapped it closed, unsure if he was unwilling or simply unable to explain. She had her own demons to contend with. No need to pile his on her shoulders, too. Opting to concentrate on the matter at hand instead, he said, "While we're inside, I'll be looking for a way into their lab. We probably won't be able to get around the camera, but maybe we can create a diversion big enough to get me in. Once I lay eyes on the lab, Jason can have a warrant signed before they have time to move it."
 
   "Is that even legal?" she asked, glancing between him and Jason. "I mean, you can't just sneak into a private area, can you? What about privacy laws?"
 
   "I'll do what I have to do, Lillian."
 
   Her eyes widened, but she didn't say anything.
 
   "What he means, Miss Maddox," Jason drawled, shooting Tristan a disapproving frown, "is that he's not necessarily performing a search. If he happens to stumble across evidence of a drug lab while in a public club, he's not violating the law."
 
   Lillian shifted in her chair, an eyebrow arched as if she knew he was feeding her a bunch of bullshit.
 
   Jason didn't say anything further. His silence was as good as an admission that they walked a very fine line. But sometimes, the end justified the means. They did what they had to do to keep people alive, and let the courts sort out the rest. At most, the evidence he found in the lab would be inadmissible, but by then, the drug supply would be destroyed, and they would have had enough time to secure enough admissible evidence to gain a solid conviction. All they needed was time. If bending the law as far as it would go bought them a little, Tristan could live with that.
 
   "Better this than another dead body, don't you think?" he asked, pinning her with a heated look.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   "Better this than another dead body, don't you think?"
 
   Lillian stared at Tristan, speechless. He sounded so… she wasn't sure how to describe the way he sounded, really. Like an avenging angel, maybe, willing to do whatever he had to do to save lives. The fiery look in his eye didn't mesh with that whole avenging angel scenario, though. And neither did the rage he'd flung at her so many days ago. This was personal for him, and that worried her.
 
   What exactly had she gotten herself into?
 
   An hour ago, she'd wanted to get this over with and get him out of her life… and now she'd given him free rein to stay there for God only knew how long. How the hell was she supposed to keep it together around him day in and day out? Every time he looked at her, she remembered the way his body felt pressed to hers.
 
   She didn't trust him. She was angry at him. Every part of her still craved his touch. And now she was putting her safety completely in his hands, and she didn't really know why. Well, that wasn't strictly true. She wanted to help. But if it came down to her safety or the case, would he keep his promise to her? Could he?
 
   She scrutinized his expression.
 
   He focused his blue eyes on her, and those little sparks of desire hummed to life again.
 
   Her cheeks warmed.
 
   Heat unfurled in her belly.
 
   She shifted positions in her seat, squirming.
 
   She wanted him. And the heat in his gaze made it clear part of him wanted the same thing.
 
   "Lillian," he said, his lips shaping her name like a kiss. A promise lingered in his tone. A predatory gleam entered his eyes. He curled his hands into fists as if to keep himself from reaching out and plucking her up from her chair.
 
   She tore her gaze away from him, focusing instead on a spot on the far wall.
 
   Silence reigned in the room for long moments.
 
   The clock hanging behind Jason's desk ticked loudly, too loudly.
 
   Her heart still thundered.
 
   "I don't want my father to know about this," she blurted, grasping for some semblance of order and control before the sparks dancing between her and Tristan caught fire and exploded right there.
 
   "Of course not," Jason said. His chair squeaked as he leaned forward.
 
   "Wh-what do I need to do?" she asked, turning gratefully to face him.
 
   "Follow Tristan's lead," he advised. "He'll tell you what you need to know and will make sure that you have anything you might require." He slid a manila file folder across the desk to her. "We'll also need you to fill these out over the next couple of days."
 
   "What are they?" she asked, grabbing the folder from the desk. A sheaf of papers fell out.
 
   "Emergency contact information, a compensation agreement, private consultant contracts… standard paperwork," he assured her when she shot him a skeptical look, her brows raised and her lips pursed.
 
   She nodded before shoving the papers back into the folder, unwilling to sign anything else until she and Tristan talked. They needed to set ground rules, and get a few things straight before she committed fully to seeing this through.
 
   "Until this is over," Jason said, his expression sympathetic and grave at the same time, "if anyone asks, you and Tristan are dating. The two of you are a normal couple. You and he will come up with a history for yourselves, but you'll want to keep it as close to the truth as you can. Tristan can fill you in on his cover and all of the details you'll need. It's imperative you remember those details."
 
   Lillian fidgeted in the chair, her mind spinning in dizzy circles.
 
   "You're a ballerina, Miss Maddox. You've played many roles in the course of your career. If anyone can do this, you can. And Tristan will be there the entire time. You won't enter the club without him and will not, at any time, be left alone in your home until the case is over. If Tristan cannot be there, someone else will. Understand?"
 
   "I understand." She climbed to her feet, ready to get the hell out of there before he threw anything else at her… like deciding she and Tristan should play husband and wife.
 
   Jesus, did stuff like that actually happen?
 
   Tristan stepped forward to meet her, his expression as grim as ever.
 
   Did he want to do this? Or was he being forced?
 
   The thought that he might not have had a choice in this made her sick to her stomach.
 
   "Miss Maddox," Jason called as she started toward the door.
 
   She turned back to him to find that same sympathetic, serious expression on his face. It was a strange mix of understanding, apology, and hard-ass cop. He unnerved her when he looked at her like that. Reminded her of her dad in a way, like he saw every little thing she'd ever done wrong.
 
   "Yes?" she asked calmly, far more calmly than she felt.
 
   "Do not discuss the case with anyone. So far as your family and friends know, your cover is reality."
 
   Oh. Hell. Her father was going to kill her.
 
   "Yes, sir," she answered, lurching toward the door on trembling legs.
 
   "I need tropicamide and Mydfrin," Tristan said from behind her while she wrestled with the door, her hands shaking.
 
   She had no clue what that was, but Jason obviously did.
 
   "You're sure?" he asked.
 
   "I'm not taking her in there without it. Just get it. Call John if you have to."
 
   "I'll have it delivered to her house as soon as I can. Make sure-"
 
   "Yeah, I will," Tristan cut Jason off, stepping up beside Lillian. He opened the door and strolled out before she could ask what he was supposed to make sure of.
 
   She followed behind him, her stomach in knots. She was in so far over her naïve little head.
 
   So, so far.
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   Lillian didn't say a word as they left Jason's office. In fact, she didn't speak at all until they were almost back to her house. Tristan wanted to ask if she was okay, but her pale face screamed that she wasn't. She kept her expression blank as she stared out of the windshield, her mind obviously still trying to sort things out.
 
   Less than ten minutes from her house, she finally spoke, pulling a relieved sigh from Tristan.
 
   "Who's John?"
 
   "My uncle," he answered. That wasn't one of the questions he'd expected. "He's a surgeon here in the city."
 
   "Oh. What's… tropicamide?" She fumbled the word and glanced over at him before averting her eyes, her hands still clutched around the forms Jason had given her.
 
   "Ah, eye dilation drops." Tristan flipped on the blinker and exited the interstate.
 
   "Eye dilation… Oh." She muttered something under her breath he didn't catch, and then took a deep breath.
 
   "Just a precaution," he said to her when she fell silent.
 
   "Precaution. Right." She sighed, dropping her head back against the seat. "I have no idea what I'm doing here. This is so far beyond anything I know."
 
   Tristan glanced over at her. "It's not too late to change your mind."
 
   She laughed and closed her eyes. They popped open almost immediately. "You'd like that, wouldn't you? For me to change my mind?"
 
   He met her probing gaze for just a minute and then shrugged. What was he supposed to say? It wasn't fucking fair for them to ask a ballerina to do this, to ask her to do this. It bothered him that he was the reason she felt obligated to help.
 
   When he'd gone to Jason, he'd never intended for shit to play out this way. He'd wanted to protect her, not drag her in even deeper. Fuck if that had stopped him from letting Jason do exactly that though.
 
   "Right," she muttered and subsided into stony silence for the rest of the drive.
 
   Tristan groaned when he saw the angry, hurt look on her face. "It's not what you think," he said, unable to take the silence any longer as he maneuvered the Rover into her driveway and put it in park.
 
   "Yeah, I've heard that before." She climbed from the vehicle without another word, slamming the door, then limping toward the house with her head held high and her back ramrod straight.
 
   Dammit.
 
   "Lillian, wait!" He turned the SUV off and sprinted after her.
 
   She turned to face him, her eyes narrowed. "What? You keep telling me it's not what I think. What is it then, Tristan? You look at me one way, and then you act like you'd rather be anywhere but stuck in the same general area as me. So tell me what I'm supposed to think because I don't know!"
 
   "I-" Yet again, he had no clue how to say what needed to be said. He just…. Christ, he just wanted her to stop looking at him like she wanted to kill him. That'd be a great start.
 
   "I get it, okay?" she said quietly, turning to shove the key into the lock.
 
   "Do you?" he asked when she threw the door open and stormed inside, not even bothering to see if he followed her or not. He shut the door behind himself and locked it, seriously doubting she understood how he felt. It wasn't the same for her. It couldn't be because she wasn't the one asking him to do something she had no right to ask of him. That burden rested on his shoulders alone.
 
   "Yeah, I do." She spun to face him, her expression wavering between exhaustion, anger, and hurt. "Just answer one question for me. If you didn't want me to do this, why did you even bother taking me to see Jason this morning? Why not just tell him I said no and be done with it? Why force me to make a choice if you were just going to be an ass about it?"
 
   "I don't know," he lied, leaning back against the door.
 
   "Right." Lillian shook her head before tossing the envelope of papers to the table beside the door. "I don't know which one of us is the real idiot here. I cannot believe I agreed to this. I actually thought…. So stupid," she mumbled, jerking the clip out of her hair.
 
   "Why did you agree?" He eyed her, his groin tightening when her hair tumbled down her back and that light, floral scent wafted through the foyer.
 
   She gathered her hair up into her hand and twisted it back into a bun, staring at him with that same frustrated, irritated, and hungry look on her face. "You tell me," she said, hurt trickling into those warm brown eyes once more. "God, I am so stupid."
 
   "You aren't stupid." He pushed away from the door, his arms crossed over his chest to keep himself from reaching out for her. "If you don't want to do this, you can still say no. I meant what I said in Jason's office; I'll make sure you're safe."
 
   "That's not the point." She shot him another frustrated look.
 
   "Then what is the point?" he asked, his own discontent with the situation growing by leaps and bounds. "Why did you agree to this? Christ, you're just a ballerina, beautiful. This isn't your life."
 
   "And that bothers you, doesn't it? That I'm just a ballerina."
 
   "It doesn't bother me nearly enough," he retorted. "Christ, you don't know what you're getting into here, and you just fucking agreed to it anyway. I'm not stron-" He snapped his mouth closed, growling wordlessly.
 
   "What is your problem?" she demanded. "Why are you such an ass? What did I ever do to you, Tristan?"
 
   She opened her mouth to say something else, but he cut her off, incapable of stopping himself. He didn't want to stop anyway. He was tired of dancing around the truth. "I don't want you hurt. Christ, is that so goddamned difficult to grasp?" He raked a hand through his hair, tugging the strands. "I. Don't. Want. You. Hurt. Not because I can't keep my damn hands to myself when I'm around you."
 
   Lillian's eyes widened, whatever she was going to say cut short as she looked at him. Really looked at him. Her shocked gaze rolled over him like a wave, sending heat and desire crashing down on him. He curled his hands into fists in the creases of his arms in a last ditch effort to keep himself from snatching her up and kissing her.
 
   "It's not your choice to make," she said then.
 
   "No?" He arched a brow at her. "None of this would be an issue if it weren't for me."
 
   "Well, at least you admit that much," she huffed, and then sighed. "I don’t even know you, and I'm already sick of arguing with you."
 
   "Then don't," he suggested, liking the sound of that plan a whole hell of a lot. "Just… don't."
 
   She stared at him for a long, silent minute. A parade of emotion crossed her face, flickering too quickly for him to separate one from the next. "Tell me you don't need my help," she finally said, holding his gaze. "Tell me you want me to tell Jason I changed my mind, and I will."
 
   "Would you?" He swallowed hard. "You'd walk away right now if I asked?"
 
   "Yeah, I would."
 
   "Why?"
 
   Why did what he wanted matter so much to her?
 
   "Because that would make it easier, wouldn't it?" She waved her hand around to indicate the two of them facing off in her foyer. "Being around you drives me crazy, and I'm not so sure it's any different for you. Walking away right now would be better than putting us through more of this same argument."
 
   Well, that was true enough, wasn't it? Letting her go would be better than this… except he couldn't do it. He didn't really want to, even if that meant damning them both. Which he'd already done. So why fight it?
 
   "I'm sorry," he said, apologizing for the things he couldn't put to words. "I wish I could tell you not to do this, but I can't. That probably makes me a complete prick, since you'd be safer if you'd said no, but I wanted you to agree."
 
   "Why?" Her question barely carried across the foyer to him, but sounded no less probing for it. "Tell me that much, Tristan."
 
   A thousand different answers flitted through his mind, a thousand different ways to tell her that she captivated him, drove him insane, and made him want to keep her safe. All true, but none nowhere near descriptive enough to answer her question. He chose to show her instead. No stopping, regretting, or doubting. Just, for once, quelling those doubts running through her pretty little head, and answering her questions, truth for truth. His and hers. Theirs. Why they were standing here, fighting each other so hard. Why he wanted to keep standing here fighting her in the days to come… and why she'd let him.
 
   He waited until her questioning gaze sought him out, and then he made his move. Two steps and he stood in front of her, dragging her into his arms. Two sharp breaths, one from him and one from her – both full of relief, surprise, and desire – as soft met hard, and then his mouth covered hers.
 
   She didn't fight him, question him, or tell him to stop.
 
   Winding her arms around his neck, she tilted her head back and opened her mouth to him with a little sigh of surrender. Their hands slipped, slid, grasped, and tugged until they melted together. Sparks turned to electric, liquid flame as their tongues twined together – teasing, tasting, pressing, pulling, and stroking. Both frantic, desperate… needing more from the other. Both honest, quiet, and relieved. Both acknowledging that this was why. Why she'd said yes, and why he wouldn't ask her to change her mind now. Why they fought, why they drove one another crazy… why they both wanted to do this.
 
   Tristan groaned into her mouth and tugged her closer, needing to feel her beautiful little body moving against his. She didn't disappoint. As he held her to him with one hand at her nape and the other on the small of her back, her breasts met his chest. She circled her hips with his, bringing her pussy close to the hard ridge of his cock in her search for friction and relief and him.
 
   With her in his arms, it was easy to say what he hadn't earlier.
 
   "Christ, beautiful, I want you. I wanted you to say yes, because I'm bastard enough to want to keep you here like this. You… fuck, I want this, Lillian." His mouth landed on hers.
 
   "Tristan," she groaned, her body shuddering. "Please."
 
   One word, one please, and all thoughts of stopping vanished, melting away as if they hadn't been there at all. For all he knew, they hadn't. They were just smoke and mirrors. Bullshit lines he fed himself because the truth scared him. He released her nape, his hand traveling down her back and onto her ass. He cupped, squeezed… and groaned again when she whispered another little plea into his mouth.
 
   "Where's your bedroom, baby?" he demanded. Their tongues still danced with one another in an erotic promise. He sucked her bottom lip into his mouth and tugged with his teeth before pulling back and pressing his erection into her through her skirt. "I need you naked. Now."
 
   Lillian froze as soon as the frantic confession left his mouth.
 
   "No," she said, no longer pulling him close but pushing him away. "No, Tristan. Let me go."
 
   "Shit." Heat gave way to ice in an instant.
 
   His arms slipped from around her as soon as her feet were on the ground. She stumbled and then righted herself, one hand pressed to her mouth and her eyes wide and wary in her flushed face.
 
   Tristan cursed at that look. "Lillian, I'm-"
 
   "No." She shook her head, her hand still pressed to her swollen lips. Her expression hardened. "You don't get to kiss me like that, Tristan. You don't get to rile me up and then walk out. I won't-" She gulped, practically babbling. "You can't just…. Not again."
 
   "I'm not going anywhere," he said, looking down at her. "I'm not going to-"
 
   "Not going to what?" Her eyes flashed, daring him to answer that question.
 
   "I'm not-" He wanted to tell her he wouldn't walk away, but he wasn't so sure that was true. He wanted her, but he wouldn't fuck her when she'd only regret it, and she would regret it if he took her now. "It's not you," he told her instead, wishing he could take back the ill-advised words the moment they left his mouth.
 
   Lillian flinched as if he'd struck her, her face paling beneath the flush in her cheeks. "Not me?" She laughed, the sound jagged and harsh, angry. "Right."
 
   Way to go, you moron, he cursed himself.
 
   "I want you, Lillian. That hasn't changed." He blew out a breath, frustrated that he couldn't seem to think straight around her, let alone find words to explain why he kept walking away from her. "I just-"
 
   "You want me, just not enough." Her wide, angry eyes met his, held for a moment, and then darted away. She ran a hand through her hair, fingers catching in snarls he'd helped cause. "Fine. What happens now?" The faint tremble in her voice screamed that he'd hurt her.
 
   "I want you more than I did the first night," he said, ignoring her question. They weren't doing that shit, avoiding the issue until one or the other of them snapped. Christ, his blood still boiled. His mind was clouded by her scent, her taste. And yet again, she got it all wrong, assumed he didn't want her enough when the problem was that he wanted her too much. But he didn't want her to hate him, and he certainly didn't want her to regret what he'd do to her when she finally gave in to him.
 
   "Do you trust me, Lillian?" he asked instead of trying to explain.
 
   She took another shaky breath and then cursed and squared her shoulders. Her expression firmed into one of cool resolve. "No, I don't trust you. And I'm not sure I even like you."
 
   He nodded once, refusing to give in to the little ripple of hurt threatening to shoot through him at her answer. It wasn't like he hadn't expected that truth. Hell, wasn't like he didn't deserve it, either. "I want you, Lillian. I want you against that fucking wall." He jerked his chin in the direction of the wall in question. "I want you bent over the table by the door. On the floor. In your bed. In mine. Across the street in the middle of the dance floor. Anywhere you'll let me and every way you'll let me." He looked at her, letting her see exactly how much he meant that.
 
   She swallowed, her wide-eyed gaze darkening, held captive by his own.
 
   He took a step toward her, reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Sparks sizzled and popped where his skin met hers. He let his arm drop slowly, dragging his fingertips down her cheek and onto her neck before shoving his hands deep into his pockets.
 
   Pitching his voice low, he killed them both with words and one long, heated looked. "I want you panting, moaning, and screaming until you can't move, baby. But I'm not going to fuck you when you'd just regret it later. When I take you to bed – and I do mean when, Lillian, not if. When I take you, you're not going to regret sleeping with me. You're going to know exactly how much I want you, and you're going to beg for it."
 
   He fucking meant that too. When she begged him, told him she believed him, he'd fuck her until she couldn't move and her voice went hoarse from screaming his name. For days, if she'd let him. But not until, even if keeping his hands to himself did kill him.
 
   "No. I won't." She shook her head, almost as if trying to deny to herself that she'd give in to him. She would though. They both knew she would.
 
   He chuckled at the outraged, excited look on her face. "You will, Lillian. You'll want it as badly as I do, and you'll beg for it, sweetheart." A wicked smile curved his lips upward as he imagined her spread beneath him, pleading for more. "Or maybe you won't." He forced himself to shrug. "Either way, I won't fuck you until you beg me to."
 
   He waited for her response, waited for the inevitable explosion.
 
   She didn't blow up though. Instead, she shocked the hell out of him by ignoring his little barb. "The case, Tristan," she said, arching a brow as if unaffected by him.
 
   He wanted to gnash his teeth in frustration at that response. He wanted… something. A fuck you, a glare, a derisive laugh, for her to seduce him, slap him. But Lillian wasn't that simple. She challenged him by ignoring it altogether… and that made him want to wrap her legs around his waist all that much more.
 
   If she didn't cave sooner rather than later, he wouldn't survive the coming weeks.
 
   "You drive me insane, beautiful."
 
   "Welcome to the club." She turned on her heel and limped further into the house, a breathless hitch in her voice. "You've been driving me crazy since I met you, and you know what's really messed up about it?"
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   "I said yes to Jason anyway."
 
   Lillian wound her way through the living room, Tristan following behind her. He came to a dead stop in the center of the room, trying to take it in. She'd decorate the room simply, and he had a feeling it wasn't what she would have picked given a real choice. Aside from one deep chaise, the furniture was functional, and looked uncomfortable as hell. Pieces designed for ease of use rather than comfort. The tables beside the couch and chair were bracketed to the wall as if to help provide support. A collage of ballet photographs spread across the wall above the couch, Lillian's past screaming a warning at him.
 
   Christ.
 
   He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, feeling like a bastard. If he hadn't known before how hard things were for her, standing in the middle of her living room illustrated the depth and breadth of her injuries in a painful, blatant way. She struggled just to make it through the day, and he planned to drag her into the middle of a war.
 
   "Don't you dare, Tristan Riley," she whispered from across the room.
 
   He popped his eyes open to find her glaring daggers at him, her back as straight as it'd been when she'd stormed away from him half an hour before. "Don't you feel sorry for me, or pity me, or say anything." She turned around and shuffled away without another word.
 
   Pity her?
 
   Tristan eyed the wall-to-wall shelves of books and DVDs, the uncomfortable looking furniture, the photographs spread across the wall, and saw nothing but her determination and persistence, and his own selfishness.
 
   Following after her, he stopped in the doorway to the kitchen when he found her propped against the island, her head thrown back with her eyes fixed on the ceiling and the long line of her neck exposed. He fought the urge to put his lips to the pulse he knew raced there.
 
   He didn't pity her, not even close.
 
   "Most people who've been through what you've dealt with would have run screaming from Teplo and from me." He waited until she tilted her head forward to look at him before continuing. "They would have run and they wouldn't have looked back, but you didn't. You came back here after what I did, and you told me to go to hell."
 
   "Still haven't changed my mind about that," she muttered.
 
   Tristan ignored the little barb. "You had every reason in the world to tell Jason no today, but you didn't. You looked him in the eye and you told him that you'd do this. Even if you have to put up with me to do it, and even with that limp you try so hard to hide, you agreed to walk in there, knowing exactly what you risk by doing so. So no, Lillian, I don't pity you or feel sorry for you. I admire the hell out of you."
 
   She swallowed hard, but didn't break eye contact. "You wouldn't do the same?"
 
   "I'd rip your partner's balls off for hurting you," he answered, moving closer to her. "And then I'd tell me and Jason to fuck off for even asking for help after the things I said to you." He held her gaze, groaning aloud when her lips parted and her tongue darted out to wet the bottom before disappearing back into her lovely mouth.
 
   He was so very fucked… and he wasn't stupid enough to try to pretend he wasn't.
 
   Please, let her cave soon, he pleaded to whichever God still listened to people like him.
 
   "I, uh, still haven't ruled that out." Lillian took a hurried step away, though not quite fast enough to hide the shiver that raced through her when his arm grazed hers.
 
   "Good idea," he murmured.
 
   "Would you really have said no if you were in my place?" she asked after a long moment, curiosity brimming in her tone.
 
   "Yeah," he said, "I would have." He wasn't a forgiving person. He wasn't a particularly giving person either. Lillian though… Lillian was. And that was just one more reason she didn't belong in his world any more than people like him belonged in hers.
 
   "Why's this so personal to you?" she asked.
 
   "Why is what personal?"
 
   "The Vetrov family. This case. Why do you care so much?"
 
   "Someone has to," he said, skirting around the truth. "Drug addicts are nobodies to the rest of the world. They're a problem, subhuman. And when they die, they're nothing more than another statistic to most of society."
 
   "Hmm." Lillian traced the edge of a tile on the countertop, her lips pursed.
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   "You don't believe that?" she asked, still tracing the edge of the tile with one finger.
 
   "No. I don't." Addiction pissed him off, but the people battling those addictions were still people to him. And so long as they were alive, they had a shot at turning their lives around, of being something more than just another nameless, faceless drug addict. "They do some messed up shit, but even the worst of them deserve for someone to give a damn whether they live or die. They deserve a chance."
 
   "That's the difference between you and me then." She looked up at him, her expression hard. "You look at them and see a reason to hope. I look, but all I see is someone else ruining lives for a stupid drug."
 
   "If that's all you see, why did you agree?"
 
   She shrugged a shoulder, her expression softening. "Because you're right. They don't deserve to die for their addictions." She paused, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. "You really believe these people are being murdered?"
 
   "Yeah," he said, wishing that weren't true for a thousand different reasons. If he didn't believe in his gut that Anton and Paulo Vetrov were killing people intentionally, he could walk away from this case, and so could Lillian. The loss of life would still suck, but he'd learned a long time ago that he couldn't save everyone. This time though… well, this was different than an accidental overdose. This was murder. And that made all the difference in the world to him, for reasons he didn't plan to explain to her. Not now, and maybe not ever.
 
   "You don't want me to do this, do you?"
 
   "No, I don't. I know what seeing this shit every day does to a person. And I know how badly things can end. The thought of you getting caught in the middle bothers me a whole hell of a lot." He took a deep breath, staring down at the countertop instead of at her. "But we need your help enough for me to justify getting you involved."
 
   "It's my choice, Tristan."
 
   "Maybe so, but that doesn't mean I couldn't have refused your help."
 
   "You wouldn't have."
 
   "No, I wouldn't have," he muttered, not even attempting to lie to her. "But that doesn't mean I like it. The thought of you getting hurt because of my stupidity is intolerable. I need you to be safe." So far as brutal honesty went, that'd been both.
 
   She scrutinized his expression.
 
   He held his breath, waiting for her to demand to know why her safety mattered so much to him. But she didn't. She simply nodded her head as if whatever she'd seen on his face was answer enough for her.
 
   "Where do we start?" she asked.
 
   "We'll start with moving me in here." He leaned against the doorframe, smirking at the thought. He'd be in her face day after day, posing as her boyfriend. And she really thought she'd be able to resist him?
 
   Not a chance in hell.
 
   "Today?" she asked, the word little more than a squeak.
 
   "Is that a problem?" He arched a brow.
 
   "Ah… no."
 
   Liar, he thought, amused.
 
   He stepped forward, backing her up into the counter, before leaning down over her. She shivered and inhaled when his lips grazed the shell of her ear. She grasped at the countertop, her eyes locked on his.
 
   "Hope you have a spare room, beautiful," he whispered, "because I sleep naked."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   "It isn't important, Lillian," Tristan muttered an hour later, glaring at her from the driver's seat.
 
   "Seriously?" She rolled her eyes at him, flipping closed the vent in front of her before she froze. Did he have to keep it below zero in his car? "I'm supposed to be your girlfriend. I think your girlfriend would know what happened to your parents."
 
   "I already told you what you needed to know," he argued, reaching out to adjust the air conditioning.
 
   "No," she said, shaking her head, "you didn't. You told me you have an assumed name which, for the record, isn't assumed if it is your name."
 
   "Tristan Riley isn't my name."
 
   "Oh my God," Lillian groaned, fighting the urge to bite him. "You were born Tristan Alexander Riley. Assuming the Angelo last name after your uncle adopted you doesn't mean you aren't a Riley any longer. Your "fake name" is your actual name."
 
   "Whatever," he said, turning his head to glare at her. "Christ, you're irritating. Has anyone ever told you that?"
 
   "You just don't like being wrong," she snapped, turning to stare out the window. The early afternoon sun stood like a giant ball overhead, its light reflected back in prisms from the water spread like tentacles throughout Seattle.
 
   Tristan maneuvered the SUV in and out of traffic, passing people as if their cars sat still.
 
   Did all cops drive so fast?
 
   Even now, her dad drove the exact same way.
 
   "I'm not wrong. My assumed name is Tristan Riley. I'm twenty-nine. I write freelance for various high profile magazines. I have a trust fund, and I like to party."
 
   She didn't even know why they were fighting over his name, for God's sake. So far, they'd spent more time arguing than they had coming up with a cover story. And all she had to show for it was an intense desire to strangle him and tidbits of information that made her more curious than anything. He seemed to derive an almost psychotic pleasure from irritating her. He dodged questions he didn't want to answer, telling her that she didn't need to know, or just outright ignoring the question altogether. It was infuriating!
 
   "Where did we meet?" she asked instead of arguing with him any further.
 
   "We met at the club and fell madly in love," he said, his tone so full of amusement she turned to scowl at him, annoyed by his teasing.
 
   "And I just let you move in two weeks later? Um, no."
 
   "Why not?" He swung the SUV onto the exit ramp at Northeast 8th Street in Bellevue. Posh homes peeked through a cover of lush green foliage all around them. "Stranger things have happened."
 
   Lillian arched a brow, just daring him to point out that she'd let him do worse. A lot worse, and a lot sooner than a week after meeting him. More like five minutes.
 
   He sighed, the amused grin on his face slipping. "Keep it simple, sweetheart. The fewer lies you have to remember, the better. It's easy to slip up when you're stressed, and you will be stressed. Don't make it more difficult than it has to be. Just relax."
 
   "I can't hide my past like you can, Tristan. How am I going to explain that if it comes up?" she asked, ignoring his command to relax. How was she supposed to do that when she'd agreed to let him invade every aspect of her life for God only knew how long?
 
   "We'll tell the truth." He flashed her a tight smile. Trying to be encouraging, she thought. It didn't work, not with the worried furrow between his brows. "You're recognizable, so there's no point trying to hide who you are."
 
   "So until two weeks ago, everything that actually happened in my life is my cover story? And then I moved into my grandmother's house, met you at the club, fell madly in love, and now accompany you there because you like to party? Great."
 
   Tristan smirked, his expression downright wicked as he guided the Range Rover through a quick turn onto a side street. "You accompany me to the club because I like to dance with you, beautiful. It's a highly erotic experience."
 
   She groaned, their dance floor interlude forever seared into her memory.
 
   Tristan shot her a small, victorious smirk before making a final turn. The massive, glass spire of the Ashton suddenly loomed into view, standing tall beneath the bright, blue sky. The place screamed luxury and hedonism.
 
   Of course, he lived there. He probably had a penthouse too.
 
   Lillian snorted, more surprised than she'd like to admit. After their discussion in her kitchen, she'd expected something a little less… flamboyant. But then again, she didn't really know much about him at all, did she?
 
   "You can still change your mind," he murmured, whipping into the parking lot.
 
   "I'm not changing my mind."
 
   And it wasn't like he really wanted her to anyway. 
 
   She was in so, so far over her naïve little head.
 
   "Fine," he said, pulling into an empty space before looking over at her, his expression an odd mix of earnestness and hope, "but if you do change your mind…."
 
   She growled wordlessly, snapping the release on her seat belt. "If you don't want me to do this, all you have to do is say so." If that's what he really wanted, she'd do her best to stay away until his investigation ended. Life would be easier for both of them if she did. But so long as he wanted to see this thing through, some foolish, salacious part of her demanded she not back down either.
 
   Tristan sighed, his gaze liquid lava as he raked it slowly down her body. "That's not going to happen, beautiful. I'm really looking forward to hearing you beg me to fuck you."
 
   Right.
 
   Battling down the urge to squirm in her seat, she popped the lock on the door.
 
   "So not happening," she said before climbing out. She craned her neck, trying to take in the building before her, unable to understand why anyone would want to live here. She'd traveled the world, performing in all sorts of places. But she'd never had the desire to live in a glass castle like the princesses she so often played on stage. That just wasn't her. Maybe that's why she and Jen had always gotten along so well. They were outsiders, too simple to get caught up in the drama so many of their peers thrived on. Neither danced for fame. They'd always danced for themselves. Their peers hadn't understood that.
 
   Lillian still carried the scars of their scorn.
 
   "You really live here?" she asked Tristan when he circled around the Rover to her.
 
   "Sometimes." He started across the parking lot.
 
   "Sometimes?"
 
   He nodded to the uniformed doorman holding the door open for them. "Elevators are this way," he said and banked to the right, obviously unwilling to explain his answer.
 
   Lillian halted in the middle of the large foyer, refusing to give up that easily. At some point today, he would answer at least one of her questions truthfully. And this one, she decided, would be it.
 
   He took two full steps before realizing she'd stopped. He turned toward her, frowning.
 
   "Sometimes?" she repeated.
 
   "I live here when I'm working, Lillian."
 
   "When you're working?"
 
   "Mmhmm."
 
   "Explain."
 
   Did he stay here for appearances? If so, where did he live?
 
   He inclined his head, scowling at her as a tall blonde stalked by on dangerously high heels, a coy, come hither look on her face when she noticed Tristan. To his credit, he only looked for the briefest of moments before averting his gaze, his expression impassive.
 
   "Can we please discuss this in private?" he demanded when the blonde sashayed her way through the foyer and out the doors, her shoulders back and her ass swaying in her tight miniskirt.
 
   "Yeah, fine," Lillian grumbled, suddenly missing the heels she'd never bothered to wear.
 
   Who needed heels that high at noon anyway?
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   "So," Lillian said as soon as the elevator doors closed.
 
   Tristan tilted his head back and sighed. He'd really hoped she'd give up that particular line of questioning since had no intention of answering her. She wouldn't understand even if he did tell her what she wanted to know. He lived here because his job demanded it, but given a choice, it wasn't what he would have chosen for himself.
 
   "So," he said.
 
   She narrowed her eyes.
 
   Tristan mimicked her expression.
 
   "You know what?" she snapped, crossing her arms over her chest. "Never mind. Talking to you is like talking to a freaking child."
 
   He opened his mouth to respond, and then closed it without a word.
 
   The elevator lurched to life.
 
   They subsided into silence.
 
   The soft strains of Bach filled the small space.
 
   The first three floors crept by, not nearly fast enough for Tristan. The longer they stood there, not speaking, the more he became aware of her. She reflected back at him no matter where he looked, her form beckoning him from mirrors all around the elevator. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath she took, the way she held her arms only serving to accentuate them beneath the fabric of her tank-top.
 
   Jesus.
 
   By the fifth floor, all those mirrors had him on the verge of doing something entirely insane. Like backing the feisty ballerina up against one of them…. He gritted his teeth, trying to calm himself as the thought brought a rush of images roaring to the surface of his mind. They were graphic, reminding him of one of the more erotic dreams she'd starred in since bursting into his life with all the force of comet. Didn't help that they slowly headed to the spot that very dream had transpired. The mere idea of having her inside the penthouse with the city spread out far below when he couldn't place her little hands on the windows and take her from behind made him crazy.
 
   He really couldn't wait until she forgave him so they could bring that particular fantasy to life.
 
   "How long did you dance?" he asked in a desperate attempt to focus on something else.
 
   "What?" She jerked, surprised by his sudden question.
 
   He glanced over to find her hands clenched into fists. That little sign of her discomfort made him smile. Maybe he wasn't the only one suffering the effects of being in the damn elevator.
 
   "How long did you dance?" He took a step closer to her, watching her in the mirrors.
 
   A tremor ran through her body. And Christ, what a body. He knew nothing about ballet, but she'd been built to dance. Even in her modest black skirt and royal blue tank top, she exuded sensuality. She wasn't stick thin like he'd assumed a ballerina would be, but curvy and soft in all the right ways.
 
   "Well?" he asked when she didn't answer.
 
   "Professionally? I joined the Company at seventeen." She uncrossed her arms, licked her lips, glanced away and then back. "But I've been dancing since I was three."
 
   "Three?" He arched a brow and took another taunting step toward her.
 
   The tension between them spiked higher. A fresh wave of lust rolled over him.
 
   "Yes." She backed away from him, her eyes widening as she caught on to his little game.
 
   "I bet you were a cute little ballerina," he teased, taking another step toward her with one eyebrow arched and a smirk on his lips, daring her to call him out…. and hoping she wouldn't.
 
   "What?" She bit her bottom lip, her gaze hovering near his mouth.
 
   Oh yeah, she was definitely distracted.
 
   "I bet you were a cute little ballerina," he said again.
 
   Her back thumped into the mirrored wall. He kept advancing toward her, recklessly chasing the rush of heat that enveloped him anytime he got near her.
 
   "Pigtails, pink tights, and tiaras," he teased.
 
   "Hmm." She pressed her legs together, shifting. Oh yeah, she was definitely right there with him in elevator fantasy hell – ache for motherfucking ache.
 
   "When did you decide you wanted to dance professionally?"
 
   She didn't bother with an answer this time. Instead, she tilted her head backward, her eyes wide as he crowded her into that tiny space in the corner. Close enough to touch her, but not touching. That would only end one way.
 
   "You miss it, don't you, Lillian?" He whispered the question, leaning down over her in the corner, one arm propped on the wall beside her head. His breath stirred a tendril of hair along the side of her face. A few scant inches separated his lips from hers. And goddamn, did he ever want to eliminate that little space.
 
   She nodded, her chest rising and falling rapidly.
 
   "You miss performing, don't you, baby?"
 
   The tip of her pink tongue darted out to wet her lips before retreating. The warm, hazel lights of her eyes glazed over, riveted to his face.
 
   Hmm…
 
   "You miss the choreography. Every movement capturing a sensation, every breath telling a story. The thrill of the crescendo… The way your heart raced when the dance ended and sweat slid down your skin…" He leaned a little closer, mind and body screaming as one for him to trace the same line her tongue had taken along her bottom lip. He fought that demand, pushing it back ruthlessly. "You miss the way you felt when every eye in the room focused on you, watching the way you let go and moved."
 
   He talked more or less out of his ass, but the words seemed to touch something in her. She shifted back and forth, longing stamped across every delicate feature of her face. Unable to resist, he skimmed his nose along her cheek until his lips met the shell of her ear. That little bit of contact was heaven and hell. An easing of aches and a gut-twisting hunger for more at the same time.
 
   "You're beautiful when you move, baby," he whispered.
 
   She exhaled, her breath a soft sigh against the side of his face.
 
   His cock twitched in response to that sweet, decadent sound.
 
   "I can't wait for you to dance for me again," he said as the elevator dinged its ascent to another floor. "Hearing you moan, feeling your body all over mine… Goddamn, Lillian."
 
   Her gaze flew to his when he groaned, another little whimper falling from her lips. She swayed closer, her thigh touching his. He held still, fighting the urge to lean into her. His body felt feverish, as if the temperature in the elevator had climbed with each whispered word.
 
   "Will you dance for me again?" he asked.
 
   She nodded once, seemingly helpless to do anything but agree to his request.
 
   "I want you under the lights next time. I want to see you with your hair down, your head thrown back, and sweat sliding down your body. I want to watch what the music does to you while I fuck you." He paused. "Does the thought of feeling me deep inside while you move make you wet, beautiful?"
 
   Lillian stared at him, her expression mesmerized as he painted that picture in vivid detail for her. A little too much detail, maybe. He saw the scene himself and he wanted her like that. Her labored breathing made it clear she wanted the same thing.
 
   The elevator chimed once more before the doors slid open.
 
   "All you have to do is ask," he whispered and then took a step away from her before he lost the ability to do so at all. Blood pumped hard through his veins as she trembled.
 
   Oh yeah… she was definitely right there with him.
 
   He stepped off the elevator, grinning to himself.
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   Lillian stared after Tristan as he disappeared out the elevator doors, her heart racing and her mind numb to anything but the way he'd looked at her and the things he'd whispered to her. She had a feeling the next time they danced would be just as erotic an experience as he'd all but promised.
 
   She took a shuddering breath, trying to dispel the ache he'd sent coursing through her. Sweet Jesus, the man was sin incarnate, and she wanted to dance for him. Wanted it with an alarming intensity.
 
   Oh, he was good.
 
   Voices trickled through the open doors of the elevator, catching her scattered attention. She strained to hear the words, but could catch nothing more than the low cadence of Tristan's voice, rumbling down the hall and through her. Whomever he spoke with murmured back, the voice soft and dulcet, clearly female.
 
   Tristan said something else and then laughed.
 
   Lillian's eyes narrowed of their own accord. She'd never heard him actually laugh before, not once in any of their encounters. It was a delicious sound, masculine and rumbling… and all because of some other woman.
 
   She stepped from the elevator before she even recognized the fact that she flirted with jealousy.
 
   Tristan and a short bombshell of a woman turned to her as she stepped from the elevator. Lillian's eyes widened as she took in the dainty woman. Short, stylish blonde hair, big blue eyes, and a grin spread from ear to ear… she looked gorgeous in a long, dark skirt and soft blouse.
 
   The soft expression on Tristan's face hit Lillian hard.
 
   She fought back the irrational urge to attach herself to his side and stake her claim. She had no claim. She had encounters, irritation, confusion and frustration, but no claim at all. He wasn't hers. And she didn't want him to be, did she?
 
   Crap.
 
   "Beautiful, I wondered where you were." Tristan looked at her, his expression morphing from soft and gentle to predatory and ravishing. The dominance stamped across his face made her heart thump unevenly. He gestured with his hand for her to come to him, and of course she obeyed, her feet moving in his direction before her mind even processed that command.
 
   The petite woman eyed her as Tristan positioned her in front of him, his hands on her waist, and his erection-
 
   Oh!
 
   Lillian flushed as realization dawned. Tristan was hard.
 
   And he obviously didn't want his hallway companion to notice.
 
   Were they…?
 
   "Hi, Lillian." The woman's warm smile caused her flush to deepen. She was seriously beautiful. Petite, but gorgeous. And Tristan seemed more relaxed in her presence than Lillian ever remembered seeing him.
 
   "I'm Zoë Ames, Jason's wife and Tristan's cousin. It's so great to finally meet you," she said very quietly, as if to keep anyone from overhearing. "You're as beautiful as Tristan said you are."
 
   His cousin, not his lover.
 
   Relief shot through Lillian like an arrow from a crossbow, causing her legs to sag. Tristan's arms tightened around her waist, holding her up. Confusion followed right on the heels of relief. Why should she feel such an all-encompassing lightness over the fact that Zoë and Tristan's relationship was familial instead of biblical?
 
   Because she cared.
 
   Dammit all!
 
   "Beautiful?" Tristan leaned down to whisper in her ear.
 
   Warmth rushed through her at the sound of his voice so close to her ear.
 
   Her eyes popped open.
 
   Zoë eyed her, concern written across her expression.
 
   Great. Just great.
 
   "Uh, sorry," she muttered, feeling her cheeks flame. "It's been-" She flapped her hand around in the air, at a lost for an adequate excuse.
 
   A sympathetic smile flitted across Zoë's face. "I understand completely. I still feel like that some days and I've dealt with this kind of stuff for years." Her eyes widened as if she were afraid she'd said too much, and then words poured out of her mouth in another jumble. "It does get easier though! It really does. Eventually, his job will be normal for you, and you won't even bat a lash about it. You'll-"
 
   "Zoë!" Tristan barked her name, clearly exasperated. "Stop."
 
