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 Chapter 1






After taking a sip of her drink, she glanced down at the watch
on her left wrist which was resting on the railing of the
first-floor balcony. She’d been standing here for the past half
hour. It was just after eleven o’clock on New Year’s Eve. She took
another sip of whiskey. It was one of only a few things she
indulged in—excellent single-malt Ria’tian whiskey. Outrageously
expensive, but worth every single raka. The singular taste of the
alcohol lingered on her tongue as she savoured it.

Her gaze
returned to the darkened landscape. City lights twinkled in the
distance. New Cape was beautiful at night, and she could smell the
faint saltiness of the sea as the breeze changed direction. She
sighed softly as the partygoers’ voices floated up to her. She
hated parties like these, where people ate too much, drank too
much, and talked too much about nothing.

She sighed
again. The only reason, well perhaps not the sole cause, she was
here was because her husband loved the social scene. These people
were his family, his friends, his colleagues, his clients. Not
hers. This may be their home, but she felt like a guest at these
gatherings. She looked down at the box standing at her feet. The
second reason she had to be here. The only reason that had ever
made New Year’s Eve parties bearable, until midnight.

Swallowing the
last of the whiskey, she carefully collected the dark red box and
made her way back into the room behind her. When she heard her
name, she had just handed her glass to a passing waiter.

“Isabeau, where did you disappear to?”

Isabeau turned
to the slightly hoarse female voice belonging to Thomas’ best
friend’s wife. Putting a socially acceptable smile on her face, she
held up the box. “I collected this. Is everyone downstairs?”

Susan Smith
smiled, “Yes. Come on. There are only fifteen minutes left before
the fireworks.”

Headache
heaven. Born a vampire and thus with exceptional hearing, the
firework displays this time of year were agony. She grimaced. No
wonder the poor animals were driven insane.

Keeping her
fake smile in place, Isabeau followed the redhead down the stairs
to the ballroom. It was true, every guest was there. Slowly, she
opened the box and approached the first group of men who were
standing together, talking loudly. They stopped their conversation
and stared at her. Biting back a sharp retort, she kept the smile
plastered on her face, and held out the box of chocolates to each
one individually. Their reaction was normal, she should have been
used to it by now. But she wasn’t.

She was tall,
taller than a lot of the men in the room, with long curly black
hair, emerald green eyes and a soft wide mouth. Her lips were
naturally dark pink, and she seldom used more than a lip gloss. She
had a beautiful face, and she knew it. Not due to vanity, but
because she had a cold, analytical brain and could see her face was
exceptional. It was the rest of her that caused the gossip and
whispers when people thought she couldn’t hear them. Another
drawback to having super-sensitive hearing. She knew she was at
least twenty kilos overweight. Despite her height, it showed.

Choosing to
ignore the stares, she watched them grab the candy and shovel it
into their mouths, dumping the foil wrappers on the first available
surface if not the floor. She moved from one group to the next,
becoming more depressed and sadder as she moved on. Some refused
her offering, but most reacted like the first group she’d visited.
It wasn’t the gossip or their blatant rudeness that made her sad.
It wasn’t her body either.

Halfway
through, she stopped beside a man and woman standing alone, talking
quietly. They both frowned at her interruption and for a moment,
she saw the glow in both their eyes. It was gone almost before it
was perceptible, but she noticed. The man asked the woman if she
would like a chocolate. She nodded, and he turned his attention
back to Isabeau. “My wife likes peppermint chocolates. Do you have
any?”

Feeling a
glimmer of joy, Isabeau nodded. “The three closest to you have soft
peppermint centres.”

The man smiled
for a moment as he took two, thanked her and turned his attention
back to his wife. The scene repeated itself four more times, and by
the time she was done, Isabeau was ready to cry. The five couples
were the only ones she could sense and see were happy together.
Happy to be together. Wanting to be together. The chocolates were
only an excuse for her to get close to everyone in the room. Close
enough to do her thing. There were almost a hundred people here,
and most of them were married. She sighed softly and placed the
nearly empty box on a table against the wall.

“It’s still difficult to do, isn’t it?”

Fighting the
sadness, Isabeau looked at the woman who had placed her hand gently
on her arm. “Yes, it gets worse every time, Gran,” she
whispered.

“How many?” she asked quietly, looking at the people in the
room who were counting down the last seconds of the old
year.

She refused to
watch the guests and focused her attention on her only blood
relative present. “Five couples.”

Isabelle
D’Amour glanced at her youngest granddaughter’s face. “Is that all?
Of all these people,” she gestured around the room, “only five
couples will be faithful to each other in the next year?”

Isabeau
nodded. “Depressing, isn’t it?”

“Damn stupid, if you ask me,” she muttered. “Probably only the
newlyweds.”