   Zoë fell silent with an apologetic grimace when she noticed Lillian's wide-eyed expression.
 
   "I'm so sorry."
 
   "It's fine," Lillian murmured, sympathy for Zoë welling. She didn't even have to turn around to know Tristan glared daggers at his cousin as if she'd given away some sort of state secret.
 
   As if on cue, he muttered something under his breath.
 
   "Behave." Lillian shot him a quelling look over her shoulder.
 
   He cut his eyes at her, frowning.
 
   She could almost read the questions in his gaze and there was no way she planned to go there with him. Instead, she distracted him, leaning back against his chest and shifting her bottom into his erection. He hissed, his fingers digging into her waist as if trying to halt her… which only served to make her do it again. His cock nestled against her ass, pulling another quiet hiss from his lips.
 
   She smiled at Zoë, triumph surging through her veins at his reaction.
 
   "It's really nice to meet you, Zoë," she said then. "I've heard a lot about you as well."
 
   "Oh!" Zoë's eyes lit up, oblivious to the fact that Lillian teased her cousin mercilessly.
 
   Tristan's entire body was tense, his cock a long, hard bulge pressing into her ass. His chest rose and fell rhythmically, sexual tension snapping at her where his solid warmth pressed against her.
 
   God, he felt good.
 
   His scent surrounded her, pulling her into her own little bubble of sensory overload.
 
   Zoë rambled on as Lillian wriggled against him, wishing she could turn and hitch her leg around his waist as they'd done in Teplo. Schooling her expression to complete innocence, she pressed backward a little more firmly. He grunted, his hands like vises on her hips as he held her in place, seeking friction.
 
   His breath came in soft grunts beside her ear, almost groans really.
 
   Lillian smiled at Zoë and stepped away from him, forcing him to release his grip on her hips as she moved toward his cousin. "Let's get out of the hallway, hmm?" she said, loping her arm through Zoë's.
 
   Tristan groaned behind her when Zoë started leading her away.
 
   Glancing back over her shoulder at him, Lillian smirked, catching the feral, hungry gleam in his eyes. He stared at her for a minute with those bedroom eyes, sending another wave of heat twining between her legs, before he schooled his expression and nodded once.
 
   He knew what she'd done, and he gave her the win. For now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   "Stop pacing, beautiful," Tristan said from his seat at Lillian's kitchen table, watching her move back and forth across the white tiled floor in restless circles, her bottom lip between her teeth. "You're making me nervous."
 
   Lillian stopped mid-circuit, confusion stamped across her face.
 
   He cocked his head to the side, arching a brow.
 
   She glanced down, her eyes widening when she realized she'd been pacing, just like he'd said. Heat crept into her cheeks, turning them that lovely pink color that made him harden in his jeans.
 
   "Sorry." Turning to limp across the kitchen toward the stove, she grabbed the wooden spoon she'd abandoned five minutes before, and dipped it into the pot bubbling on a burner.
 
   "You worried?" he asked, watching her stir the gumbo. The delicious scents coming from the stove made him salivate. Aside from the salad he'd found in her fridge after returning from the penthouse the night before, he couldn't remember the last time he'd eaten.
 
   "I don't like having my eyes dilated." The furrow between her brows deepened.
 
   "You'll be fine," he said, picking up the two little bottles sitting in front of him and turning them over. Truth be told, the contents worried him, too. Taking her into Teplo blind didn't appeal to him, but he didn't know how else to keep her flying under the radar.
 
   She turned to face him, spoon in hand and worry in her eyes. "What if-"
 
   "Beautiful," he sighed, rising from the kitchen table to go to her. He drew to a stop in front of her, tilting her chin up with his index finger. "We'll test it before I take you in there, and if you aren't comfortable, we'll find another way, okay?" He had no idea what that other way might be yet, but he'd think of something. Forcing her to use the drops if they truly frightened her wasn't an option.
 
   Lillian nodded as sauce dripped off the spoon onto the back of her hand, unnoticed. "I just don't understand why I have to be dilated. I went in there before and no one noticed I didn't fit in."
 
   "I noticed as soon as I saw you," he disagreed, removing the spoon from her hand before sauce dripped all over the floor. She opened her mouth to say something, but he cut her off. "We can't guarantee that someone else won't see the same things I did, sweetheart. And even if we could, the Vetrov family has already put a camera on the door. If they suspect I'm DEA and aren't just paranoid bastards, things will be easier for you if you look as drugged as anyone else in the club."
 
   Chances were, Anton Vetrov wouldn't believe her innocence no matter what Tristan did to help her blend in, but some things, she didn't need to know. He'd come up with something to keep her safe if it came right down to it, and he'd have a hell of a lot better a shot of bluffing her way to safety with her eyes dilated than with her looking stone cold sober.
 
   "But what if-" she started.
 
   "I'll keep you safe, sweetheart," he murmured, and reached for the hand with sauce running down her knuckles onto her wrist. He lifted it slowly to his lips, his eyes locked on hers. "Trust me?"
 
   Worry melted from her warm brown eyes, and some of the tension slowly drained from her face. Her slight nod sent a thrill racing through him. He knew she didn't trust him entirely, but she trusted him with her safety at least. That was a start.
 
   He licked the sauce from the back of her hand, his eyes still locked on hers. The sauce tasted delicious, her skin beneath even better. Humming his appreciation, he licked a leisurely trail down to her wrist and then back up, trailing his lips over each delectable inch in an effort to distract her from her fears.
 
   When he lifted his head, her eyes were wide and her mouth slightly parted.
 
   "Mmm. Perfect." He dropped her hand before reaching for the spoon. With another small step, their bodies pressed together from chest to thigh. His cock didn't just jump this time, his entire body did, muscles coiling tight for a brief instant and then loosening with a shudder.
 
   Goosebumps rose all over her silky skin.
 
   "I-" Lillian's lips parted, her eyes clouding with lust and desire.
 
   "Shh, baby. I've got you," he whispered and reached around her to dip the spoon into the sauce. He stirred clockwise, his arm skimming across her breast with each turn of his wrist. That little bit of contact made him want to groan as relief at touching her for the first time all day deepened to something more. Something visceral and needy.
 
   He held her gaze as he stirred, bright blue capturing warm brown. Lillian's breath rate increased, her breasts rising and falling with each quick inhalation as her gaze tangled with his. Certain she no longer thought about the Vetrov family, Teplo, dilating drops, or anything beyond his body aligned with hers and his eyes locked on hers, he tilted his head down and swept his lips feather-light across her cheek, unable to resist.
 
   Even that innocent press of his lips to her skin sent a jolt shooting through him.
 
   Lillian responded with one of those soft sighs that made blood pump through his veins hard and fast.
 
   "Tristan," she whispered on an exhale, her body relaxing into his.
 
   He smiled, his chest doing that curious ache thing when she looked up at him with those lovely brown eyes full of desire. Those eyes – he could get fucking lost in them and not care. Hell, he wanted to get lost in them and stay there.
 
   Clearing his throat, he stepped away, unnerved by the thought.
 
   Christ. What was she doing to him?
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\Fallon\Desktop\Ballerina Files\BlackBalletShoes.png] 
 
    
 
   Once again, Tristan left Lillian unable to think straight while he walked away, calm, cool, and far too freaking collected. She knew what he'd been doing even while he'd been doing it, but she'd been helpless to protest. Hadn't really wanted to stop him anyway.
 
   The thought of going into Teplo unable to see clearly terrified her.
 
   She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to marshal her thoughts as Tristan poked through cabinets in search of bowls. And then she drew another breath and another, his scent lingering in the air around her.
 
   The man intoxicated her, his mere touch unraveling her composure little by little until all she could think about was him and the way he made her feel... and the things he made her want. And she did want them. Desperately.
 
   That truth didn't bother her nearly as much as it should have.
 
   "Do you own bowls?" he asked, pulling her out of her thoughts and plunking her right back down into tingling reality.
 
   "What?" She opened her eyes, quickly turning to the stove when her stomach fluttered at the sight of him raking a hand through his messy hair, irritation stamped across his face.
 
   "Bowls. Do you own them?" he snapped.
 
   He huffed when she didn't answer right away.
 
   "Yes, I own bowls." She rolled her eyes. He was the one who'd trapped her against the stove and worked sexual voodoo over her body. His bad mood was his own fault. "You're just looking in the wrong spot. They're by the sink. And who doesn't own bowls?"
 
   "How should I know?" he muttered. A cabinet creaked open. "Fucking finally."
 
   Lillian bit her lip to hide a smile at his curse and flipped the burner off before turning to face him. "Do you always have a problem with organization or does it only piss you off when you're sexually frustrated?"
 
   "I'm highly organized," he retorted, lifting two bowls from the cabinet, then setting them down on the countertop.
 
   "And sexually frustrated."
 
   He resumed his search through her cabinets, muttering curses under his breath.
 
   "Utensils are in the second drawer to the left," she offered sweetly, biting back a laugh.
 
   He scowled, jerking the drawer open to retrieve two spoons. "I'm not the only one sexually frustrated, sweetheart. Besides, you know how to solve that dilemma for both of us."
 
   "Ha!" Lillian laughed, her skin tingling all over at the raised eyebrow and suggestive smirk he shot in her direction. "So not going there, Tristan."
 
   He shrugged. "You will sooner or later. You know it. I know it. Might as well accept it."
 
   "Mm."
 
   She grabbed a ladle from the drawer closest to the stove before holding out her hand for the bowls. He handed them over, and surprisingly, didn't try to touch her in the process. She jumped anyway.
 
   He smirked again, lifting that damned brow as if to say See? I told you so.
 
   Lillian filled their bowls while he rummaged in the fridge, refusing to respond to that cocky grin.
 
   Gorgeous bastard.
 
   "Do you have beer?"
 
   "No. There's a bottle of Riesling in there, though."
 
   He pushed things around until he located the bottle in question, not speaking. Lifting the bottle toward the light, he scrutinized the label before nodding his approval and shoving the fridge closed with the toe of his running shoe.
 
   "Mm what?" he asked then, locating the wineglasses and corkscrew without assistance. He deposited them on the table before returning to carry their bowls to the table. "Do ballerinas not drink beer?"
 
   "Mm, you're awfully cocky," she said, trailing behind him with a box of saltines in her hands. "And ballerinas drink beer occasionally. I just don't like it." She didn't bother to add that she wasn't a ballerina any longer either.
 
   "Saltines and wine and gumbo? I thought ballerinas ate healthy." He shook his head, seemingly bemused. "And it's not cockiness when it's true. You'll beg for it, beautiful. We both know you will. And how can you not like beer?"
 
   "Not unless you beg first," she said, blushing at the confident hue to his tone, as if he didn't doubt for a minute that she'd beg him to make love to her. No, not love. Something else. Something primal and predatory and explosive. Something not about love or closeness, but about an overwhelming, driving urge to consume one another until neither could think straight.
 
   "I think I'd really like to see you beg first. And ballerinas do eat healthy, but that doesn't mean we starve or deprive ourselves. Ballet takes strength and energy, stamina. It's hard to dance or take care of your body properly when you're starving. And beer tastes like yeast. It's disgusting."
 
   Tristan eyed her sideways. She expected him to laugh at her almost calm statement tacked onto the end of her explanation, but he didn't. He didn't discount her desire to see him beg either. He just lifted his wine glass in a mock toast, his expression far too serious for the half playful, half frustrated bent to their conversation.
 
   "To begging then," he murmured, holding her gaze. "May it happen soon."
 
   Heat crept back into her cheeks at the sudden intensity radiating from his blue eyes, but she lifted her own glass and took a sip anyway.
 
   He shot her another doubtful look when she opened the saltines, but accepted them anyway when she handed them over to let him try it for himself. He ended up with his own sleeve of crackers.
 
   "Beer does not taste like yeast," he finally said, not looking up from his bowl. "Not good beer."
 
   "If you say so." She shrugged and kept eating.
 
   "Remind me to find you a decent beer."
 
   "Mmhmm."
 
   They didn't say much else through the rest of dinner, choosing instead to attack their bowls in hungry silence. The almost companionable quiet unnerved her, even if she wouldn't admit it to him. She felt his eyes on her while she ate. Every time she looked up, he'd open his mouth to say something, only to snap it closed again with a frown.
 
   She didn't know what to make of that so she said nothing, choosing instead to keep her eyes on her bowl. Even so, she found herself sneaking furtive glances at him from beneath her lashes. Each time, he had his eyes on her, that same thoughtful frown on his face. And every time she saw it, her heart beat a little faster.
 
   She tried to ignore it, focusing instead on the dishes after they finished eating. Tristan worked around her, wiping down cabinets. His body grazed hers occasionally. Her skin hummed like a Gregorian chorus every time.
 
   "Movie?" he asked when she placed the last of their dishes back into the cabinet.
 
   She hesitated, torn between agreeing and fleeing to the safety of her bedroom. Spending any more time with him would be madness. But… she wasn't tired and didn't relish the thought of hiding out in her room like she had last night.
 
   "I'm going to change first," she said before she could change her mind.
 
   Tristan eyed her up and down, his gaze lingering on her skirt. "Good plan," he said, clearing his throat.
 
   She blushed and fled in search of something more comfortable.
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   Twenty minutes later, she found Tristan standing beside the television, examining the pictures hanging on the wall. Snapshots of her in practice and photographs of her on stage spread across the wall in a big collage alongside newspaper clippings, quotes, and more artful shots she'd taken in cities around the world.
 
   She might not ever dance again, but she would never stop working toward it. The collage reminded her of what she fought for every day, and why she fought for it. It motivated her when all she wanted to do was curl up in a ball and cry, and those days came often.
 
   When Tristan noticed her lurking behind him, he didn't comment on those preserved glimpses into her past or ask her for an explanation. She almost wished he would. Standing there with four graphic inches of her scar visible beneath the hem of her shorts and those damn memories hanging there for comparison made her feel awkward and graceless as hell suddenly.
 
   To add insult to injury, she wasn't sure how to get herself seated comfortably without making a fool of herself. Her leg ached, and the chaise sat too low to the ground to allow her to get onto it with anything resembling grace or ease.
 
   Why hadn't she thought of that before agreeing to a movie?
 
   She didn't want Tristan watching her humiliating attempt to wriggle her way onto the chaise.
 
   "Um…."
 
   He held his hand out to her, smiling.
 
   "I-" She hesitated beside the couch, looking at him. Hell, she wanted to send him out of the room until she got herself situated, but couldn't think of a single excuse to make that happen. She took a shaky breath.
 
   He searched her face, his smile falling at what he found there. "What's wrong, beautiful?"
 
   "Nothing," she mumbled, averting her gaze. She felt ridiculous. He'd had his hands all over her scar on more than one occasion, for God's sake.
 
   "Beautiful," he said, his voice full of gentle rebuke.
 
   "It's nothing." Lillian tried to smile, but it wobbled on her face.
 
   He scrutinized her expression, his gaze softening.
 
   "Come here," he said, holding his hand out to her again.
 
   She took it this time, watching the play of emotion through those gorgeous blue eyes.
 
   He drew her nearer, not stopping until she stood right in front of him. "Hi," he whispered then, squeezing her fingers.
 
   "Hi," she whispered back, that one word trembling on her lips.
 
   He flicked his gaze down her body and back up to her face. "Those shorts are going to be the death of me, Lillian."
 
   She blushed, grateful for the teasing compliment as much as for the way his acceptance calmed her nerves. He didn't think less of her for the scar. Unlike so many she'd known before her accident, he wasn't the kind of person who thought less of someone because of physical limitations. He didn't judge her value as a person on whether or not she could dance.
 
   "If I ask you to sit with me, will you?" he asked, her hand still clasped in his as they stood inches apart from one another, enveloped in warmth, heat, and soft, almost uncertain glances.
 
   How did he manage to make her ache one minute, and feel like a teenager the next?
 
   She glanced up at him through her lashes. "I…."
 
   He seemed to take that breathless murmur for agreement and drew her around the couch to the chaise before seating himself. Then he guided her backward until her calves hit the edge of the low seat. He eased her down, her leg stretching without issue as he held her weight.
 
   With sure hands, he scooted her backward until she rested between his legs. Her entire body melted into him at once, accepting the warmth and support he offered as if it were natural to do so. And God… he felt so good, all hard muscle and smooth skin.
 
   Sweeping her hair off the side of her neck, he placed a kiss to the pulse thrumming there.
 
   The scalding bubble of desire surrounding them tightened.
 
   "I've wanted to do that all day," he murmured, settling back. He pulled her with him until her upper body draped across his. Her ass settled against a telling bulge in his pants.
 
   An unwelcome protest fired somewhere in her mind, suspicion causing her to stiffen in his arms. She didn't want to retreat back into that uncomfortable haze of desire they danced around constantly. She liked this quiet peace between them.
 
   "Shh," he said, trailing his fingertips down her arm, melting resistance and muscle into relaxation as quickly as her protest had made her tense. "Just sit with me, okay?"
 
   She tilted her head to look at him, uncertain at his soft tone. He stared down at her, that same vulnerable, yearning look on his face – the one that had nothing to do with begging or games, and everything to do with something else. Something deeper, more intense, and somehow more honest. That look made her stomach flutter and her heart twist even though she didn't understand it.
 
   What did he want from her?
 
   She didn't know. But she allowed herself to relax anyway, watching that lost look wash from expression.
 
   When it vanished, her heart felt a little lighter.
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   Convincing Lillian to sit with him, Tristan decided as the movie started, just might have been his best idea ever. The expression on her face when she'd entered the room, like it shamed her to stand there in front of him, was so close to that haunted, humiliated look in her eyes when he'd met her at Teplo, his chest physically ached. He'd just wanted to get rid of it, bring back the feisty temptress who made his thoughts run in exhausted circles. But the way her body molded to his?
 
   He liked it more than he probably should.
 
   And not just because he wanted her, but because being that close to her calmed and excited him at once. Frustration vanished when his skin touched hers, leaving an abiding silence. The sense of peace that inner quiet sent rushing through him was worth every bit of sexual frustration.
 
   For every ache she sent soaring within him, being around her soothed two more into oblivion. He'd felt it in the kitchen, something relaxing or shifting when he touched her. And as soon as he moved away, he'd felt stretched thin, like a junkie coming down. He'd also felt… something else tonight. Something soft and gentle, as if she'd woken some part of him he'd thought lost long ago. The part that wasn't soiled by the shadows of his life. The part that still laughed freely.
 
   The same easy feeling kept cropping up. He felt lighter around her, less burdened. And even though he knew he should run from that feeling, get as far away as he possibly could, he didn't. He liked the person he got to be around her.
 
   "Lord of the Rings?" she murmured, tilting her head to look back at him. A small smile hovered on her lips, whatever shame she'd felt earlier long gone from her gaze.
 
   He shrugged a shoulder. Truthfully, he'd picked the first thing that didn't scream sex, not even paying attention to what he'd pick. "We can watch something else."
 
   "No." She smiled wider. "I like this. The elf is a hottie."
 
   A smirk settled on his lips at her ridiculous, teasing response.
 
   What was it with the female population and that damn elf?
 
   Lillian settled, her eyes already back on the screen.
 
   His gaze, however, strayed to her far more often than they did to the movie. He found her shifting expressions captivating. She seemed wholly aware of him, but at the same time, completely absorbed in the movie. Her eyes never left the screen, but every time he prepared to shift, she was a step ahead, easing the ache in his groin without even realizing she did it.
 
   Did she feel that same dichotic pull? The one that turned her body into a bundle of sensation even while shutting out the trauma she'd endured? He had a feeling it'd be a combination of both that eventually led her to his bed… and he was dying to get her there, to make sense of the way he reacted to her.
 
   It had to be physical, right?
 
   Fuck, it had to be. Because when this was over, when the Vetrov family went to jail and he resumed his life, Lillian Maddox wouldn't be part of it. She couldn't. Women like her didn't belong in his world. It was dark, brutal, full of violence and cruelty. It was everything she wasn't, everything he wanted to protect her from.
 
   Lillian cried out suddenly, the sound full of pain.
 
   "Beautiful?" He sat up a little straighter, pulling her with him as her elbow dug into his side.
 
   "Sorry. Muscle spasm." She leaned forward to massage at her thigh. When the muscle cramped again, she whimpered in pain.
 
   Tristan wrapped his arms around her waist and tugged her backward onto his chest, hating that sound. "Here," he murmured when she glanced back at him, "let me." He tugged her hand away from her thigh and replaced it with his own.
 
   She opened her mouth and then groaned as his fingers dug lightly into the muscle jerking all around her scar. He couldn't be certain with so much scar tissue and the metal plate in the way, but the entire area felt wrong as the muscle twitched beneath his fingertips.
 
   "How bad was it, sweetheart?" he asked, massaging tight circles with the tips of his fingers.
 
   She hesitated a minute and then sighed, her body tense in his arms. "The bone splintered when it broke, and pieces of it sliced through the ligament and nerves. When the surgeon went in, he had to cut through the muscle and nerve to get to some of the bone fragments before he could piece everything back together. He did what he could, but the damage was extensive."
 
   "Will it ever heal entirely?"
 
   She sighed again, which was answer enough.
 
   "Christ, I'm sorry." His fingers stilled on her leg for a minute.
 
   "Me too," she whispered.
 
   And who the fuck could blame her?
 
   Tristan practiced jiu-jitsu or ran every day. He thrived on physical activity and exertion, and couldn't imagine being unable to do so for the rest of his life. Couldn't imagine that part of his life being forever out of reach. From everything he'd learned about Lillian, dancing hadn't just been part of her life though. It had been her entire life, something she'd sacrificed and worked for every day since she was a toddler. And she wouldn't ever do it again. Would likely never walk without a limp, either.
 
   "The worst part is not knowing why he did it," she said, regret and sorrow heavy in her voice. "I know he was angry with me, but I don't understand why he hated me so much. What did I ever do to him to deserve this?"
 
   Tristan resumed massaging her leg, at a loss for words.
 
   Fucking Marc Rivera.
 
   He really wanted to kill the bastard. He'd seen people do some screwed up shit in his life, both while high and in search of their next hit. He lived with the consequences of some of those decisions running through his mind in a macabre dance every night. It bothered him that she lived with the same demons, and the same questions. Worse, they didn't just haunt her.
 
   They were a physical scar on her body. An obstacle in her way. A constant reminder of the asshole who'd ruined her life and the people who'd blamed her for it. And that asshole had walked away virtually unscathed while she continued to suffer, tormenting herself with questions to which Tristan knew there weren't any answers.
 
   How the hell was that fair?
 
   "He was a fucking moron," Tristan said, though he doubted hearing it helped her any at all. He just didn't know what else to say.
 
   "Can I ask you a question?" she asked a few moments later.
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   "What really happened to your parents?"
 
   He froze at the hesitant, probing question, barely breathing. And then he sighed. He should have known she'd put two and two together. She was too damned smart for her own good.
 
   "They got caught in the middle of a feud between a dealer and someone who owed him money when I was thirteen. My dad died on the scene. My mom made it to the hospital before-"
 
   "Were you- Were you with them?"
 
   "I was down the street, waiting for them to pick me up from school. I heard the shots and then sirens and I just. . . I just knew, you know?" He swallowed hard against the ache in his chest. "It was brutal."
 
   "I'm so sorry, Tristan," she whispered.
 
   "Me too." He cleared his throat, pushing away the memories of stumbling onto the scene, of seeing his dad slumped over the steering wheel and the paramedic wrestling his mom out of the truck. Of the way she'd screamed his name over and over, as if she'd known he was there. Of the blood and glass all over the road, and sitting in that damn hospital waiting room by himself while they tried to save her life.
 
   "I can't imagine."
 
   "It was a long time ago."
 
   "Did they ever catch the person responsible?"
 
   "No," he said softly.
 
   "That's why this is personal to you, isn't it?" she asked.
 
   He thought about denying it, but couldn't. "Yeah."
 
   "I'm sorry," she said again.
 
   Neither said anything for a moment and then Lillian relaxed, her muscle no longer fluttering like a little bird trapped beneath her scarred skin. She trained her eyes on the television, making it clear she wasn't going to push for more.
 
   Tristan resumed working his fingers up and down her thigh, and soon got lost in the feel of her skin beneath his fingertips. She didn't object to his ministrations, so why stop a good thing? Especially when shit neither of them wanted to think about right then hung heavy in the air.
 
   He'd much rather have his hands on her body than talk about his fucked up past anyway.
 
   "That feels good," she hummed as if in total sync with his thoughts.
 
   "Yeah?" he asked, his breath hitching at the soft way she said it.
 
   "Mmhmm." She relaxed even further, her eyes moving from the screen to his hand upon her thigh. His rough fingers were a stark contrast to her pale skin.
 
   When she groaned this time, he knew it had nothing to do with pain.
 
   Despite his best intentions to behave, his body reacted accordingly. The hard-on he'd been sporting all evening jerked in his pants, pressing into her lower back as if to remind her that it was there, waiting for her to do something about it.
 
   She froze, even seemed to stop breathing for a full ten count, and then she shifted against his cock. The move was tentative, exploratory, and absolutely intentional.
 
   "Lillian." He wasn't sure if he meant to warn her not to do that or plead with her to continue.
 
   She did it again.
 
   And Jesus Christ, he wanted to flip her over beneath him and find friction.
 
   He dug his fingers a little more firmly into her thigh and then loosened them when she let loose one of those whimpering sighs that made his blood boil. He swept his hand up her thigh and onto her hip. She jumped as if not expecting that move, but didn't stop him. Instead, she turned toward him, scooting around until she could look at him without tilting her neck at such an odd angle.
 
   "I'm not going to beg you," she whispered.
 
   That denial… he hated that denial and didn't hate it enough at the same time.
 
   "No?" He arched a brow and hooked one finger into the waistband of her little shorts, that possessive part of himself rousing in a dark cloud, responding to her soft challenge without hesitation.
 
   Her breath hitched. Her eyes widened.
 
   "You sure about that, beautiful?" He moved his finger back and forth between her skin and the band of her panties, fighting the urge to move that bit of fabric aside and plunge his fingers into the heat below.
 
   "Y-yes," she groaned, pressing backward onto his cock as she'd done in the hall in front of Zoë. "I won't beg you to sleep with me, Tristan."
 
   That's all it took. One more denial. One more shift. One more groan. He stopped thinking, stopped trying to sort out what she did to him, and just went with it, because one way or another… she'd let him in tonight. His fingers. His tongue. His cock. He didn't care how much she agreed to, just so long as she gave him those throaty little moans of hers.
 
   "Tell me you want this, Lillian," he breathed, lifting his hips and grinding his cock into her ass.
 
   Her head fell to the side, settling onto his shoulder. "No."
 
   "Tell me," he demanded through gritted teeth.
 
   "No."
 
   He bent his head, his lips attaching themselves to the pale expanse of her neck. He nipped, raking his teeth across the tendon there. His tongue swirled over her soft skin. He held onto her hip, one finger beneath the fabric of her shorts… the others begging to join it and continue south to heaven.
 
   "Do you want me, Lillian?" he whispered into her neck.
 
   "No," she lied without conviction. "Tristan. God…."
 
   He groaned as his name rolled from her lips.
 
   She wanted him, even if she wouldn't admit it. Desire roiled from her in a thick cloud.
 
   Another finger, and then another and another joined the first beneath her shorts, his palm flat against her stomach while he toyed with the top of her panties. And those panties – sweet Jesus, those panties. They were lace or lacy, or something that promised to be see through and sexy as hell. And all he had to do was slide those little shorts down her legs to find out just how see through they really were.
 
   "Say it, baby," he groaned, knowing she wouldn't do it and already weighing, considering, discarding and plotting other ways to give them both what they wanted while accepting that he'd be left somewhat unsatisfied either way.
 
   "No." She shook her head, wriggling.
 
   He attacked her neck with his lips, too caught up in her and the feel of her to care right then if she begged or not. So long as she came for him, satisfied part of him, the rest could wait.
 
   "Let me make you feel good, beautiful," he whispered, nipping at her skin with his teeth again. Dipping his hand beneath her shorts, he brushed his fingertips along those lacy panties, and then cupped her center. The most glorious wet heat seared his palm.
 
   "Lillian, fuck," he groaned when she cried out and arched into his touch.
 
   Even had he wanted to, he wouldn't have been able to stop himself from grinding his palm against her pussy. He wouldn't have been able to stop him from delving his other hand beneath her shirt to find one taut nipple, either. The way she responded to him tore him apart, desperation to make her come driving him onward. He focused completely on her, ignoring everything else.
 
   She didn't object, instead crying out, pushing her hips into his hand… searching for relief.
 
   A vast craving to touch her – to make her shatter and hear her scream – stretched on and on until he felt half crazed for her. For her honey on his fingers and the scent of her arousal in the air around him. For whatever little piece of herself she was willing to share with him tonight. A brief taste of what they missed with every denial that fell from her perfect little lips was better than no taste at all.
 
   She wouldn't beg him and he couldn't or wouldn't take her to bed until she did, but they could have this much at least.
 
   His fingers slipped easily between her drenched folds, sliding through honey and pulling a frantic, keening cry from her parted lips. "Feel that, beautiful?" he asked as he teased at her heat, drawing whimper after whimper from her. "Feel how good we are together? Fuck, baby, you're soaked for me already."
 
   He tugged at her bra with his other hand, drawing the fabric down over her breast until it popped free to his touch. He groaned as he rolled her hardened nipple between his fingers, remembering the way he'd rolled that same nipple across his tongue. Dying to do it again and again.
 
   The movie played on, forgotten, as he coaxed pleasure from her body like a master, teasing her until she panted and writhed on his lap, providing friction that made his head roll on his neck and his cock scream its appreciation of the way she worked her hips for his benefit.
 
   His mouth worked at her neck, her earlobe, and the pulse in her throat until he felt completely covered in her. Her body undulating against his, her scent and taste all over him, his fingers coated in her. It wasn't nearly enough.
 
   He wanted more from her.
 
   Yes and Oh God and Please, Tristan.
 
   He had to hear those words falling from her lips.
 
   "Part your legs for me, baby…. Yeah, just like that," he crooned when she responded immediately to his command. Her good leg draped across his thigh without question, her entire body seeking more of the pleasure raging through her every single time he moved his thumb across her clit.
 
   His blood thrummed through his veins so hard it was a rush in his ears, white noise to her chorus of wordless moans and breathy whimpers. He wanted to strip her clothing from her body and work her over with his mouth. Just his mouth… and every single inch of that silky smooth skin.
 
   "I can't wait to bury my head between your thighs again, Lillian. After the lounge, I could taste you for hours. Do you know how many times I made myself come, jerking off while thinking about you coming on my tongue? Remembering? Imagining you doing it again?" He plunged his fingers deeper, twisting… searching for that spot he'd memorized as much in his own dreams as in reality. That spot made her arch her back, cry out, and grind against him.
 
   "Do you?" he asked, growling softly when he hit that spot and she cried out his name.
 
   "N-no," she stuttered, her body shuddering in his arms.
 
   "Every day, Lillian," he said, working her over for every little reaction. Every shift, every shudder, and every new flow of moisture across his fingers. If she was going to make him wait to be inside of her, she would pay for it in liquid honey and throaty cries. "I've thought about doing it again every single day since."
 
   "Oh!"
 
   "You make me crazy, beautiful. One taste… I can't fucking wait until you let me take it again. And I will, Lillian. When you finally say yes, you won't leave the bed for hours, baby. I'm going to take every drop you give me until you beg me to stop." He circled her clit with his thumb. "You want that, don't you?"
 
   Her head bobbed against his shoulder, his name rolling from her lips in a chant.
 
   His balls tightened. He was so close to coming. The feel of her writhing for him, against him… Goddamn, he was on fire, his body an electric current as he watched her come undone for him. Cheeks flushed. Lips parted. Hair a mess. Chest rising and falling. Back arched.
 
   "Fuck, Tristan!"
 
   That one naughty word undid him completely.
 
   He buried his face in her neck, ravishing her with little bites and long sucks at the sensitive skin there before rolling her nipple across his palm. The fingers of his other hand pumped and pressed inside of her, bringing her right to the edge.
 
   "You're fucking beautiful when you come, Lillian. The thought of having you spread out beneath me, of being inside of you while you scream and fall apart… I can't fucking wait to feel that on my cock, baby."
 
   She writhed around him as he murmured those wicked desires. Her entire body contorted under the imagery before she gave him exactly what he wanted: his name on her lips when she shattered.
 
   Her walls clenched so tightly around his fingers that he followed her over that edge, climax ripping through him hard and fast. Her name fell from his lips… and when he raked his teeth roughly across her throat, marking her, she shattered once more.
 
   When she finally fell limp in his arms, soft whimpers still escaped her lips.
 
   His heart pounded, his entire body sated. Wherever this thing between them headed… the way there promised to be un-fucking-believable. Especially if she kept letting him do that to her.
 
   She curled into him, her eyes heavy and a soft, languid smile on her lips. It was that same look of wonder he'd missed since tasting her in that lounge… the same one he wanted to see for days on end. The one that wrecked him, embedding her so deeply under his skin, he was fairly certain he'd never get her out again.
 
   He shifted her in his arms and rested his chin atop her head.
 
   She sighed softly.
 
   They stayed that way for a long time, both lulled to the edge of exhaustion, both satisfied.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   "Beautiful?" Tristan murmured when his cell vibrated in his pocket, pulling him from sleep.
 
   The movie had gone off at some point while they'd dozed, the DVD player cycling back to the menu screen and then shutting itself down. Strains of music drifted through the house, slipping through cracks in strange pulses and hums.
 
   Another night at Teplo had officially begun. Tristan couldn't bring himself to care. Lillian was curled into his chest, sleeping peacefully. He liked the way she'd molded her body to his as if she was made to fit there.
 
   His cell vibrated again.
 
   She didn't stir as he shifted around, fishing for the phone.
 
   Jason's name flashed across the display. Tristan frowned, not sure he wanted to answer it. He was half asleep, content, and anything Jason said would surely ruin that in about five seconds flat.
 
   "Yeah?" he said anyway, reluctantly accepting the call. He spoke softly so as not to wake Lillian.
 
   Jason didn't waste time with unnecessary small-talk, instead getting right to the point. "You at Lillian's?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Does she have a back door?"
 
   "Yeah. Why?" Tristan sat up a little straighter, bringing Lillian with him.
 
   She mumbled incoherently and shifted against him, but didn't wake.
 
   "We have a problem."
 
   Son of a bitch.
 
   "What kind of problem?" Tristan asked, suddenly tired all the way into his bones.
 
   "The big kind. Motherfuckers…. Christ, I'll explain when I get there. Unlock the back door for me."
 
   The line went dead.
 
   Tristan stared at the phone for a long moment, a hard knot of dread in his stomach.
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   "Where's Lillian?" Jason asked as soon as he crossed the threshold fifteen minutes later, his expression twisted with suppressed rage. Something dark and volatile gleamed in his eyes. He didn't wait for a response before slipping an envelope from his back pocket and tossing it down on the kitchen table.
 
   The envelope slid to a stop between the salt and pepper grinders.
 
   "Asleep," Tristan said, sending up a silent prayer of thanks that Lillian hadn't woken when he carried her to her bed. She'd whispered his name as he laid her down, but quickly settled, too exhausted to open her eyes. His quick shower hadn't woken her either.
 
   "Good. We've got a situation."
 
   "Another victim?" He tensed, a parade of images running through his mind… chalky gray skin, stiff, cold limbs, and row upon row of stainless steel freezer doors, each with a name he recognized. They were images he should have been used to, but they hit him like a Mack truck every time anyway.
 
   "Not yet." Jason prowled around the kitchen, his hands clenched into tight fists. "Look in the envelope."
 
   Tristan gazed at the innocuous envelope before snagging it off the table with a soft curse.
 
   "Sit the fuck down before you open it," Jason tossed over his shoulder, still pacing like a caged lion.
 
   Tristan lowered himself into a chair with a grunt before turning the envelope upside down. A picture, face-down, and a folded sheet of paper with little distorted black smears fell out onto the table.
 
   "A fax?" he asked, arching a brow.
 
   "Look at it," Jason answered.
 
   Tristan left the picture where it fell and unfolded the fax, barely daring to breathe.
 
   A wanted poster from Sinaloa, Mexico took shape as he flattened the paper. Pedro Francisco's black eyes stared up from the black and white photo, hatred blazing in those dark blotches. A laundry list of crimes marched across the bottom half of the fax in two columns of tiny print.
 
   The fingers of dread dancing up Tristan's spine dug their claws in deeper.
 
   Francisco ran the most violent drug cartel in Mexico. His crew had kidnapped, raped, pillaged, maimed, and murdered their way through fifteen different Mexican states… and walked away with one of the most valuable trafficking routes into California and then on into Canada. If Mexican drug cartels were DEA Enemy Numero Uno, Pedro Francisco was at the top of that list.
 
   Tristan eyed the picture on the table, fear tasting like ash in his mouth.
 
   He dropped the fax and flipped over the photo. Paulo Vetrov and Pedro Francisco stood in front of a Mercedes, hands clasped, with a whole hell of a lot of Mexican muscle standing guard around them.
 
   "How long ago?" he asked, fighting hard to stay in the chair. If he didn't, he'd break something, and he really didn't want to explain to Lillian right now that the shit had officially just hit the fucking fan.
 
   "It crossed my desk two and a half hours ago. The team on detail in Tijuana snapped it at 14:38 hours today. They couldn't identify Paulo, so they put it in the system to see if they could shake anything loose." Jason stopped pacing and cursed violently.
 
   Tristan stared at the picture, his mind racing. He picked out tiny details in the photo, focused on them. The Sig-Sauer holstered at Francisco's hip. The AK-47 the beefy motherfucker behind him held like a true soldier of the streets. The cocky, satisfied smile on Paulo's face. A tiny speck of puffy cloud in the upper left corner. Part of a tattooed arm resting on the sleek, silver Mercedes.
 
   "When did Paulo leave Seattle?"
 
   "He flew out of Sea-Tac at 6:20 yesterday morning and arrived at TIJ at 21:50 hours last night. TSA didn't send the flag through until 15:07 hours today, and it didn't make it off of Portman's desk until I went down and got the damned report myself," Jason said, pinching the bridge of his nose.
 
   "Shit."
 
   "The team in Tijuana was doing routine surveillance on Francisco when they took the photograph. We're checking credit card records, but as of now, Vetrov was off the grid from the time he left TIJ last night until he appeared in that photo today. He's booked on a return flight tomorrow at 8:35am."
 
   "How long did he and Francisco meet?"
 
   "They left the hotel together at 15:00 hours today, had an early dinner at Cien Años in the city and were driven back to the hotel at 19:06 by one of Francisco's men. They separated from there. Tijuana put a tail on Vetrov, but they lost him in a traffic jam right outside the airport. I talked to Guzman, the S.A.C. in the area, and he's going to have Vetrov's flight watched tomorrow to make sure he gets on it, but…." Jason trailed off with a grimace.
 
   But the bastard had already met with el motherfucking Cártel de Francisco. But the damage was already done. But they were already screwed. Didn't matter how Jason might have ended that sentence, it meant the same thing: shit had just gotten a whole lot worse.
 
   Tristan took a deep breath and then another, pushing back the haze of red hot rage threatening to erupt. "Is Vetrov buying or selling?"
 
   "If I had to guess, I'd say he's shopping for someone to export this shit."
 
   "Dammit."
 
   Francisco was an opportunistic bastard. He'd jump on board with Anton Vetrov and open his trafficking routes the minute the Vetrov family's manufacturing venture proved successful. And as soon as that happened, their drug would hit international markets in a matter of days.
 
   "Any word from Francisco's street dealers?"
 
   "Not yet." Jason strolled over to the table and collapsed into a chair. "I've already yanked Kincaid out of the Planning Office. He's hitting up his sources as we speak."
 
   "Good."
 
   Michael Kincaid had more gang ties than any other agent in the Pacific Northwest. If there was a murmur to be heard, he'd hear it days before anyone else.
 
   "There's no way Francisco will walk away from the money here," Jason said. "If the Vetrov family cooperates, they might survive. If they don't-"
 
   If they didn't, Tristan wouldn't have to worry about bringing the murdering bastards down. Francisco had his boys working the streets up and down the West Coast. They'd gun down the entire Vetrov clan in a minute, and they wouldn't hesitate to take out any civilian standing in the way, either.
 
   "How long?" he asked.
 
   "A month to finish the product and lay the groundwork for export. Maybe another two weeks for Francisco to set up a distribution point and prep his boys to run it. Chances are they'll try to sail the shit out of Seattle. If we don't clean house by then, it's going to get nasty," Jason answered, his tone grim. "We can hit the port hard with cargo checks, but Francisco's boys will carry it into Canada and then ship it out to Europe and Asia from one of the ports there if we don't wipe out their supply first."
 
   Fucking hell.
 
   Tristan's mind raced through possibilities, scenarios, and plans and came up with fuck all that didn't include dragging Lillian into a war far beyond anything Seattle had ever seen before. Francisco and his ilk had killed thousands in Mexico for less than they stood to make here. Tristan didn't for a minute believe Francisco wouldn't tear Seattle up from the floor up if they gained control of the Vetrov supply.
 
   "Judge Iverson still refuses to give us a warrant?" he asked, not even caring how desperate he sounded.
 
   "We can't risk it even if he would sign it now. We either haul them all in on murder charges and raze their lab to the ground at the same time, or Francisco gains a foothold we can't let him have," Jason said, his leg bouncing in obvious irritation. His eyes snapped up to Tristan's. "You've got to find that fucking lab."
 
   "Yeah," Tristan murmured, his hand closing around the photograph. He crumbled it, his eyes trained on the doorway leading into the living room and beyond to Lillian's room. "I know."
 
   He should have told her no when he had the chance, because now it was far too late to let her walk away, and way too fucking real to let her stay. Screwing around with Anton Vetrov was bad enough. But the Francisco Cartel?
 
   They were something else altogether.
 
   Memories of violent, black and white crime scene photographs rushed to the surface of his mind. Men, women, and children laid out face down across a porch… all massacred without a care. Shot to death where they lay for no real reason. Mass graves covered Francisco's territory, each one a warning to the authorities and the already terrorized citizens cowering in his district.
 
   No one was safe from Francisco.
 
   American tourists were beheaded and sent back across the border in duffle bags because Francisco didn't like the U.S. meddling in Mexican affairs. Mexican citizens were gunned down and left to rot in some macabre reminder that they lived under Francisco's thumb.
 
   Any one of those could be Lillian.
 
   Tristan leaped up from the table before he'd even realized he'd done it. His heart raced, rage coursing through him until he wanted to roar just to release the pressure building at the thought of the Francisco Cartel getting anywhere near the ballerina.
 
   "Tristan, if I'd known, I never would have asked her-" Jason started, his voice grave and apologetic.
 
   He never would have what? Asked her to do this? Put her life at risk? Signed her fucking death warrant?
 
   An image of her inside a body bag slammed into Tristan, her beautiful eyes staring blindly up, her mouth opened in a final, soundless scream.
 
   Oh, Christ.
 
   He felt caged, the walls closing in on his as he fought to breathe through the effects of that image ripping through him. He ground the palms of his hands into his eyes, trying to force it out, but it hovered there, stuck. He had to get out. Now. Do… something. Anything but sit there and think.
 
   "Tristan-"
 
   "Don't," he warned Jason. He shook his head, gripping strands of his hair in his hands. "Just don't fucking say anything, Jase."
 
   Jesus, why couldn't he breathe?
 
   "Go," Jason said, reading him before he ever said the words.
 
   "Watch her," he demanded. Blood pumped through his veins so hard, his eyes actually felt as if they pulsed beneath the force.
 
   "You have three hours." Jason met his gaze. "Three hours, and then I'm sending S.P.D. after your ass if I have to. We clear?"
 
   Tristan nodded, already headed for the door.
 
   "And if you beat the hell out of your informants, I'll break your jaw," Jason added. "I need you here and so does she. We can't afford to have you suspended right now. You're on this case until it's done."
 
   Wasn't that the problem?
 
   If he got her killed….
 
   That damn hospital waiting room flashed through his mind.
 
   No.
 
   No, that wasn't going to happen. No matter what, she'd make it out of this alive. He took off in a dead sprint toward the Rover, fear pounding through his skull like a wrecking ball.
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   "You secure?" Kincaid asked as soon as Tristan put the phone to his ear two hours later.
 
   "Yeah, what's up?" He raced through the dark streets of Rainier Valley on his way back to Lillian's. Fresh bruises lined his knuckles, and he'd learned dick from his informants. They knew nothing, or were too scared to talk. Threats, violence, and more money than Jason and Davis would be pleased he'd spread around had gotten him nowhere.
 
   "MS-13 is pissed about some new group in the area," Kincaid said without wasting time. "The Asians have all but cut off the gang's Ecstasy supply, instead giving it to this new player."
 
   "Anton Vetrov?" Tristan asked.
 
   "That's what I'm thinking. Check this though," Kincaid continued, "whoever it is, MS-13 leaders have been instructed not to touch the Asians or this mystery group. My boys were hesitant to say why, but I got the impression they've been directly ordered to suck it up and deal or else. Now, you tell me who issues an order like that to those motherfuckers and lives to tell the tale."
 
   The Mexican cartels supplied MS-13 with most of what they peddled on street corners, but the Asians supplied the gang with Ecstasy. That didn't bother the cartels much since they controlled the routes the Asians used to bring the drug in and taxed the hell out of them for it. The cartels didn't own the Asian crews outright, but close enough. If they were supplying Anton Vetrov's operation, Francisco wouldn't want MS-13 screwing up that relationship by blowing the Asians away over what would amount to chump change in the grand scheme of things.
 
   The light ahead turned yellow.
 
   Tristan pushed the gas a little harder, unwilling to stop. The Rover shot across the line half a second before the light turned red, the needle on the speedometer racing toward eighty. "Which cartel holds MS-13 locally?" he asked.
 
   "Whoever is paying," Kincaid answered. "They've got ties with every cartel worth mentioning, including your boys. If Francisco handed down that order, they'd obey it, or else risk being frozen out by Francisco and the Asians. They can't afford that risk, not in Seattle."
 
   "Fuck." Tristan glared out the windshield, weaving easily through what little traffic crept through the dark. "So chances are the Asians are supplying the X and LSD to Vetrov."
 
   "Looks like," Kincaid said.
 
   Well, wasn't that just motherfucking perfect?
 
   "Any idea if they're going to the Asians directly?"
 
   "Hell no. Unless Francisco himself stepped in, Anton Vetrov doesn't have those kinds of connections," Kincaid laughed. "The Asians deal directly with big cheese only. Only way they can operate safely around here since the Patriot Act. Your boys are dealing with a middle man."
 
   "Think you can find their supplier and cut him off?" Tristan asked Kincaid.
 
   "Hell yeah," Kincaid said. "I'm all over it."
 
   Tristan took a deep breath, praying it would give them a little more time.
 
   Christ, it had to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Lillian nestled into her pillows as early morning light filtered through the curtains in her bedroom, sending little rays of warmth across her face. She groaned, rolling over. And then she blinked at the familiar deep purple décor around her, unsure how she'd gotten to her bedroom. The last thing she remembered was… lying on Tristan's lap while his heart beat a steady rhythm beneath her ear.
 
   "Ah… crap," she croaked, her voice thick with sleep. She'd passed out on top of him, hadn't she?
 
   Casting back in her memories for anything after curling up on his lap, she came up with zilch. Yep, she'd fallen asleep on his lap after he did delightfully wicked things to her.
 
   "Oh God," she groaned, rubbing her eyes as memories of his touch assailed her. Fire wasn't a hot enough classification for the way he had unraveled her last night. Every thought had vanished from her head when she'd felt him harden beneath her. She hadn't meant it to go so far, but then he'd touched her, whispered those wicked desires to her, and she hadn't wanted him to stop.
 
   She didn't regret it.
 
   The way he'd ravished the sensitive skin of her throat while she came made her feel like molten lava inside and out. Something about the thought of him leaving his mark on her… well, she liked it. A lot. Probably more than any self-respecting woman should.
 
   She crawled from the bed in search of a mirror, wanting to see for herself what such a mark looked like up close and personal. Would it bother her to see it now that she wasn't wrapped in a cloud of lust? Should it bother her?
 
   She wasn't sure.
 
   Stepping carefully to keep her balance, she made her way into the en-suite bathroom and flipped the lights on. The woman staring out of the mirror at her was almost unrecognizable. Her dark hair was a wild tangle around her face. Her eyes were wide, and her cheeks flushed.
 
   She leaned closer.
 
   Two small red marks marred her pale skin, so faint they were almost invisible. Lillian reached out to trace them with her finger, a soft smile on her lips. Heat twisted through her at the evidence Tristan had left behind. Knowing he'd put them there was hot for reasons she couldn't even begin to explain to herself.
 
   Lord, what was that man doing to her?
 
   "Get a grip," she muttered, shaking her head at her reflection. Forcing her mind away from the temptation of staring at those marks in the mirror, she tossed her hair up into a messy bun, and brushed her teeth.
 
   She had no idea if Tristan was awake, or how the morning would unfold after what they'd done. They'd crossed some kind of line or bridge or wall last night, and she didn't know where that left them. His world and hers were two different things, and they argued more often than not. How would this thing between them ever work?
 
   "Ugh," she groaned, rubbing her face hard with a towel.
 
   The connection between them was physical, nothing more.
 
   And if she told herself that often enough, she might actually start to believe it.
 
   She flipped the lights off in the bathroom and changed her clothes, determined to exhaust her mind into silence while she stretched her leg. She hadn't done a good job of it lately, and she'd pay for that with more than a muscle spasm sooner or later.
 
   After a quick detour to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water, she hurried toward the studio… only to stop in front of Tristan's door when she noticed light trickling from a crack beneath the heavy wood.
 
   Don't do it, she warned herself, but she didn't listen, of course. Reaching out, she knocked softly. When he didn't answer, she pushed the door open a little further and peeked inside, telling herself she just wanted to see if he was awake or not.
 
   "Oh, sweet mother of God," she whispered, her heart stalling in her chest before racing away at the sight before her.
 
   Tristan lay sprawled across the bed on his back, with one arm thrown over his face as if to protect it from the light filtering in through the window. Bursts of color were tattooed above his heart in stark lines. Tracing them with her gaze, she realized they made up a bird with one wing tucked against its body. The other wing spread across his chest, the tips grazing his ribcage. A date had been inked beneath. The day his parents died, unless she missed her guess.
 
   The grief displayed in the tattoo took her breath away. So did the fact that she'd never have guessed he had it had she not seen it for herself.
 
   Something in her chest loosened, the last vestiges of her anger at him unfurling and then vanishing.
 
   With his loss permanently etched into his skin, right there in front of her, holding on to anger just didn't seem fair. How could she blame him for jumping to conclusions and castigating her when people just like the Vetrov family had murdered his parents?
 
   She couldn't, and she didn't want to either. He never should have said the things he had said to her, but being pissed when he was obviously hurting wouldn't change anything. He'd apologized to her more than once. She had to let it go.
 
   Unable to stare at his memorial when he went to such pains to keep his grief hidden, Lillian averted her gaze, only to have it land on his stomach. His nude, muscular stomach. She gulped, tattoo all but forgotten as her gaze followed the little trail of hair beneath his hand down, down, down as if pulled. The sheet covered one hip, but had fallen away from the other. He hadn't been kidding when he'd said he slept naked. Not. At. All.
 
   Hip bone and a tantalizing peek at the V waited for her the further down her gaze traveled. The tented sheet was obvious. Lillian's legs felt weak as she devoured his body with her gaze, remembering the way he felt pressed against her.
 
   He stirred, moaning.
 
   Lillian jumped and then froze, certain he'd caught her staring.
 
   But he didn't open his eyes.
 
   She fled, pulling the door closed and limping down the hall. Her heart hammered wildly in her chest. Her entire body felt flushed as she scurried into her studio, inhaling air like a woman starving.
 
   Oh God. She would never sleep again with him right across the hall. Not now that she knew he hadn't been joking. Her dreams of him naked hadn't done him justice. He was beautiful. All contoured muscle and smooth olive skin. She pressed her legs together, trying to ease the ache between them to no avail. It wasn't going anywhere. Not anytime soon.
 
   With a frustrated groan and a silent curse at herself for peeking in that door in the first place, she tossed her water bottle down and turned on the music before inching her way down onto the floor to begin her stretches.
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   Tristan stopped in the doorway to Lillian's spare bedroom, drawn by the soft strains of music whispering through the small space. The music wasn't what made him linger though. Lillian demanded his gaze, keeping him riveted to the spot, mouth half open as if to call her name.
 
   She stood in front of the closet doors, focused intently on her reflection as she lifted her bad leg in some sort of dance step. The sole of her foot came to rest on the inside of her knee, her arms lifted into a classic ballet position he couldn't even attempt to name. He wasn't sure what she was trying to accomplish, but the faint sheen of sweat on her face and the determined set to her jaw led him to believe she'd been at it for a while.
 
   He couldn't look away.
 
   The dark gray leotard she wore hugged her beautiful body in ways that made him clench his teeth. His erection jerked at the memory of his hands on said body. And her legs? Definitely not covered in tights. The angry red scar on her thigh stood in stark contrast to the pale perfection of those long legs.
 
   And Christ, those legs….
 
   His erection jerked again.
 
   Yeah, this day promised to suck. Hard.
 
   Lillian lost her balance and tottered to the side before steadying herself.
 
   Setting her jaw, she muttered something under her breath before attempting the same step. Only this time, she rested her full weight on her bad leg, and lifted the other to do the little foot to knee thing. She lost her balance as soon as it was up, but this time she couldn't catch herself. The way her leg twisted beneath her ensured that.
 
   "Oh, shit!" she cried out, her arms wind-milling wildly.
 
   Tristan crossed the room to her in three steps, grabbing her before she hit the floor. He half expected her to slip through his fingers, and waited to hear her bone snap. A picture of her crumpled on the floor in pain shot through his mind, jarring him. His heart hammered painfully.
 
   Her wide-eyed gaze flew to his.
 
   She gasped as he drew her nearer, securing his hold on her.
 
   "Are you okay?" he asked, running a hand down to her leg.
 
   Nothing felt any worse than usual, thank God.
 
   "I'm fine," she gulped.
 
   "What the hell are you trying to do?" he demanded, the feel of her in his arms hitting him like a fist as soon as the initial wave of panic receded. Pure electric pulses surged through him, relief mingling with irritation.
 
   "I'm-"
 
   "Are you trying to break your leg?" He set her back on her feet to glare at her, pissed off at her and at himself. The shit he'd dragged her into was far worse than anything she could do to herself in the middle of her makeshift studio.
 
   Her mouth fell open and then she narrowed her eyes on him. "The rod won't break, Tristan."
 
   "So you're going to try to kill yourself so you can forget that?"
 
   "Of course not." She crossed her arms over her chest in a familiar, defensive move. "I have to stretch every day. I told you this already."
 
   "That was not stretching," he said, jerking his head toward the center of the room. Did she think he was an idiot? "That was you nearly falling on your ass because you're trying to prove something to yourself. Is being a famous ballerina really so fucking important that you're willing to risk your own safety just to have it back? Christ, Lillian, you're smarter than that!"
 
   Lillian stiffened, her eyes flashing. "What I do is none of your business."
 
   "The hell it isn't!"
 
   Her expression firmed at the iron in his voice. "What is your problem this morning?"
 
   Besides the fact that she'd scared the hell out of him? "Not a fucking thing," he said, lying through his teeth. He took a deep breath, trying to temper his tone. "If you want to do that shit, ask me to help you."
 
   "Why? So you can feel better about that fact that I won't beg you to sleep with me?" she demanded and then shook her head, disgust stamped across her face.
 
   "That's not-"
 
   "You think it'd be enough for you that you make me so crazy I can't think straight, but you aren't satisfied unless you're in complete control, are you? What I want doesn't even matter to you, does it? Just so long as I'm an obedient little toy, how I feel doesn't even register with you!" she snapped.
 
   Tristan gaped at her, not sure what to say.
 
   Did she really think he saw her as nothing more than a toy?
 
   "Sometimes, you're a complete ass." She stumbled around him to the iPod dock and pressed a button to stop the music. With that, she hobbled out of the room, pausing only long enough to slam the door behind her.
 
   Well, fuck.
 
   Tristan ripped the door open and followed after her, catching her before she made it halfway down the hall. He swung her around to face him, pissed off that she'd just walked away from him. And pissed off she thought he saw her as a toy, something to play with. She was a whole hell of a lot more than that. Sometimes, he was pretty fucking certain what she wanted mattered to him more than anything else. And wasn't that the problem? She mattered, a whole lot more than he was prepared to deal with.
 
   "I'm doing my best to keep you safe," he said. "The least you can do is make that a little easier by not breaking your own damn neck."
 
   "No one asked you to keep me safe. And if I do break my own damn neck," she mimicked his tone, glaring up at him, "it's none of your business!"
 
   Tristan growled.
 
   "Let go of me." She jerked on her arm and he let her go, instead putting his hands on the wall on either side of her head to keep her from storming off.
 
   "I am so sick of your mood swings, Tristan. Yesterday, you were amazing. Last night, you were almost perfect. This morning though? Not even close. I expected this to be awkward. I expected you to pretend last night changed nothing. Hell, I expected you to keep on with this begging crap, but I didn't expect you to be a complete jerk. I thought we might have actually moved past the whole yelling at each other part of this… this… whatever this is!"
 
   "What is this, beautiful?" he asked, the desire to fight draining from him.
 
   "I don't know!" she shouted, her expression wavering between anger and hurt. She pushed against his chest. "Get out of my way, Tristan. I don't want to deal with you right now."
 
   "Well, doesn't that just suck for you?" No way was he letting her go until she promised not to try that shit anymore. Forcing that promise from her probably made him an even bigger hypocritical ass, because he got it. He really did. If he were in her shoes, he'd fight tooth and nail, pushing himself beyond his limits just because they'd told him he couldn't. But he'd promised to keep her safe, and he intended to keep that promise even if it meant he had to keep her safe from herself, too.
 
   "Let me go," she demanded.
 
   "No."
 
   He had a thousand different things to say to her, but when her body skimmed across his, heat bubbled up from the pit of his stomach, ripping away every single rational thought in his mind.
 
   "What are you trying to prove, Lillian?" he whispered, shifting around until he caged her body more firmly between him and the wall.
 
   "Nothing," she snapped.
 
   "No?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Liar."
 
   "Go to hell, Tristan."
 
   His thigh grazed hers as he put his lips to her ear. "Ask me to help you if you want to push yourself like that, sweetheart." He sucked the lobe into his mouth. "I don't care why you're doing it. Just let me help."
 
   "It's not your business." She shivered, some of the tension draining from her body.
 
   He loved that. As pissed off as she was, she felt it too, felt that flame dancing between them. Her body responded to his just as much as his did to hers. And that probably shouldn't have made him happy considering the night he'd had and everything coming their way, but it did.
 
   "Everything about you is my business," he said, trailing his mouth down her neck to suck at the skin there. With sweat drying on her, she tasted more potent than ever.
 
   "No," she whispered even as she wound her arms around his waist, pulling him closer.
 
   "Yes." He nipped at her, raking his teeth across the silky skin not covered by her leotard. "Promise me, beautiful."
 
   She shook her head, a groan falling from her lips.
 
   "Promise me," he demanded, pulling her skin into his mouth and biting lightly. He shifted around, moving her until he could wedge his knee between her thighs.
 
   She moaned, setting his heart to pounding all over again.
 
   His cock kicked in his pants, ready to fight its way free and burrow between her legs.
 
   "Promise me you'll let me help, Lillian."
 
   "Why do you even care?"
 
   "I need you safe, beautiful," he whispered the fervent words against her skin before swirling his tongue across the same spot, driving himself wild in the process. "Don't ask me to stand by and watch you get hurt if I can do something to stop it." He lifted his head to meet her gaze.
 
   "I'm not." She barely breathed. The angry lights in her eyes dimmed, slowly replaced by something softer – lust, need… affection? Understanding?
 
   "Aren't you?"
 
   She swallowed. "Why does it matter to you?"
 
   "You know why," he said. "You aren't just a toy. You know that." Christ, she had to know, right? She had to know that she drove him toward something she couldn't afford for him to feel for her.
 
   Something flickered in her expression, something warm and honest… something that had him ready to plead with her to give him this. To tell him that she knew, that she really did understand what she did to him.
 
   Fuck.
 
   "Please, baby."
 
   Lillian swallowed hard. Her eyes fell closed. "Fine."
 
   Tristan sighed and then tore himself away from her, his chest aching. Little by little, she was killing him. And that terrified him.
 
   "I'll meet you in the kitchen," he murmured before slipping through the door into his bedroom, breathing hard and praying to a God he didn't even believe in to stop this feeling. To freeze it in its tracks before he got her hurt or killed.
 
   He couldn't stop it though. He knew he couldn't.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   When Lillian emerged from her bedroom forty-five minutes later, Tristan had showered and found his way to the kitchen. French toast sizzled in the skillet before him. He felt calmer, but by no means peaceful. His thoughts skittered all over the place. To Lillian, the Vetrov family, Pedro Francisco, and then back to Lillian.
 
   If they didn't make progress soon, things were going to get ugly.
 
   Fuck.
 
   He flipped the burner off and placed the last two pieces of toast on a plate as Lillian grabbed milk from the fridge, not speaking. The thoughtful frown on her face made it clear her mind was a million miles away.
 
   He wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her until neither of them could think, but didn't. He hadn't really kissed her since she agreed to let him move in. If he did kiss her, he wouldn't be able to stop.
 
   "Thanks for cooking," she mumbled as he carried breakfast to the table.
 
   "Welcome." He set a plate in front of her before taking his own seat.
 
   They sat in silence for a moment and then he sighed.
 
   Lillian looked up, but didn't say anything.
 
   "We have to test these tonight," he said, reaching for the little box of dilation drops.
 
   "Tonight?"
 
   He nodded.
 
   "Why so soon? I thought we had more time. I mean, I thought we…." She trailed off, scrutinizing his expression. Whatever she saw there made her hands shake.
 
   Tristan ached to reassure her, but nothing he said now would make what he needed to tell her any easier.
 
   "What's wrong?" she asked, a quiet tremor in her voice.
 
   He reached across the table to squeeze her fingers, trying to soothe her. Funny thing though… he didn't know how to ease her mind when his refused to cooperate. The thought of dragging her into a club full of strobe lights and drug addicts with those drops in her eyes didn't sit well with him anymore, if it ever had at all. She'd be blind, surrounded by people who had no fucks left to give.
 
   "Tristan, please talk to me. You're freaking me out."
 
   He debated how much to tell her and then sighed, unable to lie to her no matter how much he wanted to do exactly that for her sake. She deserved the truth. Hell, she deserved a lot more than that, but the truth was all he had to give her.
 
   "Paulo Vetrov has been in touch with a cartel in Mexico."
 
   "A cartel?" Lillian blinked.
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Like a Mexican drug cartel?"
 
   He nodded.
 
   "Holy shit," she whispered, her eyes widening. "That's bad."
 
   "Yeah, it's bad."
 
   "When? I mean, how long-?"
 
   He knew what she couldn't seem to force out. How long did they have until all hell broke loose? If they were lucky, they had six weeks before Vetrov and Francisco started shipping the shit out by the boat load. Tristan wasn't counting on those six weeks though. The stakes were too high to take that kind of risk.
 
   "Three weeks. Tops," he said.
 
   Lillian paled visibly.
 
   "We're going back to Teplo tomorrow night, sweetheart."
 
   Lillian swallowed hard, her gaze skittering away from his.
 
   He watched her for a long time, waiting for her to say something, but she didn't. She stared down at the table, her expression carefully blank as the little clock over the table ticked. The loud clicks were the only sound in the room. One minute dragged by and then two. Three. Four.
 
   His heart threatened to explode while he waited for her to say something.
 
   "Okay," she finally whispered, refusing to meet his gaze. Her hand shook when she reached for her fork. Halfway through cutting a piece of her toast, she dropped the pretense, letting the fork clatter to the table on a choked whimper.
 
   That frightened sound tore through Tristan like a bomb. He rose to his feet and circled around the table before the utensil settled, sinking into the chair beside her. With one finger beneath her chin, he tilted her face toward his. That same haunted look he'd seen in her gaze inside Teplo glittered in her warm brown eyes.
 
   His heart fucking clenched at that terrified look on her face.
 
   "I'm not sure I can do this," she admitted, the words full of fear.
 
   "Hey," he whispered, cupping her face gently in his palms. His fingertips swept across her cheeks. "It'll be okay, sweetheart. You'll be okay."
 
   "Will I?" she asked, staring at him. The question trembled on her lips. "Will you?"
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   "You'll be safe," Tristan murmured, stroking the sides of her face with his thumbs. "I'll be with you the entire time. You'll be okay. We can – we can stop this now. You can back out. You should."
 
   The slight tremor in his voice seemed almost pleading, but Lillian barely noticed. She was too focused on what he hadn't said, on the promise he hadn't given. The one where he made it out unscathed. Where he was safe.
 
   His lack of assurance scared her.
 
   So did the look on his face, like he was drowning.
 
   "Wh-what about you?" Her voice shook.
 
   "Don't worry about me, baby. I'll keep you safe. That's all that matters, okay?"
 
   She stared at him, unconvinced.
 
   He tucked a strand of hair behind her right ear. Offered her a thin smile.
 
   "Tristan, I-"
 
   "It doesn't matter, beautiful," he interrupted, the quiet words leaving no room for argument.
 
   She wanted to argue though, because his safety did matter. To her, it did.
 
   A Mexican drug cartel.
 
   Sweet Jesus.
 
   She didn't know much about the drug war, but she'd danced in Mexico City once, and the safety precautions they'd taken had been insane. Armed bodyguards had accompanied them everywhere. They'd been bussed around in armored vehicles, forbidden from leaving the small section of the city housing the Palacio de Bellas Artes where they'd performed. One of the bodyguards assigned to her had talked a little about what was happening in Mexico. Thousands were dead. Tens of thousands, most ruthlessly murdered for no reason. Entire families simply disappeared, never to be heard from again.
 
   The thought of such a thing happening to Tristan horrified her.
 
   She took a deep breath and blew it out, determined to focus on one issue at a time. And the way her heart seemed stuck in her throat at the thought of something happening to her or the DEA agent sitting beside her? Well, she could deal with that later. She had to, because right now, she really could not think about why she wasn't fleeing for safety. Not and stay sane anyway.
 
   She slid away from Tristan, needing physical distance to help her focus on what was most important at the moment. "When are we going to test the eye drops?"
 
   He watched her for a long, silent moment before rising to reclaim his seat across the table. "We're going to Trinity tonight," he said then.
 
   "The nightclub?" She picked up her fork… already missing the warm heat of his body so close to hers.
 
   "Yeah. If you can handle the lights there, Teplo will be a piece of cake for you."
 
   She lost her grip on the fork, causing it to clatter noisily against her plate.
 
   "Shit," he cursed, wincing. "I'm sorry. That was-"
 
   "I'm fine," she lied, trying to ignore the way her stomach bottomed out at his words. They both knew nothing about this would be a piece of cake. Even if the drops didn't blind her, going back to Teplo now would be like walking through the Ninth Circle of hell, naked.
 
   Tristan grunted, his fork hovering inches from his untouched plate.
 
   "W-what do I need to know?"
 
   "We think Paulo Vetrov has gone to Francisco for help moving the product internationally," he said quietly. Information about street gangs, shipping points, drug routes, and drug names rolled easily from his tongue and lodged somewhere in her brain.
 
   He dealt with this kind of stuff every day?
 
   Jesus, she couldn't imagine living this reality day in and day out.
 
   "You okay, beautiful?" he stopped to ask when she gaped at him, feeling a little like she might pass out.
 
   "I'm-" She cleared her throat. "Yeah, fine."
 
   "You're shaking," he murmured, his eyes doing that protective, worried thing that made her melt and ache at the same time. The way he looked at her... Christ, she wanted to wrap herself around him and stay there when he looked at her like she was the only thing he saw. "We can-"
 
   "Tristan, I'm fine. Please don't ask me to back out again. I can't do that."
 
   He held her gaze for a minute. "I wish you would. It'd be safer."
 
   "Yeah, I know." She dropped her gaze to her plate, wishing he didn't want her to walk away so badly. She knew why he felt that way, but it stung to know that he kept her here only because he didn't feel like he had a choice. If he didn't need her help, he'd have walked away already. Of course that bothered her.
 
   As stupid as it probably made her, she wanted him to want her here. Not because he needed her help or because he didn't think he had a choice, but because he felt the same pull she did. The one that took her breath away every single time he touched any part of her.
 
   Tristan sighed, but said nothing further.
 
   Lillian picked up her fork.
 
   They ate quietly for a long moment, too tangled in awkward silence and frustration to pretend everything was okay. Lillian tried to focus on the problem at hand, but her thoughts refused to leave the dark-haired pain in the ass seated across the table. More often than not, she found herself thinking about him and the way he made her feel. The things he said and did to her.
 
   She didn't understand him. Probably never would. As soon as she thought she had a read on him, he flipped the script, leaving her completely off balance. A guy like Tristan… well, it'd be easy for a girl to fall for a guy like him. Problem was: guys like Tristan weren't there when the dust settled. They had their own demons to contend with, and those demons didn't just let go.
 
   "Fuck," he cursed, startling her out of her thoughts.
 
   She looked up from her plate to find him staring at her, his expression torn.
 
   Crap. What had he seen?
 
   "Lillian, I-"
 
   "Please don't," she whispered.
 
   "I need you to know-"
 
   "No, you don't." She met his gaze, pleading with him to let it go. Whatever he saw on her face, she didn't want to talk about it. Not now, when her nerves were raw and she felt shattered, as if the morning had broken little pieces of her. And not now, when he looked so freaking guilty, she wanted to curl herself around him until he forgot why he didn't want her to do this. "You really don't, Tristan."
 
   "Lillian-"
 
   "No."
 
   He snapped his mouth closed, gritted his teeth and then nodded. "Fine."
 
   "Fine," she echoed, setting her fork on her plate to hide the way her hands trembled.
 
   The weight of his gaze unnerved her. She felt as if he saw right through her; saw all the little insecurities stacked one atop the other until she was full to the brim. And she didn't want his pity or sympathy. She didn't want him to feel sorry for her, and she definitely didn't want to hear him say that he didn't want her the same way she wanted him. He wanted to fuck her, nothing more.
 
   "You're going to have to let me in someday," he said, pushing his plate away.
 
   He'd eaten just as little as she had.
 
   "Why? It wouldn't mean anything." She sought his gaze across the table, warm brown tangling with bright blue, trying to unravel the secrets he kept locked up tight. Like why it mattered to him whether she let him in or not. And why he looked at her sometimes as if he needed her more than air.
 
   "You're wrong," he said.
 
   "Am I?"
 
   Why couldn't he just let it go?
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Liar," she mouthed, pushing her plate away. "I'm a means to an end for you, Tristan. As soon as you get what you need across the street, you're done here. Back to the real world." And she'd still be here, trying to pick up the pieces of her already shattered life.
 
   Why make that any harder than it had to be?
 
   Tristan held her gaze for a long, tense minute, looking for all the world like he wanted to deny the truth. "You're right," he finally muttered, wiping his mouth and then tossing his napkin onto the table. "You're absolutely right."
 
   "Then it doesn't matter, does it?" She pushed her chair back from the table, needing to put distance between them before she said or did something she would regret.
 
   "That's exactly the fucking problem, beautiful," he said so softly she wasn't really sure he meant her to hear the words at all. "It matters more than it should."
 
   Yeah. She knew how that felt, but… "How I feel about you hasn't changed, Tristan," she said. "And I prefer to keep it that way. I'll help you because I said I would, but I don't want anything else from you. Not after what you did to me."
 
   Liar.
 
   God, she was such a liar.
 
   She wanted him to call her out on that lie, tell her that he knew what she wanted, and wasn't going to let her hide from it like a coward. She wanted him to tell her that he wanted the same thing she wanted, that she wasn't crazy, and they could give in and no one would get hurt.
 
   But he didn't.
 
   "Fine," he muttered, dashing that hope just as she'd known he would.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   By the time early evening faded into night, Tristan felt wired, jittery, and desperate at the same time. Lillian hadn't emerged from her room all day, the closed door standing like a mountain between them. He tried to focus on the case, but spent more time staring at her door, trying to figure out how to apologize for being a prick.
 
   The more he thought about what she'd said about being a toy to him, the worst he felt. She'd lied to him this morning, and he knew she had. That was his fault. He desperately wanted to fix things between them, tell her he was an idiot, and beg her to stop shutting him out. Another part of him wanted to beg her to keep shutting him out. Because when she stopped?
 
   God help them both.
 
   No one else had ever gotten under his skin like she had. No one else had ever mattered so much to him. When he invited a woman into his bed, they knew nothing more would come of it. He'd never before wanted anything to come of it. He didn't want to know about the things that haunted them, or their hopes and dreams and fears. He'd never cared if they trusted him or liked the person he was.
 
   Lillian was different. He wanted to protect her, know her. What she thought of him mattered to him. And the thought of walking away from her when all was said and done bothered him a whole hell of a lot more than he was prepared to deal with.
 
   She deserved so much more than he could offer her, but some part of him wanted to offer it to her anyway. What the fuck was he supposed to do about that?
 
   What could he do?
 
   He tapped on her door, feeling like a teenage boy waiting for his first date.
 
   The nervous pounding of his heart ratcheted up a notch when she opened the door.
 
   She wore some kind of halter that showed enough skin to make him salivate. It was pure black, and dipped low between her breasts, taunting him to follow the fall of the fabric with his mouth. Her white skirt ended about four inches above the knee and half an inch below her scar, somehow appearing innocent and indecent at once. The way she'd twisted her hair into a bun exposed the soft skin of her throat and the faint marks he'd left there. Little curls danced around her face, making those big, brown eyes seem so much wider and softer.
 
   Jesus.
 
   Waves of desire hit him like a fist. And like the Lillian junkie he'd become, the way that energized him was exactly the fix he needed. The hard knot of frustration in his stomach vanished. The way he felt ready to crawl out of his skin evaporated. For the first time in hours, he felt like he could breathe fully.
 
   What in the hell was she doing to him?
 
   "Hi," she murmured, a blush creeping into her cheeks. She didn't meet his gaze. Her bottom lip went between her teeth, momentarily biting into the fleshy pink before she caught herself.
 
   He cleared his throat, not sure what to say. "You ready?"
 
   "Yeah." She reached around the door and emerged with a tiny black bag clutched in her hands. "Ready."
 
   Tristan stepped aside, letting her lead the way into the kitchen. "Oh, fuck me," he groaned, his eyes widening when she moved in front of him.
 
   She really was trying to kill him. Her top was held together with nothing more than thin strings around her neck and waist, revealing every creamy inch of her skin to his hungry gaze.
 
   If she heard his choked groan, she didn't react. She stopped beside the kitchen table, hesitated, and then picked up the two bottles of eye drops.
 
   With a determination borne out of sheer desperation, he instructed her on how to use the first set of drops, and then watched when she tilted her head back and did as instructed, dropping them into first one eye and then the other.
 
   Her hands were steady.
 
   His wouldn't have been. He didn't want to do this. He didn't want her to have to do this.
 
   "If those haven't caused you to dilate by the time we get to Trinity, we'll add the tropicamide," he said anyway, resolving not to let her out of his sight tonight.
 
   "Okay."
 
   Neither said anything else as he escorted her to the Rover. A thousand unspoken words hung in the awkward silence between them. He had a feeling anything he tried to say right then would end with more yelling and closed doors between them, so he kept his mouth shut and drove.
 
   She sat completely still beside him. Whenever he glanced over at her, he found her staring out the window, her expression smooth, unreadable.
 
   "Do you mind if I look through the case file tomorrow?" she blurted as they made the final turn onto Yesler Street twenty minutes later. "I want to make sure I remember their faces," she explained when he glanced at her, surprised by the question.
 
   "Ah, yeah. We'll go over it tomorrow," he promised.
 
   "Thanks."
 
   They both fell silent.
 
   "My eyes didn't dilate," she said, flipping the mirror open to take a look as he parked the car.
 
   He sighed and held out the other bottle for her. "Start with one drop in each eye."
 
   She took a deep breath and plucked the bottle from his hand.
 
   He had to curl his hands into fists around the steering wheel to keep from snatching it back.
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   Heads turned in Lillian's direction as Tristan lead her toward the entrance of Trinity. The bastards eyed her up and down, leering at her. Their girlfriends narrowed their eyes at her, jealousy stamped across their made-up faces. Tristan glared, silently daring anyone to approach her. The mood he was in, he'd be more than happy to physically force them to back the hell off.
 
   One cocky blond bastard winked at her.
 
   She didn't even notice, but Tristan growled, shoving his hands deep into his pockets… though he wasn't sure if he meant to keep himself from going for the man's throat or keep himself from putting his hands all over Lillian. He wanted to kiss her like he had in Teplo. Everyone would know who she belonged to then.
 
   Christ, what was he thinking?
 
   She didn't belong to him.
 
   Bullshit.
 
   She did. Even if she didn't want to admit it, she'd been his for two weeks already… ever since she'd smiled up at him on the dance floor and set his world to spinning.
 
   He reached out and clamped his hand around her wrist, forcing her to halt. She met his gaze. Her eyes weren't dilated just yet but her pupils were wide and watery. Her bottom lip quivered like it had the first night he'd seen her at Teplo.
 
   "We can't do this," he said, shaking his head at the weary question in her eyes. "You can't go in there like this."
 
   "Tristan, it'll be fine." Her half-hearted smile wobbled and fell.
 
   "No, it won't."
 
   "You chose this," she reminded him.
 
   "Yeah, well, I shouldn't have. It's a bad plan."
 
   "It's the only plan we have."
 
   "Then we'll make another one." He gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to demand she agree. He had no right to demand anything of her. And he highly doubted she'd let him tell her what to do anyway. Zoë had been right on that account. His courageous ballerina didn't take kindly to anyone telling her what she could and couldn't do, especially not him.
 
   She examined his face, her expression softening as if whatever she saw on his face gave her pause. And then she nodded. "Okay, we'll do it another way."
 
   Relief whispered through him, soothing places rubbed raw by the thought of sending her into Teplo vulnerable.
 
   She took a deep breath as they hovered on the fringes of the group awaiting entrance to the club. "I'm sorry about this morning," she blurted. "What I said wasn't fair to you, and it wasn't true." She took another deep breath. "I forgave you days ago, but you confuse the hell out of me sometimes, and that scares me. I don't know what you want from me, and I reacted badly. I'm sorry for that."
 
   "That isn't your fa-"
 
   "How I feel has changed, Tristan," she said, cutting him off.
 
   Oh, Christ.
 
   "Maybe it hasn't for you, but I like you and I can't keep-" she huffed, frustrated misery stamped across her face. She looked defeated. Completely fucking spent. "I can't keep fighting you every step of the way. It's exhausting. I don't know what you want from me, but I'm tired of fighting it. Just please don't…." she trailed off.
 
   "Shh." He reeled her in with one hand upon her wrist, unable to stop the buoyant hum setting up shop in his chest. It was something he'd never felt before. Something he didn't have a name for, but it felt good. Different. "Lillian, I-"
 
   "Tristan! Love!"
 
   Lillian's head snapped up, her eyes scanning the crowd for the woman shouting his name.
 
   His gaze followed.
 
   "Oh, fuck me," slipped from his lips when he caught sight of the tall blonde weaving her way toward him in stilettos, a big smile on her face and her breasts spilling from her low cut top.
 
   Jayme Cordova.
 
   Son of a bitch!
 
   Lillian stiffened when she caught sight of Jayme, her arm falling from Tristan's slackened hold. Before Tristan could dodge Jayme or warn Lillian, the exuberant blonde descended on them like a freight train, pulling him into a tight hug. His arms went around her, trying to keep them both on their feet as she nearly bowled him over.
 
   "I haven't seen you in ages!" she cried.
 
   Her bright red lips landed on his mouth, kissing him hard before he had a chance to turn away. Lillian made an indistinguishable sound, but he couldn't see her around Jayme's mass of curled hair.
 
   "You haven't called me in weeks. Janet said you were busy, but damn!" She gave him a mock glare, her arms still around him. "You could call and say hello once in a while. I miss you."
 
   "Jayme," he murmured, trying to shake her loose. "I'd like you to meet-" He turned to introduce her to Lillian, but the beautiful ballerina no longer stood beside him. He scanned the crowd for her, but couldn't see her among the milling throng ahead.
 
   "Jayme, where did she go?" he demanded, cutting through her inane chatter.
 
   "The pretty brunette?" Jayme glanced around and shrugged. "She was here a second ago."
 
   Tristan wanted to ask why she'd decided to throw herself at him with Lillian standing right there, but didn't bother. Jayme had shitty timing, but she didn't mean any harm. She simply acted a good two minutes before she thought things through.
 
   "I have to find her," he said, focusing on the important issue.
 
   "She'll be fine, Tristan. This isn't one of your normal haunts. No naughty business here."
 
   Yeah, bullshit.
 
   "Her eyes are chemically dilated and she has a bad leg." And the way those bastards leered at her… She'd be surrounded by idiots pushing drinks and telephone numbers in her direction before she knew it. When the drops kicked in, she'd be blind. It'd take all of two seconds for some twisted motherfucker to shuffle her off into a corner or drop something into her drink.
 
   "Oh." Jayme's blue eyes widened with genuine alarm. "Tristan, I'm sorry! I didn't know."
 
   "Yeah, I know." He exhaled, trying not to think about Lillian being dragged off by some drunken idiot. "But I need to find her. Now."
 
   Jayme's mouth fell open, her eyes narrowing on him as if noticing something for the first time. She tilted her head to the side, surprise stamped across her face. "Are you-"
 
   "Don't," he warned her, not wanting to hear the question about to fall from her ruby red lips or think about the answer. "Just don't."
 
   Wisely, Jayme let it go, choosing instead to spin on her heel. "I'll ask Oscar to let you in."
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   Lillian stood a good three feet from Tristan and the blonde before she realized she'd moved.
 
   Her hands shook.
 
   Her eyes burned.
 
   How could she have been so stupid as to think for even a second that Tristan wanted anything more than a fling? Of course he didn't. She could barely remain on her feet most days. Why would he want anything significant from her?
 
   She wished the ground would swallow her whole.
 
   "You."
 
   Lillian narrowed her eyes on the behemoth pointing at her from the doorway. The dilation drops were beginning to do their thing. Everything looked blurry, the bright light above the door seeming more like the sun than an ordinary bulb.
 
   A beefy arm clamped down on her wrist.
 
   "You're in," the guy said, pressing something into the back of her hand before letting it fall. The rope in front of the door disappeared, granting her access to the club.
 
   Waves of music poured from the dark hallway awaiting her.
 
   Lillian didn't hesitate before stepping forward, praying the loud music inside drowned out the humiliation coursing through her. Blood rushed in her ears. Her pulse pounded an angry rhythm inside her skull. She was overreacting, but she couldn't seem to block out the hurt and shame swarming her.
 
   The worse part of the entire situation wasn't even that Tristan had wrapped his arms around the blonde and welcomed her kiss. Or that the woman looked like a model. Oh no. The most humiliating part was that some little voice in the back of Lillian's head had screamed "mine, mine, mine!" like a child the second the blonde touched him.
 
   Ugh!
 
   Tristan wasn't hers.
 
   "Hey, gorgeous." A man appeared in front of her, blocking her path as she attempted to lose herself inside Trinity.
 
   "Excuse me," she mumbled, not even looking up as she attempted to step around him.
 
   "Aw, don't be like that, baby." He stayed with her, blocking her path. He smelled like beer and cheap cologne. A drunken frat boy.
 
   Lovely.
 
   "Excuse me," she tried again.
 
   He stepped in front of her once more.
 
   Why couldn't men ever take a hint?
 
   "I said move, dammit!" she growled, snapping her gaze up to meet his. Her eyes watered so badly, she couldn't make out his face.
 
   He immediately backed away from her though, his hands in the air. "Damn, no need to be a bitch."
 
   "Whatever," she mumbled and hurried past him.
 
   The hallway ended abruptly, widening into a massive room. Tristan's decision to bring her here, specifically, started to make sense. Multi-colored lights beamed across the club in rapid succession, casting the entire cavernous room into vibrant pulses of color. They blinked so fast at times, the crowd appeared to move in slow motion.
 
   Lillian's eyes began to water in earnest, blinding her completely. She should have stopped right there, but she didn't. Stubborn determination and hurt kept her shuffling forward, away from the memory of the blonde kissing Tristan. They probably hadn't even noticed she'd left.
 