Isabeau shook
her head slowly as she watched a tall man making his way through
the crowd. “No, they’ve been married for at least five years. One
couple is Pledged, not just married,” she said, still watching the
man.

Isabelle
looked surprised. “You saw their eyes?”

“Yes. I interrupted a private moment.”

Isabelle
frowned as she turned her attention towards the man her
granddaughter had been watching. “It’s rude to stare, Isabeau,” she
pointed out.

“What?” Isabeau tore her eyes away from the stranger to look at
her grandmother. A soft blush stole over her cheeks. “I just
wondered who he was,” she muttered as she turned away.

The man had
reached them by now, and she watched her grandmother take his arm.
“Isabeau, this is Wolfgang Hauer.”

She watched
him as he held out his hand. Instinctively, she took it, closing
her fingers around his in a perfunctory handshake. The last thing
she expected was the sudden shock as if she had been electrocuted.
Pulling her hand away, she looked at his face, hoping he hadn’t
noticed her reaction. Her body did. Oh yes, her hormones seriously
liked it. Damn them. He was dark like her, but his eyes were black,
and his pupils weren’t noticeable.

He was
definitely handsome, very handsome, she thought. In a hunter,
predatory sort of way. His features were angular as if he was a man
used to a harsh life; his jaw firmly set, in command of himself.
Actually, it would probably be more accurate to call him beautiful.
He was taller than her and more impressive than any other man in
the room.

She noticed
things like that. An alpha male in charge, and knowing very well
that he was. She liked men with confidence in who they were and
what they were. Damn.

“Mrs. Rothchild,” he said gruffly as Isabelle introduced them.
Isabeau smiled as his voice brought her back to herself, but she
did not respond verbally, she merely nodded in acknowledgement. She
was married, after all, and her reaction to him was
inappropriate.

He tilted his
head as if he sensed her scrutiny. She shrugged to ease the sudden
tension she felt in too many intimate places. Isabeau remembered
her manners. “Can I offer you something to drink, Mr. Hauer?”

“Single-malt if you have it,” he replied quietly.
“Neat.”

“Ria’tian Gold to your taste?”

He nodded,
smiling. “Impressive. And yes, very much so.”

She should not
have been surprised. He seemed to be the kind of man who would not
waste his time with anything less than the best. Isabeau left him
in the capable hands of her grandmother and walked away to get his
drink. Ignoring the bar that had been set up in the corner, she
went through the house to the private bar on the patio.

Unlocking the
heavy wooden cabinet, she pulled out the glasses and the bottle she
had opened earlier. Pouring three tots, Isabelle liked the whiskey
too; she replaced the bottle, locked the cabinet and slowly made
her way back to the party. It was still in full swing even though
the New Year was already an hour old.

She didn’t
bother watching the fireworks, her ears were hurting enough from
just being inside. “Things never change,” she muttered softly to
herself.

Holding the
three crystal-cut glasses, she wondered about the stranger.
Wolfgang was not an unusual name, but she had the feeling that she
should know him from somewhere. Stupid, she chastised herself, you
are too involved in your work if you can’t tell who the famous
people are these days.

She did wonder
how he and Isabelle knew each other. She had never mentioned him to
Isabeau, that’s for sure. He was still talking to Isabelle when she
entered the room, but they were no longer in the same place.
Carefully making her way to the open door where they were standing,
she was stopped by a hand on her arm.

She lifted her
eyes to her husband’s brown ones. “Yes, Thomas?” she asked, turning
slightly so his hand fell away from her.

He frowned.
They were the same height, and he knew he could not intimidate her
with his size, but if nothing else, he felt intimidated by her.
“You should have asked a waiter for the drinks.”

She looked
down at the glasses in her hands. “I am fine,” she replied stiffly.
“Was there anything else?”

“No,” he replied, hesitating for a moment before he turned back
to his friends. Shaking off the all-too-familiar feeling of
weariness she had felt when she had been around him lately, Isabeau
made her way to her grandmother and Mr. Hauer.

“Thank you,” they both said in unison as she handed them their
drinks. The usual small talk about the weather and the city’s
beauty made up their conversation until everyone started leaving.
Overly aware of the dark man beside her, Isabeau contributed little
to the conversation, wondering how Isabelle had met him and why she
had invited him to the party. Isabelle was staying with them for a
few days, which would give her ample time to ask. Wolfgang said his
goodbyes and left soon after.

Both women
watched him leave. “Poor boy,” Isabelle observed quietly as she
finished her drink.

Isabeau
frowned at the comment. Isabelle could not have meant that
literally since she could see his clothes were exquisitely
tailored, and his manners and way of speaking did not lead her to
think that he was anything but wealthy and well-educated. “What do
you mean?”

Shaking her
head, Isabelle turned toward her. “Nothing. Just the late night, or
shall I say early morning musings of an old woman.”