   The further into the room she went, the worse her vision became. She inched forward, one tremulous step at time, terrified she'd trip over something and fall. By the time she put her hand on a low retaining wall around the dance floor, she couldn't see anything up close at all. When she glanced up, the lights made her head throb.
 
   To her dismay, the music didn't help.
 
   Some popular hip-hop song blared through the club, vibrating the floor beneath her feet and pounding in her chest. It hit her hard, her body screaming at her to move with the beat. After the day she'd had, she would have killed to dance out her frustration.
 
   But she couldn't dance anymore, could she?
 
   As always, the reminder slammed into her, almost knocking her breathless. Her heart raced. The air seemed squeezed from her lungs. Tears sprang to her already watery eyes.
 
   She wasn't any more prepared for Trinity than she had been for Teplo.
 
   Lillian stopped hobbling forward and started backing up, praying for an escape from the nausea engulfing her. Why had she even come in here alone? She knew better!
 
   The music changed as she crept backwards, a new song pulsating just as hard as the last had. Harder even. The bass vibrated up from the floor in thumps that rattled the wall beneath the palm of her hand. For the thousandth time since Marc attacked her, she hated the way music touched her. She hated feeling such an overwhelming compulsion to dance out her emotions while being trapped in a body that no longer cooperated.
 
   She tripped over something, and slammed into the wall.
 
   "Watch where you're going!" someone snapped.
 
   Someone else bumped into her. Stale smoke and alcohol rose in a cloud around her.
 
   She cringed, pressing herself into the wall. Bricks tugged at the fibers of her halter top, clinging.
 
   Her heart skipped a beat.
 
   She gasped, sucking in air in big, hungry gulps.
 
   "What a spaz," a woman laughed, her tone full of derision.
 
   Lillian squeezed her eyes closed, trying to keep it together.
 
   The music rattled in her chest harder.
 
   She started to shake.
 
   Wrapping her arms around herself, she breathed in through her mouth and out through her nose. Perfume clouded each breath. Cracks of laughter and shouted conversation floated around her, disembodied and far too close. Club-goers bumped into her, their arms skimming across her arms… the backs of her hands… her shoulders.
 
   Her stomach churned.
 
   Tears made silent tracks down her cheeks.
 
   "Lillian!"
 
   Her eyes flew open and landed on Tristan's hazy, familiar form stalking toward her.
 
   "Tristan!" she nearly sobbed, relief blooming in her chest.
 
   "What in the hell are you doing?" he demanded, reaching out to drag her toward him.
 
   Up close, his face seemed even hazier. She tried to focus on him, searching for his eyes, but doing so made her feel worse. She took a deep breath in through her mouth, trying to fight back the nausea.
 
   "Christ, Lillian. You scared the hell out of me."
 
   The blonde popped into her mind again.
 
   She leaned away from Tristan.
 
   "Beautiful-" His tone changed, alarm creeping in. His hand came up towards her face in another distorted blur. "What happened? Why are you so upset? Did someone do something to you?" The last question came as little more than a menacing growl.
 
   "N-nothing. Please, I want to g-go home." Even she heard the desperate tremor in her voice. Her stomach heaved. She jerked away from Tristan before he reached for her once more, scared she'd throw up on him. Refusing to look at him, she squeezed her eyes closed… trying to convince herself she had no reason to be upset. None at all.
 
   He could kiss whoever he wanted.
 
   He didn't owe her anything.
 
   "Lillian-"
 
   The music rattled in her chest, stronger than before.
 
   "Please just take me home. I can't be here right now." She shook her head, fighting the pull of the music. The gravitational tug she felt toward Tristan. The painful ache in her chest. Even closed, her eyes still watered and burned. "It's too much."
 
   "Okay," he said softly. "I'll take you home, sweetheart."
 
   This time, she let him take her arm.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   "Lillian, wait." Tristan reached out and grabbed her wrist, forcing her to halt in the foyer when she tried to hurry by him without a word. She hadn't spoken since he'd promised to bring her home. Hadn't looked at him either. When he'd grabbed his phone to let Jayme know all was well, Lillian had fidgeted once. Tremors wracked her body every few minutes, but otherwise, she'd sat still beside him on the drive, seemingly deflated.
 
   "How are your eyes?" he asked.
 
   "Fine. Better now that I'm out of the lights." She exhaled, still avoiding his gaze.
 
   "Good. It's been about an hour and a half since you put them in. The side effects should start wearing off soon."
 
   "Okay." She nodded, still not looking at him, and tugged at his hold on her arm. "I'm going to bed."
 
   "What happened, beautiful?" he asked, refusing to let her go that easily. She'd been on the verge of a full-blown panic attack when he'd found her, just like she had been when he first saw her at Teplo. He wanted – no, he needed – answers.
 
   "Nothing. The lights were-"
 
   "Why are you shutting me out?" he asked, frustrated when she didn't bother to finish her weak lie. They both knew it was bullshit anyway. He'd seen the terror in her expression. She hadn't been that scared because of the lights.
 
   "I made a mistake. I shouldn't have gone in there by myself. I was…." She trailed off.
 
   His frustration grew.
 
   "You were what?"
 
   "Just forget it, okay? It was stupid." She tugged on her arm again. "Let me go. I'm tired."
 
   "Bullshit." He let go of her arm as requested, but placed himself in front of her, blocking her path. No way was he letting her walk away from him again, not after what she'd said before Jayme interrupted.
 
   "Excuse me?" She actually looked at him this time, her dilated gaze meeting his for a brief moment before darting away. The pulse in her throat fluttered like a hummingbird's wings.
 
   "You're not tired. You're running away." He crossed his arms over his chest, planting his feet. "I want to know why."
 
   "I'm not running away, Tristan."
 
   "No? You sure as hell aren't waiting around for anything either, are you? Just like you didn't wait for me out there. You just took off without a word. Christ, sweetheart, do you have any idea how badly that could have ended for you?"
 
   "I think I've already made it clear that you aren't my keeper," she snapped, her posture stiffening as soon as the endearment passed his lips. "What I do or don't do is my choice, not yours."
 
   Narrowing his eyes on her, he inhaled, trying to fight back the anger rising in a cloud. That's exactly what she wanted, and he wasn't playing that game this time. No fucking way did she get to storm out on this conversation like she had earlier. He was done with dancing around the subject and retreating into teasing comments and frustrated silence.
 
   "You've lost your mind if you think you can take care of yourself in a place like that," he said. "You were on your own for half an hour, and you damn near had a panic attack."
 
   "Like I said, you aren't my keeper," she muttered, stepping to the side in another attempt to slide around him.
 
   He stepped with her, refusing to let her get away. "Then what am I to you, Lillian?" he asked, his voice soft. "Less than two hours ago, you said you didn't want to fight anymore, and now you do? You can't have it both ways."
 
   "I don't want to fight," she answered, shifting like a nervous little rabbit trying to find a way to safety.
 
   Yeah, fuck that.
 
   "I'm not sleeping with Jayme Cordova."
 
   She jerked, and he knew he'd hit on at least part of what had her acting so damned cagey. "That's none of my business," she muttered. "I don't care who you sleep with."
 
   "No?"
 
   She shook her head.
 
   Tristan swore, his patience wearing thin. "You're a liar."
 
   "What?"
 
   "You're a liar," he repeated.
 
   "And you aren't?" She laughed, disbelief stamped across her lovely face.
 
   "Maybe, but I'm not the one running."
 
   "Why shouldn't I?" she demanded. "I tried to talk to you, and look where it got me."
 
   "You didn't give me a chance to say anything! You just fucking ran away."
 
   "Right. And you would have said what, exactly, if she hadn't interrupted?" Lillian crossed her arms to glare at him with those dilated pupils.
 
   Wasn't that the million dollar question?
 
   He had no clue what he would have said to her. He wanted to tell her that things had changed for him the minute he saw her. That she mattered a whole hell of a lot more than she should, and he was really fucking tired of fighting with her. But he couldn't tell her that because she deserved better than anything he could give her, and he hated that. And yet… he'd been on the verge of telling her exactly that anyway.
 
   She was his. He just didn't know what to do about it.
 
   She took a step closer to him when he didn't answer, her eyes flashing. Her face flushed, a deep red blooming in her cheeks. This time, he was the one who retreated, backing away from her as if driven by the force of her anger.
 
   "What would you have said?" she asked. "That you want me to beg so you don't have to feel bad about dragging me into this crap with you? That I'm a means to an end for you so you don't have to feel guilty if someone else dies because you messed up?"
 
   "Is that what you really think of me?" he asked, staring at her. That she thought so little of him hurt, and yet he knew she was right, too. He'd been a prick. Why would she trust him? Why should she?
 
   Jesus.
 
   "I shouldn't have said that," she whispered after a moment.
 
   "It's the truth though, isn't it?" He frowned, feeling sick. "No wonder you hate me."
 
   "I don't hate you." She shook her head vehemently. "I've never hated you, Tristan."
 
   "Maybe you should." He blew out a breath… raked his hands through his hair. Sighed. He wanted to hit something.
 
   "I don't."
 
   "You'd be better off if you did. At least then you wouldn't feel trapped into following through with this damn plan." He laughed again. "Hell, maybe that's what I deserve for getting you mixed up in this. For the Vetrov family to walk away and those murders to stay on my conscience. At least then everyone will know how much of a fuck-up I really am, right?"
 
   Her shoulders slumped. "God, I'm sorry, Tristan. I didn't mean that."
 
   They stood in silence for a long moment, the way her feet shuffled across the floor the only sound between them. He ached to wrap his arms around her – to wipe that horrified, regretful look off her face. But every time he touched her, anything he wanted to say to her went right out the window, forgotten by the way the feel of her skin beneath his palms made his heart race.
 
   "I'm sorry," she said again. "I really didn't mean any of that."
 
   "Then talk to me, beautiful." He wasn't interested in her apologies but in the truth. In her letting him in before he really did go mad. "Why are you so angry with me?"
 
   She hesitated and then straightened, her shoulders going back on a deep breath. "You keep telling me to let you in, but you won't give me the same thing in return. One minute you want me, and the next, you're being an ass. I don't know what you want from me, and I don't know how to deal with that."
 
   Tristan struggled to come up with a response, but Lillian wasn't finished.
 
   She bit her lip and inhaled deeply before continuing, "I don't want to stand here and argue with you anymore. Every time we get close to a real conversation, we end up fighting or you start in with that begging crap, and I am so tired of fighting with you, Tristan. It's exhausting."
 
   "What do you want me to say?" he asked, hanging his head. He didn't want to fight with her either, but he didn't know what to say any more than she did. "What do you want from me, sweetheart?"
 
   She muttered wordlessly, shifting beside him. "I want you to say that I'm not the only one who feels so out of control. That I'm not seeing things between us where they don't exist. That you're tired of fighting what's between us, too. That I don't need to beg you. I don't know what I want you to say or do. I just want to know that I'm not in this alone. Not knowing what you want… I hate it. I hate it so much."
 
   Ah, Christ.
 
   She was killing him, one sad little word at a time.
 
   "That you're not the only one who feels what, beautiful? The way my heart fucking aches when I look at you?" he asked when she fell silent, lifting his head to look at her. His heart responded to her immediately, aching just like he'd told her it did. "The way my skin crawls when I can't touch you? The way I can't shut my mind off because every fucking thought belongs to you these days? I had no right to touch you, but I dragged you into this bullshit because I couldn't stop myself, Lillian. I wanted you. I still want you. I want to possess you. I want you as fucking crazy as you make me. But I don't have that right, not after everything I said to you, and not after putting you in danger. Does knowing that make it better for you? Does that make it easier for you? It certainly doesn't for me."
 
   He stepped up beside her, and ran his hand down her cheek. "I'm dying to be inside you, beautiful," he whispered. "You're all I think about anymore, but I'm not good for you and it kills me that I can't have you."
 
   The rest of the fight went out of her right before his eyes. It drained from her entirely, leaving her eyes wide and watery and her arms wrapped around herself as if she tried to physically hold herself together. She looked so much smaller suddenly, so much more fragile than the woman who'd given him hell for the last few days.
 
   "That's not your decision to make," she mouthed, nuzzling her cheek into the palm of his hand. "It's mine."
 
   "No, it's not." He shook his head, his resolve wavering, slipping away as she looked up at him, pleading silently with those watery, dilated eyes for exactly what he wanted to give her. "You deserve more than anything I can offer you. Christ, beautiful, all I've done since the beginning is put you in danger. Is that really the kind of guy you want to give yourself to?"
 
   "I don't know," she sighed. "I just want you. God, I want you so much I can't think straight when you touch me." A tear slipped down her cheek, wrecking him.
 
   "Lillian, please don't-"
 
   She shook her head, cutting him off. "But I can't do this anymore. I tried so hard to just take things between us as they came and I can't. It's been two days since you moved in, and I already feel insane. I just… can't. We can't. I don't know why you make me feel like this, but you do. I don't know what to do, Tristan, and I am so tired of trying to figure it out. I'm just done. I'll tell Jason that I changed my mind. I'll…." she trailed off, another tear rolling down her cheek. "I'm sorry." She sounded so fucking devastated as she whispered that apology, like she was letting him down and regretted it more than anything.
 
   His chest ached again.
 
   "How do I make you feel, beautiful?" He swiped at her tears, hating that he'd made her cry. Hating that she'd reached her limit somewhere in that club and was ready to walk away now when she hadn't been earlier.
 
   "It doesn't matter."
 
   "It does matter," he argued softly. "It matters to me."
 
   She shook her head, trying to deny him that truth.
 
   "Tell me, beautiful. Please."
 
   Lillian sighed and gave in, her bottom lip trembling though she tried so hard to hide it. "You make me feel like I need you. Like not having you may kill me. Like… like you might consume me if I let you. Like I want to let you. I don't know." She shook her head, her frustration one he understood completely. "You scare me, Tristan. I'm not the woman who lets strangers practically screw her on the dance floor, but when you're around, I want to be that woman. That scares the shit out of me, and I don't know how to stop it. I don't want to stop it."
 
   She felt it too, that consuming thirst. The clawing addiction and burning desperation. Knowing that, he couldn't just let go. He couldn't just let her go. Fuck. He was so fucked.
 
   "I'll call him-" Once again, she sounded defeated, torn. Like she already regretted making that decision.
 
   "No." Tristan shook his head, his decision made. It'd been made two weeks ago when he'd dragged her onto the dance floor. They both knew that, too. "Don't. I can't-" He curled his hand around her nape, dragging her closer when words failed. He shook his head, a frantic edge to his voice. "I don't want you to go."
 
   She groaned, tears still rolling down her cheeks.
 
   "Lillian…." Whatever he meant to say to keep her right there with him was lost to him the moment her body grazed his. Heat exploded between them, raging like an inferno. The breath left his lungs in a rush as relief at touching her eased every frustration and fear that'd run rampant through his mind when she'd vanished inside Trinity. He dipped his head, pressing his forehead to hers.
 
   "Tristan," she whispered quietly, almost reverently… and that look on her face. Christ, that hopeful, yearning look on her face. "Please."
 
   His lips were on hers before the final syllable of her plea fell. He drew it inside himself, telling her what she needed to hear the only way he knew how: with his body moving against hers and his tongue working in tandem with hers. Their arms tangled around one another. Moans fell from him, from her… he wasn't sure. All he felt was her sweet breath across his face and the way she writhed as she tried to move closer.
 
   The way she filled every space inside of him with desire and silence and a thousand other things undid him.
 
   "Fuck," he breathed into her mouth, his tongue stroking hers as he fell backward into the wall. He delved his hands into her hair, tilting her head so he could get deeper. He needed deeper. He needed it so fucking badly….
 
   She ran her hands up and down his back, setting him on fire and soothing him at once. "Tristan. God, I need… Please don't-" Her words were frantic as he swept his free hand across her body, touching her everywhere in a desperate attempt to soothe the burn.
 
   It wasn't nearly enough though.
 
   He needed her naked and screaming for him. Screaming because of him. Screw begging. He needed… Christ, he needed her and he needed in and he needed it now and he needed her to stay. The rest of it, just fuck it. If she stayed, they would figure out the rest. They had to, because he wasn't letting her leave. He couldn't. Not until he had a chance to remind her how good things could be between them.
 
   He lifted her into his arms, his mouth still moving with hers in a silent plea, the only way he knew how to voice it.
 
   Please don't give up now.
 
   Please don't walk away.
 
   She writhed in his arms, and he swallowed her matching pleas each time she offered them.
 
   "Shh," he whispered, stumbling toward the nearest bedroom. The way she felt in his arms and their destination held his attention. Everything else – thoughts about what came next or how that would work out – could wait. Until she cried his name and came for him – until she was his in that carnal, intimate way – nothing else mattered. And she would come for him, again and again. He would make damn sure of that. His body was the only bargaining chip he had.
 
   Somehow, he fumbled the door to her bedroom open and carried her inside, their bodies still moving together as he slapped at the wall in search of the light switch. "Tell me to stop, beautiful," he whispered, attacking the exposed line of her neck, giving her one more chance to save herself even as he pleaded with his lips and tongue for her to refuse the out he offered her. "Tell me to stop, and I will, but tell me now."
 
   "Don't," she groaned, her head falling back again as he roved his mouth over her neck, tasting her. "Don't you dare stop this time, Tristan Riley." Her breathy moan eradicated the last thread of his control.
 
   Growling, he tossed her onto the bed.
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   Lillian bounced atop the bed, crying out when Tristan let her go. Her body ached in the most pleasurable way possible. Everything from the top of her head to the tips of her toes burned white hot for more. More kisses, touches, and greedy groans against her flushed skin and liquid heat.
 
   She wasn't drowning beneath Tristan's wicked onslaught. She had already drowned, become submerged completely in the slide of his tongue with hers, the press of his hips into hers, and the rough glide of his fingers across her body.
 
   As he tore his shirt over his head and followed her down to the bed, he seemed to be everywhere at once. He ravished her mouth with intoxicating kisses before moving on to her neck, and then on again to nip and pull at the pulse pounding wildly in her throat. He raked his teeth across her shoulder before sliding his mouth down her chest and then onto her fabric encased nipple. He bit, licked, and sucked her into a moaning, frenzied mess before moving on.
 
   Hovering above her on straining forearms, he worked her over with sinful precision, as if he knew exactly how to make her burst into flame. His hands glided across fabric. Fabric slid across her skin. His questing fingers soothed and enflamed her as she writhed beneath him, cried out, and then writhed again. And still he didn't stop and didn't slow. He was frantic in his worship, setting her so far ablaze, she flashed to steam.
 
   Fabric pulled away from her body until she lay half bare beneath him – her shirt tossed in one direction, her backless, blue lace bra in another. His gaze roved across her body as hungrily as his mouth had.
 
   "So beautiful," he groaned, and then he went back to work. His tongue, teeth, lips, and fingertips stroked, pressed, and glided until the only thing that mattered to Lillian was the way he made her feel.
 
   She panted and moaned, begging wordlessly for him to never stop.
 
   Still, he kept on. Touching, kissing, and unmaking her with every languid sweep of his hands and mouth. One simple thought played like a mantra in her mind: Yes, yes, yes. Lying beneath him, she couldn't deny the truth anymore. She couldn't have found the will, the words, or the desire to deny him had she wanted to, and she didn't want to.
 
   She so did not want to.
 
   She needed this with him… this press and pull and burn, burn, burn.
 
   "Tristan, please," she moaned when the sensations he brought roaring to life in her became too much and not nearly enough at once.
 
   "Tell me what you need, beautiful," he said, lifting his head from his wicked assault.
 
   His eyes burned that vivid, dark blue color that spoke to something wild and primal deep down inside her. She fought to press her legs together, desperate to relieve the pressure building there. But her thighs were spread wantonly around his body, keeping her prisoner to the ache in her center.
 
   She arched against him, undulating like a wave.
 
   He hissed as her heat brushed the bulge in his pants, and bucked his hips into her. "This, beautiful?" he asked, grinding his erection into her center. "Is this what you want?"
 
   "Yes." Her answer to his question came as one long, drawn out moan.
 
   His lips curved into a wicked smile. He dropped down over her, holding his body inches from hers as he met her gaze. Somehow, he didn't appear hazy or blurry anymore. Everything in her system but him had burned out completely.
 
   She cried out as heat grew between them, crackling and snapping in the few inches that separated his body from hers.
 
   "Tell me what you need, baby."
 
   Lillian swallowed, her throat working but no sound coming out as bright blue once more stripped her of every thought in her head. She was want and need, and Oh God, please. Yes and more and you.
 
   Tristan dipped his head, his tongue sweeping once across her bottom lip before he reared back – waiting, wanting. "Tell me, Lillian," he said. "I want to hear you say it."
 
   "You."
 
   That one breathless word affected him as if she'd screamed it aloud. His entire body shuddered atop hers, causing the coarse hair on his muscular chest to brush across her sensitive nipples. His head lashed backward, tendons in his neck standing out as he hissed… and then he slid away, moving down the bed and her body.
 
   His long fingers danced up her calves, knees, and thighs, stroking and tugging her legs farther apart. He dipped his hands beneath the fabric of her skirt, lifted, and swept it away. Her skirt and little blue panties disappeared down her pale legs. Her ballet flats followed, dropped one after the other to the floor.
 
   Within seconds, she lay naked, spread out before him on top of her purple comforter.
 
   His nostrils flared.
 
   His cheeks flushed.
 
   Burning, vivid blue darkened and dilated until those gorgeous eyes were nothing but blue-rimmed, hungry black.
 
   She felt salacious, debauched.
 
   "Tristan…." She undulated beneath his gaze, arching, bucking, and begging with her body. The sensations ripping through her were too much. She needed him inside, filling and fucking her until the clawing, painful burn stopped. Until the madness shattered and she could breathe again, be again.
 
   Only, she wasn't sure she would. He'd seeped into every space inside her, filling her.
 
   "Please," she whispered, reaching out to him in supplication, no longer caring if she begged or not. "I need you."
 
   "Shh," Tristan answered her, carefully jerking her legs farther apart to settle between them. "No begging, baby, not now." He lifted his head, meeting her gaze when those words tore a desperate groan from her lips.
 
   No begging.
 
   It was the most significant of the concessions he'd given her tonight.
 
   Running his hands up her legs, he spread her wider.
 
   "Let me hear you scream, beautiful," he whispered, his eyes blazing with wicked intent.
 
   Oh… God!
 
   He grasped her hips and lifted. His hungry lips met her aching center. His warm tongue stroked through her dripping folds. And she was gone – screaming, crying, bucking into his ravishing mouth as he drank her down his throat, not tasting but devouring… eating her alive.
 
   He didn't take his time. He took her, just as he'd said he wanted to, thrusting his tongue into her pussy and fucking her with it until her mind went black with pleasure. The sight of him buried between her legs, taking what he wanted would be seared into recesses of her memory so deep, nothing would ever burn it out.
 
   He kept on and on, pulling her clit into his mouth, sucking and biting, until she was little more than soundless scream after another.
 
   When she came down, sobbing and thrashing against the pillows, her entire body numb from pleasure, he was as naked as she, a condom on his cock and his cock in his hand. The lines of ink on his chest seemed to blaze in the light.
 
   He stared down at her, pumping his fist over his hard length. "Tell me no now, Lillian, or I'm going to take you until you can't move," he promised her, his eyes flashing darker as he said the words she'd wanted to hear since their first night at Teplo.
 
   She couldn't find the words to tell him yes or please or any of the other desperate, needy thoughts running rampant through her mind. All she could do was spread her numb legs wide in an invitation to take.
 
   Desire flared brighter in his eyes as he looked down at her glistening center, and he fell upon her like a man crazed. He lashed his hands around her ankles, lifting them up and dragging her gently toward him down the bed, mindful as ever of her bad leg.
 
   Her legs fell onto his straining, muscular shoulders as he fought to hold himself in check.
 
   When his cock landed against her center, they both cried out.
 
   "Lillian…."
 
   She had no idea what he tried to say to her, and he didn't finish. With one smooth, hard thrust, he buried himself inside of her. She cried out as pain and pleasure at his invasion mingled.
 
   He stilled instantly, teeth gritted as his breath rasped in his throat.
 
   She didn't want him still though. She wanted that sword's edge between pain and pleasure and him moving inside of her. Not still and accommodating but hard and fast and now.
 
   "Tristan." She shifted her hips, causing him to strike deeper. Pleasure radiated through her. Her head lolled against the comforter.
 
   "Beautiful," he tried to warn her.
 
   She moved again, not wanting his warning any more than she wanted him slow. She wanted him as crazed as she was, thrusting and grunting and taking until he couldn't think either. Needed him as out of control as she felt… and she was out of control, so far beyond reason or rational or anything but the feel of him finally stretching and filling her.
 
   And she was full. So full, and it felt good.
 
   God, he felt good.
 
   She shifted once more and got her wish.
 
   "Fuck," he hissed, head thrown back as he slid out slightly and was sucked right back in by her little movements beneath him. "Lillian, baby – fuck."
 
   Had she been able to say a word, she would have echoed that sentiment. Instead, she lifted her hips, a pressure in her chest releasing as if untied when he took her silent command and began to move. Not slow or easy or gentle in any way. It was hard and fast, him pounding deeply into her as they both cried out. Exactly what they'd both wanted for days – groaning, grunting, and slick, sweaty skin against slick, sweaty skin. He held her still to his thrusting hips, driving himself into her over and over. And yet, he never put any pressure on her bad leg or held her too roughly.
 
   "So… good…" he grunted, "Christ… you feel so good."
 
   Lillian had never felt anything like him before. The way he moved, the way his cock seared her even through the condom, the feel of him slamming himself inside her. This wasn't love. It went beyond that to some level of mania she'd never experienced before.
 
   "Look at me, beautiful," he gasped when her eyes threatened to close.
 
   The feelings he evoked in her were too intense to handle with his eyes locked on hers as he drove himself into her. In and out until she writhed beneath him all over again, gasping, crying out… ready to tumble over the edge into oblivion. Into more of this, and no way out.
 
   "Look at me."
 
   She shook her head, refusing to look at him as sensation built, focusing.
 
   "Look at me, Lillian," he commanded, shifting his position to strike more deeply. "Now."
 
   She arched off the bed, crying out at his pleasurable punishment. Her eyes flew open, landed on his, and she drowned all over again. Got swept right over the edge into blue-rimmed, hungry black, with no way out… just as she'd known would happen.
 
   "You've always been different for me," he groaned, eyes locked on hers as he pumped into her, hitting every spot she didn't know she had. "From day one, beautiful."
 
   Yes. Oh God, yes.
 
   "I'm not fighting it anymore," he said, pumping into her.
 
   Her last clear thought was that she'd been absolutely right so many days ago. Special Agent Tristan Riley was a bigger danger to her than the Vetrov family could ever be. And she no longer cared, not with his hands all over her body and his cock buried to the hilt in her. Not with his eyes locked on hers and those little confessions falling from his lips.
 
   "Come for me, baby," he said, reaching down to stroke her clit with his thumb as he continued to drill into her, his eyes locked on hers. "I need to feel it on my cock."
 
   She came, unable to stop herself as he drove her into insensibility. Her inner walls clamped down around him. His name broke from her lips in a high pitched, keening cry.
 
   "Fuck, yes," he groaned as his name echoed around them. He drove his cock into her. Once. Twice. Three times and then he cried her name too, holding her still as he came. His cock pulsed as he filled the condom, filled her body, and sent her barreling over the edge again.
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   "Hi," Lillian whispered, her eyes fluttering open to focus on him. Her hair was a tangle around her face, her cheeks flushed from sleep. Her gaze was soft and sleepy, the dilation of her pupils all but gone. She looked fucking perfect, and felt even better.
 
   "Hi," he whispered back, dragging her toward him beneath the covers he'd dragged over them after disposing of the condom. "Welcome back."
 
   "Mm," she groaned and stretched, snuggling into him.
 
   There was no awkwardness between them for once, and he fucking loved that.
 
   "How long was I out?" she asked, her voice still rough from sleep.
 
   "Not long." He reached beneath the blanket and began rubbing her bare thigh. Familiar heat crackled everywhere their bodies met. "Feel okay?"
 
   "Mm. Yes." She moved her leg closer to him. "A little sore."
 
   "Here?" he asked, laying his hand over her scar.
 
   Her cheeks flushed in a way that had nothing to do with waking. "No worse than usual."
 
   "Ah." He slid his hand up her thigh until his fingers glided through the silky curls between her legs. "Here, beautiful?" he asked, the question husky.
 
   The way she whimpered when his hand brushed across her sent a thrill racing through him.
 
   She jerked her head, her flush deepening.
 
   Tristan couldn't help the smile that spread across his face at her reaction. He slid his hand from between her legs and back down her thigh to the scar, massaging the pitted, ruined muscle. She shifted, getting comfortable. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her breathing evened out, but not too deeply.
 
   He let his eyes fall closed too, reveling in the silence. Christ, it was perfect. Not a muting of thought or a subtle easing of frustration, but a pervading quiet that reached deep inside. He knew shit he didn't want to think about, remember, or feel waited on the other side of this interlude. When she moved away from him, those things would invariably creep back in, and they'd make him feel as on edge and restless as ever. But so long as she curled up with him – the soft cadence of her breath in his ear and her warm body tucked close to his – those things didn't bother him. They were unimportant. Moot points that didn't affect him in the here and now, though they probably should have.
 
   "What happened tonight, beautiful?" he asked, unable to stop the question.
 
   She tensed and then relaxed with a small, unhappy sigh. She didn't open her eyes as she started to explain, her voice hesitant and halting. "I've been a dancer my entire life. It wasn't ever something I had to think about doing, it just was. I'd hear music and I wanted to dance. I needed to dance. And now that I can't do it anymore-" Her shoulders twitched in the semblance of a shrug, a frown on her face. "Sometimes, when I'm stressed, it feels like I'm paralyzed and staring down a train. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to move, and I can't. All I can do is stand there and feel the music pulsing in my chest. It's like knives slicing through me."
 
   The quiet sorrow in her tone made his heart ache.
 
   "That's what happened tonight?" he asked.
 
   She nodded her head, eyes still closed. "Partly."
 
   "And at Teplo? When I found you?"
 
   "Yeah." Her frown deepened and she popped her eyes open, focusing on him. "I keep expecting it to get easier, but it never does. It gets a little harder every day."
 
   "How so?" He lifted his free hand and traced the furrow in her brow with his fingertip.
 
   "Because a year ago, I didn't really believe that I'd never dance again. I thought that if I worked hard enough, I'd prove the doctors wrong." Her gaze flickered across his face and then down. She traced the edges of his tattoo with her fingers. "But they were right. I'll never dance again. The only thing I ever wanted is gone and I have to learn to accept something I didn't choose. It's killing me."
 
   Christ.
 
   His heart hurt for her, for the simple way she said that, and the way her lip quivered when she did.
 
   "So tonight," she continued, taking a breath, "I panicked, and I couldn't see either. But before that, I saw her kiss you, and I just…." She bit her lip and blushed. "It was just too much, you know? Everything hit me at once and I had to get away. But that clearly didn't go as planned. So yeah, that's what I get for reacting instead of thinking."
 
   He didn't respond immediately, trying to process what she said as much as the way she said it. He'd always been good at reading people – he had to be – but reading Lillian wasn't so easy. When she let him in at all, she did so awkwardly, as if she didn't have a clue how to lower her defenses. Not looking at him, shrugging, shifting around as if she couldn't get comfortable. She didn't like being exposed… vulnerable. And really, who could blame her if she had trust issues after everything she'd gone through?
 
   "Do you still want to back out, Lillian?" he blurted the question, not liking the way pieces of the puzzle suddenly fit together. Not liking the realization that all her bravado and argument was simply a defense mechanism. One he'd forced her to rely on.
 
   Christ, he really was an idiot.
 
   She frowned again, and his heart threatened to stop.
 
   "It's okay if you do," he lied. He needed her in more ways than one, but if she didn't want to do this, well, he owed her the chance to walk away, guilt free. Hell, he owed her so much more than that.
 
   "Here's the thing," she said, maneuvering herself until she could prop her head up on an elbow to look at him. "I'm scared, Tristan. I'm scared of what's going on across the street. I'm scared of what might happen me, and to you. I'm scared of walking through that door and being hit by the music as hard as I was tonight. I'm in way over my head, and that's terrifying for a whole lot of reasons. But that's not why I said I'd call Jason and tell him I'd changed my mind."
 
   "Then why?"
 
   "Because I already live my life wanting something I'll never be able to have. I'm not interested in doing it twice over." She spoke quietly, but damn did the words echo, sending ripples into places he'd rather not have rippling.
 
   "I wasn't trying to force you into anything," she continued before he could formulate a response, "but I don't want to fight anymore. My whole life, I've been forced to fight whether I wanted to or not. I wasn't like the other dancers. I didn't care if everyone knew my name. I didn't care if I had a legion of fans. All I wanted to do was dance, and they made my life hell because of it."
 
   Tristan took a deep breath, refusing to give in to the anger her confession sent through him. He couldn't change her past or make it hurt any less. He couldn't take away the memories she had of fighting for her right to dance. But he could help her now. He could give her what she wanted, what she needed.
 
   "What can I do to make this easier, beautiful?" he asked. "What do you want?"
 
   She met his gaze, her expression honest, intense… warm brown speaking volumes. "I want to stay here and help you without the constant back and forth. I want to stop fighting you and stop fighting me and not have to worry about what you want from me. I want you, Tristan."
 
   For just a minute, time stood still. He didn't move. He didn't breath. He just stared into those beautiful brown eyes, feeling those four little words – I want you, Tristan – wind their way through him, changing everything. And then he took a deep breath, cupped her cheek in his hand, and gave her what she wanted. "Do you know how to shoot, sweetheart?"
 
   She stared at him, not understanding what he meant. What he said in his own messed up way. He waited a full five count before the furrow between her brow smoothed and her eyes cleared, confusion replaced by surprise, and something he'd fucking kill to give her more of.
 
   Hope.
 
   "Yeah," she finally whispered, "I know how to shoot."
 
   "Good. That's really good." His gaze tangled up in hers, devouring the expression on her face and committing it to memory. "Stay with me, beautiful. We'll figure it out." He had no frigging clue how he'd make this work – how he'd keep her safe, keep himself sane, and work the case at the same time, but he'd do it one way or another.
 
   And the rest of it? All the other shit that stood like mountains between them?
 
   Right then, it didn't fucking matter, he decided as she smiled at him, a simple "okay" falling from her lips.
 
   He dragged her up his body, covering her mouth with his.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   "I need a favor," Tristan said into the phone as soon as Jason answered. He stood in the doorway of Lillian's bedroom, his eyes locked on her sleeping form. Everything in him demanded he hang up the phone and crawl back into the bed with her, but he couldn't. Not yet.
 
   "What now?" Exasperation and tired acceptance rang in Jason's tone.
 
   "Lillian needs a concealed carry permit."
 
   Jason was silent for a long moment and then he sighed. "You want her armed?"
 
   No, but he couldn't think of a better way to keep her safe.
 
   "What about the drops?" Jason asked.
 
   "They were too much for her."
 
   Lillian rolled over, the sheet slipping to expose her breasts. She didn't awaken. She simply sighed Tristan's name and then settled down. He ducked into the hallway before he really did say to hell with it and climb back into bed beside her.
 
   "Does she even know how to shoot?" Jason demanded.
 
   "Her father used to be a cop and she traveled the world by herself." He paused in front of a framed photograph of Lillian on the stage, spotlights shining upon her. She stood on the tips of her toes, one arm over her head. Happiness radiated from her. "Of course he taught her how to defend herself."
 
   Jason didn't say anything.
 
   "I'm taking her to the shooting range this morning to confirm. Can you get Davis to approve a permit?"
 
   "Do you want a temporary or a permanent?"
 
   Tristan bit back a relieved sigh that Jason wasn't even going to argue with him about this. "Permanent if you can get him to sign off on it," he said.
 
   "I'll see what I can do. When do you need it?"
 
   "Today."
 
   "Fucking A, Tristan," Jason groaned into the phone. "Davis is going to be a dick about this, you know that, right?"
 
   "Yeah, I know." No way would he happily sit down and write out a permit for her without any notice. But he would write it because he wasn't stupid, either. If Lillian had to shoot to protect herself, Davis would be the one at the press conference trying to explain why a disabled ballerina had gone into Teplo on the DEA's watch with a weapon and no license.
 
   "I can't take her in there without some sort of protection," Tristan explained. "She panicked at Trinity last night."
 
   "Is she okay?"
 
   "Fine, now. Look, just tell Davis that she's going in armed either way. If shit gets bad, it'll be easier for him if she has a valid permit."
 
   Jason barked a laugh. "One of these days, he's going to make me fire your sorry ass."
 
   "Probably," Tristan agreed, not particularly concerned about it.
 
   "You're sleeping with her, aren't you?" Jason asked, his laughter dying.
 
   Tristan tightened his grip on the phone, not ready to have that conversation with Jason, not after Jason had lied to her once already to keep them apart.
 
   "Does it matter?" he asked.
 
   His friend sighed. "Just be careful, man. This isn't her world."
 
   Tristan blew out a heavy breath, and glanced back up at the photograph. Guilt crashed down on him again. "She was ready to quit, but I asked her to stay. Do you know how messed up that is, Jase? I actually asked her to stay."
 
   "You care about her."
 
   "That makes it right?" Tristan didn't even bother to deny the truth. He did care. That was the fucked up thing about the situation. He cared.
 
   "No, but it does make you human. Does she regret getting involved?"
 
   "Not yet."
 
   "Then let it go," Jason advised. "Out of everyone I know, you're the one I'd bank on keeping her safe. Stop driving yourself up the fucking wall worrying about something you won't let happen, and do what you have to do to close this case."
 
   "And when it's over?" he asked, pacing up and down the hall. He'd never concerned himself with the future before, but he couldn't stop thinking about it now. What was he supposed to do when this case ended? How the hell was he supposed to just walk away from her, back to his old life, when every day, he felt like he needed her a little more?
 
   "Jesus. How the hell do you do this every day?" he asked before Jason could answer. "It's been three days since she agreed to help and I'm going out of my mind. But you've been doing this with Zoë for years and you never stress. Not about your team. Not about her getting caught in the middle because of you. Not about anything."
 
   "Oh, I stress," Jason said drily. "Is being with Lillian worth the anxiety?"
 
   Was it?
 
   "Yeah," Tristan answered with conviction, blowing out a breath. "Yeah, it is."
 
   "Then you deal. I'm not saying that's going to be easy. With her past and yours, dealing with putting her in the line of fire will be hard as hell. But you either walk away or you man up. And since you aren't willing to walk away, I suggest you put your big boy undies on and do whatever it takes to keep the two of you safe. And once you've done that? Then you figure out what comes next. Until then, it doesn't matter."
 
   Except it did matter. It mattered to him. "Tell me this is going to work out," he said.
 
   "You'll keep her safe."
 
   "Christ, I hope so."
 
   Silence hung on the line for a moment before Tristan cleared his throat.
 
   "Has Kincaid found anything?"
 
   "We're raiding a fucking laundry mat tonight, but it's not your guy."
 
   "He hasn't heard anything?"
 
   Jason didn't respond.
 
   "Dammit, Jase," Tristan said. "You know I'll just call him myself if you don't tell me."
 
   "You're a pain in the ass, you know that? Fucking hell," Jason swore. "Kincaid mentioned a rumor about another Chinese-run business selling X out of the back room to some new operation in town, but the intel isn't solid. When it is, you'll be the first to know. Just let him do his job. Jesus, Tristan. You never know when to leave shit alone, do you?"
 
   "You're in a bad mood this morning," Tristan said, but didn't push the issue or deny that accusation. They didn't pay him to give up or leave shit alone. They paid him to keep pulling strings until something fell out.
 
   "Yeah, well, I have to have a team ready to raid a laundry mat in six hours so when we do find your guy, they don't figure out what we're really after. Every damned X dealer we can find, we're taking down so you can do what you have to do." Jason cursed again. "Why the fuck can't this job ever be easy?"
 
   "Good question."
 
   Jason snorted.
 
   "Any idea what kind of business it is?"
 
   "A grocery store? A tourist shop? A restaurant? I don't know. Christ, just let-"
 
   "A restaurant?" Tristan interrupted, pausing mid-step.
 
   "Possibly."
 
   "Motherfucker!"
 
   "What now?"
 
   Tristan spun on his heel, striding toward his room and the case file spread across the desk there. He grabbed the stack of credit card statements Kalani Abram's sister had found hidden in a box of noodles in Kalani's kitchen, quickly shuffling through them until he found the one he needed. His heart hammered, excitement firing through him for the first time in days.
 
   "Tristan?"
 
   "There's something… A Fu Lin's on 83rd. It replaced China House in Anton's credit card statements about four months ago. They were billed for the lunch buffet twice a week for the last four weeks Kalani worked for Anton."
 
   "You're sure?"
 
   "Fuck yes, I'm sure. I went over the statements three times yesterday." He hadn't been able to figure out why Kalani had hidden the statements when they contained nothing incriminating, but he'd kept the damn things anyway.
 
   "Fu Lin's is eight blocks from here."
 
   "And you think they might be running drugs out of the back?"
 
   "I don't know, but the fact that she hid the damn statements isn't something to sneeze at. If they are the front and she figured out what she was picking up for Anton when he sent her there, it'd explain why she hid them. And why Anton had her killed."
 
   "Yeah, but Anton wouldn't have delegated that task to Kalani unless he was certain of her loyalty."
 
   "Doesn't matter," Tristan argued, skimming the statement for any other irregularities. Nothing immediately stood out. "They wouldn't even have to be buying from the restaurant, but someone there could be the point man for whomever they are purchasing from. Come on, Jase. She didn't hide the statements for the hell of it, and you know it. She figured out what they were up to, and that's why she's dead."
 
   Anton Vetrov ran his life like clock-work. Same suits, same dry cleaner, same restaurants, same Mercedes upgrade every two years. That careful paranoia had kept the asshole out of prison thus far. But Kalani hadn't quit for no reason, and they hadn't murdered her for the hell of it, either. There was something in those statements that Vetrov hadn't wanted anyone to find, and Tristan had a feeling Fu Lin's was it.
 
   Jason knew it, too.
 
   "I'll give the information to Kincaid and have him look into it," he promised.
 
   Tristan glanced at the photo of Paulo Vetrov and Pedro Francisco. Had Paulo killed Kalani? Or had Anton done it himself? He didn't know, but the thought of letting either of them near Lillian turned his blood to ice.
 
   Un-fucking-fortunately, he didn't have another option, either.
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\Fallon\Desktop\Ballerina Files\BlackBalletShoes.png] 
 
    
 
   Half an hour later, Tristan found Lillian sitting in the middle of the floor in her little studio, a look of intense concentration on her face. She existed entirely in her head, reliving memories he couldn't even begin to guess at. The way she tilted her head back and forth as the music swelled and receded, he kind of figured she was right there with it though.
 
   He let her have that moment, instead letting his gaze wander across her form… remembering the way she felt wrapped around him, crying out for him. Even now, he wanted to be inside of her so badly, it was torture. Her body flowed from stretch to stretch beneath the leotard she wore, taunting him. The soft, graceful line of her neck begged to be covered with his mouth. So did her pert breasts as she took one deep breath after another, oblivious to the way her nipples pressed against the thin fabric she wore.
 
   Tristan planted his feet, refusing to give in to the urge to strip her naked right there. She needed a break, and if he touched her, there was no way he'd be able to take it slow. Not like he wanted to, and he did want to. The thought of making slow, languid love to her appealed to him on levels he couldn't even begin to comprehend. He wasn't complaining though. Putting his mouth all over her body certainly wouldn't be a hardship. Far from it.
 
   He groaned at the memory of her writhing beneath him.
 
   She stopped mid-stretch and turned to look at him. Heat crept into her cheeks, turning them that dusty rose color he loved. "Hey," she mumbled, quickly averting her gaze.
 
   He frowned, stepping into the room. "What's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "Liar." No way did she get to go back to half-truths and evasions now.
 
   "It's nothing. I just didn't realize you were there."
 
   "So?"
 
   "It's weird." She grimaced, her hands fluttering at her sides.
 
   Tristan pursed his lips, studying her. She avoided looking at him, instead smoothing an invisible wrinkle in her leotard. The blush in her cheeks deepened.
 
   Why was she embarrassed?
 
   "Talk to me, beautiful."
 
   She hesitated a moment and then gave in. "Once a month, Madame Goffe would open our practices to the kids studying at the school associated with the Company. Those who performed well during the week would line up along the walls and watch us warm up, imaging themselves in our positions." She frowned, a soft sigh stirring the fine hairs framing her face. "No one except my therapist has watched me stretch since."
 
   "I love watching you move."
 
   "I'm not very graceful." Her gaze rested on her scar and then darted away. "Not anymore."
 
   Tristan hated the sad, shamed frown twisting at her lips. Striding across the room to her, he held his hand out. "Come here."
 
   She bit her lip, debating, and then reached for his hand.
 
   Getting her up from the floor took no effort at all. Once she had her feet beneath her, he turned her until her back rested flush with his chest. She stood tense and rigid within the circle of his arms, but that didn't seem to matter. Fingers of warmth still wound their way through him.
 
   "I like having you in my arms," he leaned in to whisper in her ear.
 
   She tilted her head to the side and hummed a wordless response.
 
   "What's this song?" he asked.
 
   "It's from the ballet Giselle. Do you know it?"
 
   "No." He skimmed his lips across her ear, causing her to shiver. "Tell me about it."
 
   "It's a romantic ballet about jealousy, deception, forgiveness, and transcendent love," she whispered as he slid his hands from her waist onto her rib cage. "Giselle is the most beautiful woman in her village, which causes Duke Albrecht and Hilarion, the gamekeeper, to fall in love with her. But the Duke is betrothed to a princess and knows he can never truly have Giselle. In an act of sheer desperation, he disguises himself as a peasant to get close to her. His plan works, and Giselle falls deeply in love with him. Whenever he pays her call, they dance together. Their love is so apparent the village youth join in their dances, filling the village with joy. When Hilarion sees this dance, he realizes he's lost Giselle to Albrecht. His jealousy spirals out of control and he vows to find out what the Duke is hiding so he can tear them apart, thus allowing him to win her affections for himself."
 
   Tristan listened with half an ear to her explanation, focusing instead on the way her body moved beneath his hands. When he shifted, so did she, her body adjusting to him without conscious thought. Whether the subtle movements were some left over ballerina instinct or a natural response to him didn't matter. He loved them either way.
 
   Her heart hammered beneath his fingertips.
 
   "And then what happens?" He pulled her earlobe into his mouth and bit, a little demand that she let go of her anxiety and relax for him. Inching his way across her ribs, he rubbed tantalizing circles beneath her breasts, teasing both of them.
 
   Lillian groaned, attempting to arch into his touch. "Hilarion eventually unmasks the Duke," she said when Tristan refused to obey that unspoken plea and kept his hands right where they were. "But Giselle has fallen so madly in love with him that Hilarion's plan to win her backfires. When she realizes she and the Duke can never be together, she goes insane. The dance she once shared with him becomes something else, something darker.
 
   "Albrecht watches her, heartbroken that his deception has caused her such immense pain. He pleads for her forgiveness, but it's too late. Unable to bear the heartbreak and humiliation, she grabs his sword and stabs herself with it. She dies in her mother's arms, leaving the Duke utterly destroyed."
 
   Tristan let his fingertips graze the undersides of her breasts through the thin, form-fitting leotard. Almost instantly, her breath began to hitch. Hiding a smirk, he planted his lips against her throat, licking and sucking.
 
   "And then what, beautiful?" he whispered against her skin, once more completely captivated by her.
 
   "They… Ah…." she groaned as he captured her skin between his teeth before letting go.
 
   "Tell me," he said, moving on to the fading marks he'd left upon her two nights before. The faint spots were all but gone now, and the desire to replace them gnawed at him. Something deep inside him liked the thought of leaving his mark on her, right there where everyone would see it and know she belonged to him.
 
   At the moment, he didn't really care what that desire said about him.
 
   "They bury Giselle in a glade haunted by the Wilis – spirits of wronged virgins who lure men to their deaths," Lillian said. "She becomes one of them. When Hilarion goes looking for her grave one night in grief over what he's done, the Wilis force him to dance until he dies. This… Oh God…" she moaned when Tristan let his fingers climb higher, no longer teasing the undersides of her breasts, but cupping them in his hands.
 
   "This what, beautiful?" His question came out sounding as strained as her whisper, his teasing killing them both, but damned if that would stop him. Now that he'd been all over her, on top of her, inside of her… he wasn't sure he could stop touching her.
 
   She didn't seem to mind his predicament.
 
   "The music-" she broke off as he traced her nipples with a single fingertip on each, making light circles around the hardened peaks pushing against the thin fabric.
 
   "What about the music?"
 
   "It's from that scene. It's his final – Oh, sweet Jesus – dance. His death."
 
   Tristan rewarded her once more by rolling her nipples between his fingers.
 
   Her head fell back onto his shoulder, a throaty moan spilling from her lips.
 
   "Giselle doesn't save him?" he asked, barely able to force the words out. He was hard as a rock, dying to bend her over the little table and plunge his cock into her until she shattered around him.
 
   "No." Lillian moaned when he sucked at the pulse point in her throat, biting and then soothing it with his tongue exactly like he had so many times before.
 
   "Keep going, Lillian," he murmured, kissing a trail across her shoulder.
 
   "She doesn't save him. Her ghost is with the Duke when Hilarion enters the glade, so she doesn't even know he's there. No one knows if she would have saved him had she been able to do so. His jealousy was the catalyst for her greatest pain, and the Duke's greatest loss. But she saves the Duke despite his deception, because her love for him transcended even death and her new position as a Wilis. She never got the- Oh God, Tristan. Please."
 
   Tristan smiled, triumphant, when her concentration shattered, her body going limp just as he'd wanted. She arched into his eager hands, pressing her ass into his cock.
 
   "Close your eyes, baby," he whispered and set to work on her leotard, peeling it down her arms until her breasts spilled free of the restricting material.
 
   Her eyes fluttered closed as the music reached a fevered pitch around them, swelling and receding as Hilarion's forced dance swept him closer and closer to death. Tristan tugged Lillian back into him and shifted until his hips cradled hers on either side.
 
   He snaked one hand around her waist to guide her. The other rose to tease at her breasts. Her head rolled against his shoulder, a moan breaking from her lips, as he began to rock her body side to side with his own in a dance as shattering as Hilarion's, but for an entirely different reason.
 
   Death awaited that jealous fool.
 
   Ecstasy awaited Lillian.
 
   Tristan couldn't wait to give it to her.
 
   He plucked and pulled at her breasts as air escaped her in pleasured hums and little gasps. With his lips and tongue, he explored her soft skin, lapping and nipping at her like a man starving. She melted into his touch, oblivious to the fact that she danced with him. Her body moved with his easily, no hint of embarrassment or awkwardness remaining as he drove her out of that frame of mind and into one miles away. One he wanted her to feel and remember.
 
   As the music raced toward Hilarion's tragic end, Tristan brought his mouth back to her ear, his gaze glued to her reflection in the mirrors. Her chest heaved, breasts rising and falling in his hands. Her skin was flushed with pleasure. Her mouth parted as she sucked in little, keening breaths. She was radiant.
 
   He wanted her to see that for herself.
 
   She whimpered when he slid his hand down her stomach. Her muscles contracted and released beneath his fingers as if every fiber of her being responded to him. His fingers dipped between her legs. He pressed his palm into her center.
 
   Hot heat seared him through the silky leotard.
 
   He swept it aside easily, slipping his fingers underneath.
 
   "Oh… fuck," Lillian breathed.
 
   Her body trembled with desire as he delved into her already wet folds. He couldn't help the growl of satisfaction tearing from his chest when he felt that warm honey on his fingertips.
 
   "Open your eyes," he said, turning them so she could see exactly what he saw in the mirror. He wanted her to see what he did, wanted her to remember it. She wasn't awkward or graceless in the least. She looked like sin, far too decadent and sensual for her own good.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open.
 
   Her gaze landed on the mirror. Smoldering brown met hungry, vivid blue and held.
 
   "When you're with me, I don't want you thinking about that damn scar," he whispered, holding her gaze in the mirrors as he circled her clit with his thumb. He pressed a soft kiss to her exposed shoulder before moving his mouth back to her ear. "Think about this. Think about how goddamned perfect you look right now. That's what I'm thinking about, Lillian. Every time I look at you, I think about how good you look coming apart for me."
 
   "Oh God," she mouthed, her entire body shuddering.
 
   "Let go, beautiful." He pressed a single finger inside of her, and then another. "Watch the way you come alive for me."
 
   Her gaze settled on his hand moving between her slick folds before darting to his other hand playing at her breast and then up to his mouth, trailing hot kisses across her throat. On to his eyes locked on her in the mirror and then back down, taking in the way she moved with him, his hips cradling and guiding her as if they'd done this a thousand times.
 
   Every single thing he wanted her to see – from the beautiful flush of her skin to her heavy-lidded gaze – he knew she saw. Not that fucking scar or a reason to be embarrassed, but what he saw when he looked at her: pure eroticism.
 
   She cried out as the music died, and then shattered for him. Her head dropped backward onto his shoulder and her eyes closed as she came hard around his fingers, crying out his name. He quickly released her breast and lashed his arm around her waist, holding her to him as her legs trembled beneath her, threatening to topple her.
 
   "Beautiful," he whispered, attacking her throat with his lips, teeth, and tongue. He kept on, biting and sucking and tasting until her whimpers and tremors died and she stilled against him, sated.
 
   She hummed his name as she came down, her lips curving upward into a satisfied, womanly smile. That same awed smile she gave him every time he made her come for him. He couldn't resist tilting her head backward and capturing her lips with his at that look.
 
   "I fucking love watching you move," he whispered into her mouth. "Don't ever doubt that." He didn't want to let her go, but when she nodded her promise, he untangled himself from her slowly, removed his fingers from beneath her leotard, and then recovered her pert little breasts.
 
   Her eyes were glazed and unfocused… warm brown once more melted into liquid pools. The urge to drag her back to the bed they'd shared all night raged through him once more. But this wasn't about that, and it wasn't about him. This time was all about her and what she needed.
 
   When she met his gaze, he popped his fingers into his mouth and lapped her juice from them. She moaned softly as she watched him, rubbing her thighs together. He smirked when she reached out to steady herself with a hand on his chest.
 
   "Can you be ready to go in an hour?"
 
   "I… uh…" She blinked and then nodded once, clearly confused.
 
   "Good. We're going to shoot." He reached out and ran the back of his hand gently along her cheek before striding out of the room, in desperate need of a cold shower and a little relief of his own. Pausing outside the door, he turned back toward her. "Giselle has nothing on you, beautiful. You're fucking stunning, and you would have saved Hilarion even if he didn't deserve it."
 
   She stared at him, speechless.
 
   He grinned and then headed toward that shower, his cock screaming for release.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   "Can I ask you a question?" Lillian asked as Tristan reloaded the magazine and popped it back into his handgun. They'd been at the empty range for a little over an hour and she'd already emptied three clips into the target he'd hung for her. He looked impressed, but hadn't let her stop yet.
 
   "What's the question?" He checked over the weapon before cranking the slide back and handing the gun to her with a flourish, a cocky smirk on his face. All morning, he'd been sending her those cocky smirks. They were going to be the death of her.
 
   Adjusting her stance, she popped the cushy earmuffs on and fired off a few rounds – each hitting the target – before she turned back to Tristan.
 
   "Did you and Jayme date?" she asked, dragging the earmuffs off.
 
   "Briefly." He held his hand out for the gun.
 
   She handed it back over to him, her leg beginning to throb. "Define briefly."
 
   His expression tightened as he took aim at the target and fired off several rounds.
 
   "Define briefly," she repeated when he lowered the weapon after expending the clip.
 
   "We went out a few times."
 
   "And?"
 
   "Fuck," he huffed before looking at her. "We slept together a couple times before I put a stop to it. She's not exactly discreet."
 
   "Oh." Lillian suddenly felt stupid for asking.
 
   "Satisfied now?"
 
   She nodded and fell silent as he reloaded the magazine and popped it back into the gun, clearly agitated. The feeling was mutual. She shouldn't have asked.
 
   Of course he'd slept with Jayme. She looked like a freaking model, and obviously liked him.
 
   He fired off several more rounds in rapid succession before lowering the weapon and turning back to her, his expression frustrated. "This probably makes me an asshole, but she was convenient. She knew what I did, and had no expectations for anything more."
 
   "Oh." Lillian swallowed hard.
 
   "I don't do relationships, sweetheart. I've never wanted to get involved. But you've been different since day one," he said quietly, "and I can't just leave you alone like I should, like I could if you were anyone else. And this?" He gestured between them. "Doesn't even fucking compare to anything I've done before. I want you more than – Hell, more than I've wanted anyone before."
 
   Warmth ran through her at his explanation, heating her from the inside out. Lord, what the man did to her without even trying!
 
   "I… uh…."
 
   "You what?" He reached out to cup her cheek with his free hand before resting his forehead against hers. "Lillian…." he sighed when she didn't respond.
 
   "I can't do certain things," she whispered, her cheeks burning with shame at that admission. She should have just let it go. But in the spirit of this newfound honesty between them, well, better to get it out there now, right? It'd only be more embarrassing later if she had to stop him because her leg wouldn't do what it should.
 
   "You think that matters to me?"
 
   She shrugged a shoulder, feeling about two inches tall. "I don't know. I just-"
 
   "Did you not learn anything this morning?"
 
   "I did," she whispered. Oh yeah, she had most definitely learned something this morning. Mirrors? Brilliant inventions.
 
   "But?"
 
   "But what if it's not enough? I can't do-"
 
   "You've got to get over this leg issue," he muttered, shaking his head as he cut her off, exasperated. "I know there are things you can't do, and I'd never push you beyond your limits. It doesn't bother me. What you do to me… Christ, Lillian. Do you have any idea what you do to me?"
 
   "What-" she cleared her throat, her stomach fluttering at the gleam in his eye. It was pure sex. "What do I do to you?"
 
   He shot her another wicked smirk and grabbed her hand, pulling it between their bodies before pressing it onto his crotch. "This is what you do to me, beautiful. All the time. Every time I look at you, I get hard. And when I touch you?" He shook his head and didn't finish the thought. "It's enough. Believe me, it's enough."
 
   She groaned at his admission as much as at the feel of him beneath her hand. He was rock hard against the zipper of his jeans. And she was the cause of that.
 
   Yeah, she definitely liked knowing that.
 
   She rubbed him through his jeans, causing him to throw his head back and groan.
 
   "You're going to kill me, sweetheart." He grabbed her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. His eyes gleamed that predatory blue color. "You're really going to kill me."
 
   "I know the feeling," she whispered.
 
   "Yeah, I kinda think that you do." He smiled, more relaxed than she could remember ever having seen him. "I meant what I said though, beautiful. What I've done before doesn't even fucking compare to what I want to do to you right now. Stop worrying about it because I'm not. Your leg isn't your fault and it's certainly not a problem for me. Got it?"
 
   "Got it," she agreed.
 
   "Good." He went to work on the other gun strapped to him. It was smaller than the Glock, but no less serious looking. "When Davis starts being a prick about issuing a permit on such short notice, I have to be able to vouch that you can shoot."
 
   "I could always just get a permit the traditional way." She'd had one before, but had let it lapse. Other things had taken precedence at the time – like learning to walk again.
 
   Tristan cocked a brow and glared at her, unamused. "I don't fucking think so. We're not waiting thirty days when he can sign the damn paper today."
 
   "You curse a lot when you're irritated," she observed instead of arguing.
 
   "And you don't curse enough. Usually." He arched a brow and grinned as she felt her cheeks flush, and then he sobered. "Does it bother you?" He looked at her in genuine interest, as if her answer mattered to him.
 
   "Would anything change if it did bother me?"
 
   "Probably not, but I'd certainly try." He shrugged a shoulder. "I'm not good at this relationship shit, Lillian, but I'm trying."
 
   "It doesn't bother me," she whispered, reaching out to squeeze his hand as that little admission twisted through her, soft and slow. "I kind of like it. It's very… you."
 
   He smiled at her and went back to work on the little handgun.
 
   "You really don't like him, do you?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Agent Davis, your boss."
 
   Tristan frowned, his tongue darting out to wet his bottom lip. "He's not a bad guy. We just don't see eye to eye on most things."
 
   "Such as?"
 
   "A partner, for one." Tristan shoved a bullet into the clip with more force than was necessary.
 
   "You don't want a partner?"
 
   "God, no." He shook his head. "I work alone and I like it that way. Partners come with too much fucking paperwork, their own way of doing shit, and a tendency to get in the way or die. I'm not interested in dealing with any of that."
 
   "Oh." Lillian frowned. She didn't like that answer, but wasn't sure what it said about him or what to say about it. She changed the subject instead, promising herself she'd revisit that revelation when she had time to figure out what it meant. "Do you like your job?"
 
   Tristan laughed, cranking back the slide before handing the little gun over to her. "No one likes this job, sweetheart, but no one else is willing to do it. Most people think the War on Drugs is a waste of resources. They don't give a shit if innocent people are murdered in Mexico, Columbia, China, or wherever else the drugs come from. They're pissed off that they're paying taxes to support a war they know we can't win. In their book, that makes it a waste."
 
   "You don't agree with them?" Lillian took aim at the target and fired. As soon as the bullet expelled, the recoil forced her backward on her leg, pulling a pained groan from her lips.
 
   "That we can't win?" Tristan stepped up behind her, pressing into her.
 
   Her skin hummed beneath his hands.
 
   "Try it now."
 
   She fired off another round into the target, letting him absorb her weight on the recoil.
 
   "Better?"
 
   "Yes, thank you. You didn't answer my question."
 
   "Oh, I know we won't win," he said. "But people don't deserve to die because of assholes like Anton Vetrov and Pedro Francisco."
 
   "You really hate drugs don't you?"
 
   "No. I hate assholes like Anton Vetrov and Pedro Francisco."
 
   Lillian tilted her head to look back at him, the heat in his voice shaking her. She couldn't even imagine losing her parents to drug dealers. That Tristan had lost his in such a brutal way broke her heart. "I'm sorry," she murmured.
 
   He leaned down and pressed his lips to her forehead, lingering for a moment. "You ready to get off that leg now?"
 
   Lillian hesitated, torn between pressing him to talk and dropping the subject. She knew a little about avoidance and running away, and it never worked well. And Tristan… well, he might not have run from his past, but he certainly avoided talking about it. He hadn't decided to become a DEA agent by chance, either. She had a feeling there was more to the story than he'd shared with her. A lot more.
 
   "I'm ready," she murmured instead of pushing.
 
   "Good. We've got a lot of shit to do today."
 
   Right. Teplo.
 
   She took a deep breath, refusing to panic.
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   The holstered gun was an unfamiliar weight at the small of her back, hidden from sight in the bellyband Tristan had helped her don. The tight fabric felt restrictive, and somehow comforting, too. She lifted her hair from her neck with trembling hands and secured it in a bun, her eyes trained on the girl staring back at her from the mirror.
 
   She was pale, and her eyes were wide with fear, but resolve burned there, too.
 
   Tristan had gone over the case file with her until she could recite back physical descriptions of everyone who worked at Teplo as if she'd known them her entire life. It was now or never, and she was as prepared as she could be to walk through those doors and into his world.
 
   And yet, she knew that no matter how ready she felt, this wouldn't be easy. Tristan had been brutally honest on that front. The things she'd see, hear, and maybe even be required to do weren't things she'd be able to shut out or ignore this time. She wasn't walking through the doors of Teplo for a rendezvous. It was no longer about that, but about something else entirely. Drug manufacturing. Trafficking. Murder.
 
   Until the moment the investigation ended, those things would now be part of her life.
 
   Who wouldn't be afraid of that?
 
   Tristan wound an arm around her waist half a second before he dropped his chin to her shoulder, his vivid blue eyes catching hers in the mirror. He looked so good with his hair a mess and stubble on his jaw. His expression was grave, and yet a familiar spark reflected in his gaze, too.
 
   "Are you ready, beautiful?" he asked, pressing his lips to the curve of her neck.
 
   Lillian rested her head on his left shoulder, allowing her arms to fall to her side. She breathed in his familiar scent – sage and pine needles – taking a moment to appreciate the strength he offered her. Would she ever get used to the way he made her feel when he put his strong arms around her? So safe and on fire at once?
 
   "I'm ready," she said.
 
   He turned her in his arms. "Promise me that you'll stay by my side no matter what."
 
   "I promise," she whispered, looking up at him.
 
   "I won't let anything happen to you," he vowed, cradling her face between his big hands. "You know that, right?"
 
   She smiled, trying to calm the worry in his eyes. "I know you won't."
 
   He held her gaze for a moment, and then nodded before running the back of his hand down her cheek. "Stay with me. No matter what, stay beside me."
 
   "I will," she promised again. "Right beside you."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The floor shook beneath Tristan's feet. Bodies swayed. Strobe lights bounced across the room, glinting off nameless, faceless addicts as they prowled the stifling club. Shouts, shrieks and laughter rang out over the electronic beats pumping through the place. An eerie harmony melded into an addict's battle cry somewhere between the vibrating floor and the rafters.
 
   Tristan pulled Lillian deeper into hell, her hand clutched in his. He scanned the crowd as they pressed forward, searching for Anton Vetrov's henchmen scattered around the club like sentries. He picked them out easily, their faces seared into his memory as if he'd been on this case forever.
 
   Malachi stood in the far corner, leering as two women grinded on one another. Hannah leaned over the bar, her little dress a mere finger span from baring her crotch to the room. Stephan stalked the edges of the dance floor, seeming pissed off and unfulfilled. The mystery blond hovered near the storage room door.
 
   Addicted club-goers circled through in an endless parade, seeking what they'd come for. Crumpled bills and plastic bags full of deadly powder, noxious liquid, and falsely innocuous looking pills changed hands beneath flashing lights, but none of those hands belonged to Anton Vetrov's people. And no one seemed to care where the drugs came from, or where their money went. It all ended up in the same place anyway, so why waste brain cells they no longer had trying to sort out something they didn't find relevant? So long as that fix wound through their veins and pumped through their organs with every beat of their hearts, the drugs could have come from anywhere.
 
   Lillian stopped walking when he growled in frustration, and tugged on his hand.
 
   "Beautiful," he said, alarmed as she slipped from his embrace and veered to the left. "Where are you going?" His heart slammed against his ribcage when the lights hit her. Warm brown seduction and stubborn determination flared in her gaze. The secretive smile on her face melted every reservation he had about their sudden change of direction.
 
   "I want to dance with you," she mouthed, the sound of her voice drowned out by the music.
 
   He caught the shape of each word anyway.
 
   His mind grasped at images of the last time they'd danced here and he nearly came unglued. He wanted that. Craved it like the people around them craved whatever drug had led them through Teplo's double doors. He let Lillian lead him onto the dance floor, glaring at those who leered at her. They let her pass unmolested, their eyes catching on her hand wrapped about his wrist and the protective, challenging way he hovered over her before their attention wandered off.
 
   Lillian drew to a stop in the middle of the dance floor, hesitating.
 
   Tristan stepped forward until her back was flush with his chest. "Don't lose your nerve now, sweetheart. I like it when you take charge."
 
   She faltered, seemingly at a loss.
 
   "Just relax," he said, widening his stance to cradle her hips with his.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at him. Doubt lingered in her gaze, but she started to move with him anyway. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her in. The gun strapped to the small of her back pressed against his stomach. Deadly steel. Warm woman. The sharp contradiction of the two made his blood steam in his veins.
 
   "You feel good," he murmured, nudging her head with his until his lips were at her ear again, where she could hear him over the pounding music. He wanted her to hear him, just as much as he knew she needed to hear his voice. Despite her bravery, this place terrified her, and the connection between them soothed her just as much as touching her eased him.
 
   He glanced around, looking for any sign of trouble. They'd been lucky so far, but it wouldn't always be like that. If the Vetrov family really did suspect him, sooner or later, all hell would break loose. But for now, he and Lillian were safe in the middle of the dance floor. It was just him and her and the nameless, faceless smiling as music and pretty colors captured their sluggish, drugged minds and held.
 
   "Close your eyes."
 
   Lillian obeyed without question, her breath a soft sigh in his ear.
 
   "Remember how I told you I liked to watch you move?" he asked, matching the slow, hesitant rhythm she'd set.
 
   "I remember," she said, heat in her voice.
 
   He rewarded her for speaking up by nipping at her earlobe. "Show me what I like, baby. Dance with me."
 
   "Tristan, I'm not sure-"
 
   "Don't overthink it. You hear the music?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Do you feel it?"
 
   She shook her head, denying him.
 
   "You're safe," he promised her. "I'm right here and I'm not going anywhere, okay? It's just me and you, Lillian. Relax." He ran his hands up and down her sides, soothing her with touch as best he could. "I've got you."
 
   She nodded.
 
   "Feel the way the music vibrates in your chest. You want to move with it, don't you? You want to feel it like you used to." He ran his hands up and down her sides again, brushing them beneath her breasts just as he had this morning.
 
   And just as she had this morning, she responded.
 
   Her breathing slowed, tension draining from her.
 
   "Do you feel it now, sweetheart?"
 
   "Yes," she breathed.
 
   "Good." He rewarded her with another soft bite. "Now dance for me."
 
   He wanted her to let go, to let herself really feel everything she'd loved before her asshole partner had ruined her life. Music hadn't hurt her then. It'd set her free. The desire to help her find that freedom once more was a physical ache. He couldn't give her back everything Marc Rivera had stolen from her, and he couldn't make her forget that drugs had destroyed her life. But if she was brave enough to walk through the doors of Teplo with him after everything she'd endured, the least he could do was make coming here a little less painful for her.
 
   She relaxed against him, her movements more fluid and confident than before. One small hand slid up his arm and wound around his neck. The other followed. She locked her fingers together behind his neck to steady herself. Tristan wrapped one hand around her hip and the other around her waist, securing her to him so she could dance without fear of falling.
 
   She moved sinuously then, unencumbered.
 
   He absorbed her weight, compensating for the stiffness of her leg. She pressed her ass into him as she gyrated to the beat. A little smile played at her lips. A soft sigh tumbled from her. His hands freely roamed across her body. He was no more capable of stilling them than he was of letting her go. The way her body undulated, her hips and chest rolling as she lost herself in the music enthralled him.
 
   Putting his heart into her little hands would be easy. Painless. He'd told Jason he cared for her, but that was a lie. One that didn't come anywhere close to describing what he really felt. He was consumed by her. Completely eviscerated by her. And that scared the fuck out of him now just as much as ever.
 
   "Tristan," she whispered, "kiss me."
 
   He tilted his head to hers and poured all of himself into that kiss. His pride. His fear and uncertainty. Everything he wasn't sure he was allowed to feel, and everything he felt anyway. She took it all, returning his kiss with equal fervor and passion.
 
   He became lost in her. The mewling whimpers whispering from her blew his world apart. The part of himself that wanted to possess her roared to the surface like a winged demon, his feelings for her ripping its cage wide open. He wanted her. Here. Now. Hard and fast.
 
   "Paulo is here," she murmured suddenly, pulling away.
 
   Tristan's eyes popped open, everything changing between one heart beat and the next. A chill ran through him when his gaze landed on Paulo Vetrov. The bastard hovered a few feet from them, his dark gazed bouncing around the crowd as if in search of someone.
 
   Anton might have been a greedy bastard, but his son was a deviant sociopath. He took what he wanted from whomever he wanted. His list of crimes was long, the list of victims longer. Tristan didn't want him focusing on Lillian. Didn't even want the motherfucker to know she existed.
 
   He turned her in his arms until she was obscured from Paulo's view.
 
   Tristan rolled his shoulders to ease the tension in his muscles. It didn't help. In the blink of an eye, he was coiled tight, completely wound up. Desire, duty, and danger battled for dominion. He felt ready to snap beneath their combined weight.
 
   Lillian mumbled something against his neck, but he didn't catch the words, and didn't have time to find out what she'd said. Paulo turned in their direction again, his dark eyes full of malevolence as he scanned the crowd around them.
 
   Tristan began walking Lillian slowly backward, allowing the crowd on the floor to swallow them up. Fear lashed at him, urging him on until they were off the dance floor, tucked into a corner as far away from Paulo as they could get and still remain in the club.
 
   Lillian trembled in his arms. Her eyes were wide and full of fear.
 
   "You're safe, baby," he whispered. "You're safe."
 
   Relief crashed over him when the truth of his words hit him, combining with the emotion already racing through him. It wrecked him, stripped away everything. Adrenaline and need raged, unchecked.
 
   He crushed her to him, his entire body shaking.
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   "Kiss me, Lillian. Now."
 
   Tristan's mouth descended on hers, his husky demand that she kiss him searing through her. Fear fell away, no match for the way he kissed and protected her. His touch soothed her like nothing else would, melting away danger as if it'd never been there at all. As if Paulo had never been there at all.
 
   Desire rose, higher and higher until she felt as if she'd spun out of control. She wanted Tristan. Here. Now. Against the wall. Everything ached for him. Her skin begged to feel his hands upon her. Her nipples were tight peaks beneath the lace of her bra, as desperate for his touch as the rest of her.
 
   He groaned into her mouth and propelled her deeper into the corner, harder against the wall. She wanted that too. Deeper. Harder. His body a heavy weight on hers. She didn't want soft and slow, didn't want the gentle caresses he'd given her in front of those mirrors, but the primal lust that had swept them both away the night before.
 
   "Beautiful."
 
   She would never tire of hearing the way he said that word to her. It was so reverent, like a prayer upon his lips. This time, the word shook.
 
   "Tristan." She forgot what she meant to say before she ever had the chance to say it. The way he pressed his body to hers sent coherent thought skittering off in all directions.
 
   His tongue darted out to play at her lips.
 
   Bass shook the wall behind her, vibrating her entire body and that felt good, too. Everything felt good. Sensation seemed somehow heightened, intensified. Whether because of where they were, what this place was, the dangerous line they walked or something else entirely, she didn't know. Right then, she didn't care either.
 
   Desire for more raged through her and that's the only thing that mattered.
 
   More of him.
 
   Always more of him.
 
   "Please," she said as his fingers tangled with hers, lifting them up, and then pressing them onto the wall above her head. Desire coiled like a spring low in her belly, tighter and tighter as he attacked her mouth. No longer soft kisses, but demanding nips. A dominating onslaught that had her knees weak and her pulse pounding in time to the music ripping through the club.
 
   "You like not being in control, don't you?" he whispered when she circled her hips, seeking relief from the pressure building between her thighs. He nudged them apart with his knee, sending a shard of pleasure lancing through her.
 
   She didn't deny it. She couldn't.
 
   "Do you like this, Lillian?" he asked, lifting her hands from their position over her head and then pressing them back into the cool brick of the wall to illustrate what this meant. Him holding her captive.
 
   Did she like it?
 
   "God, yes."
 
   She liked everything about it. Loved that she didn't have to think or move or do anything but let him do as he desired. Her breasts ached. Her heart thundered. Her blood rushed in a dull roar in her ears, shutting out every single thing but him, her, and the cool brick at her back.
 
   A wicked smile spread across his face. He tightened his grip on her, pressing his body closer until his lips were at her ear. "I want to make you come right here, Lillian."
 
   Oh… God.
 
   She moaned.
 
   "And then I want to take you home and make you come again. Do you want that, baby?"
 
   God, yes, she wanted that. So badly her legs trembled at just the suggestion of what he wanted to do to her. She hissed when his teeth sank into her earlobe. His tongue followed behind, easing the sting of his bite.
 
   "Do you?" he asked.
 
   "Yes. Please, yes."
 
   He leaned forward and kissed her again, his tongue thrusting in and out of her mouth as if illustrating exactly how he planned to make her come for him. By the time he pulled back, she was a sobbing mess. Everything he made her feel crashed through her at once, raging like an inferno.
 
   "Tristan, please," she begged, needing him to touch her, fuck her… anything he wanted so long as it eased the ache building inside her. Strands of her hair caught in the miniscule crevices of the brick, pulling. Even that felt good, like little stings of pleasure radiating throughout her body.
 
   "Please what, sweetheart? Tell me what you need."
 
   She didn't know what she needed. Release and pleasure and him and here and now. To go home and do it again. Everything he'd promised her, exactly as he'd promised her.
 
   His teeth sank into the hollow between her shoulder and neck this time.
 
   She cried out, wanting more. She wanted his mark on her again, proof that he'd really been there. That she really was splayed against a wall in a dark corner of Teplo with his teeth in her flesh and his body all over hers. She tilted her head to the side for him as he sucked her skin into his mouth and released it, tongue swirling in that same gentle way that made her crazy.
 
   "Tell me what you need from me," he said again, lifting his head until his blue eyes met hers. "I want to hear you say it."
 
   "Tristan, please."
 
   She shifted, tugging against his hold as if that would somehow get her closer to her goal. He smiled that wicked, devilish smile and pressed her hands more firmly onto the wall. Not enough to hurt. Not nearly enough to hurt.
 
   "I'll give you whatever you want, but you have to tell me."
 
   "You."
 
   "Me?"
 
   "Yes. God, yes," she groaned. "I need you."
 
   Something dark and light and brilliant all at once flashed through his eyes.
 
   "Say it again," he whispered. Not a command this time but a request, a plea. His mouth dipped to hers, tongue slipping past her lips and tasting her mouth before he pulled back. "Please."
 
   "God, I need you," she whispered in return. The words were breathy, shaky, but earnest and honest even so. "So much it hurts."
 
   "Ah, fuck, sweetheart." His head fell back. A tremor raced through him. And then his mouth was on hers, frantic, urgent, and as desperate as she felt. When he moved away this time, his eyes were pools of blue lava, sparks seeming almost to crackle as he stared down at her.
 
   She moaned his name at that look in his eyes, so unrestrained and undiluted and perfect.
 
   "Don't move," he warned her, capturing both of her hands in one of his. The other trailed down her arm and sent flames bursting to life there, too. His gaze stayed locked on hers as he roamed down her arm and over her breast to roll one nipple between his fingers. She cried out, but didn't move, frozen in place by the emotion playing across his face.
 
   His fingertips trailed down her stomach. Even through her shirt and the restrictive fabric of the bellyband, heat seared her everywhere he touched. Lower, lower… and lower again. Across her hip, and then down her thigh. He delved his hand beneath her skirt, inching the fabric upward.
 
   Everything stopped. The music. The lights. Her heart.
 
   "Breathe, Lillian," he murmured, his eyes never leaving hers even as his hand quested higher.
 
   Her breath left her throat in a rush, knees nearly buckling beneath her when he stroked his fingers across her center. He caught her about the waist, holding her up.
 
   Her hands fell to her sides.
 
   Tristan adjusted his stance, hiding her from sight even as his weight pinned her gently to the wall. His fingers delved beneath the fabric again, sliding between the wet lace of her panties and onto her center. "Fuck." He closed his eyes and groaned. "You're always so wet and ready for me."
 
   She moaned her agreement, so far gone in anticipation she couldn't form a single word.
 
   "Hold on to me."
 
   She lifted numb arms and draped them over his shoulders.
 
   His lips curved upward. "You look so fucking good. Let me see it." He seemed almost to be speaking to himself, the words so soft she would not have caught them had his mouth not been so very close.
 
   His hand began to move. Not one finger, but all of them, rubbing across her clit as the dam on his self-control broke wide open. Hers followed in its wake, ripped apart by the sensations he sent raging through her as soon as he began to touch her. She wanted to cry out, to scream, to let him know what he was doing to her, but she couldn't. Not one word passed her lips. Not a single sound. All she could do was stand there and feel the sensations tearing through her as he circled her clit fast and hard.
 
   She exploded in a matter of moments, her desperation and his sending her careening over the edge into bright white light and not nearly enough relief. She cried out as she fell, and then cried out again when he crushed her body to his.
 
   It wasn't enough. She needed more.
 
   He didn't make her ask for it. Didn't make her say anything at all, in fact. Before she could even find words, he was moving, propelling her through the club as if possessed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I need you.
 
   I need you.
 
   Those three words pounded through Tristan like a second, vital heartbeat as he tucked Lillian as close to his side as he could get her and started through the club. He tried to go at her pace through the den of sin, but fuck! He was so high on her and those three little words, he felt like he would levitate. Come completely unglued if he didn't get inside of her now. He needed it – needed her – like he needed air. What he'd felt on the dance floor was inconsequential compared to what he felt right then. It wasn't just a physical ache twisting in his gut or a desire to claim. It was… feral. Completely animalistic.
 
   And he had no desire, no will, and no way whatsoever to fight it off.
 
   "Tristan…."
 
   Lillian's breath was a gentle breeze across his neck, and he knew she felt that same frantic urgency to be connected in that one way. Her body beneath his. His pumping into hers. It was almost frightening how little control he had at the moment. How entirely she'd wrecked him, letting him make her come like that.
 
   Jesus Christ.
 
   What was she doing to him?
 
   "Watch it," a young girl muttered as he elbowed his way through a group not moving out of the way fast enough for him.
 
   They were so close to the doors, he could see the streetlight positioned outside. He was dying to break through the crowd and just get there already.
 
   "Hey!" The girl grabbed Lillian as she started to pass, fake nails clutching her arm.
 
   Tristan growled when Lillian reared back with a small, alarmed cry.
 
   "Don't touch her," he snarled at the little raven-haired girl, gently detaching her hand from Lillian's arm with a threatening glare.
 
   He pulled Lillian even closer into his side.
 
   The girl didn't bat a lash. Didn't even look at him, actually.
 
   She beamed at Lillian, her smile fuzzy. "You're Cinderella!" She bounced on the balls of her feet. "Cool! I'm Emma!"
 
   Cinderella.
 
   Tristan swore under his breath when Lillian flinched, her face paling visibly.
 
   Dread scratched up his spine, desire dimming.
 
   "Yeah, my boyfriend took me to see you perform. I'm real sor-"
 
   "Not now!" Tristan barked, suddenly desperate to get Lillian out of there for an entirely different reason. Her last performance, she'd been Cinderella.
 
   And Prince fucking Charming had broken her leg and destroyed her career.
 
   "I said not now!" he snapped when the girl just kept right on talking, oblivious to the way Lillian shook like a leaf in his arms, her breath coming in small gasps.
 
   "Come on, baby," he whispered in her ear when the girl snapped her mouth closed, her drugged mind finally catching up to the fact that Tristan wasn't fucking around. He didn't even bother waiting to hear anything else the girl had to say, he just swept Lillian around Emma and the group looking on with dilated eyes.
 
   Fuck.
 
   He hurried Lillian out the doors and through the throng milling outside.
 
   She didn't say a word. Not one.
 
   "Almost there, beautiful," he murmured to her, his mind racing as he ushered her across the street and grabbed the key from his pocket before shoving it in the door.
 
   As soon as he pulled her inside and punched the alarm code into the system, he spun back to her, lifting his arms to drag her into his embrace again. He had no fucking clue what to say. Doubted anything he said would make things any better for her anyway.
 
   Goddamn, he'd expected that someone would recognize her eventually.
 
   But that specific role? So soon?
 
   If he ever saw Marc Rivera, he really would kill the bastard.
 
   "Lillian, I'm-"
 
   "Don't." She snapped her head up to meet his gaze. Her eyes were wide, stricken. "Please don't say anything."
 
   He swallowed, nodded, and let his arms fall.
 
   She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. And then another and another.
 
   Tristan held still as she breathed in and out. Watched as her trembling slowed and then subsided altogether. He wanted… hell, he didn't know what he wanted. But the urge to say or do something to help grew stronger the longer they stood there.
 
   If he hadn't been so damned focused on getting her home to strip her bare, the girl never would have stopped them. He would have taken Lillian around the group instead of trying to cut an impatient path through them. She wouldn't have been slapped in the face with the reminder of what Marc had done to her, and she wouldn't know Emma's name. Neither would he for that matter. Not her name or the fact that her eyes were dark brown, she had a pierced nose, and a small scar at the corner of her upper lip.
 
   "Fuck," he cursed, closing his eyes. He didn't want to know what she looked like, and he didn't want to know her name. His sanity depended on not getting that fucking close to any of them.
 
   "Tristan?"
 
   "Yeah?" he asked, eyes still closed.
 
   "I'm fine, okay?"
 
   He nodded, not sure he believed her. As brief as that entire situation had been, he wasn't stupid enough to believe it hadn't hurt her. He'd seen the shock and humiliation on her face.
 
   "We both knew it would happen eventually."
 
   "Yeah, but-"
 
   "Did you mean what you said?"
 
   "What I said?" He couldn't bring himself to look at her just yet.
 
   "About bringing me home and making me come?"
 
   His eyes snapped open to find her staring at him, her bottom lip between her teeth. She was still pale, but she held her head high. And that look on her face? His stomach bottomed out at that fiery, hungry look.
 
   "Did you?" she prompted when he just stared at her.
 
   "Yeah. I…. Christ, yes."
 