Isabeau
laughed. “You do not look a day older than you did when I was born,
so quit that.”

Isabelle
grinned as they made their way up the stairs to their bedrooms. It
was true, they didn’t age like other humans did, and Isabeau called
her by her first name when they were not alone. Wolfgang was like
them, but she didn’t think Isabeau had noticed. There were very few
things she was aware of these days.

Her
granddaughter’s marriage to Thomas Rothchild had not pleased her,
but she understood the need behind it. It was, after all, a genetic
issue with the females of the D’Amour bloodline. She sighed
inwardly. Perhaps it was a good thing that they lived so long that
they could have children to pass the responsibility to, in a manner
of speaking, before they could start living.

When they
passed the room where Isabelle stayed, Isabeau wished her a good
night’s rest before going to her own bedroom. Isabelle watched her
for a moment before closing the door behind her.

Isabeau softly
closed her own door. Since they’d been married, she and Thomas had
never shared a bedroom, which was his choice. It didn’t bother
Isabelle as she had been born in a time when married couples had
separate bedrooms, but it always bothered Isabeau. At the beginning
of their marriage, it was not a problem since he had come to her
often, but in the past eight or nine months, she could hardly
remember the last time he had made love to her.

She took off
her clothes and got into the shower. Isabeau knew why he stayed
away. He said it was because of her weight gain, but she knew
better. He’d never really loved her. She sighed as the hot water
streamed over her face and body, making her dark hair cling to her
shoulders and breasts. She needed to be loved, it was part of her
curse, and her bloodline.

She quickly
washed her hair before getting out of the shower. Too tired to dry
it, she wrapped the long strands in a fresh towel, donned her
nightgown, and got into bed.

Her thoughts turned back to her husband. A chocolate would
have been unnecessary, because she knew he wouldn’t be faithful to
her in the coming year. He had been unfaithful since the moment
they’d returned from their honeymoon. She clenched her hands which
lay on her chest into fists. And there was nothing she could do
about it. Their wedding vows were her bond to him, and it could
only be broken by death or if he chose to divorce her. She could
not divorce him.
Many times, over the past two years, she had wanted to scream at
the unfairness of it, but she was trapped. Bound to him.

Angrily wiping
at the tears which rolled over her cheeks, she turned onto her left
side and stared at the window. The room was dark, but the lights
outside threw a soft glow through the light blue curtains and into
the room. She had loved him until she’d found out about the women.
Oh yes, there were many. Grimly shoving the thoughts back, she
resolutely closed her eyes and willed her muscles to relax.






* * *






Three days
later, Isabeau was ready to throw something at someone. Herself
actually. Rubbing her eyes and then her temples, she grimaced at
the results of the latest tests she had run. Something was not
right. The results were not nearly what they’d expected them to be.
“Damn it,” she groaned. “Barry!”

“Yes, doctor?”

Isabeau swung
around at her assistant’s quiet response. She sighed. She should
have remembered that his work area was close by. “I’m sorry I
yelled at you,” she apologised, rubbing her eyes again.

The young
blond man smiled at his boss. He liked working for her. Not only
was she a beautiful woman—too bad she was married, though—but she
was also a brilliant researcher. “What do you need?”

Isabeau sighed
again. “Would you please check the test protocol against the
simulation we ran the last time? The results are too far off. We
must have missed something. I think my brain is still stuck in last
year.”

Nodding, he
took the test results from her and returned them to his computer to
check the simulation as she’d requested. The phone rang before she
could ask him to check a particular parameter.

Reaching out,
Isabeau snapped up the handset, “Robotics.”

“Dr. Rothchild?”

Isabeau
frowned. The woman’s voice sounded vaguely familiar. “Yes.”

“This is Mrs. Watkins from Mr. Carlson’s office. He would like
to see you today when you have the time.”

It took
Isabeau a moment to understand. “He wants to see me? Do you know
why?” The managing director, although a nice enough man, was not
the type to invite you to his office for a nice chat over morning
tea—at least not with her.

She could
almost hear Mrs. Watkins smile. “It’s alright, my dear. Just come
see him when you have a chance.”

Uncomfortable
with the answer, Isabeau said she could see him after morning tea
and hung up. Of course, now tea time would feel hours away, and she
felt the tension inside her growing by the minute. Glancing at her
watch for the millionth time in the past hour, she gave up and left
the lab. It was useless to wait any longer since she couldn’t
concentrate anyhow. The elevator ride to the top floor of the
building did nothing to ease her tension, and by the time Isabeau
stepped into Mrs. Watkins’ office, she was ready to faint.

The older
woman smiled at her nervousness. “It’s really alright, my dear. You
can go through. They are waiting for you.”

“They?”

Mrs. Watkins
did not reply, merely opened the internal office door and announced
Isabeau’s arrival. Slowly stepping inside the office of the
managing director of Far Reaching Visions, Isabeau’s eyes widened
when she noticed the four men who got to their feet when she
entered. An even bigger surprise followed when she recognised
Wolfgang Hauer. She frowned slightly when she saw the white cane in
his hand. Mr. Carlson introduced her to everyone. He pointed at a
chair.

“Please take a seat, doctor.”

Still confused
about the cane in Wolfgang’s hand, Isabeau did as he’d asked. After
realising he had repeated her name, she turned her attention back
to her boss.

He smiled
slightly when he noticed a soft blush on her cheeks. She was
embarrassed by her inattention. “I shall not keep you in suspense
any longer. We,” he pointed at the other men in the room, “have
been offered a substantial amount of money to sell your services to
another company which is conducting research into a classified
project.”

He looked at
the document in his hand as Isabeau listened in stunned silence.
Someone else wanted her? “They’ve offered a contract spanning three
years for your services,” he continued. “They would pay your salary
as well as a premium to Far Reaching for the loss of your services
during this period.”

Isabeau’s jaw
dropped. “They want me? Why?” she asked, still stunned. The tension
left her body, and again, she felt like fainting.

Wolfgang
smiled at her. “You are the best in your field, and they
specifically indicated that they would either employ you or forfeit
on that part of the contract.”

Isabeau turned
her eyes to his, he was looking directly at her. Although she now
knew he was blind, she still had the distinct feeling that he could
sense her confusion and suppressed excitement.

She looked
back at her boss. “Can I ask which company?”

“Hori-Z-on X.”

She gasped.
They were the foremost research company, privately funded like Far
Reaching, specializing in robotics and its medical applications. It
was a serious compliment for them to ask for her services.

“But what about Dr. Thompson?” He was their leading researcher
in the field, and she had met him a few times at conferences they
had both attended. She liked the eccentric scientist and wondered
why he needed another researcher.

“He died,” Wolfgang answered quietly. At her shocked reaction,
he elaborated. “Last week. It was a massive heart
attack.”

Isabeau
nodded, absently rubbing her chest. “I didn't know. When is the
funeral?”

“Tomorrow in his hometown in the old French region. It was his
wish to be buried there.” Again, Wolfgang had supplied the
information. He could sense her shock wasn’t entirely due to
professional interest. “Did you know him?” he asked.

“I have only met him a few times, but we exchanged ideas and
corresponded for seven years. I only wish I had heard sooner, then
I could have gone to his funeral.”

Wolfgang heard
the personal loss she felt in her softspoken words. Taking his
mobile out of his pocket, he excused himself and left the office.
Isabeau watched as another dark-haired man joined him. Judging by
how he had checked her out, he was probably a bodyguard. What was
his name again? Jarod le Croix, she remembered and looked back at
the other men in the office. “I know a little about what Dr.
Thompson did, so I have to assume that they want me to complete his
research?”

Gordon Carlson
nodded. “Yes.” He handed her a folder. “This explains a little more
of what they want you to do. Since they are as sensitive as we are
about confidentiality, there is not much I’m afraid. The folder
also contains information on accommodation for you, travel
arrangements and a contract. They have agreed to allow you to visit
your family here or in Europe for a week every four months.”

Isabeau took
the blue folder and placed it on her lap. “It is a generous offer.
When do I have to give my answer?”

Gordon glanced
at his colleagues before replying. “They want an answer by the end
of the month and expect you to start there in April. It would take
some time to make all the necessary arrangements and get all the
paperwork done for your stay and work on the island.”

The company
was located on a small, privately owned island. She had never been
there, but Dr. Thompson had shown it to her on a map the last time
they’d met at a robotics conference where he had delivered a paper
on some of his research.

Nodding again,
Isabeau looked back at him uneasily. “I like working here, Mr.
Carlson. Is this offer acceptable to you? I mean, I don’t want it
to be a problem for Far Reaching if I leave and return in three
years’ time.”

Gordon smiled
at her. “Trust me, we will definitely miss you, but if this offer
did not sit well with us, you would never have heard about it in
the first place.”

He got up,
indicating that the meeting was over. He held out his hand. “Take
your time to consider it. And Dr. Rothchild?”

“Yes?”

“Happy New Year.”

Blushing
slightly, Isabeau shook his hand, nodded at the others, and left
his office, holding the folder tightly against her chest.








 Chapter 2


Still
wondering about their leniency, she returned to the lab and her
office at the very end of it. Deep in thought, she did not hear
Barry tell her she had a visitor as she walked past.

Opening the
door to her own personal space, she almost fell over a large man.
Jarod turned to steady her as she reached out to grab something to
prevent herself from falling.