   She nodded once, and took a step toward him. Stopped and grabbed the hem of her shirt, her eyes locked on his. His cock throbbed at the promise inherent in the heated look on her face.
 
   "Good," she said. "I need you inside of me."
 
   Oh… fuck.
 
   He hissed as the words left her mouth.
 
   In one fluid movement, she lifted the shirt up over her head, held it out in her left hand and let it drop, leaving her in nothing but her little lacy bra, skirt, and the gun holstered to the small of her back. Just like that – one drop of her shirt to the floor – and he was amped up all over again.
 
   He bit his tongue to keep from groaning aloud as her eyes locked on his and she started toward him.
 
   One step. Two. Three.
 
   She stopped in front of him, lifted her head higher. The look in her eye was pure sexual challenge. "Take me to bed, Tristan. Now."
 
   Blood roared through his veins in a molten rush.
 
   He was on her in an instant, stumbling toward the bedroom, his mouth working against hers as she fisted her hands tightly in his hair and kissed him back, desperation in every press of her lips to his. Some small part of his mind tried to convince him to slow down and make her talk, but he knew what she was doing. He knew she didn't want to think right now, and that was just fucking fine with him. If she wanted to get lost in him for a little while before he made her talk, he had no objections to that plan whatsoever.
 
   He barely managed to hit the light switch as he carried her into her bedroom, his fingers digging into her ass and pressing her down hard against his cock. She shifted her weight, providing friction and relief and a continually spiraling need for more.
 
   One of her hands dropped from his hair, clawing at the holster wrapped around her abdomen. "Off," she panted against his mouth. "Get it off me."
 
   He obliged willingly, sliding her down his body until she was on her feet, and then he tore the damn thing from her when it didn't come off fast enough to suit him. Even through the roar of blood through his veins, he remembered to sit the gun carefully on the nightstand instead of throwing it across the room to drag her back to him.
 
   She twisted her arms behind her, reaching for the clasp of her bra.
 
   "No," he commanded.
 
   Her eyes met his again, all wide and melting, and fuck if that didn't set his blood to pumping faster, his cock to throbbing harder, but stripping that bra from her? That was his job and he planned to enjoy every minute of it after her little challenge in the foyer. If she wanted to play, he'd play. And make her forget every single thing in the process.
 
   "Turn around," he whispered thickly, reaching out and placing his hands on her waist to guide her. As always when he touched her bare skin, his eyes threatened to roll back in his head from the pure pleasure of it. She was so soft, so smooth.
 
   Christ, he'd never get enough of having her like this.
 
   She turned slowly, his hands circling her waist in a heated glide as she moved.
 
   "Fuck," he groaned when his eyes fell on the dark purple mark he'd left on the soft skin between her neck and shoulder. A wave of possessiveness ripped through him at the sight. He tugged her backward against his chest, his lips pressing softly against his mark.
 
   Lillian hummed wordlessly as he placed hot, hungry kisses all across the side of her neck and shoulder. Her skin was warm beneath his mouth, her light scent bursting on his tongue like fine wine.
 
   "You taste so good, beautiful. Every time…."
 
   She shivered as his warm breath blew across the wetness his mouth had left behind, melting even further into him. He trailed his hands back up to her waist and then higher, fingertips gliding over her ribs, teasing across the sides of her breasts, and then up to her shoulders. Little goose bumps followed the path his hands took.
 
   "You feel it when I touch you, don't you?" he asked, fascinated by the evidence that she felt the same energy bursting between them whenever they were skin to skin. It was a hum beneath his palms, a crackling heat that made him want to wrap himself around her and never let go. One index finger traced a winding path across her shoulder, onto her neck, and down her spine. More goose bumps broke out everywhere his finger traveled.
 
   She moaned, shivering.
 
   "I like seeing that," he admitted, leaning down to brush his lips against her ear. "I like knowing what I do to you." He straightened again. "I like seeing my mark on you, too," he continued. "Right"–his finger followed the same path up her spine and down her neck before brushing across the purple splotch–"here."
 
   "Tristan," she groaned, her head lolling against his chest.
 
   "You like it too, don't you, baby?" His finger slipped beneath her bra strap and tugged it off of her shoulder. He explored the skin beneath with his mouth, kissing and nipping gently as she hummed. "Answer me."
 
   "Yes," she sighed.
 
   "Yes, what?" The way she spoke when he had her like this was erotic as hell. He'd never tire of that soft voice telling him how much she liked what he did to her. Winding his arms around her body again, he slid his hands up her ribcage and onto her lace covered breasts. His fingers dipped beneath the purple fabric, tugging it away from her taut nipples.
 
   A little gasp flew from her mouth as the fabric glided roughly against her sensitive skin and then slipped free, pushing her breasts up for him. His hands replaced the lacy demi-cups, greedily cupping and kneading. Her nipples were hard little peaks against his palms.
 
   "Tell me, Lillian."
 
   "I like having your mark on me," she whispered, arching into his touch.
 
   He hissed as his cock pulsed at her confirmation, and rolled her nipples between his fingers in reward.
 
   "Oh!"
 
   "I like that too," he murmured, his cock aching again at that half pleased, half surprised, throaty cry. Her sounds… he fucking loved her sounds and what they did to him.
 
   He pressed another soft kiss to her neck and stepped back to remove her bra entirely, aching to see her bare to him. Still though, he wanted it to last, liking the way desire spiked higher and higher as he touched and teased her. She sighed as he popped the clasps and slid her bra from her body, taking his sweet time and letting the fabric trail across her skin.
 
   "Turn around," he commanded, a thrill of anticipation sweeping through him as he dropped the bra to the floor.
 
   She turned slowly as he eased down onto the edge of the bed and opened his legs.
 
   "Come here."
 
   Head tilted so her eyes were on him, she stepped between his legs. And those eyes.... Christ, those eyes. They were that same warm brown that made him crazy. He leaned forward and nipped at her stomach, his hands sliding up her thighs onto her ass and tugging her closer. When her taste hit him this time, slightly salty from the heated rub of the holster against her skin, he groaned and pulled back. Her hand shot out and landed on his shoulder, steadying her.
 
   "Did you like stripping your shirt off for me, baby?" he asked, lifting his eyes to hers again.
 
   Her eyes widened slightly as she caught on to where he was going… where he wanted her to go.
 
   He smirked up at her and nodded as she searched his expression, a question in her gaze.
 
   "Finish it for me."
 
   She swallowed, biting her lip.
 
   "You were so bold earlier, Lillian," he teased. "I like that. I like watching you undress for me." Actually, he was fairly fucking certain at this point that there wasn't much she could do that he didn't like. It all drove him crazy, and made him ache in the best ways possible.
 
   Her expression firmed as he stared up at her, waiting. Small hands dropped to the top of her skirt, her little fingers slipping beneath. She toed her flats off and pushed them to the side with her foot.
 
   "Good girl," he mouthed, his heart jack-hammering in his chest. He hadn't been sure she would do this for him without serious leading on his part, but damn, it was nice to be wrong.
 
   Real nice.
 
   He leaned back on his elbows as she stepped from between the cradle of his thighs, her hands toying with the hem of her skirt. It was innocent, nervous… and as fucking sexy as everything else about her. He groaned as she started inching it down her hips, purple lace peeking from beneath. Her bottom lip was between her teeth again, her cheeks flushing.
 
   "Just like that," he encouraged.
 
   She slipped the skirt slowly down her thighs and let it fall to her feet. Her hands slid back up her thighs and onto her hips before tugging at the fabric of her panties. His eyes roved over her, memorizing the way the dark purple lace molded to her form.
 
   As always, the scar on her thigh drew his eyes, but not in revulsion. It made him angry, made his heart clench… and made him fucking proud of her, too. She'd survived everything that had knocked her down – the loss of her dreams, surgery, physical therapy, pain, doubt and anger – and despite it all, she still had the courage to dance for him, to follow him into Teplo.
 
   "You're phenomenal, baby," he murmured, lifting his head so she could see the sincerity in his eyes. "I've never met anyone as courageous and beautiful as you. Everything about you makes me crazy."
 
   She flushed again but didn't say anything.
 
   He nodded at her to continue, and dropped his eyes to her hands resting on her hips, taking in every pale inch of skin along the way. Her breasts, ribs, the flat expanse of her stomach… the way the dark lace sat boldly against her creamy flesh.
 
   She dipped her fingers beneath the lace and inched it down as slowly as she had her skirt.
 
   He swallowed hard as that little patch of curls and the heaven directly beneath was revealed to him again. Jerking upright on the bed, he reached out to steady her as she slipped the fabric down her thighs and stepped out of it.
 
   She straightened slowly, her cheeks blazing with color now.
 
   "Come here," he said again, once more spreading his legs for her to step between them.
 
   She did so silently.
 
   He pulled her closer until she was right up against him, her knees at the edge of the bed. "I want to kiss you, beautiful." He reached out and brushed his hand along her curls to illustrate what he meant. "Just like this." The words were thick, garbled as his desire to taste her on his tongue again damn near overwhelmed him. "May I?"
 
   "Yes. Please."
 
   One hand slid down her leg to her scar and around to the back of her knee. "Can you lift this leg onto the bed for me?"
 
   "I think so," she whispered.
 
   "Good." He smiled up at her in reassurance, promising her silently that he wouldn't push her far. But he wanted to do this anyway. Wanted to taste her… and wanted her to know that she didn't have to be a fucking contortionist to please him as she seemed to worry she needed to be. "Tell me if it hurts, beautiful. As soon as."
 
   She nodded and placed her hands upon his shoulders as he began to lift her bad leg, steadying her with his other hand on her opposite hip. He kept his eyes on her face, watching for any grimace or flicker of pain. There was none and, in short order, her leg was over his thigh, her foot flat on the bed.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   "Yeah, fine." Her answer was breathless.
 
   "No pain?"
 
   She shook her head in response.
 
   "Good." He dropped his eyes again, and groaned quietly at the sight of her spread before him, pink and glistening and perfect. His mouth watered at the sight, at the scent of her arousal so very close to his mouth. His cock throbbed again. "I want your juices all over me, baby."
 
   "Oh God," she whispered, her nails digging into his shoulders.
 
   He took that as agreement and adjusted his position to better reach her. Dipping his head, he inhaled deeply, his tongue darting out to slip between her folds. He groaned and she cried out, both of their hands tightening upon the other as pleasure rocked through both of them.
 
   She tasted so- 
 
   He didn't finish the thought, instead burying his face in her pussy and going to work. His tongue swirled over her clit. Lower. His lips and tongue brushed across her, tasting, kissing, licking. She was soaked for him, thick, warm honey bursting in a flood upon his tongue, sliding like liquid gold down his throat. He lapped at her like a man dying, once more greedily taking every drop she gave him.
 
   Her nails were sharp points in his shoulder blades, his own hands vises on her hips as he held her upright. Her soft cries and his muffled groans sounded throughout the room, drowning out the music from Teplo, the beating of his heart, the tick of the clock upon her nightstand. Drowning out everything and leaving him cocooned in them. Her sounds and his. Her pleasure and his. His mouth on her, and her hands on him.
 
   "Tristan!" Her legs began to tremble. Her nails scored deeper.
 
   His lips curved against her center at those tell-tale signs that she was already on the verge of exploding for him. He pulled her clit into his mouth, sucking deeply and then backed off, easing away from her slowly.
 
   She cried out in disappointment, left on the edge of orgasm.
 
   "Please… please…." she mumbled as he eased back, carefully lowering her leg back down to the floor.
 
   He smiled again, something sharp and visceral shooting through him at her little chant.
 
   Begging.
 
   Every time he touched her like this, she begged him for more. He didn't know if she realized it or not, but she did. Little pleas issued from her lips, making that primal, dominating part of him roar in pleasure that he'd reduced her to that. His hands. His voice. His tongue. They were the reason she trembled. They were the reason her eyes were wide and dilated, and they were the reason those little broken pleas sounded throughout the room. She begged him without conscious thought and he fucking loved it.
 
   He rose from the edge of the bed, moving her backward with him so he could stand.
 
   "Lay down on your stomach," he commanded gently, jerking the comforter back and reaching for the pillows. He piled them carefully into the center of the bed. Another little lesson in what she could do despite the limitations created by her leg.
 
   Easing her down, he adjusted the pillows beneath her hips until her perfect little ass was lifted in the air, no pressure at all on her bad leg. He stood back… and nearly came unglued at the sight of her laid out for him, her head resting on her forearms and her little slit peeking from between her legs, soaked and swollen for him. His cock jerked in his pants like it was ready to beat its way free.
 
   "Tristan, please."
 
   He needed no further encouragement. He kick his shoes off, jerked his shirt over his head. The holster at his hip followed, and then the one strapped to his ankle. As with her little Beretta, he placed them carefully on the nightstand, gun safety hardwired into him.
 
   That done, he grabbed a condom from his wallet, popped the button of his pants and shoved them and his boxers down, groaning in relief as his cock finally sprang free. He had the condom open and on in seconds. Lillian whimpered and moaned as he climbed up on the bed behind her, devouring her with his eyes again.
 
   "You look so fucking good like this, baby," he whispered. Seeing her spread out for him like this, her head against the mattress and her pert ass lifted in the air… there were no words.
 
   She cried out and arched up wildly when he prowled up her body, his hand dipping down between her legs and pressing easily into her wet heat. He pumped his fingers into her until she tightened around him, on the brink once more, and then he pulled them out and settled over her, his weight on his forearms and his mouth against her ear.
 
   "I'm going to make you come like this, beautiful. From behind, just like this."
 
   "Please," she begged, writhing beneath him. Her ass wriggled against his cock, shredding his control.
 
   "Stay still, Lillian," he demanded.
 
   She writhed again, either unwilling or unable to comply with that command.
 
   He wanted to go slow and ease her into this in case her leg couldn't take it, but she wasn't making it easy to remember why. Every time she moved, he wanted to bury himself in her. He settled back on his knees, his legs on either side of hers and pulled her and the pillows backward until his cock nestled against her ass. And fuck. He no longer boiled; he flashed to steam.
 
   The head of his cock slipped through her folds with ease and, once again, they both cried out. Her heat burned at him, so fucking tight he gritted his teeth, trying desperately not to slam himself inside of her as he had the night before.
 
   All hope of taking it slow was nearly eradicated when she began another little breathless chant, begging him with words and little wriggles to fuck her. That word on her lips…. Pure bliss tore through him when he sank into her, sheathing himself completely in one smooth thrust.
 
   "Oh God, Tristan. I need you so much. Please."
 
   "Fuck, baby, you're killing me," he groaned, gripping her hips to ensure she kept weight off her leg as she writhed. He eased out of her and slowly thrust back in, fighting like a demon through the urge to drive himself into her hard and fast.
 
   "So deep," she whimpered. "You're so deep."
 
   "Feel good, beautiful?" he gasped the question, needing her answers like nothing else. He fucking lived for her confirmations. For yes and more and every other word that told him that she was right there with him, pleasure for pleasure, ache for ache, need for need. And he was there, his entire body taut as he tried to hold himself in check to let her get used to this. To show her that she was enough and ease the fears she'd voice this morning. He hadn't fucking lied to her then.
 
   What she did to him was so far beyond anything he'd ever felt with anyone else, it was unreal. Fucking her wasn't about release for him. It went beyond that, so far beyond, he knew he'd never get enough. He could have her like this every day for the rest of his life, and he'd still crave her.
 
   In that moment, he realized how completely and utterly fucked he was. Three months, six months… it didn't matter when she walked away from him, she was going to rip his heart out of his chest when she went. The line between what he wanted and what he knew damn well he couldn't have hummed like a piano string, blurring so fucking fast it shouldn't have been possible. But it was. Possible. Real.
 
   He wanted to keep her, and not just for this either. Not because he felt like he was sinking into heaven every single time he pressed any part of himself inside of her, but for every other reason. He was falling for her, no doubts about it. Somewhere between approaching her at Teplo weeks ago and taking her back there tonight, he'd started the freefall.
 
   "Do you know what you do to me?" he ground out as his speed increased, his hips thrusting back and forth while she moaned and squirmed and fisted the sheets in her hands. "You take me so fucking high, I can't think. I can't… fuck…" He groaned loudly as her walls clamped down around him without warning, a surprised cry breaking from her lips. His speed increased again as he fucked her through her orgasm, incapable of going slow when she cried out over and over as she climaxed.
 
   "You're enough, beautiful. So fucking good, I can't… Christ," he groaned as his hips slammed into hers, the sound of flesh striking against flesh dragging him deeper and deeper into pure, undiluted ecstasy… something he'd only ever felt with her. And she worried that she couldn't do enough for him? That he would somehow be disappointed when she couldn't ride him into oblivion?
 
   Well, fuck that.
 
   He'd find a way to make her understand that what was between them was as perfect as it was consuming and terrifying. Whatever she thought she couldn't do, she'd do. Effortlessly. Painlessly. Until she believed wholeheartedly that she wasn't damaged or somehow less because of what had happened to her.
 
   "Tristan!" She was sobbing his name now, her head thrashing back and forth as he fucked her relentlessly through the aftershocks of her orgasm, his own coming for him like a freight train. And he wasn't ready for it to hit. He wanted this to go on and on, for as long as she could stand it and as long as he could withstand it.
 
   He gripped her hips tighter, thrust harder, got completely lost in the rhythm, in her, her sounds and her movements… in the way pleasure pulsed through him with every beat of his heart. His lungs burned, his arms ached, the muscles in his thighs were beginning to protest, but he kept on and on thrusting and grunting and drowning until her scream pierced the air and she exploded again.
 
   "Yes," he hissed, storing that sound in his memory with every other scream of pleasure and little sob she'd ever given him. "Yes," he hissed again as his own orgasm flew closer, brought rearing to the surface by the way her body contracted around his cock like a vise.
 
   "Oh God, oh God, oh God," she cried out. "Tristan, I-"
 
   He came with a roar, holding her hips still beneath him as orgasm ripped through him more intensely than he'd ever felt it before. Everything faded, just went complete black as wave upon wave of ecstasy tore through him. Sightless, soundless, thoughtless.
 
   Just… an utter goddamned otherworldly experience.
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   "Hey," Lillian whispered.
 
   Tristan roused from his collapse beside her. He'd somehow managed to find the strength to get rid of the condom and deal with the pillows first, but she honestly wasn't sure how. Her entire body still tingled. Her lips, her fingers, and her toes. She was completely blissed out. Happy. Sore in all the right ways.
 
   His gaze swept over her face, sleepy and sexy and serious all at once. "You okay, beautiful?"
 
   "Perfect." She reached out to brush his sweaty hair back from his forehead.
 
   "I didn't hurt you, did I?" He snagged her hand, kissing her fingertips.
 
   "Not at all," she said, smiling at him. "I feel…." Every descriptor she could think of fell short of explaining how amazing she felt.
 
   "That good, hmm?" He rolled onto his side and grinned at her.
 
   "Yeah." She smiled again. Couldn't have stopped herself from smiling if she'd tried.
 
   "Your leg's okay? No pain?"
 
   "It's fine, Tristan. Everything feels fine. Great. Perfect."
 
   He searched her face once more and then nodded, seemingly satisfied with her answer. "You're too far away," he mumbled, snaking an arm around her waist to pull her closer. Her heart fluttered as he dragged her across the foot of bed between them until no space remained.
 
   She hummed and nestled into his arms, his legs tangled with hers.
 
   They lay in silence for a while, his fingertips dancing up and down her arm. The gentle cadence of his breath whispered like a song in her ear. She traced the shape of his tattoo, following the lines of the bird's wing.
 
   "Tristan?"
 
   "Yeah, beautiful?"
 
   "Thank you," she whispered.
 
   His hand stilled on her arm for a moment before he resumed the soothing motion. "Believe me, beautiful, that was my pleasure."
 
   She couldn't help the little laugh that bubbled up at his rebuking tone. "I meant for earlier, Tristan. Helping me dance."
 
   "Oh."
 
   She laughed again at that one sheepish word and then sobered. "It was nice."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "And the rest of it?" he asked.
 
   "Better than I expected," she said and then paused. "How do you do this every day?"
 
   "I got used to it a long time ago."
 
   "Can I ask you something?"
 
   "Mmhmm."
 
   "Did you decide to become an agent because of what happened to your parents?"
 
   He hesitated for a long, silent minute and then sighed. "Yeah."
 
   "How- how did it happen?"
 
   He shifted around to face her, his expression pained. "Please don't take this the wrong way, but I really don't want to fucking think about it tonight, okay?"
 
   "Okay," she whispered, pressing her hand against his tattoo, over his heart. "We don't have to talk about it now."
 
   "But?"
 
   But the clues were beginning to pile up, and they didn't lead anywhere good. She wanted to understand him, but she wouldn't push him. She hesitated, trying to think of how to best put it. "But I hope that you'll trust me enough someday to tell me how it happened."
 
   "Trusting you isn't the issue."
 
   "Then what is?"
 
   "The issue is that it's not relevant, not anymore. It was a lifetime ago."
 
   "Okay," she said, withdrawing her hand when he practically snapped at her.
 
   "Christ," he groaned and flopped onto his back. "I'm sorry. I'll never forget what happened to them. Talking about it, remembering how it felt to lose everything I loved, is torture."
 
   "I was terrified to walk in there tonight," she admitted quietly, scooting closer to rest her head against his chest again. She could have said, "It's okay." or "It's fine." or "I understand." but sometimes, that just wasn't enough. Sometimes, that's not what people needed to hear. Sometimes, it did matter, it wasn't fine, and the only thing you could do when things got too real for someone was to give them real back.
 
   "You didn't show it," he answered after a moment, his tone rife with gratitude. He wrapped his arms around her. "You did really fucking well, sweetheart."
 
   "I imagined it as a performance. I was just playing my role. Pretty stupid, right?"
 
   Tristan grumbled before shifting and flipping her onto her back. He followed her over, glaring down at her, fire in his eyes. "Why do you do that?"
 
   "Do what?"
 
   "Put yourself down like that. It's not stupid, and neither are you. You had every reason to be terrified walking in there tonight. Hell, most people with your history wouldn't have done it, but you did. It doesn't matter how you managed it. You managed it. Don't make that less than it is, Lillian. It's a big damned deal and you're better than that."
 
   Lillian blinked up at him, speechless.
 
   He sighed, a scowl on his face. "Fucking Marc Rivera really messed with your head."
 
   "It wasn't just Marc," she said when she found her voice.
 
   "What's that mean?" he demanded, his voice dropping low.
 
   "I grew up in a ballet studio," she explained. "I was good at what I did and people noticed. But the thing about people noticing is that your peers aren't always happy to give you the spotlight. When you get attention they want, insults and cutting people down is just a fact of life. When you're smart, you learn to cut that off at the pass whichever way works. And beating them to the punch worked really, really well most of the time." She swallowed past the small lump in her throat, refusing to cry over something that no longer mattered.
 
   "Christ," he swore. "That's shitty."
 
   "Yeah," she said, clearing her throat. "It sucks, but when dancing is your life, you deal with it. I wanted to dance, Tristan. I wanted it more than I wanted anything else, so I dealt with it the best I could. And when you do it for so long, it's hard to stop. There isn't a switch you can just flip after so many years. It's not that simple."
 
   Especially not when some part of her believed the little insults and barbs that'd been thrown her way for so long. Rationally, she knew that little voice was ridiculous, but she didn't know how to reconcile the facts or understand why things had happened the way they did.
 
   She didn't understand why Marc had hated her so intensely for turning him down or why he'd attacked her. And sometimes… well, sometimes she couldn't help but wonder if he was the Universe's way of taking away the things everyone believed she hadn't deserved. She'd turned him down, so he'd punished her, and everyone had just sat back and let him do it.
 
   "I guess I can understand that, but they were wrong, Lillian. You deserved to dance and what he did wasn't your fault."
 
   "Was it his then?" she asked, looking up at Tristan.
 
   "Fuck yes, it was his fault," he said, his voice full of violence. "He may have been an addict, but the burden of responsibility still rests with him, beautiful. He chose to pick up that fucking syringe and jam it into his vein. And he did it knowing that once he walked on that stage, your safety was his responsibility. He assaulted you, and that's his fucking fault, regardless of what pumped through his veins when he did it. And there's nothing you could have done that was so horrible as to deserve that."
 
   She nodded. "I know."
 
   "Do you?" he asked, tilting his head to rest his forehead against hers. "Do you really?"
 
   She thought back over everything she'd seen and heard in the last few weeks, every statistic and reality that Tristan had given her, and the conversation they'd had days ago in the kitchen. He'd asked her why she'd agreed to help, and she'd told him that the people at Teplo didn't deserve to die, no matter what choices they'd made. If that was true, then she had to accept that she hadn't really deserved what Marc had done to her, didn't she?
 
   "Would you believe me if I told you that I'm working on it?" she asked.
 
   "Yeah." He smiled at her, his expression softening. "Yeah, I'd believe that, beautiful."
 
   She nodded and he eased back down beside her.
 
   "I guess you know how it happened?" she asked a few minutes later.
 
   "I read the case file."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "Does that bother you?" He pulled her back into his arms, nestling her against his chest.
 
   She shook her head. It didn't bother her. Knowing she didn't have to relate the whole, sad story to him relieved her. She knew she needed to tell it to someone, someday, but it was still too fresh for her. Too close.
 
   "Did you two date?"
 
   Lillian shook her head and sighed. "He asked a few times, but I always said no. I thought he understood, but I guess he didn't. They tried to blame me, you know? Said I led him on. That it was my fault he turned to drugs."
 
   The ballet world and gossip rags had called her a tease and a thousand other things. As if anything she could have done would have made her deserve to be violently attacked like that. She'd done nothing to him, but that hadn't mattered to anyone. Not even the judge had really believed her, instead sentencing Marc to rehab. No matter how many times she thought about that, it still hurt. It always would. She'd been punished for exercising her right to say no, and he'd been treated like the victim by most of society.
 
   Tristan's arms tightened around her. "You didn't deserve it."
 
   "I know," she whispered, pressing a grateful kiss into his skin.
 
   "Do you want to talk about what happened tonight?" he asked a few moments later.
 
   She bit her lip and then sighed. "There's not really much to say. I thought if anyone recognized me, it would be one of Anton Vetrov's people. I wasn't expecting it to be one of the people in the club. It was a shock, and it hurt. But it hurt a lot less than it did two months ago or two months before that. And you helped."
 
   He squeezed her.
 
   "Is it weird that the girl bothered me most?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Last year, she was going to see the ballet with her boyfriend, and now she's… she's on drugs, going to places like Teplo. Tristan, she couldn't have been much older than seventeen or eighteen."
 
   "That's how it works, beautiful," he murmured, brushing her hair away from her face. "Addiction doesn't care what you did last year or how old you are or where you're getting your drugs."
 
   "I just don't get it. She's so young. Why would she do that to herself? It's senseless!"
 
   "Yeah, it is."
 
   Lillian fell silent again, trying to imagine how Emma had gone from attending a ballet to shooting up at Teplo. It didn't make sense. And it was sad as hell. At twenty-two, Lillian felt so much older than Emma. The girl was just a kid. She could do anything, be anything. What made someone just throw all of that potential away?
 
   Lillian didn't understand. She wasn't sure she wanted to understand.
 
   "So I helped, hmm?" Tristan teased, adjusting his position so they lay facing one another again.
 
   "You did." She didn't want to dwell on things she couldn't change, or think about people she couldn't save. The best she could do for Emma and those like her was to help Tristan find a way into that drug lab.
 
   "I think you like it when I help."
 
   Lillian blushed, unable to deny that.
 
   He examined her face for a minute, smirking. "I love it when you blush, beautiful."
 
   "I'm not blushing!"
 
   "You are."
 
   "Whatever," she mumbled, poking him in the chest. "If I am, it's your fault."
 
   "Mmm." He leaned over to capture her lips with his. "I think I can handle claiming responsibility for that one."
 
   "Wise of you," she breathed, her heart fluttering at the feel of his lips brushing across hers.
 
   Within moments, everything but heat and him swirled away from her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   "Darlin', you handled the situation just fine," Jason Ames was crooning into the phone when Tristan and Lillian slipped into his office late the next afternoon. He looked up from his desk, a smile on his face. He was kicked back with his feet up, the phone cradled between his shoulder and ear. He crooked a finger for them to come in and close the door.
 
   Lillian made her way across the office, Tristan at her back.
 
   "We can replace it," Jason said to whomever he spoke with on the phone.
 
   Lillian settled into the same chair she'd taken what felt like a lifetime ago.
 
   Tristan settled down beside her.
 
   "Zoë, I've gotta go," Jason said and then paused while he listened. "Yeah, I will." He smiled again. "I love you, too."
 
   Tristan snorted, shaking his head.
 
   Lillian poked him in the side, mouthing for him to behave. 
 
   He winked at her.
 
   Jason hung up the phone. "Zoë says hi," he said, straightening in his chair.
 
   "Tell her hello," Lillian murmured.
 
   "You wanted to see us?" Tristan said, cutting right to the chase.
 
   "Hello to you, too." Jason said, eyeing Tristan with an arched brow.
 
   Tristan made a gesture with his hand as if to say get on with it.
 
   "Behave," Lillian muttered, poking him in the side again.
 
   "He has no manners," his boss said to her, an amused smirk on his face.
 
   "I've noticed."
 
   "You're the one who called me and demanded I get my ass to the office pronto," Tristan shot back, mimicking Jason.
 
   Jason ignored him, instead grabbing a square of paper from his desk and holding it out toward Lillian. She eyed him, not sure she wanted to know what he had for her this time. She still hadn't finished the forms he'd given her to fill out the last time she saw him.
 
   "Your concealed carry permit," he said.
 
   "Oh." She closed her hand over it. "Thank you, Agent Ames."
 
   "Call me Jason, please. And you're welcome. It's the least we could do."
 
   Tristan snorted again.
 
   Lillian shook her head at him. He'd been in a bad mood ever since Jason called, as if being called to headquarters was an inconvenience. And maybe it was to him. He didn't exactly strike her as someone who enjoyed spending time in an office. He was too physical for that, too impatient. Too invested.
 
   "Kincaid is on his way in with James Renaldi."
 
   "Who?" Tristan asked, staring blankly at Jason.
 
   "A health inspector who just so happened to pass Fu Lin's two weeks ago."
 
   "You're serious?" Tristan sat up straighter in his chair, his eyes widening.
 
   "Yep," Jason said, "and it gets better. When Kincaid went to talk to him yesterday afternoon, he was jumpy as hell, so we did a little snooping this morning. Two days after Fu Lin's passed Renaldi's inspection, he mysteriously came into ten thousand dollars."
 
   "Son of a bitch," Tristan murmured, a grin spreading across his face.
 
   Lillian watched him, not sure exactly what they were talking about. Tristan was honest with her about the case, but only when she asked and only if he felt she needed to know. Other details, he kept to himself. She wanted him to let her in, true enough, but she wasn't sure she wanted to know everything about this case and his job. Sometimes, ignorance really was bliss.
 
   "I assumed you'd want to be here for the interview."
 
   "Hell yes," he said.
 
   Jason nodded and climbed to his feet. "We'll set you up in the viewing room." He paused, glancing at Lillian, one eyebrow arched in silent question.
 
   Tristan didn't even hesitate. "She doesn't leave my sight."
 
   Jason shrugged, not arguing.
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   "Mr. Renaldi," Michael Kincaid shook his dark head and tsked sadly. "That's the most pathetic excuse I've ever heard in my life and I work with crooks and criminals, so seriously, dude…." he trailed off and shook his head again.
 
   Tristan rubbed his hand down his face, trying to hide a smirk. Kincaid spent far too much time around gangbangers, lowlifes, and potheads. Professionalism was seriously lacking, and Mr. James Renaldi had no clue what to make of him. While that probably shouldn't have been funny to Tristan, it really fucking was.
 
   The man had broken a sweat no more than fifteen minutes into questioning and they hadn't even gotten to the good stuff by that point. Five minutes later, Kincaid casually mentioned drugs being funneled through Fu Lin's and Renaldi had turned into a stuttering, mumbling mess. Kincaid had him by the balls in about two seconds flat. Renaldi was now shaking in his loafers over the bank statement laid on the table before him. Tristan felt no sympathy whatsoever. The idiot was taking bribes to keep things quiet.
 
   "I mean seriously, dude," Kincaid continued when Renaldi just stuttered incoherently and looked at him in a blind panic. "Your grandmamma just left you ten thousand dollars? The same grandmamma that lived off social security and died"–Kincaid picked up the file he'd slapped together on Renaldi–"in 2004? Jesus, man!"
 
   His mouth popped open like he was shocked, his blue eyes gleaming with amusement. "I know the system is slow, but hot damn! Someone call a senator because that is some seriously unacceptable red freakin' tape there, my friend. They need to get on that like whoa."
 
   Like whoa?
 
   Lillian laughed softly beside Tristan.
 
   "I…." Renaldi glanced between Jason and Kincaid again, looking like a deer caught in the headlights. His bullshit excuse for the miraculous appearance of the money in his bank account was flimsy as hell and he knew it.
 
   "Just tell me what we need to know," Jason said impatiently, leaning back in his chair. "We know they're funneling drugs through the restaurant and honestly, Mr. Renaldi, we don't give a shit about busting your balls for taking a bribe on the job. Your boss might, however."
 
   "I met her yesterday," Kincaid said. "The woman does not look like a forgiving soul, my friend. She had a pencil in her bun. And pleats in her pants." He whistled. "I would not want her all over my junk about this."
 
   "And we're wasting time," Jason inserted. "Time that I don't have to waste."
 
   "True, dude," Kincaid added. "His boss is a mean motherfucker. He'll toss your ass in a cell and leave you there if he isn't out of here soon. Last time I was late for a meeting, I got stabbed." He lifted his shirt. "See?"
 
   Jason rolled his eyes, but kept his mouth shut as Renaldi looked between the two of them, confusion and fear on his face. He was about to cave.
 
   One more push….
 
   Jason reached into the Vetrov file and pulled out a handful of photographs before tossing them down in front of the man. Renaldi's eyes popped open wide as the crime scene and morgue photos spread across the table in front of him. Tristan couldn't see the images, but he knew what they contained. A mottled leg showing here, an up close and personal photo of a tracked up arm there, another of Kalani's lifeless eyes….
 
   "Sweet baby Jay-sus," Renaldi whispered, squeezing his eyes closed.
 
   "Mr. Yin is selling that shit to people who don't give a damn if their users live or die, Mr. Renaldi," Jason told him. "The eight in those photos there? They've all died in the last few months, and unless you start talking, there will be eighty more of them in the next two. I don't give a fuck if you took a bribe, but I do give a fuck that the longer I sit here and screw around with you, the less time I have to help put a stop to that."
 
   "I didn't know," Renaldi muttered.
 
   Tristan snorted, disgusted. It was always the same with men like Renaldi. Someone waved money in their faces and promised more if they falsified reports or pretended they didn't know a damn thing, and they leaped without even stopping to consider the consequences. They were in it for what they could get out of it and didn't spare a thought for those that ended up in photographs spread across a metal table in a police precinct somewhere as a result.
 
   "Didn't know what?" Kincaid asked, dropping down into the chair across from Renaldi and grabbing a pen.
 
   "There's a room behind the kitchen…."
 
   Relief rushed through Tristan when Renali started talking.
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   "Riley," Davis called to Tristan as he led Lillian down the hallway an hour later, relief still pumping through him.
 
   Tristan bit back a curse and stopped walking. He'd really freaking hoped to get out before he ran into Davis.
 
   "Sir," he said, holding out his hand to shake.
 
   "Kincaid and Ames got what they needed from the health inspector?" Davis asked, pumping his hand.
 
   "Yes sir," Tristan answered. Renaldi had given them enough to raid Fu Lin's and cut off the Vetrov's Ecstasy supply. It wouldn't slow them down for long, but it was better than the great big pile of nothing he'd managed in the last month. "When I left, they were waiting for blueprints of the building so Renaldi could mark out where to find the drugs."
 
   "He saw the drugs himself?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Thank God for that, too. Without that eye witness account, they'd still be twiddling their fucking thumbs waiting for Kincaid to find something solid.
 
   Davis nodded his balding head in approval. "I got something for you." He held out a photograph for Tristan.
 
   Tristan took it, a curse falling from his lips.
 
   It was the greasy blond from Teplo.
 
   "It was taken three months ago in Mazatlán. Tijuana has no ID for him."
 
   Son of a bitch.
 
   "Think he's one of Francisco's?"
 
   Davis rubbed his chin, seeming to think. "It'd be a hell of a coincidence if he isn't."
 
   Yeah.
 
   "Shit," Tristan swore, tilting the photo so Lillian could see it.
 
   She took one look and averted her gaze, shivering.
 
   Tristan fought the urge to reach for her. No fucking way Davis wouldn’t notice that and start asking questions. The last thing they needed was Davis in their business.
 
   "Looks like your boys have been working with Francisco longer than we thought," Davis said.
 
   "Looks like." Tristan sighed, defeat rolling through him. One step forward, and two back. Every fucking time. "Does Tijuana know anything about him at all?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   "Not even a street name?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   Great. Just fucking great.
 
   Tristan shook his head.
 
   Davis focused on Lillian for the first time. "Miss Maddox, I presume?"
 
   "Ah, yes sir," she said.
 
   Davis eyed her for a long moment, and then smiled, his eyes crinkling. "Keep our boy here in line, you hear?"
 
   "Ah, yes sir," Lillian said again.
 
   Davis slapped Tristan on the back and then strolled away.
 
   Tristan stood where he was for a long moment, and then sighed again. "Fucking hell," he muttered, shoving the photo into his pocket.
 
   "Who was that?" Lillian asked, glancing between Davis's retreating form and Tristan.
 
   "Davis."
 
   "Oh." She frowned. "He seems nice."
 
   Tristan snorted.
 
   "Well, he does."
 
   "He is nice when he wants to be. Come on. We've got shit to do."
 
   Lillian fell into step beside him again.
 
   "Do you really think he works for the cartel?" she asked, glancing at the edge of the photo sticking out of Tristan's pocket.
 
   "Probably." It'd be a fucking miracle if the blond didn't work for Francisco. And miracles were still in short supply. If that motherfucker got anywhere near Lillian….
 
   No. Wouldn't happen.
 
   Tristan took a deep breath, trying to calm himself.
 
   "I'm sorry." Lillian reached out and squeezed his hand.
 
   "Me too," he muttered, aching to wrap his arms around her and hold on until the furious pounding in his head subsided. "Me too."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   "That's bullshit, Jase," Tristan growled into the phone. He paced through the kitchen, one hand gripping his hair, the other holding his cell phone to his ear. A thunderous scowl cast his face into dark shadow. The muscles in his arms and chest rippled with tension beneath his black t-shirt.
 
   "So they're just going to decriminalize it and call it a day? What does that solve?" he demanded.
 
   Decriminalize it?
 
   Lillian's brow climbed as she tried to figure out what Tristan and Jason were arguing about. She opened her mouth to ask and then closed it, not sure she wanted to push for answers when every line of Tristan's body was rigid and tense, his blue eyes narrowed. He was wound up tight and had been ever since they'd met with Jason.
 
   In the five days since that meeting, things had changed inside Teplo. Everything balanced on the edge of a razor. Each night, the energy inside the club grew more frenzied. More and more people found their way inside. The drugs appeared earlier. Smoke filled the place until Lillian's eyes and throat burned.
 
   Everyone seemed to be waiting for something, growing impatient.
 
   Chaos threatened to erupt at any moment. But Tristan got no closer to finding what he needed. Each time he failed, his frustration grew. Tension built in him, so high she wasn't sure how he kept from exploding.
 
   On Friday night, he had prowled the club like a caged animal, trying to protect her, trying to find a way inside the storage room, trying to keep an eye on the blond and the Vetrov family's people. He tried to do too much at once, and the pressure drove him crazy. When they left the club that night, he'd taken her like a man possessed. His eyes were on fire, his jaw clenched and his muscles rigid as he'd pulled her clothes from her body, put her gun to the side, lifted her from her feet, and sheathed himself inside of her against the front door.
 
   It'd been a long time before they made it to the bedroom.
 
   The next night had been a disaster from the beginning. The crowd was larger and more frenzied than she had ever seen them. She would have been okay, or so she kept telling herself, but there were too many of them. Every time she and Tristan so much as attempted to move through the crowd, someone would bump into her.
 
   It had scared the hell out of her.
 
   Less than an hour after they walked through the front doors, Tristan had pulled her out again. Even after he stripped her down and climbed into bed with her, she hadn't been able to stop shaking. His touches had not been sexual that night. His whispers were comforting, soothing. It'd taken a long time before she'd finally fallen asleep, her head on his chest and his fingers playing in her hair.
 
   Convincing him to go back on Monday night had taken a miracle, but he'd finally relented. She stayed right beside him all night, watching as he filmed with the little camera disguised as a lighter that he'd pulled from his pocket. When they got close enough to the storage room to see it clearly, Lillian had divided her attention between Tristan and the door. Every few minutes, one of the guards would circle around. They came from different angles, sometimes popping up out of the crowd on the dance floor, sometimes from one side or the other. There was no rhyme or reason to where they came from, which one appeared, or when. They just did.
 
   After watching for half an hour, she felt ready to tear her own hair out. Tristan had taken one look at her and pulled her onto the dance floor, telling her she needed to relax. When she told him the same thing, he'd responded by running his hands all across her body.
 
   Things quickly burst into flame between them from there.
 
   Somehow though, he'd managed to get her home before he'd fucked her. The sex had been like a storm raging between them. Ferocious.
 
   She'd felt calmer afterward, but he hadn't. He seemed like a caged animal, the lights in his eyes wild.
 
   Jason's call as soon as they'd woken this morning had only made things worse.
 
   "No, I'm not coming back into the office to listen to Davis say the same damn thing you just said," Tristan snapped. "He'll put it in a fucking memo by the end of the day anyway."
 
   Lillian sipped her water, watching him.
 
   "Jase…." his voice took on a warning tone. He paused, listening, and then rolled his eyes. "Whatever. Has Mr. Yin talked yet?"
 
   She leaned back into the counter as he let go of his hair and stepped up in front of her. His expression was still clouded, but it softened a little as he reached out to touch the fresh marks he'd left on her skin. Her cheeks flushed at the memory of the marks she'd left on him, too. She didn't even remember leaving them, but when he woke this morning, he had scratches down his back.
 
   "He lawyered up?" Tristan asked, trailing his fingers down her throat and then back up.
 
   She tilted her head to give him better access.
 
   His expression softened further, the fires in his eyes morphing to a wicked blue – the same blue that touched her everywhere. Her chest, low in her belly, and lower. He followed that same path with his hands, running them all over her body.
 