“I’m sorry we’ve invaded your office,” Wolfgang said in his
deep voice. She looked from one man to the other, wondering why
Wolfgang would need a bodyguard. He looked far too dangerous
himself to be worried about some maniac wanting to hurt
him.

Wolfe grinned.
“Jarod is also my business partner,” he said as if he had heard her
thoughts.

Her eyes
flicked to the grinning face of the man leaning casually against
her now-closed office door.

“Strong, smart, handsome,” Jarod held up his gloved left hand,
but she didn’t need to ask, “and married. Shit, I’m an idiot.
You're Adriana's husband. Congratulations by the way. I'm sorry
that I couldn't be at the wedding. My sister is very happy, and
very lucky to have met her soul-mate.”

Jarod made a
slight bow placing his hands together. His green eyes glinted
mischievously at his partner. Wolfe smiled and returned his dark
eyes to the woman seated behind her desk.

Isabeau felt
her cheeks burn and rubbed her eyes again. “I’m sorry, things are
not going as planned today.” She waved towards the chairs opposite
her. “Would you like to sit down?”

Jarod shook
his head and remained where he was while Wolfe accepted her
invitation. She again had the feeling that he could find his way
around without the help of the white cane. Refusing her offer of
tea, Wolfe got right to the point. “I have booked seats on the next
flight to Europe. If you want, you can accompany me to Dr.
Thompson’s funeral.”

This was
definitely too much, Isabeau thought. “Why?”

He shrugged.
“I could tell that he was your friend too.”

“You knew him?”

“Yes.”

Jarod nodded
solemnly. “We both considered him a friend.”

Jarod, she
liked immediately, even with the unabashed interest he displayed
when he looked at her, but Wolfe made her uneasy. Despite her
awareness of him, she could hardly recall ever seeing him or his
name in any research regarding robotics. She would have
remembered.

“How?” she asked bluntly. “I do not recall Dr. Thompson ever
mentioning either of you, nor your names in connection with our
research field.”

Wolfe smiled
at her directness. “I am a venture capitalist and investor,
Isabeau. I invest in research into new technologies, and I prefer
to get to know the people who do the actual work.”

His casual use
of her name sent hot and cold chills racing through her body. That
was after his smile had sent her heart into overdrive.

Not wanting to
pry into his business, she nodded even though he couldn’t see her
face. “What time is the flight?”

“We leave at four o’clock from New Cape. We should land in the
old French region just after breakfast. I took the liberty of
instructing my assistant to arrange a rental transport to the
funeral. It’s not a favoured tourist destination, neither is it
tourist season since it’s winter, so we will worry about
accommodation when we get there.”

He hesitated
for a moment. “Would you like to come with me?”

Isabeau wanted
to go. Philippe Thompson deserved a final goodbye from his biggest
fan. Her reaction to Wolfgang Hauer was simply hormones, she
decided. She could deal with those. She just had to. “Thank you,
Mr. Hauer. I accept.”

“Wolfgang, please,” he said with a smile. “But I prefer
Wolfe.”

Glad that he
couldn’t see her red face, Isabeau nodded. “Thank you ...
Wolfe.”

He reached
over her desk, picked up her land link, and handed it to her. “Call
Gordon. Tell him you will be back in the office on Monday.”


* * *


After a mad
rush to arrange her leave of absence, go home, pack her clothes,
search for her travel documents, which took almost an hour, and
explain to Isabelle, she was now sitting next to Wolfgang, Wolfe,
she reminded herself, on her way to the terminal. He and his driver
had arrived at the house ten minutes ago.

“Did you remember to pack warm clothes?” he asked after
greeting her and Isabelle.

She rolled her
eyes. “Thanks to Gr ... Isabelle, I did.”

“It’s alright, honey. He knows I am your grandmother,” Isabelle
replied.

Isabeau did
not respond, merely said goodbye to Isabelle. She had called Thomas
while she was packing. He did not even sympathise, only saying she
should be home for his birthday party the following weekend.
Isabeau gritted her teeth when she recalled his
I-couldn’t-care-less attitude.

She sighed
softly.

Wolfe turned
as he heard the soft sound. “Are you alright?”

“No, but don’t worry about it. There is nothing you or I can do
about it,” she replied.

He frowned at
the resignation in her voice. “Are you sure?”

She gave a
short laugh, although she did not sound amused. “Trust me, I am
sure.”

He decided to
let it go for now.

“Is Jarod not coming with us?”

“No.” He pointed to another transport behind them. “He is
escorting us to the terminal, but he will be visiting his family
while we are away. Someone else will take his place once we get to
the village.”

He didn’t want
to talk about his best friend right now. Although he envied him and
Adriana. Jarod had recognised her immediately as his soul-mate.