   "Tristan," she moaned quietly.
 
   He stepped closer, trapping her between his body and the counter.
 
   "Mmhmm," he murmured into the phone, delving beneath the fabric of her leotard to peel it down her right arm. His expression was one full of concentration. Whatever he'd been so angry about two minutes before no longer held his attention.
 
   Lillian grasped the countertop to steady herself.
 
   He set to work on the other sleeve, tugging and pulling until it, too, slid down her arm and then off. He groaned when her naked breasts spilled free. She groaned too, beyond turned on by the heat in his gaze.
 
   His eyes fell on her already taut nipples, and darkened further. "Yeah," he mumbled to Jason, reaching out to stroke her right breast.
 
   She slapped her hand down atop the counter, fire blazing inside at that single, simple touch. The hum along her skin – the pure, electric current he sent shooting through her every time he put his hands on her body – seemed to get stronger by the day. The more he touched her, the more she wanted him. Her entire body literally ached for more as soon as his skin met hers. That first touch eased the gnawing burn, but it never lasted long enough. As soon as he moved away from her, she wanted more. Always more. The way she craved release from the pressure frightened her. Exhilarated her.
 
   And when release came? When he gave her what she needed and her world shattered into little, sated pieces?
 
   There was nothing else like it.
 
   During those moments, she almost understood what led people like Marc or Emma to pump their bodies full of poison. If drugs made them feel half of what Tristan made her feel, she could understand reaching for that high. But there wasn't a drug that could come anywhere close to having the same powerful effect on her that Tristan did. That would make her feel like he did. Constantly burning. Aching. Craving.
 
   More, more, more.
 
   "Tristan…."
 
   He ignored her soft warning and rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, his gaze riveted to her chest. She had to bite her lip to keep from moaning loudly at the possessive, captivated way he stared, and at the soft, absorbed way he touched her. A small whimper escaped her lips anyway, pulled out by the tangle of pleasure and desire rushing like flood waters through her.
 
   His gaze snapped up to meet hers, his expression almost surprised; as if he had not noticed what he was doing to her. Little fires scorched her all over when he pressed his erection into her stomach.
 
   She couldn't stop the moan breaking from her lips this time.
 
   "Off," he mouthed, his expression feral as he tugged the leotard down. "Now."
 
   She helped him shimmy it down her torso. Her panties went with it, his fingers slipping between her legs as soon as he had the leotard off her body. Pressing two fingers into her, he began pumping in and out. She clutched the countertop, trying not to cry out as her stomach muscles clenched.
 
   He smirked, that damn phone still at his ear.
 
   Instead of jerking it out of his hand and tossing it across the room as she wanted to do, she reached out and slipped her hand beneath his sweats, curling her fingers around his hard length. His head fell back as she pumped him. Another hiss fell from his lips.
 
   He bucked his hips into her hand.
 
   She smiled, satisfied at his reaction… until he noticed the smirk on her face and twisted his fingers inside of her, hitting the spot that made her entire body tingle.
 
   "Oh!" Another warm rush of sensation swarmed her. She tightened her grip on him, squeezing his cock and twisting her hand, manipulating his flesh as he did hers.
 
   "Fuck," he groaned. "Jase, I gotta go!"
 
   The phone was gone in about two seconds, flipped closed and dropped on the counter before Tristan attacked her mouth with his. Plunging his free hand into her hair, he jerked her head to the side, deepening the angle of their kiss.
 
   They were both breathless and panting in a matter of seconds.
 
   "Bedroom," she mumbled, trying to force him backward with one hand on his chest. "Now."
 
   "Here, beautiful," he countered. "Now."
 
   He jerked his sweats down before grabbing a chair and sitting down, his cock standing at attention. His hands were on her waist before she had a chance to miss the feel of his fingers inside of her or the weight of his cock in her hand.
 
   He lifted her easily from her feet, eyes nearly black with lust.
 
   "Straddle me, baby."
 
   She didn't ask a single question, simply did as he commanded, letting him lift her from her feet. He settled her down on his cock, sliding her down inch by inch.
 
   "Oh, fuck," she hissed, her eyes rolling back in her head. He was so deep, so close. A delicious pressure right where she needed him.
 
   "Mmm," he moaned in that sinful, velvety way of his and then leaned down to pull her nipple into his mouth. He bit gently before laving her with his tongue. "You feel so fucking good on top of me, Lillian."
 
   She moaned her agreement.
 
   His mouth covered hers. Another searing kiss made her head spin from all the sensations swirling through her. Wiry hair and the hard muscles of his thighs pressed at the insides of her thighs, spreading them as she straddled his hips in the middle of the kitchen.
 
   Her leg didn't hurt, didn't register. Nothing did. All she felt was him and full. Those little fires from earlier licked at her everywhere their bodies touched and a thousand places they did not…. Across her back. In the air around them. Deep inside her chest.
 
   "Please," she groaned, needing more. She wanted friction and him moving inside of her until the clawing desperation coursing through her veins exploded once more.
 
   He lifted her up until his broad head played at her entrance, and then pulled her back down, filling her all over again. Reality floated away, obliterated by the feel of him inside her – fast and deep and hard and again. Just how she liked him. The frenzied pace he set made her feel weightless, like she flew as he manipulated her body, lifting her up and then slamming her back down onto him. He controlled her as he helped her fuck him, as he fucked her… she wasn't sure which was happening, just that it was happening.
 
   He was quiet, quieter than he'd ever been and that was good, too. She loved the commands and questions and little whispers in her ear, but right then, she loved more knowing that he was as far gone as she was, loved that he couldn't think in a cohesive enough matter to speak. And she definitely loved the way he bit his bottom lip, his eyes riveted to her. Everything in her coiled and retracted, scrambling for release at the intensity in his gaze.
 
   "Come on my cock, beautiful," he groaned, his jaw clenched and his head thrown back. "I want to feel it." He lifted her up and dropped her down, impaling her on him over and over.
 
   Everything in her tightened, shrinking inward in preparation of the coming explosion.
 
   "I can't wait much longer. So fucking tight. Christ, baby, come for me."
 
   As soon as she heard that plea and felt his cock jerk inside of her as he started to come, she followed him over the edge. She cried out as she felt him releasing inside of her. Not in a condom this time, but in her. That probably shouldn't have driven her even higher, but it did. Her pussy clenched around his cock as he drove her down onto him a final time and held her there, his hips pushing up into hers as he cursed and she cried out until every last bit of tension snapped.
 
   They slumped against one another, breathless, sweaty, and exhausted.
 
   She sighed as clawing, frantic need floated away, replaced by languid warmth and soft peace.
 
   Tristan rubbed her back, reveling in the quiet fulfillment. "Beautiful," he whispered, a hum vibrating in his chest.
 
   She smiled and started to lift her head from his shoulder to kiss him, but didn't make it that far. The muscle in her thigh clenched tight as she shifted, pain snapping through bliss between one breath and the next.
 
   "Oh!" she cried out, shards of pain lancing through her as the muscle knotted and refused to release.
 
   "Beautiful?" Tristan's head popped up, his eyes wide as they focused on her. Before she could even slide backward on his lap, he rose from the chair as if burned, swinging her around until one arm supported her. He tucked the other under her knees, cradling her to his bare chest. "Fuck, sweetheart, I'm sorry. I didn't even think about-"
 
   With the stress off her leg, the painful cramp eased almost instantly. She groaned, relieved.
 
   "I shouldn't have just attacked you like that. Fuck, I-" He strode from the kitchen with her in his arms.
 
   "Tristan."
 
   "Should have fucking listened when you said-"
 
   "Tristan!"
 
   "Bedroom. Christ, beautiful-"
 
   "Tristan, dammit!" she shouted to get his attention.
 
   He stopped talking then, stopping walking, too. He focused on her, regret and worry brimming in his eyes.
 
   She reached up and touched his cheek. Smiled. "I'm fine. You didn't hurt me." The pain was already gone, faded to a dull ache.
 
   He cocked a brow, disbelief stamped across his face.
 
   "Really," she whispered. "I just had a cramp. You can put me down now."
 
   He didn't look like he believed her, but he did as requested and eased her to her feet.
 
   Something trickled down her legs.
 
   What the-?
 
   Oh. Crap.
 
   A tidal wave of realization hit her.
 
   "Let me carry you, beautiful," he murmured when her eyes popped open and her breath left her lungs in a rush.
 
   "It's not that," she responded, sounding strangled.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "Tristan, we didn't use a condom."
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   "Christ," Tristan whispered, stunned.
 
   They hadn't used a condom. As a matter of fact, grabbing a condom hadn't even crossed his mind when she'd reached out and grasped his cock in her hand. She'd touched him before, but never so boldly. Never with such challenge stamped across her face.
 
   He'd just needed to be inside her right then, right there. Had been desperate to be inside of her since the moment she'd walked into the kitchen in that leotard with his mark on her neck while Jason went on about bullshit laws being passed in Mexico.
 
   Decriminalization.
 
   Bullshit.
 
   Neither here nor there at the moment though.
 
   Lillian was his priority, and her face was bright red.
 
   She refused to meet his gaze, looking everywhere but at him.
 
   "I'm clean, beautiful," he said. "I haven't been with anyone else in months. I've been tested, and I've always worn a condom. Are you – ah, hell, are you on birth control?"
 
   How had they not had this conversation already?
 
   Fuck, how had he been so desperate that he hadn't even fucking noticed? Well, okay, he knew the answer to that one. It always felt different with Lillian. She was always tighter than he could believe, wet, and burning hot. Being with her blew his mind every time. The way she made him feel just got better and better. The desire to make love to her grew by leaps and bounds every day.
 
   She was the only thing that calmed him anymore. He couldn't think through the clamor in his mind. Couldn't breathe through it. And then she would touch him, and everything stopped. Fell away. Disappeared beneath the electric feel of her hands on him and his on her. But Christ, they should have talked about birth control and condoms a long time ago. He didn't have an excuse for not doing so. He wouldn't try to create one now.
 
   "Lillian?"
 
   "I'm clean too," she mumbled. "I'm on birth control, but I haven't-"
 
   "Haven't what, beautiful?" he asked, voice gentle when she fidgeted.
 
   "Been with anyone else in a long time."
 
   He stepped toward her and hooked a finger under her chin.
 
   She met his gaze, her face still burning red.
 
   "How long?"
 
   "Um."
 
   He swept his fingers along her cheeks, cupped her face in his hands. "How long has it been, sweetheart?"
 
   "Two years," she whispered.
 
   Holy… fucking… Christ.
 
   "Two years?" he asked, his stomach twisting. Every part of him liked hearing her say that, liked knowing that she'd chosen him over every other motherfucker out there. That she'd wanted him enough to choose him. That part that wanted to possess, consume, and dominate? It was fucking ecstatic.
 
   After two years, she'd chosen him.
 
   Lillian laid her head over his heart.
 
   He dropped his chin to her crown and closed his eyes, awed and humbled.
 
   "Tristan?"
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "What are we?" she asked, pulling back to look at him.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I mean, what are we doing here? What's – What's happening between us?" Confusion drifted through her eyes.
 
   His chest did that aching thing again. "We're-" He broke off, unsure how to answer that question. Unsure what they were. Friends? Lovers? Dating? Something else entirely? "We're whatever you want us to be," he finally decided, leaving the choice up to her. Whatever she wanted from him, he'd give it to her.
 
   "I'm not sure what that means," she said, searching his face, her brown eyes full of questions.
 
   "Whatever label you want to give this, whatever I am to you… it's up to you, beautiful. I'm bad at this shit, Lillian, but I told you I'd try. I want you. Only you." He didn't care what they called it. Whatever made her comfortable, he'd accept for as long as she'd have him.
 
   "I want you, too," she whispered.
 
   He reached out, stroking her cheek again. "What am I to you, beautiful?"
 
   She swallowed, her eyes tangling with his.
 
   "Tell me, beautiful," he whispered.
 
   "Boyfriend?" she mouthed the word, like she wasn't sure it was something she could ask of him.
 
   It wasn't something he'd ever been before and not something he was sure he knew how to be at all. But for her? At this point, he was pretty fucking certain he'd give her anything she wanted if it meant she kept looking at him like she couldn't live without him.
 
   "Boyfriend," he agreed.
 
   She searched his face intently for a minute before relaxing.
 
   He smiled, leaning forward to brush his lips across hers.
 
   Boyfriend.
 
   Yeah, he could figure out a way to be that for her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   "Hey, Tristan?" Lillian called from the bedroom late the following evening.
 
   He stepped out of the bathroom, towel in hand and jeans slung low on his hips, to find her slipping a pair of ballet flats on. As usual, she was dressed in a simple and far too sexy skirt, a little flirty white number this time, and a black tank-top that flawlessly hid the gun he knew she had holstered to her back. She looked as much the ballerina as always, and as edible as ever.
 
   "Christ, you look good," he murmured, stepping up behind her to press his lips to the side of her neck.
 
   "So do you." She leaned back into him as he loped an arm around her waist, the towel hanging loosely from his other hand.
 
   "You need something?"
 
   "I have a question."
 
   "What's up?" He turned her around in his arms so he could see her face clearly, only to find her worrying her bottom lip between her teeth.
 
   "Why hasn't anyone tried to approach Francisco's guard?" she blurted out.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "To identify him. Why haven't you had someone go in and try to find out who he is?"
 
   He looked at her carefully, not liking the casual way she asked. "Beautiful-"
 
   "Just think about it, Tristan," she interrupted before he could tell her there was no way in hell he was letting her stroll up to the bastard to shake his hand. "If he knows anything at all about me, it'll be that I was a ballerina."
 
   He started shaking his head as soon as she started talking, little barbs of fear racing up and down his spine. "No, Lillian."
 
   "But you need-"
 
   "No," he said again, the word succinct.
 
   "But-"
 
   "Dammit, Lillian, no!" He tossed the towel aside, his heart clenching at the thought of her even attempting to get close to the blond. It was bad enough that he dragged her through the doors every night, unsure if they suspected him of being DEA. There was no way in hell he was going to let her take a risk like the one she was suggesting.
 
   "Dammit, Tristan!" she shot right back, glaring at him. "You need to know who he is."
 
   "And you think you should be the one who finds that out? Not happening."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "Because you're a ballerina, not a fucking agent!"
 
   She flinched and he instantly felt like a prick for yelling at her.
 
   "Christ," he swore and took a deep breath, trying to rein in his temper. "Look, beautiful, I appreciate that you're willing to try, but it's not safe. If they're already suspicious of me, having you stroll up to the bastard to say hello isn't going to make the situation any better." The thought of one of Francisco's men having a reason to focus on her was beyond intolerable. Tristan already kept her as far away from the blond and Anton Vetrov's people as possible when they were inside Teplo, and he planned to keep it that way.
 
   She continued to scowl at him for a minute before she sighed. "Fine, but I still think someone needs to find out who he is for sure."
 
   Yeah, so did he, but it damn sure wasn't going to be her that took the risk.
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   Tristan leaned against the brick wall inside Teplo, his eyes closed and his jaw clenched tight. Lillian watched as he took long, deep breaths in through his nose and out through his mouth. His grip on her arm was tight, and the rigid way he stood gave her chills. Not one word had passed his lips since they'd made their way inside the club. He hadn't smiled at her or brushed his lips across her cheek. His hands hadn't strayed from her waist to graze across her hips, or from her arm to brush across her breasts, either.
 
   The blond stood right beside the storage room door, propped up on the wall. He hadn't moved all night.
 
   Lillian's heart ached at the defeated, angry look on Tristan's face.
 
   "Tristan, let me go talk to him," she said. "Find out hi-"
 
   "No," he interrupted, his eyes popping open. The way he focused on her made her shiver. His gaze was dark, stormy, volatile. "Don't go there again, Lillian."
 
   "Tristan, that's-"
 
   "Fuck." He jerked away from the wall, releasing her arm as he did so. "What part of no don't you understand? No. N-fucking-O. No. Stop being so goddamned impossible, sweetheart. I'm not letting you near him. Let it the fuck go already." He raked his hand through his hair and glowered at her.
 
   "You're being ridiculous. I just want to-"
 
   "Lillian, do not fucking push me," he warned her.
 
   She growled and turned away, too irritated to just stand there and listen to him curse and rant at her. It wasn't like she was asking him to take her skydiving without a parachute, for God's sake!
 
   He didn't even let her get half a step away before he grabbed her about the waist, reeling her in. "Don't even fucking think about it," he breathed in her ear. "I will carry you out of here kicking and screaming if you so much as attempt to get close to him."
 
   "Then stop cursing at me," she shot right back, knowing full well she wasn't about to approach the guy without Tristan's permission. She wasn't stupid, but she wasn't about to stand there and let him bully her into submission, either.
 
   He took a deep breath and then nodded. "Fine."
 
   "Fine." She clenched her jaw and let him lead her onto the dance floor, too frustrated to try to argue further. It wasn't like arguing would get her anywhere anyway. He would just shoot her down again. And dammit, she'd listen to him because he was right. This was his world and she didn't know nearly enough about it to just ignore what he told her. But she wanted to help ease some of the burden resting on his shoulders before it drove him to his knees.
 
   Apparently, that wasn't going to happen though.
 
   She was the pretty toy on his arm inside these walls, nothing more.
 
   That bothered her more than she cared to admit considering she'd signed up for the job.
 
   Tristan strode through the crowd on the dance floor like an avenging angel, tugging her along in his wake. People moved out of his way without complaint, either too drugged or not brave enough to speak up. Times like this, she didn't understand how no one realized he was so much more than a cocky playboy with too much money and an affinity for partying. He was so self-assured, so damned lethal.
 
   No playboy she'd ever met had that same dark, commanding vibe that rippled from Tristan in waves when he was angry. None looked like an angel either. Light and dark… the man was both, in spades. And dammit all, he was authoritative and autocratic enough to drive her insane.
 
   She huffed when he turned toward her, his jaw set and his expression one of distress. That look made her heart ache. Made her feel guilty, too. Sometimes, he made it really hard to remember he wasn’t just autocratic for the hell of it. He was worried. Terrified something would happen to her because he'd dragged her into this mess. Except he hadn’t.
 
   She'd chosen to come here with him. It had been her decision, made of her own free will. Though true, she doubted that argument would sway him any.
 
   He pulled her to him. "Dance with me, beautiful."
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck and began to move with him, gyrating to the beat. He stared at her, scouring her face as if searching for something. She wasn't sure what he found there, but his expression softened.
 
   "Tristan-"
 
   "Shh," he said before she could apologize. "Just dance with me."
 
   She sighed softly.
 
   "I hate arguing with you," he whispered in her ear suddenly. "I fucking hate it, beautiful."
 
   "I hate it, too." She pushed herself a little closer to him as frustration gave way entirely at his pained confession. She couldn't stay angry at him. Even when he was a domineering pain in the ass, he made it so hard to stay angry. "I'm sorry, Tristan."
 
   "I know." He sighed quietly, his breath a warm rush across her ear, and wrapped his arms around her a little tighter. His lips skimmed across her cheek, searching for her mouth. "Open," he demanded, his tongue darting out to flick at the side of her mouth.
 
   That's all it took for her to open for him. That's all it'd ever take for her to open for him.
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   Stainless steel doors, one stacked upon the other, stretched as far as Tristan could see. Up. Down. Every which way he turned, his eyes locked on identical doors, each casting his reflection back to him in odd, rippling distortions. In each of those reflections, he was half a man, cut off at the waist by the unusual size of the doors. None were more than three feet high, but they sent cold dread licking up his spine.
 
   His heart hammered painfully. His lungs burned beneath the taste of bile clawing its way up his throat. He knew those doors, knew they signified something dark and violent, and yet he couldn't place them. All he knew for certain was that he needed to get out and find her.
 
   Lillian.
 
   She needed him.
 
   He spun to his left, searching for a way out of the hellish maze, but found none.
 
   Row after row of those doors waited, the stacks growing before his eyes. The air in the room was stifling, heavy. Growing heavier by the minute as one door after another joined the others, piling up in what free space remained.
 
   Panic began to scratch its way through Tristan with each rasping, rattling breath he took, hopelessness and desolation tearing through him as he realized that he could not get to her. He was stuck – dying – and she needed him.
 
   He felt her fear clawing at him like a tangible, living thing. Whatever was happening to her, whatever had her so frightened – he couldn't save her. Couldn't even save himself this time.
 
   His eyes fell closed, his breathing labored as all those doors sucked the oxygen from the room. It was oppressive, pushing against him like a weight… a physical thing forcing him to his knees in the floor. He fell forward, slapping his hands onto the cold cement. His arms strained as he fought to remain on his knees instead of falling on his face. If he did, there would be no coming back. No getting up again.
 
   When he fell, he died.
 
   He fought against that truth, refusing to just let it happen.
 
   Struggling to catch a breath, he fought to slow the ferocious pounding of his heart and the muddy thickness clouding his mind. His vision began to dim around the edges, tunneling until the squat, steel door directly in front of him was the only thing visible through the black spots caused by lack of oxygen.
 
   He needed to open that door.
 
   Now.
 
   The command reverberated in his mind like the strike of a gong.
 
   He grasped for the handle, swaying. Cold steel slipped in his sweaty palm, but he held on anyway. Wrenched it open as his heart began to race at a rate far beyond what could be safely withstood for long.
 
   Metal screeched as the door moved outward, not in a familiar arc but in a straight line.
 
   He moaned as it slid open for him an inch and then one more. Cold billowed out in a rush, but did nothing to beat back the heaviness hanging like a living thing in the air.
 
   It wasn't a door at all, but a drawer.
 
   A deep, cavernous freezer.
 
   He swayed forward, lost his balance, and fell.
 
   He struggled to push himself upright, his body exhausted into unwilling submission as his mind grasped what he did not want to remember. There were people in these drawers. Stiff bodies and pale, chalky skin. People he hadn't been able to save. People who had needed him.
 
   People like Lillian.
 
   He slumped onto the freezer, his gaze catching on something inside.
 
   No. No, no, no!
 
   Lillian stared up at him. Her beautiful brown eyes were clouded with death, her mouth open in a soundless scream. Her lovely skin was hard and grey, lifeless.
 
   No.
 
   No, no, no.
 
   What little air remained erupted from Tristan's lungs in a strangled rush. A bolt of terror shot through him, adrenaline firing his synapses and causing him to jerk against the cold steel. He tried to cry out for her, to apologize for failing her, for not protecting her, but it was already too late.
 
   Like thick blinds falling closed over windows, everything went black.
 
   Tristan shot upright in the bed, a strangled moan breaking from his lips. His heart raced. Sweat drenched his body. He took a deep, gasping breath, trying to calm the panicked roar of his mind. To assure himself he wasn't dying.
 
   He wasn't.
 
   Lillian.
 
   He whipped his head around.
 
   His ballerina lay beside him, her hair spread across the pillow. One arm draped across his stomach. Her feet were tangled with his beneath the blankets.
 
   She was safe.
 
   A sigh burst from his lips.
 
   They hadn't been separated by a steel army of mortuary freezers. She wasn't dead.
 
   It was a dream. Just a dream.
 
   "Fuck," he swore, his hands shaking as he lifted them to grasp at his hair. He let them fall and reached for her instead, needing to touch her, to assure himself that she was really there.
 
   "Tristan," she mumbled as he swept his hand across her cheek, pushing her hair away from her face so he could feel her skin beneath his palm. She was warm, soft.
 
   He sighed again as the last of his panic began to blur and fade away, and slid back down onto the pillows, pulling her closer in the big bed. Her form molded to his.
 
   Safe. She was safe.
 
   He took a deep breath, but did not close his eyes. Every detail of that nightmare stayed with him – the doors, the panic. Her lifeless body. He had no doubts the rest of the freezers were full of people the drug war had already killed. He'd had similar dreams before, but none like this. None so terrifying.
 
   He buried his face in Lillian's hair and breathed her in. He didn't want to lose her. He couldn't lose her.
 
   She was killing him, completely undoing him. In the dark, with her body wrapped around his, the truth shook him to his core. He was falling in love with her, not in stages, not bit by bit, but all at once, completely. And taking her into Teplo every night was driving him insane.
 
   Before she ever gave voice to the thoughts in her mind, he'd heard them. Saw the determination in her eyes. How long until she put herself in harm's way because of him? Until no didn't stop her from taking a risk and approaching the blond? A week? Less?
 
   He couldn't let that happen.
 
   As the clock crept through the pre-dawn hours, his thoughts grew more restless. Despite having her tucked as close as he could get her, she still felt too far away. As if she truly were locked in one of those damn freezers, out of his reach.
 
   He dropped his lips to her forehead and then slipped from the bed, unable to get that image out of his mind. With his iPod and nunchaku in hand, he headed for her spare room, once again driven to work himself to exhaustion by a mind and heart that would not stop battling.
 
   Duty. Responsibility. Lillian.
 
   He wanted nothing more than to be able to juggle it all and know he would not fail her. That she wouldn't take that risk for him. But what if he couldn't? What if… what if being with him got her killed just like he'd gotten his parents killed?
 
   "Please, no," he whispered. "Not her."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Early morning light spilled across Lillian's face. She rolled toward Tristan, hesitant to leave the warmth of the bed, only to find the sheets on his side of the bed cool. Empty.
 
   Lillian opened her eyes reluctantly.
 
   He wasn't there.
 
   She groaned and stretched. "Damn," she cursed as muscles relaxed in sleep protested, plunking her back down into the reality her sleeping mind so often forgot. In dreams, she danced as gracefully as ever, her leg unbroken. Waking up to the truth every morning sucked.
 
   Rolling across the bed, she dragged herself up before she refused to leave the bed at all. Using her dresser for support, she limped across to the closet and grabbed a leotard, once again foregoing the tights, before heading into the en-suite bathroom to clean up and dress. By the time she was done, her leg throbbed, the muscles protesting every little move she made.
 
   Tristan had taken her hard last night, pounding into her as she sprawled over the arm of the couch until she screamed his name, and then he'd carried her to bed and started all over again. With words, his hands, and his mouth, he'd taken her higher than even dancing had. She'd lain awake half the night afterward, guilt pricking at her heart as he tossed and turned, unable to rest as he mumbled her name over and over.
 
   She wasn't sure what had haunted his mind, but she knew she'd put that thought there.
 
   She didn't try to track him down after dressing, heading instead straight for the spare room. It was a cowardly move, but what would she say to him? All she'd wanted to do was help him, but instead she'd made things infinitely worse. A simply I'm sorry wouldn't fix that, especially when she didn't really understand why he'd reacted so strongly to her suggestion. It was more than just not wanting to put her at risk, she knew it. But he wouldn't talk to her about it. As usual, he'd shut her out when she'd tried to broach the subject after returning home from Teplo, instead distracting her with his hands and mouth.
 
   Pushing the door to the studio open, Lillian drew to a stop.
 
   Tristan was inside, his chest bare and a pair of dark sweats low on his hips. He had ear buds in his ears and his iPod tucked into his waistband. Sweat drenched his hair. Little beads rolled down the tattoo on his chest, too.
 
   He looked so fierce, so beautiful.
 
   The sight of him took her breath away.
 
   Lillian's heart stuttered.
 
   The nunchucks in his hands spun fast, slicing through the air in neat arcs. She leaned on the doorjamb to watch as he worked his way back and forth across the room, his step never faltering or slowing. She'd never get used to how gracefully he moved, or to the raw power he exuded. Even without the weapon in his hands, he moved like a leopard. But when he worked through the kata, he was something else altogether. Something feral, beautiful, and dangerous as all hell.
 
   He noticed her standing in the doorway and dropped the nunchucks to the floor.
 
   "Hi," she whispered when he pulled the ear buds from his ears.
 
   He panted, his chest rising and falling in rhythmic exertion. "Hey," he answered.
 
   She slid her hand along the wall for support, and moved into the room.
 
   His gaze roamed across her body, taking in every step she made. "You're hurting. How bad is it?"
 
   She started to lie to him, but couldn't. "It's pretty bad."
 
   He stepped toward her, regret rippling through his eyes. "I'm sorry."
 
   "It's not your fault." Despite the ferocity in his claiming the night before, he hadn't hurt her.
 
   He didn't answer, instead reaching out to pull her into his sweaty arms. She melted into him, clinging to his sweaty body. "God, I missed you," he whispered as if he had not seen her in weeks.
 
   "I missed you, too."
 
   He pressed his face into her hair, breathing deeply.
 
   "How long have you been up?"
 
   "You need to stretch." He pulled back and unwound her arms from around him, avoiding her gaze.
 
   She let him help ease her down to the floor, hurt whispering through her. Even when he settled her down, he didn’t look at her again.
 
   "What's wrong?" she asked.
 
   "Nothing's wrong."
 
   "No?"
 
   "Nothing," he reiterated in a monotone.
 
   "I'm sorry," she whispered, her voice cracking under the strain of guilt settling down around her. Tears stung her eyes. She closed them. Took a deep breath.
 
   Why was he so mad at her?
 
   "Lillian…."
 
   She waited for him to say something else, but he didn't.
 
   When she opened her eyes, he was no longer in the room.
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   "Lillian, wait."
 
   Tristan reached out and grabbed her arm as she started to limp by him into the hallway. She stopped, but didn't look at him. She hadn't really looked at him since she'd emerged from her bedroom half an hour before, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy. She'd kept herself locked up in there all day, hadn't even come out to eat breakfast with him after she'd finished stretching and showering. She hadn't eaten lunch, either.
 
   "I'm sorry," he whispered, hating that he'd made her cry. "Christ, I'm sorry."
 
   "You have nothing to be sorry for." She turned toward him, her expression carefully blank.
 
   "No?"
 
   She shook her head. Took a deep breath. "I'll call Jason. Just let me do it alone, okay?"
 
   "What?" He gaped at her, blindsided. "You think I want you to-? Why?"
 
   "You know why." She shrugged as if it didn't matter, but her mask crumpled. Hurt swam in her big, brown eyes.
 
   "Beautiful, no." He tugged on her arm, forcing her to step into his arms.
 
   She stood rigidly, her head lowered.
 
   "Please don't do this," he whispered. "I need you here. I want you here."
 
   "Tristan, you haven't talked to me all day," she pointed out. "You're angry with me."
 
   "I'm not angry, Lillian." He made soothing circles on her back, trying to reassure her. He wasn't angry. He was just an idiot. He'd stared at her closed door all fucking morning, trying to work up the courage to open it and tell her… he wasn't sure what he needed to tell her, actually. That he was falling in love with her. That he couldn't keep dragging her into Teplo every night. That he was on the verge of doing something monumentally stupid. He had a thousand different things he needed to say to her, and he didn't know how to say any of them. The words caught in his throat, choking him.
 
   "No? Then what's wrong? Talk to me, please."
 
   "I had a nightmare. Shit I've seen. Shit I've caused. Shit I don't want to see." A fucking army of mortuary freezers sucking the life from him. Her lifeless eyes staring up at him.
 
   "You had a nightmare?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Pure skepticism crossed her face.
 
   "You scared me last night, beautiful," he said. "The thought of you approaching him, of him hurting you…. I need you safe, Lillian."
 
   "So you've said," she murmured without heat.
 
   "You don't understand," he muttered. "Of course you don't understand."
 
   "Then explain it to me." She shook her head, frustrated. "Talk to me."
 
   "When I was thirteen, my dad's brother started using," he blurted out. "I knew, but I didn't say anything. I didn't know what to say. And I didn't know how bad things were, but he was in deep. He owed money – a lot of money – to the wrong people. My parents… fuck." He took a deep breath and raked a hand through his hair. "I was a pain in the ass as a kid, always in trouble, always fucking around. When I found out that he was using, I blackmailed him instead of telling my parents… told him I'd keep quiet if he'd hook me up. Nothing hard, just pot. I was just a fucking kid, but I knew what I was doing, and I didn't care. So long as he kept handing over pot for me and my buddies, I didn't give a shit what happened."
 
   "Tristan-"
 
   "Wait, okay? Just, wait." He needed to explain before that look in her eye – so soft and uncertain – broke him. "I got into a fight at school and was suspended the day my parents died. My uncle was with them when they got the call that they needed to come and get me. One of his dealer's people drove up on them at a stoplight half a block from the school. He killed them, and they didn't even fucking know why."
 
   "Oh my god," Lillian whispered, her eyes wide.
 
   "But I knew. And I never said a word to my parents about it. They died, and I could have stopped it." He blew out a sharp breath. "I heard the shots and took off running. There was blood and glass everywhere. My dad was dead by the time I made it there, but my mom, she wasn't. She was hurt badly, and she was screaming my name. I fought so fucking hard to get to her, but my teacher was holding me back, refusing to let me go.
 
   "I watched them load her into the ambulance, and then I sat in the fucking waiting room with a bunch of strangers while she died in the OR. All I could hear was her screaming my name. My uncle – the one who caused it – he hung on for a week before he died. I didn't even go see him. I was pissed off at him, so I just let him die alone. And it wasn't his fault, not really. His dealer never should have kept giving him drugs when he knew he couldn't pay, but he did anyway so he could make an example of him. My family died, and he's still out there somewhere, free. People like my parents – people like you – get caught in the middle. They were there because of me; they died because I was a stupid fucking kid. And now you're here because of me, caught in the middle because of me, and I don't know-"
 
   He broke off, shaking his head. The motion didn't clear his mind. Didn't make the words come any easier. "I went into this knowing what I was doing. I knew what I'd see, what I'd have to do. I knew what people like Anton Vetrov were capable of, but it didn't matter because I didn't have anything left to lose. But I do now. Because of you. And I can't – I don't want you to get hurt because of me. I don't want you to – fuck. I don't want you to die because of me."
 
   "Tristan, I'm not going to die," she whispered. "I just wanted to help you."
 
   "I know that." He looked up at her to see that same soft, uncertain look in her eyes. The one that made him want to crawl inside of her and stay there. "I know you just want to help, but I can't lose you. If he works for Francisco… it's not because he's merciful. He will kill you without hesitation. I can't lose someone else I care about because I fucked up. I just can't." He didn't know how else to explain it to her. To make her understand that he wouldn't survive that shit.
 
   Losing his parents had torn a hole in his heart. One that had never gotten any smaller until she'd appeared in his life like a fucking dancing angel. She'd changed everything without even trying. Changed him. And if she got hurt because of him, it would destroy him.
 
   "I'm not going to put myself at risk for no good reason, and I'm not going to do something in the club that you tell me not to do. I know I'm just a ballerina. I know I don't know what I'm doing. But I want to help you. You shouldn't have to do this alone. You already carry so much weight, already blame yourself for so much, and that's not fair to you. You were just a kid, Tristan. It wasn't your fault."
 
   "Christ, beautiful," he groaned, hugging her to his heart. "You're killing me. You say things like that and I– Fuck." He gave up trying to explain something he didn't even understand. The way she made him feel, the things she made him want… no matter how hard he tried to sort it out and put it into words, he couldn't.
 
   He kissed her until he couldn't breathe, couldn't think, and couldn't see. And then he eased himself down into the floor and just sat there, trying to calm down.
 
   "Tristan?"
 
   "Yeah?" He reached out and tugged her gently down beside him, readjusted her until she was in his arms.
 
   "Thank you for telling me about your parents."
 
   He pressed his lips to her forehead.
 
   "I've never told anyone about them before."
 
   "Never?"
 
   He shook his head.
 
   "Oh." Lillian paused. "Can I say something?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "I know I'll never be an agent or be able to do a tenth of what you do, but I'm not a child either. I'm not going to run and hide under the bed if I hear something I don't like. But when you don't say it…." She swallowed hard. "I thought you'd changed your mind. That I pushed you too far last night and you were going to-"
 
   "Beautiful, no," he whispered, turning her until she sat facing him. "I don't want you to go. I know that's messed up, but I want you to stay with me. I…."
 
   "You what?" she asked when he fell silent, not sure how to say I'm falling in love with you.
 
   "Really don't want you to go," he said instead. "I – ah, Christ, Lillian. I'd probably do just about anything to keep you here and keep you safe. Don't you know that already, sweetheart?" He pressed his forehead to hers, unable to deny the truth, even if it did damn them both. "Don't you realize how utterly incapable I am of letting you walk away now?"
 
   She shook her head, looking dazed. "I don't think I could walk away, Tristan," she finally whispered.
 
   He drew a deep breath and kissed her hard.
 
   "You aren't just a ballerina, you know." He settled back against the wall. "You're fucking amazing."
 
   "So are you," she responded.
 
   He snorted. "I'm a pain in the ass, beautiful. I have no clue what I'm doing when it comes to you, and I seem to fuck it up more often than not."
 
   "I don't know what I'm doing either," she murmured. "I've never really been in a relationship either."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   Lillian nodded.
 
   "We'll figure it out together," he promised, tilting her head toward his for a kiss.
 
   She kissed him back freely, her hands in his hair holding his face to hers.
 
   When he reached for her top, she groaned.
 
   "We have to go soon," she reminded him.
 
   He shook his head, denying her. "We're staying right here tonight," he whispered, brushing his lips across hers again before reaching for the hem of her shirt, fire in his eyes. "Right here."
 
   She didn't argue further.
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   When the phone rang early the following morning, Lillian groaned in protest and rolled toward the sound, too blissed out and exhausted to lift her head from the pillows Tristan had placed beneath her at some point during the night. She had no idea when he'd done so.
 
   The last thing she remembered was his forehead pressed to hers and his eyes locked on hers as he sent her flying apart in the middle of the night. The pillows hadn't been beneath her head then. His hand had been, protecting her head from the headboard as he thrust into her slowly. So, so slowly.
 
   She shivered, remembering the way he'd looked at her as he took her. All night long, he'd taken his time with her, demanding she keep her eyes open even when she was sure they were going to roll back in her head and stay there.
 
   "Good morning," he groaned as she reached over him, trying to find her phone. His arm snaked around her waist, pulling her up against him.
 
   "Mm," she mumbled in response, warmth spreading through her at every place their bodies met. "Morning." She stretched a little further over him and still couldn't reach the phone on the table. She had no clue how she'd ended up on his side of the bed, either. Another mystery.
 
   "Lay down, beautiful," he whispered when she grumbled as the phone rang again. "I'll get it."
 
   She flopped back down gratefully as he stretched to grab her phone from the table. He was warm. Blissfully warm. She sighed in contentment and burrowed back down into the pillows, already on the verge of sleep again.
 
   "Hello?" he mumbled into the phone as he brushed his lips across her shoulder blade. "Ah… good morning, Mr. Maddox."
 
   Lillian's eyes flew open.
 
   "Yes, sir," Tristan mumbled, shooting her an apologetic look. "She's right here."
 
   Oh, crap!
 
   She took the phone reluctantly when he held it out to her with a mouthed apology.
 
   "Hello?" she whispered.
 
   "Lil, is there something you'd like to tell me?"
 
   "Um…." She blinked over at Tristan, cursing herself for having avoided telling her father anything about him. Bad plan, obviously.
 
   "Who is he, Lillian Elise?" Ah, crap. There was no way he'd believe her if she made something up now. He had that tone, the one he pulled out when he wanted answers. Plus, he'd used her middle name.
 
   "Tristan Riley," she finally mumbled. "His name is Tristan Riley."
 
   Her father huffed out a breath and then another. "Are you dating?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "How long?"
 
   She sighed, not sure if they were really counting from three weeks ago, from Trinity a week ago, from when they'd decided on a label two days ago or if they should be counting from some other defining moment.
 
   Were all relationships so complicated?
 
   "Lillian?"
 
   "Three weeks."
 
   Tristan sat up against the headboard and dragged her up until she was between his legs with her head against his chest. 
 
   "He treats you okay?" her dad asked.
 
   "Yeah, dad. He's… amazing," she answered.
 
   Tristan pressed his lips to her crown.
 
   "If he's not-"
 
   "He is, I promise."
 
   Her dad huffed into the phone again. "I'd like to speak with him."
 
   "Dad."
 
   "Just hand the boy the phone, Lillian."
 
   "Fine, but you'd better be nice to him," she muttered, knowing full well that he'd brush off her warning if he felt like it. She held the phone out to Tristan, mouthing an apology.
 
   He brushed a hand down her cheek, offering her a reassuring smile, before taking the phone from her. "Hello, sir."
 
   Lillian burrowed back down onto his chest, refusing to stress over this. It was too late to panic now, and her dad hadn't exactly sounded angry. Besides, it wasn't like he would shoot Tristan for answering her phone at – she glanced toward the clock on the bedside table – ugh, not quite eight o'clock in the morning.
 
   If he tried, she'd just have to tell him that he couldn't shoot a DEA agent.
 
   Ah, hell.
 
   He really would shoot Tristan if she told him that part. He'd been a cop for a long time. The last thing he'd want was for her to get tied up with one, especially if he ever found out what Tristan really did for the DEA.
 
   Please, don't start poking around, she prayed silently, knowing full well her father would do exactly that if his conversation with Tristan didn't satisfy him.
 
   "Yes, sir," Tristan murmured into the phone. "No, sir. Very much, sir."
 
   Lillian could just imagine the questions her dad was asking him. Are you employed? Are you involved in any sort of criminal enterprise? Do you care about my daughter?
 
   "Of course, sir," Tristan answered, his chest rumbling beneath her ear as he spoke in that low, velvety way of his, not in the least fazed by her father or his inquisition. "Mr. Maddox," he said, "she deserves nothing less."
 
   Lillian snuggled closer, sighing when he started rubbing lazy circles against her cheek.
 
   "Yes, sir," he laughed abruptly and hung up.
 
   She exhaled deeply. "Was it bad?"
 
   "No," he murmured as he sat the phone back down on the table. "He worries about you."
 
   She grimaced. "I should have told him about you already."
 
   Tristan scooted around until they were curled up together again. "Why didn't you?"
 
   "I hate lying to him," she confessed, peeking up at him.
 
   "Would it help if he knew the truth?"
 
   "Hell no. He's… protective since everything happened with Marc." She could just imagine how he father would react if she told him that Tristan was a DEA agent and she was helping him try to stop a group of drug dealers from hooking up with a drug cartel. He'd be on her doorstep in a matter of hours, and nothing she said would stop him from dragging her back to Oregon.
 
   "I gathered as much," Tristan said. "He wants you to call him later."
 
   She cringed again and then nodded. "He's going to want to meet you, you know."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "Okay?" Lillian lifted her head only to find his eyes closed, not a hint of worry to be found on his face. "That doesn't bother you?"
 
   "Are you kidding?" He cracked one eye open and looked at her in disbelief. "He's your father. It scares the shit out of me."
 
   "You don't seem very worried."
 
   He huffed and opened his other eye. "He's your father. Even if he hates me, and I really hope he doesn't, he probably won't shoot me because it'd upset you."
 