Blind as he
was, he would not be able to do so, although deep down, he knew she
was out there waiting for him. He focused his attention on the
woman sitting next to him. She was definitely the most intriguing
of the species he had ever met. He knew her qualifications, and
everyone he had ever spoken to had only the highest regard for her
as a person, not just as a researcher. And yet, he did not need
eyesight to sense that she was unhappy. He wondered why.

He frowned. It
was unusual for him to care this much about other people,
especially women. He grimaced. Although not strictly an employee,
Isabeau would still be paid with his money. Getting involved was
definitely not his style. But even as that rational thought
surfaced, his heart could not help wondering about the source of
her unhappiness.

The trip to
the terminal went smoothly, considering the traffic, and they
arrived early. After booking their two pieces of luggage, Wolfe
suggested they take a stroll through the shops since they would be
sitting for most of the eleven-hour flight. Isabeau agreed.

“Would you like to take my arm?” she offered quietly, knowing
he could navigate the busy airport easier this way than with his
cane.

In response,
he folded his cane, put it in his pocket, and took her left elbow.
Even though she was supposed to be sighted, he held her back twice
to prevent others from bumping into her.

“Alright,” she said. “I know you’re blind, but how could you
possibly know that guy was going to walk into me? Even at the
party, you found your way to Isabelle without your cane. Do you
have sonar like a bat?”

Wolfe laughed
softly. “Let’s just say that my other senses are so finely tuned
that I could probably walk from one side of this terminal to the
other without bumping into anything or anyone. But the signs don’t
speak, so I won’t be able to find the right flight or departure
gate without some assistance.”

She smiled.
“Good. At least I’ll be of some use. But I do get distracted and
don’t always watch where I am going.”

She looked
around at the shops in the terminal. “Is there anywhere specific
that you would like to be?”

“Do you like books?”

She smiled
enthusiastically. “Oh yes, definitely. I love anything in print,
even dusty old textbooks.”

He grinned.
“Good, let’s go shopping.”

She led the
way to the nearest bookstore, but stopped a few paces short of the
entrance. “Wait.”

He stopped and
turned his head towards her. “What’s the matter?”

“How can you read if you’re blind? Of course, I know you
probably make use of audiobooks, but I would think you’ve listened
to the limited stock in commercial bookstores, and I know they
don’t stock anything in Braille.”

He seemed to
be considering something before answering. “Will you read to
me?”

That threw
her. His physical closeness had been playing havoc with her senses
for the past hour. He smelled so good, masculine and spicy. His
height and almost radar-like ability to steer them around moving
human obstacles made her feel safe with him. He was close enough to
walk with her, but not so close as to make her feel uncomfortable.
She liked that in a man, especially one she had only met a week ago
and had not seen since their introduction. Men crowding her not
only irritated her, but also generally made her nervous.

She looked up
at his incredible eyes. “Only if the book is not pornographic.” She
could feel the heat rising into her cheeks as she said it. Oh
great, now he thinks I’m a prude.

Wolfe only
smiled as he sensed the change in her body heat. “That’s quite
alright, we can skip those parts.”

They continued
into the store and meandered to the shelves that housed fiction.
She asked what he liked and smiled when she realized they enjoyed
the same kind of books. They agreed on two novels by best-selling
authors of action suspense. Isabeau also saw a new book by her
favourite romance novelist and added that to the ones Wolfe was
already holding. He insisted on paying for all three and handed her
the bag, brooking no arguments.

Deciding to
avoid making a scene, Isabeau led the way outside again. They
strolled from one shop to the next until their flight was called.
As they approached the departure gate, she told him she needed to
use the bathroom. A little embarrassed, she offered to show him to
the men’s room.

Wolfe nodded
in acceptance, touched by her consideration, and they parted
company at the combined entrances. He was waiting for her when she
stepped outside a few minutes later. Again, she thought he did it
out of courtesy, not because he was blind.

“Hi,” she said softly, unnecessarily. He was already looking in
her direction before she’d spoken. That bat-radar of his was
working perfectly. He took her arm as they followed the rest of the
passengers on board. To her surprise, the flight attendant pointed
towards the first-class seats. Since the isle between the seats was
too narrow for them to walk comfortably side-by-side, Wolfe waved
her into the lead, and easily found his own way. Once they had
stored their hand luggage, Isabeau looked around the cabin.
Definitely first-class, she thought. Only four other people were
seated on the opposite side.

Not long after
take-off, their evening meal was served, and again, Isabeau was
surprised when the attendant handed her a vegan meal. She has never
eaten meat or dairy. It was an accepted practice in her family. A
Ritual Life Giver would not rely on meat unless they had to. She
had coped very well thus far and refused to change when she got
married even though it would have been acceptable to do so.

Perhaps deep
down, she knew Thomas would not accept her otherwise. He doesn’t
accept me now, so what would the truth accomplish, she thought
sadly. The fact that the transport company knew about her food
preference was due thanks to Wolfe’s consideration.