   "You think?" she asked hopefully.
 
   "That he won't shoot me or that it'd upset you if he did?"
 
   "Both?"
 
   He grinned at her lazily and closed his eyes again. "Go back to sleep, beautiful. He's not going to shoot me."
 
   Yeah, he was probably right about that. At least, she thought he was.
 
   "You worry about the strangest things," he muttered as she settled back against him again with another little sigh.
 
   "And you don't?" she challenged.
 
   "Nope. I have a bulletproof vest."
 
   "Oh God," she groaned at his lame attempt at a joke. "You're ridiculous."
 
   "And you're exhausted. Stop stressing about it and go back to sleep." He brushed his lips across her shoulder again. "We have shit to do later and you didn't sleep last night."
 
   "I wonder why," she muttered, her tone rife with sarcasm.
 
   "Easy," Tristan snorted. "You're insatiable."
 
   "So are you," she mumbled around a yawn, not even bothering to deny that charge. With him, she was insatiable.
 
   "Only for you," he said before his lips brushed across her shoulder again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   No matter how many times Lillian stepped through the doors to Teplo, the lights always caught her off guard. There was nothing subtle about the way they bounced around the club. It wasn't a ripple effect starting at one side and weaving its way to the other, but a series of bright, colorful pulses.
 
   One here.
 
   Another there.
 
   On and on in random patterns all across the massive room.
 
   When her eyes finally adjusted, she always felt exactly as if she'd stepped from one world into another. Each flash of light illuminated smiling faces and barely clothed bodies. They caught on seemingly disembodied hands clutching pills, vials, and wrinkled bills. The bright colors were spotlights beating down on those contorting to the music rippling through the club.
 
   Frenetic energy hit her like a fist when she stepped through the doors, but the strange lights made the people appear to move slower. At times, they seemed otherworldly, something far outside of anything she knew. Music didn't create something new and beautiful at Teplo. It helped hide the harsh, ugly things that made her chest ache. And her chest did ache. Every time she saw what the people within did to themselves, a piece of her heart broke.
 
   This wasn't some ballet acted out on stage. In this world, addiction ruled and the things that waited at the end of the night were life changing. Unprotected sex with strangers. Track marks. Death. This was the reality Tristan lived. It wasn't dressed up in pretty costumes and flowery music. It was pulsing lights, pounding beats, underdressed women, and unwashed men, all haunting Teplo like wraiths.
 
   And she didn't get to just forget this world when she stepped outside. She carried it with her now. The scents lingered on her skin and clothes. The sounds whispered in the back of her mind. When she closed her eyes, lights still flashed behind her lids as if branded there.
 
   It made her want to cry.
 
   It made her want to scream.
 
   It made her want to wrap her arms around Tristan and hold on tight.
 
   But something was different this time. The ache in her chest more pronounced. The cold fingers of fear were stronger. Everything in her screamed at her to leave. To take Tristan by the hand and lead him back outside to safety. As he led her through the club, she looked left and right, trying to pinpoint the source of her unease. Nothing had changed inside.
 
   When juxtaposed with the discontent rushing through her, the business-as-usual feel seemed too normal. As if a bright neon sign hung above the crowd. One that said, "Welcome to Pleasantville" or "Meet the Joneses". Both were wrong. Misleading.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder, checking to ensure no one followed them.
 
   No one did.
 
   Tristan pulled her closer as they neared the far side of the club. "You okay?"
 
   She wanted to tell him no, that something felt different, but she didn't know how to explain it, or if there was even a reason to explain. Since talking with her father she felt… off. Guilty. Hiding the truth from him didn't sit well with her, but she'd lied anyway.
 
   Is that why coming here tonight seemed so wrong? Because it felt different now that she'd lied outright to her father?
 
   "Beautiful?"
 
   "I'm fine," she said, unsure how true that was.
 
   Something was wrong… she just didn't know what.
 
   Tristan examined her face, his expression full of concern, but he nodded, accepting her lie. "Dance with me," he murmured in her ear.
 
   She let him lead her to the dance floor, knots of fear twisting in her stomach.
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   Lillian shook her hips, gyrating with Tristan like she always did, but her movements were stiff, tense. Her wide-eyed gaze darted around the club, focusing here and there before moving on. Whatever had her on edge had Tristan wound up like a spring. The longer she danced with him, refusing or unable to relax, the more tightly coiled he became. Her unease fed his until he felt ready to explode into fine pieces.
 
   "What are you looking for, beautiful?" he asked, his lips at her ear.
 
   She shook her head, not answering. Her gaze still bounced around the room, constantly moving.
 
   Unable to stand it any longer, he stilled her hips before leading her from the dance floor, back to the far corner where nothing but seclusion and brick waited. She leaned against the wall, her breath coming in shallow inhalations and sharp exhalations. Her body shook, a faint tremble winding its way through her.
 
   "Look at me, sweetheart."
 
   She opened her eyes, focusing on him.
 
   "What's wrong?" he asked, stroking his fingertips along the sides of her throat.
 
   "Something isn't right." Her eyes bounced around the crowd again.
 
   "What isn't right?"
 
   "I don't know." She shook her head, frustrated, her worried gaze flickering back to him. "You don't feel it?"
 
   "Feel what?"
 
   "I don't know. It just feels wrong."
 
   "How so?"
 
   She frowned. "It feels like something's happening, something's missing. I don't know. I just-" She broke off, her frown deepening.
 
   "Talk to me, Lillian," he urged her, ready to tear his hair out.
 
   She scanned the crowd. Once, twice. A third time. "They aren't here anymore," she muttered suddenly, clutching his arm.
 
   "Who isn't here?" Tristan fought the urge to swear, trying to let her go at her own pace, to understand her instincts, and trust them. Instinct guided every facet of his life, and he wasn't stupid enough to ignore hers. But goddamn, it was driving him crazy to see her like this, so uncertain and fearful.
 
   "Anton Vetrov's people," she said. "They aren't here, Tristan."
 
   "What?" He blinked.
 
   "They aren't here anymore," she said again. "I've only seen Hannah and Stephan for the last hour. Where are the rest of them?"
 
   Tristan turned toward the crowd, his eyes narrowed. He scanned the room, taking in the frenzied crowd beneath the pulsing lights. Stephan and Hannah lingered near the door to the storage room, watching the crowd. He'd been so focused on Lillian, he'd missed it, but she was right. The rest of the Vetrov guards were nowhere to be seen.
 
   "Walk with me," he murmured, wrapping an arm around her waist.
 
   They made another slow circuit around the club. Tristan looked every which way as they walked, trying to find the rest of Anton's people in the crowd. Hannah and Stephan still hovered near the storage room, but the others were nowhere to be found.
 
   Tristan started another circuit, trying to make sure he hadn't missed the others. Lillian stayed right beside him, the expression on her face intent as she searched, too.
 
   Halfway around the room, he stopped, excitement firing through him. Hannah and Stephan were no longer near the door.
 
   He spun around, searching the crowd, and found them elbowing their way across the far edge of the dance floor, away from the storage room.
 
   Lillian gasped, her body jerking beside him.
 
   Tristan glanced at her to find her eyes trained on something at the front of the club.
 
   "Fuck," he swore, his eyes widening when he followed her gaze.
 
   Brett Warner stood in front of the doors, his bulk blocking the entrance to the club.
 
   And Hannah and Stephan were headed right for him.
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\Fallon\Desktop\Ballerina Files\BlackBalletShoes.png] 
 
    
 
   Lillian's heart pounded as she watched Officer Warner slip through Teplo's wide double doors. Even from a distance, she saw the badge hanging from a chain around his neck. The lights seemed to glint off of the metal, reflecting it back into the room like a spotlight shining on the Holy Grail.
 
   "Tristan?" she whispered, fear rushing through her as Hannah and Stephan closed in on the portly officer, fake smiles plastered across their faces.
 
   "What's he doing?" Tristan muttered.
 
   Lillian stood rooted to the spot, watching as Hannah reached out to shake Officer Warner's hand. She couldn't make out what the woman said to him, or what he said in return, but Stephan pointed toward the bar. The three moved in that direction. Warner stepped to the side as a girl in a tube top and stilettos stumbled, the drink in her hand close to tipping over.
 
   "Beautiful." Tristan turned back to Lillian, his grip on her waist tightening. His eyes burned an intense, excited blue. "I want you to do something for me."
 
   Her stomach clenched, and not in a good way. She knew what he wanted to do before the words ever left his mouth.
 
   "Go wait outside for me," he whispered.
 
   "Tristan, no." She shook her head, her heart in her throat.
 
   He brushed his hand down her cheek. "So long as he's with them, there's no one guarding the door. This may be our only shot, sweetheart."
 
   Her stomach threatened to rebel. "Let me go with you."
 
   "No," he said, his tone decisive, final. The hard look in his eyes made it clear he wouldn't budge. "I'll be out before they even realize I went in. But I can't take you in there with me."
 
   He was right, she knew he was. She'd done her part. Now she had to let him do his.
 
   "Promise me you'll be safe," she demanded, terror pounding through her like a drum.
 
   "I swear to you that I'll be fine, baby. Nothing's going to happen to me."
 
   She searched his face, looking for a single sign of hesitation and found none.
 
   He was certain of that promise.
 
   "Okay." She swallowed hard, nodded.
 
   Tristan pressed his lips to hers hard before stepping back. "Go, beautiful."
 
   She turned and walked away before she lost the nerve. Her heart hammered an erratic rhythm. Her eyes and throat burned. She ached to look back, but didn't dare. "He'll be okay," she chanted to herself under her breath as she neared the doors.
 
   God, if something happened to him….
 
   No. Nothing would happen. He'd get in, and get back out before Hannah and Stephan finished with Officer Warner.
 
   "Dude, did you hear? Some chick died last night!"
 
   Lillian jerked to a halt as another group spilled into the club, shouting to one another.
 
   "No way!"
 
   "Seriously! I was standing right there when the pig showed the little chick at the door the photo. Said he needed to speak to the dudes in charge about the dead girl," a guy with a Mohawk yelled to his friend as they pushed past Lillian, not paying her any attention whatsoever.
 
   "Damn. That sucks," his friend yelled back.
 
   "I know, right?"
 
   Lillian reached out and grabbed the first guy's arm. He looked down at her hand on his arm, and then at her, a slow grin spreading across his face.
 
   "Did the cop say her name?" she demanded.
 
   "Who's name?"
 
   "The dead girl's."
 
   "Oh." He narrowed his eyes, seeming to think. "Emma Bradford? Emma Buford?" He shrugged, and then looked at her again. "Who cares? Wanna dance?"
 
   Emma.
 
   The young girl who'd stopped her days ago flashed in her mind.
 
   Oh, god.
 
   Her stomach turned. She sucked in a sharp breath before ducking outside, her heart in her throat.
 
   "Hurry, Tristan," she pleaded, stumbling away from the crowd at the door. "Oh God, please hurry."
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   Tristan watched Lillian until she was on her way out the doors before grabbing his phone out of his pocket to scroll through the contacts for Warner's number. His fingers flew across the keys as he typed in a text, demanding Warner keep Hannah and Stephan busy as long as possible.
 
   He had no fucking clue if Warner would see it in time, but he hoped like hell that he did. Having him inside, occupying Hannah and Stephan while the others were somewhere outside the club was a one in a million opportunity. Perhaps the only one he'd get.
 
   He slipped his phone back into his pocket and veered toward the storage room, weaving through the nameless, faceless until the door appeared less than five feet to his right. He paused at the edge of the dance floor, waiting.
 
   He was calm, focused.
 
   Lillian was outside, in the clear.
 
   Now or never.
 
   A group of people broke away from the crowd on the floor and started in the direction of the door, laughing loudly. Tristan moved like a leopard, attaching himself to the group. He held his breath, hoping like hell they didn't break off and scatter too soon. If they did, he'd be on his own.
 
   Four feet… three…
 
   The group started peeling off, veering away from the door.
 
   Tristan swore to himself.
 
   "Warner, don't let me down, you big bastard," he muttered.
 
   Two feet…
 
   Tristan spun toward the door as the group moved farther away, slamming into the wall beside it before falling to his knees, his back toward the camera and his hand grasping at the handle as if trying to drag himself back to his feet.
 
   Locked.
 
   Of fucking course.
 
   "Motherfucker," he swore, delving into his pocket for the lock-pick he kept there at all times. As soon as his hand closed around the slim instrument, he jerked it from his pocket and shoved it into the lock.
 
   The hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention.
 
   He manipulated the pick, swearing when it slipped out of the locking mechanism.
 
   Blood rushed in his ears in a roar.
 
   "Son of a-"
 
   The lock clicked.
 
   The door popped open.
 
   Tristan bounded to his feet, keeping his head down so the camera didn't catch his face, and all but dove into the storage room.
 
   Fuck, yes!
 
   He was in.
 
   He took a deep breath, pulling the door closed behind him before he made his way deeper into the room. Shelves lined the walls, piled high with cleaning supplies. Empty cases of beer overflowed the round trashcan in the corner. The fluorescent light overhead hummed and flickered, the bulbs dying. Shadows bounced around the room like finger puppets.
 
   His eyes landed on the door, situated on the opposite wall, halfway across the room.
 
   He was at in in three steps, pulling it open before bounding forward into darkness. He stepped carefully, planting his feet solidly on the steps leading downward as he pulled his cell from his pocket to activate the flashlight feature.
 
   The air was heavy, thick, dust motes dancing in the air in front of the weak light. His heart raced, excitement pumping through him as he descended.
 
   A string of curses rattled from his lips one after another when he reached the bottom.
 
   The basement was boarded up, cobwebs stretched across the corners of the old wood. There was no way into the lab through here. Frustration boiled through him, raging unchecked when he realized there probably never had been. They'd set him up, and he'd fallen for it.
 
   He clenched his hands into fists, glancing around. Every part of him wanted to kick the boards free, prove that he hadn't fallen into a trap. But Warner couldn't keep Hannah and Stephan busy forever. And who the hell knew when the rest of their people would reappear?
 
   "Think, dammit," he muttered, turning this way and that, trying to come up with a plan. He reached into his pocket once more, pulling out the little hidden camera he carried. He glanced at it, and then up the stairs at the mass of crap piled around. Back and forth.
 
   "Fucking hell," he muttered, seeing only one option.
 
   Jason would kill him when he found out.
 
   Didn't matter though. He didn't have another choice.
 
   Cramming the cellphone back into his pocket, he strode back up the stairs and to the shelves directly across from the basement door, running his eyes along the items stacked there. In the far corner, hidden behind a bottle of Mr. Clean, was a battered box. Tristan nudged the cleaning supplies out of the way and wedged the lighter into the top of the box, camera lens facing out. Making sure it was aimed at the door and secure, he tapped the record button, and then arranged the cleaning supplies to help camouflage the small device. Before he could talk himself out of leaving it there, he hurried from the room, his head down and his heart racing.
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   Lillian huddled near the wall outside the club, fighting for calm. The urge to pace ran rampant through her, but she refused to give in, instead planting her feet and gritting her teeth.
 
   It felt as if Tristan had been inside forever. Logically, she knew it'd only been a few minutes, but God, time stretched on and on.
 
   Her heart raced so fast, it actually hurt. Her skin crawled. Everything in her screamed, pleading for Tristan to appear at the doors.
 
   He didn't.
 
   She shouldn't have left him inside by himself. She should have made him take her with him. She could have watched his back and made sure no one saw him. She could have done something, anything but wait outside while he took all the risk.
 
   He needed her and she was-
 
   A familiar head of dark hair broke through the group milling right outside the doors.
 
   "Oh God," she sobbed, throwing herself at Tristan as soon as he stepped clear of the crowd.
 
   "Hey," he whispered, catching her to his chest.
 
   She shook in his arms, and couldn't seem to stop.
 
   "Shh, beautiful," he crooned when another relieved sob broke from her lips. "I'm right here."
 
   "Oh God, Tristan." She burrowed deeper into his arms, clinging as hard as she could. Had she been able to do so, she would have climbed him right then and there.
 
   "I told you I'd be just fine," he said, rocking her back and forth. "Why are you crying?"
 
   "You… and…" She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down.
 
   "Just breathe," he encouraged, walking her further from the doors.
 
   She took another breath and then another, feeling herself calm as the truth began to set in. He had his arms around her. His heart beat beneath her ear. He was safe.
 
   "Better?" He pulled back to ask, concern glowing in his eyes.
 
   She nodded.
 
   He brushed his lips across hers. "Talk to me. What's wrong?"
 
   "I know why Warner's here," she whispered, wishing like hell she hadn't heard the boys walking in the door. Hoping it wasn't true and knowing all the while that it was.
 
   Tristan looked at her, waiting for an explanation.
 
   "Someone was murdered last night, Tristan."
 
   "Excuse me?" He blinked at her as if he hadn't heard her, his brow wrinkled in confusion. 
 
   "Warner had a picture. He showed it at the door and someone saw it," she explained, fighting the urge to cry. "I think it's…. I think it's Emma, the girl we talked to last week."
 
   Tristan didn't say anything, but he didn't have to either. She felt his body tense around hers, could almost see his thoughts flickering across his face. Right up until he blinked them away.
 
   In the space of a breath, he flipped a switch. A blank mask dropped into place like blinds falling closed, closing him off from her. The change sent chills racing up and down her spine.
 
   "I need you to wait for me at home."
 
   The chills raced faster.
 
   "No." She shook her head, refusing to obey that demand this time. Not when she didn't know what he'd do. Not when the girl they'd spoken with was dead, and he'd lost it the last time someone died. Not when… not when she loved him.
 
   Oh, god. She loved him. So much, she couldn't breathe at the thought of something happening to him. It was just black. Pain and black and a thousand times worse than hearing her bone snap or listening while her therapist and doctor explained that she'd never dance again.
 
   "I don't have time to argue with you." He stepped backward, away from her.
 
   "Tristan, don't do this," she whispered, suddenly cold. "Please, don't shut me out again. Let me help you."
 
   "I don't need your help, Lillian," he interrupted, his expression hard, unwavering. He sounded so far away, so detached. Nothing she said would change his mind or stop him. Not now.
 
   "I love you," she whispered the truth anyway, praying he heard it.
 
   He hesitated for a brief moment, and her heart soared.
 
   "Wait for me at home," he said then, his voice cold and hard.
 
   Lillian's shoulders slumped, defeat winding through her.
 
   "Fine," she said, tears pooling in her eyes.
 
   He vanished around the side of the building before the word ever left her lips, shattering her heart.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   "Tristan, go home," Jason said, leaning back against the wall beside the industrial sink in the autopsy suite, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   "Fuck off," Tristan muttered under his breath, refusing to look at Jason. He couldn't take his eyes off the girl beneath the sheet in front of him. He'd seen a lot of fucked up things in his life, but not like this.
 
   Emma Bradford was just a kid, and they'd destroyed her. Every inch of her body was bruised and bloody, broken. Knife wounds littered her torso, her arms and legs. Even her palms were shredded as if she'd held her hands up in a desperate attempt to fight off her attacker.
 
   He'd been expecting someone else to die before all was said and done, but he hadn't been prepared for this. He hadn't expected it to be the girl who'd recognized Lillian... the one he knew she'd searched for in the crowd every damn night since. And he hadn't been prepared for the stark brutality.
 
   How was he supposed to tell Lillian that the teenager she'd worried over had died bloody and terrified?
 
   Christ, how was he supposed to protect her now?
 
   "I got into the storage room," he muttered, glancing up at Jason, Warner, and Dr. Swanson, who watched him with matching, sympathetic expressions. "The fuckers were nowhere to be found, so I went in. I was certain I'd find the lab, but the goddamn stairwell was boarded up. Has been for a while, looks like."
 
   "Fucking hell," Jason cursed.
 
   "They've been watching that damn door for weeks," Tristan continued as if he hadn't even spoken, "and I walked right in. Didn't even stop to consider it might be a trap. Joke's on me, right?" He laughed shortly. "I dragged her into this, and now we're all fucked."
 
   "Son of a bitch." Jason turned to Warner and Marita. "Give us a few minutes, will you?"
 
   "We'll just be in my office," Marita murmured.
 
   "Thanks."
 
   Tristan watched as she and Warner filed out and closed the door, leaving him alone with Jason. He turned to meet his boss's gaze, not speaking. What else was there to say? The girl shouldn't be dead. She shouldn't be half-zipped into a body bag, waiting to be crammed back inside one of Marita's freezers when Tristan was finished with his self-flagellation.
 
   It killed him that she'd died, and likely for nothing more than speaking to him and Lillian. Failure burned. So did the outright terror that he was going to fail Lillian, too. He'd promised to keep her safe, and she wasn't.
 
   She was in love with him, and he was in the lowest level of hell.
 
   "What do you want to do?" Jason asked, stepping up next to him.
 
   He wanted to hit something.
 
   "I don't know," he whispered hoarsely, still staring down at the girl. "Christ, Jase, I don't know how to keep her safe. I don't know what the fuck I'm doing anymore and I can't…." he broke off and inhaled sharply. "I can't…." He shuddered.
 
   Jason squeezed his shoulder when he fell silent again, not able to finish the sentence. Not that he even needed to finish it. If anyone understood, Jason did. He'd helped put Lillian in harm's way. Wasn't his fault since Tristan hadn't really given him much of a choice, but if something happened to her, Jason would carry that on his conscience, too.
 
   Christ, this was a nightmare. Pure fucking torture.
 
   "You did what you thought you had to do," Jason said.
 
   "Bullshit. I did what I wanted to do, and you know it. We're going to need a fucking miracle to find that lab now. Fuck!" He slammed his hands into the freezer door above Emma's, his breath coming in jagged pants. "I'm so fucking tired of this shit, Jase. I thought I could keep her safe. Now I have to tell her this girl is dead and they're probably coming for her next. How the fuck am I supposed to do that?"
 
   "She's stronger than you're giving her credit for," Jason answered.
 
   "You think that matters?" Tristan laughed and spun away from the freezers to glare at him. "The only person she spoke to inside that club was murdered. Do you really fucking think she's going to be okay with that? That she isn't going to be upset or scared? That she isn't going to feel like it's her fault? She shouldn't be doing this shit!"
 
   "And you should?" Jason demanded.
 
   "It's my job!"
 
   "No, it isn't. It's your punishment, Tristan. You do this shit because you feel like you have to do it. Because you were a thirteen-year-old kid and your parents were murdered. And that isn't your fucking fault, but you punish yourself anyway. You feel guilty because they were coming to get you or because you survived or who the fuck knows why you do this to yourself, but you drive yourself insane with this shit because you think that's what you deserve."
 
   "Bullshit," Tristan snorted.
 
   Jason raised a brow, challenging him. "Tell me you don't remember the name and face of everyone that has ever died on one of your cases. Tell me you don't torture yourself with those images every time you screw up."
 
   Tristan glared, unable to deny it. They both knew he couldn't. He did remember their names and faces. They fucking haunted him. At least they had until Lillian. She made it better though. When he touched her, he could breathe.
 
   "You hate this job," Jason continued when Tristan said nothing. "You fucking hate it, but you do it anyway because you feel like you have to."
 
   "And you don't hate it?"
 
   "No, I don't hate it. It pisses me off that people like that little girl," he said, pointing at Emma's body, "die for no reason. It pisses me off that people like Lillian get hurt. And it pisses me off that you're standing here now, blaming yourself for this girl dying. But I don't hate this job. I never have."
 
   "She died because of me," Tristan muttered. She'd died because she'd spoken to him and Lillian, and Jason knew it as well as Tristan did. She was a warning to back off, or a reminder that Francisco didn't take kindly to the DEA butting into his business. She hadn't known a damn thing about Tristan, but they'd tortured her for speaking to him anyway.
 
   "Really? Is it Lillian's fault as well? I mean, she's the one Emma really talked too, right? She's the one the girl recognized. So is it Lillian's fault that she's in that freezer now?" Jason demanded.
 
   Rage wove through Tristan. He balled his hands into fists. "Don't," he warned.
 
   "Don't what?" Jason pushed ruthlessly. "Don't tell you the truth?"
 
   "Don't blame her for this shit. We're the ones that involved her in this. We're the ones that asked her to do it. And I'm the one that asked her to stay. Don't fucking blame her for this," Tristan answered softly, fighting to rein in the anger burning in his gut.
 
   "Then knock it the hell off!" Jason roared, slapping his hand down against the freezer beside him. "Standing here blaming yourself isn't going to solve a fucking thing and we both know it. So knock it the hell off already and figure out what the fuck you need to do next to keep her safe! Because I'm telling you right now, Tristan, I will jerk you off this case if you don't get it together and help me end this shit."
 
   "How the hell do you propose I do that?" Tristan flexed his hands before raking one through his hair. "My girlfriend lives across the street from these fuckers. The one person in that club that she spoke to is dead. Francisco has one of his men planted in that damn club and has for weeks. I couldn't find the fucking lab, and walked into a trap instead. So tell me exactly how the fuck I'm supposed to get it together and help end this because I sure as fuck don't know!"
 
   "Jesus motherfucking…." Jason swore harshly before grabbing his phone from his pocket and dialing. He held it to his ear, his eyes locked on Tristan. "Zoë, I need you to talk to your cousin before I kill him."
 
   Tristan eyed him balefully when he held the phone out toward him.
 
   "Your husband is a prick," he said, snatching it from Jason's hand with a scowl.
 
   "You know that's not true," she said immediately. "What's going on, Tristan? Talk to me."
 
   "I don't even fucking know," he sighed before filling her in. Somehow, no matter how badly he wanted to keep her out of this kind of thing, he always found himself talking to her. Zoë had been there for him through everything, had seen how messed up he was after his parents were killed, and had dragged him back from the brink more times than he cared to admit. She knew the hell he'd gone through, had gone through it with him. She was the voice of reason when all else failed. And Jason knew it, the bastard.
 
   "It's not your fault," she murmured quietly when he finished. "You didn't know they'd do this just because she talked to you, and you can't blame yourself for her being there. She may have been young, but she made her own choices. Those choices put her in that club, not you. And blaming yourself now isn't going to make Lillian any safer, Tristan."
 
   "I know that," he muttered.
 
   "Then stop being a pain in the ass and do something about it. If you care about her, find a way to close this case and keep her safe."
 
   "I'm trying."
 
   "Try harder," she suggested and then paused. "You're in love with her, aren't you?"
 
   "I-" Tristan hesitated for a long moment, unsure how to answer that question. Was he in love with Lillian? Christ, yes. She owned him, probably had from the minute he'd dragged her onto that dance floor. But that didn't make it right, and it didn't make it okay. He'd crossed too many lines with her, and this was the result. "She deserves better," he finally muttered, remembering the broken look on her face when he'd walked away.
 
   "Oh, Tristan," Zoë sighed. "You stupid, stupid man."
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   An hour later, Tristan felt calmer, less crazed. He still didn't have a fucking clue what he was going to do, but Zoë had talked him down from the ledge, at least. He no longer wanted to set Teplo on fire and watch it burn, or kill Jason.
 
   "Jase," he started, knowing he owed his friend an apology.
 
   "I know," Jason answered, cutting him off before he even figured out where to begin. "I get it. You good now?"
 
   "No, not even close." He laughed humorlessly and tossed Jason his cell before leaning back against the wall of freezers and closing his eyes. He was tired down to his bones, weariness and defeat like shackles dragging him down.
 
   "What are you going to do?"
 
   What was he going to do?
 
   What could he do?
 
   "I'm moving her to the penthouse tonight." He just hoped to hell she understood why and didn't hate him for it. He'd see this through because he had to do it, but he couldn't keep dragging her into it with him. Not now that he knew she loved him.
 
   Christ, had she meant it?
 
   He hoped to hell she had, and he hoped to hell she forgave him for all of this shit when it was said and done.
 
   "You think she's going to agree to that?"
 
   Tristan shrugged a shoulder. "Doesn't matter. It's not her choice to make, it's mine, and I'm not letting her walk back in there now."
 
   "What does she want?" Jason asked softly.
 
   "That doesn't matter either." He cracked one eye open and glanced at Jason. "I can't keep convincing myself that putting her in danger is okay."
 
   "You love her."
 
   "She owns me completely. She's… fuck. She's everything." He paused and shook his head again, bemused. "How the fuck did that happen?"
 
   "Does she know?" Jason asked instead of trying to come up with an answer they both knew he didn't have.
 
   "I haven't told her."
 
   "Will you?"
 
   Tristan shrugged again. Everything in him had demanded he say it back to her when those words had tumbled from her lips, but he hadn't. He hadn't had the right to say it back. "It wouldn't change anything if she knew. I don't want her doing this anymore. I won't put her at risk for this anymore. It's not worth it, not when we know for sure they've figured it out."
 
   "I think you need to discuss that with her," Jason answered, a little too carefully, as if he didn't believe it'd be as simple as Tristan made it sound.
 
   Tristan had no illusions either. She'd fight him, but it wouldn't change anything. Her safety came first to him. It had to, because the thought of visiting her in the morgue killed him as much now as it had after that damn nightmare. It'd probably kill him to let her go, but at least this way, she'd be alive. He'd know she was safe. Didn't matter if letting her go would be like cutting his own heart out of his chest, he had to do it.
 
   "Can we spare someone to keep an eye on the penthouse? I don't want her going anywhere alone until this shit is settled."
 
   "I'll look into it," Jason promised. "But if she doesn't agree to go-"
 
   "She doesn't have a choice," Tristan interrupted. "I want her out of there now."
 
   "And then what?"
 
   "And then…." He thought about it a minute. "And then I make sure I didn't miss anything before we come up with a new plan." He paused. "I put a camera in the storage room."
 
   "Fucking hell," Jason groaned, closing his eyes.
 
   "You can fire me for it later." And he might just have to fire him for it. Sneaking in without a warrant was pushing it. Setting up surveillance was liable to blow up in their faces in a major way. He'd be really fucking lucky if he didn't drag Jason down with him when he went. "Has Mr. Yin talked yet?" he asked instead of dwelling on that.
 
   "Nope. He asked for his lawyer, told Kincaid to fuck off, and hasn't said a word since. We've got nothing solid to tie Anton Vetrov to him besides those damn credit card statements, and he's not willing to make a deal with Francisco and the Asians tied up in this shit."
 
   "Figures," Tristan sighed. He'd known from the start it was a long shot. Cartels didn't deal with people who talked. At best, they'd slowed down production by raiding the restaurant, but that was it. They'd get nothing out of Yin or anyone connected to him.
 
   "We'll keep trying."
 
   "Yeah." Tristan glanced at the clock across the room, his body practically twitching.
 
   "Go," Jason said, needing no explanation.
 
   "I'll let you know when we're ready for that unit to sit on her at the penthouse." Tristan pushed off from against the wall and clasped Jason's shoulder. "Thanks, man."
 
   "Don't thank me yet. Just figure this shit out."
 
   "Tell me that she's going to be safe, Jase," Tristan whispered, his voice raw with fear.
 
   "Whatever you need to ensure it, you got."
 
   "I've never needed anything before, you know?"
 
   "But you need her," Jason answered.
 
   Yeah, he needed her. So fucking much, the thought of being without her terrified him.
 
   "Good luck," Jason called as he made his way toward the door, his heart heavy and his chest aching at the thought of letting her go. But he would. For her sake, he had to do it, even if doing it did kill him. Because as much as he needed her… he needed her safe even more.
 
   "I love you, Lillian," he whispered, tears in his eyes.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Three hours.
 
   Tristan had sent her home three hours ago and had yet to come back from wherever he was. From whatever he'd decided to do. The first hour, Lillian had sat on the couch, trying not to think too hard. A futile attempt, of course.
 
   She couldn't stop thinking.
 
   The Vetrov family had killed that poor girl.
 
   Lillian was horrified, scared, and angry. All she wanted was for Tristan to walk through the door and tell her there'd been a mistake. That she'd heard wrong, and it was someone else. Or that no one at all had died this time. And that he hadn't done something incredibly stupid as a result.
 
   She wasn't nearly naïve enough to mistake that fantasy for reality, though.
 
   Last time the Vetrov family killed someone, he'd kicked in her door.
 
   Thinking about what he'd do this time made her crazy.
 
   She popped up from the couch and paced. Back and forth from one side of the room to the other until her leg ached from her restless, endless circuits. She called Jason, and got no answer. She called Zoë with the same result. She tried Tristan's number again and then again.
 
   No one answered. No one called her back.
 
   Tristan didn't walk through the front door either.
 
   Waiting was agony.
 
   By the third hour, she'd moved to the kitchen table, her eyes glued to the clock.
 
   Anger and fear battled for dominance in her head, and in her heart.
 
   Tristan had shut her out. After promising her that he'd try, he'd just shut down and sent her on her way like a child. She wanted to strangle him. She wanted to kiss him. She wanted him to walk through the door so she could breathe. Right then, she couldn't breathe. She felt as if a weight sat atop her chest, forcing air to come in shallow, painful pulls. Forcing blood to pump in sluggish, cracked drags.
 
   She was stretched thin, brittle… ready to snap in half.
 
   When her phone rang, she nearly fell out of her chair.
 
   "Hello?" She clutched the phone to her ear, trying to calm the hysterical edge bubbling just beneath the surface.
 
   "Miss Maddox?" Jason Ames drawled into the phone.
 
   "Yes. Jason! Tristan is gone. I don't know where he went, and he won't answer the phone and he's been gone for three hours. Warner was at the club and he-"
 
   "Whoa, whoa, slow down, doll."
 
   Lillian snapped her mouth closed and took a deep, shuddering breath.
 
   "Tristan's on his way back to you now."
 
   "Oh, thank God." Breath left her in a rush. Relief coursed through her veins for a brief moment before worry shot through her again. "Is he okay?"
 
   Jason sighed into the phone, causing that static-like crinkle to sound over the line. "He's not hurt."
 
   "But he's not okay," she stated, reading between the lines.
 
   "He's had a rough night."
 
   Disbelief bubbled up and out, anger overtaking worry.
 
   "You guys are unbelievable," she snapped.
 
   Jason didn't say anything.
 
   "First, he makes me wait outside the club so he can break into that damn storage room. On my way to do as he requested, I find out someone else – someone we talked to inside the damn club – was murdered. Not exactly something you want to hear when your boyfriend is trying to sneak past the people who probably murdered her, I might add."
 
   "I-"
 
   Lillian spoke right over him, every bit of emotion from the last three hours coming out in a furious burst. "He then demands I wait at home for him, and it takes three hours before anyone bothers to let me know that he's okay. And all you have to say is that he's had a rough night? Well, welcome to the freaking club!" She huffed, pissed off and hurt.
 
   "Feel better?" Jason asked.
 
   "No," she snapped, dropping her head back against the chair. She took a deep breath, and closed her eyes, fighting for calm. "Where was he?"
 
   "Ah, I think he should be the one to explain that."
 
   Well, didn't that just figure?
 
   "Jason? I really don't want to yell at you so I'm going to hang up now."
 
   "Lillian, wait."
 
   She hesitated with her finger over the End button.
 
   "Shit," Jason cursed into the phone. "Take it easy on him, okay? This is harder for him than you can imagine."
 
   Lillian swallowed the painful ache worming its way up from her chest into her throat. "I get that. But has anyone bothered to consider that maybe this is hard for me, too? That maybe I've been going out of my mind all night, worrying about him?"
 
   "Ah… no, actually," Jason muttered, sounding apologetic and surprised at once.
 
   "Yeah, well, I've been here alone for three hours because he left with no explanation, Mr. Ames. And no one could bother to answer the phone or send a simple text to let me know that he was safe."
 
   "Jason, Lillian. Please call me Jason. And for what it's worth, you haven't been there alone. He had an unmarked car out front before he ever left."
 
   He did?
 
   "Not the point," she mumbled, refusing to be placated that easily. Someone should have called her. Tristan should have called her. She didn't think that request was unreasonable. He kept telling her that he needed her safe, but she needed the same thing.
 
   "I know, and I'm sorry for any distress we've caused you," Jason said. "Just take it easy on him when he gets there. Please?"
 
   "Fine," Lillian sighed, surrendering. "Thank you for calling me."
 
   She hung up and stared at the phone for a second before dropping her head to the cool wood of the table. "Argh!" she cried into the cradle of her arms, resisting the urge to flail and scream like a child in the throes of a temper tantrum.
 
   "Beautiful?"
 
   Lillian screamed.
 
   Tristan crossed the kitchen to her and pulled her to her feet. "I didn't mean to scare you."
 
   "Don't sneak up on me!" she half-shouted at him.
 
   And then she realized it was really him. He was home. Safe.
 
   The overwhelming, gut wrenching relief she felt at that bled away in an instant as he attempted to pull her into his arms. She pushed him away and glared up at him.
 
   "Thanks for calling me," she snapped.
 
   He flinched but didn't say anything, which was just fine and dandy with her because she wasn't finished yet.
 
   "How would you feel if I just disappeared and you didn't hear from me for hours?" she demanded, glaring at him.
 
   He looked like hell, his expression guarded, his eyes shadowed, haunted. Part of her wanted to throw herself in his arms and hold on for dear life until that broken look on his face went away, but the other part – the overwhelmingly pissed off part – refused to give in that easily.
 
   "I was never in any danger, Lillian."
 
   "And I suppose your lengthy explanation about where you were going was supposed to tell me that, right? Oh wait, no! There was no explanation. You just demanded I come back here and wait for you."
 
   "I had to talk to Warner."
 
   "And that took you three hours?"
 
   "No, I went to the morgue." He raked a hand through his hair and grimaced. "Can we not do this right now?"
 
   Not do this right now? Was he serious?
 
   She gaped at him for a minute before shaking her head. The emotions feeding her outburst – anger, hurt, fear, worry – drained out of her as if poured from a strainer. If he didn't want to talk to her, she couldn't force him. It was that simple.
 
   "Fine," she mumbled.
 
   "Dammit, Lillian, wait."
 
   He reached out and grabbed her arm as she limped past him, fighting the urge to cry. She wasn't that girl, the one who cried every time someone hurt her feelings. And yet, every time Tristan hurt her feelings, tears came, unbidden.
 
   It was exhausting.
 
   He was exhausting.
 
   Being with him truly would drive her insane. And God help her, but she didn't want it to stop. Despite everything, she'd fallen head over heels for him.
 
   "Let me go, Tristan." Her traitorous voice shook.
 
   "Please." He tugged on her arm, trying to pull her back toward him.
 
   "You don't get to do this. Let me go."
 
   "Do what?" he asked.
 
   "You don't get to shut me out, and then get your way just because you say please. I'm not doing this with you right now, so let me go." She looked up at him, steeling herself against the flutter in her stomach, in her heart.
 
   "I'm not trying to get my way, Lillian. I'm trying to apologize."
 
   "Yeah, well, it's not like what I want matters anyway," she retorted, feeling like a spiteful bitch as soon as the words flew from her mouth.
 
   "You don't know what you're talking about."
 
   "Of course I don't, Tristan!" she cried, frustrated. "You won't talk to me. You're allowed to worry about me, but I'm not allowed to worry about you? Do you know how ridiculous that is? I'm not the one at risk of doing something rash and getting myself killed."
 
   He blinked. "You really think I'm going to do something stupid and get myself killed?"
 
   "Aren't you?" she challenged him.
 
   He didn't say anything.
 
   "I'm going to bed, Tristan."
 
   "Motherfucker," he swore, reaching out to grab her again. Before she could comprehend how she'd gotten there, he'd pressed her to the wall, his mouth inches from hers. "I'm not trying to shut you out, Lillian. And I'm damn sure not about to do something to get myself killed and leave you in the middle of this by yourself. I'm trying to do my fucking job," he growled. "You think I wanted to leave you here tonight?"
 
   She didn't say anything. She couldn't say anything. He was pressed so close, all she could feel was him, all she could think about was him. That he was here and safe and the last three hours had been hell. That he owned her heart and soul, and that everything else – anger and worry and hurt feelings – were insignificant compared to that truth.
 
   "The entire time I was gone, I wanted to be back here. I wanted you naked beneath me, screaming my name. I wanted my arms around you while you slept. I wanted you blushing for me and your heart racing because of me. Instead I was at the morgue trying to figure out how to keep you safe from a bunch of twisted fucking psychos who murdered another fucking teenager. I'm sorry I didn't call you. I'm sorry I worried you. But I'm not sorry for doing what I have to do to keep you safe."
 
   His honesty hit her as hard as his earlier dismissals had. The angry glint in his eyes, the way his breath rasped across her face, and the rise and fall of his chest above hers shook loose something inside of her. That greedy part of her who wanted more from him.
 
   "I'll do whatever it takes to keep you safe, Lillian," he continued. "That's my priority. Not whether doing so hurt your feelings, though I'm fucking sorry it did."
 
   "You just left, Tristan. I didn't know if you were okay, or where you were, or what you were doing. And you couldn't even send a text to tell me you were alive. Do you have any idea what that feels like?" A tear slipped down her cheek.
 
   "Please don't cry," he breathed, reaching up to wipe it away with the pad of his thumb. He kept his hand on her face, cradling her cheek as he stared into her eyes, his expression no less fierce, but ten times more regretful. "I didn't mean to worry you."
 
   "But you did, Tristan. I get that you're going to do what you have to do regardless of what I want, but that doesn't mean I'm not going to worry about you, because I do. Don't you get that? I worry about you, too."
 
   He frowned before shaking his head, though whether in denial or confusion, she didn't know.
 
   "I can't breathe when I think about you getting hurt. I can't think. I can't move. I can't…." She shook her head, not sure how to explain the way it felt to think about him dying.
 
   "Beautiful-"
 
   "I need to know you're safe, Tristan. Do you not understand that? I need you to be okay." So much that it scared her. It wasn't supposed to be like this, so fast, and so much. But for her, it was. Fast, intense, exactly as consuming as she'd always known it would be with him. And it was far, far too late for her to protect her heart now.
 
   "Lillian-"
 
   Whatever he meant to say got lost as she tangled her fingers into his shirt and pulled him into her, her mouth seeking his. She needed to make him understand. Maybe she didn't know how it felt to visit people in morgues and never forget their faces. But she knew what it felt like to feel helpless. She knew what it felt like to feel responsible. She felt all of those things. Not because she had to or because it was her job, but because it was his job. Because it was the burden he carried. And he didn't have to carry it alone. He hadn't carried it alone since the moment she agreed to help him with this. And he needed to recognize that. To realize that he wasn't alone because she loved him.
 
   She loved him.
 
   "Oh, Christ," he groaned, his entire body shuddering like a breeze had gone through him.
 
    
 
   RHAPSODY: Book Two of the Teplo Trilogy will be available in the fall of 2015.
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