After the
attendants had removed their coffee cups, she got up to go to the
bathroom. After washing her hands, she took out the pins that held
her long hair in its elegant roll. Running her fingers through the
strands, she divided them into three and braided them, tying them
with a backup rubber band she kept in her purse. Braids were simply
easier to sleep with.

Back in her
seat, she asked Wolfe if he wanted her to read to him or if he
would rather sleep. “The other people are sitting far enough away
so we won’t disturb them,” she added.

“Don’t you want to sleep?” he asked in return.

“Not tired yet, despite the difficult day. Since we are
travelling directly north, there is little time difference between
New Cape and Europe, so I would rather sleep at my usual
time.”

He smiled at
her. Isabeau had to bite her lip. Even in the dim overhead
lighting, his smile was doing wonderful things to her insides
again. She thought he might not be able to see, but he was
sensitive to other people’s reactions. So, better be careful. She
reminded herself sternly that she wasn’t free to pursue this as she
waited for his answer.

“Alright, choose a book. I am at your mercy,” he teased
softly.

“I wish,” she retorted lightly as she got up to retrieve their
shopping from the overhead storage bay. His only response was
another heart-stopping smile. She sat down again and opened the
book. He had adjusted her seat to a more relaxing angle and now did
the same to his own.

Isabeau turned
on her side to face him, the seats were wide and comfortable enough
for her to pull up her knees. Adjusting the overhead light, she
started to read. Not used to reading aloud since she had been a
child, she struggled a bit but soon found an even tone.

The flight
attendant smiled when she brought them two glasses of water an hour
later. “You have a lovely voice, doctor,” she said quietly as
Isabeau took her glass from the tray. “I agree,” Wolfe added his
opinion.

Taking a sip
of the cool liquid to lubricate her dry throat, Isabeau felt her
cheeks heat up. “Thank you,” she replied before drinking some more.
Two more intriguing chapters later, Isabeau started to feel tired.
Reading aloud was more challenging than it sounded. She didn’t want
to stop, because the story was fascinating, but she paused
nonetheless.

Sensing her
tiredness, Wolfe put his hand on the book. “Let’s continue another
time, shall we?”

Grateful, she
marked the page with one of her hairpins and put the book away. “Do
you need anything?” she asked quietly. With so few people in the
first-class area, it was quiet around them, and she felt anything
above a hushed voice would be too loud.

“No, I’m fine. Go to sleep, Isabeau, you’ve had a difficult
day.”

She smiled and
wished him good night. Pulling the light blanket over her, she
plumped the soft pillow and closed her eyes.

She turned on
her side, pulled her legs up, and fell asleep facing him. He
focused his mind and slowly leaned closer to her, making sure that
he did not touch her or disturb her sleep. She smelled beautiful
and exotic. Something with an alluring sweetness mixed with jasmine
wafted over him. If she wore perfume, he did not recognise it, but
her scent was making him light-headed.

He leaned back
in his seat and closed his eyes, trying hard not to think of the
sudden heated, hard tension in his lower body. Careful, old man, he
told himself.

Isabelle had
made it her life’s work to introduce him to the female members of
her bloodline. Even though he knew why, he still wondered at her
insistence that he meet Isabeau. She was married, and he could not
touch her, it was not allowed. Gritting his teeth to retract his
fangs which were on the cusp of appearing, he tried hard not to
picture what Isabeau might look like. When he’d asked Isabelle,
she’d said Isabeau had long, curly black hair and green eyes. He
did not ask for more, although the wily old lady knew he was
burning for exactly that. He grinned suddenly. He liked Isabelle,
but she was sneaky.

If she hadn’t
been so head-over-heels for Robert, he might have... . He stopped
the thought. He wouldn’t have. The curse that caused the intense
loneliness of his existence had taught him not to play with a
woman’s emotions, not any more. Perhaps Isabelle knew. She’d seemed
determined in getting him to the party to meet Isabeau. But she was
married.

He sighed as
he turned his head towards the woman sleeping next to him. Tempting
fate was not a good idea. However, one did not become a successful
investor without taking some risks in the process.


* * *


Isabeau opened
her eyes. It was not her bedroom. Then she remembered. Wolfe. They
were on their way to Europe. She raised her eyes to the man sitting
next to her. He was silently ‘watching’ her. His face showed no
emotion. She continued to look at him even though she knew he could
sense her observation.

If he was one
of them, as Isabelle had said, he was different than what she
thought a male vampire would be. She had never met one that was not
mated. All the men in her family, even her father, were mortal
humans. The gift only passed through the female line, so it did not
detract from her abilities. It was, in fact, frowned upon for the
women of the Life Giver bloodline to take vampire mates, except
perhaps if he was a Protector. But then she hadn’t met any of those
either.

She had no
knowledge or even the slightest clue as to how to judge his
behaviour. He was different from the men she knew or had been
married to. There was a dangerous air around him that had nothing
to do with her personal safety, but a lot with her female safety.
Her first instinct when they had met was to offer herself to him
for his pleasure. Suppressing a pure female urge, she knew she
still wanted to do that.

Not good,
Isabeau, not good.

She sat up
suddenly and glanced at her watch. Still about three hours before
they would be landing. In silence, she pushed the blankets aside
and got to her feet to go to the bathroom.

Wolfe sensed
the changing emotions in her as she scrutinized him. He sensed and
smelled her suppressed arousal, which did not help the persistent
ache in his lower body, however he also sensed her fear. He smiled.
She was not afraid of him, except as a man. And so, she should be.
He wanted her despite the curse, and she had somehow sensed his
attraction. Perhaps not consciously, but she had. Needing to focus
on something else besides his persistent hard-on, he too got to his
feet and walked to the bathroom.


* * *


The main
terminal in South Europe was as busy and hectic as always, Wolfe
was fluent in the local French dialect—even his accent was
perfect—and they had no trouble going through the formalities and
collecting their luggage. A few minutes later, a courteous
attendant showed them to their transport. Even though she could
drive, Wolfe insisted on using computerised transport after their
long flight. The three-hour drive sped by in mostly companionable
silence, with her only commenting on the surrounding scenery.

It was
freezing, and although she was warmly dressed, she still felt
chilled and needed a hot cup of coffee. When they arrived in the
village, Wolfe suggested they go to Thompson’s house first and then
seek a place to spend the night. He obviously knew the address, and
the computer acknowledged the request in its metallic voice.
Isabeau smiled. Even the computer had a slight French accent,
although it understood World English perfectly.

One of the
Thompson children welcomed them. His rapid French made Isabeau
smile, although she only caught a word here and there. They were
invited inside, where Mrs. Thompson, although sad, was glad to see
them. It was obvious that her husband had mentioned both of them to
her, and she invited them to stay for tea.

Wolfe declined
politely, saying that they had only come to inquire about the exact
time of the service since they still had to find accommodation for
the night.

“S’il vous plaît, allow me,” the son
who opened the door offered in his charming World English. Wolfe
turned to Isabeau. “Would a guest house be acceptable? I’m not sure
there is a hotel here.”

She smiled.
“As long as it is clean and warm, I don’t mind.”

He squeezed
her arm for a second as he got up to talk to Richard, who made some
suggestions. She watched the men speak quietly, before Wolfe made a
call. A few minutes later, he turned around and smiled at her. She
thought she would have to get used to his uncanny ability to know
exactly where she was.

They said
goodbye, and he told her that the funeral service was scheduled for
four. “Shall we have a relaxed meal before we change for the
service?”

She nodded as
they said goodbye to the Thompsons and returned to their transport.
Twenty minutes later they stopped in front of an ancient stone and
brick building. The lady at the inn was glad to see them, and
Isabeau caught herself frowning at the way the woman shamelessly
flirted with Wolfe. It was apparent that his lack of eyesight did
not bother the woman at all as she touched his hand or put hers on
his arm as they spoke.

Yes, she
thought, he was gorgeous. There was nothing wrong with the woman;
the problem was her—and the small matter of her husband. Get a
grip, Isabeau. It’s easier said than done around this guy.
Suddenly, he smiled at her.

“What?”

He shrugged,
but kept smiling. “Nothing.”

Not sure
whether he was teasing her or had truly sensed her unfounded
reaction, she glared at him for a second before following the
woman.

They waited
until the two men who had followed them from the terminal were
satisfied. They had even checked her room. She wasn’t used to it,
but Wolfe accepted the strangers and their presence with aplomb.
Once they had given their approval, Isabeau took her key, nodded at
the innkeeper and stepped inside.

A pleasant
surprise awaited her. The room was larger than she thought it would
be and warm. Turning, she noticed a gas fire ensconced in the wall.
Sighing, she almost ran to it to hold out her hands. Shrugging out
of the heavy coat, she crouched in front of it, allowing it to
chase the chill from her shivering body.

Feeling
better, she turned her head to look at the room. A large double bed
dominated it. She noticed that it had been made from dark wood,
similar to the small chest of drawers and the dressing table. A
doorway directly behind her showed an en-suite bathroom. Despite
having slept for several hours during the flight, she still felt
tired. Getting to her feet, she washed her face and hands. Digging
around in her vanity case, she found her hairbrush and started to
untangle the braid.

A knock at her
door a few minutes later reminded her of lunch. Not wanting Wolfe
to wait for her, she let her hair hang loose around her shoulders
and back and opened the door.

“Ready?”

She nodded.
“Let me get my coat.”

He stepped
forward. “There is no need. Our hostess was
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