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He knelt down on the floor and ran his fingers through the tangles of her auburn hair, traced the subtle lines of her face, caressed the freckles so lovingly sprinkled over her pert nose. He would never tire of looking at her, studying her. She smiled in her sleep, taking on the innocence of an angel, and leaned into his touch.
His thoughts drifted to their first touch, to the warming sensation that blossomed in his chest—a flower opening to replace centuries of emptiness with hope, light, love. In that moment, he’d felt something; something strange, something miraculous, something more than a bit scary. Something that meant she was exactly what he needed.
Forever.
To Nikolai: Your Happily-Ever-After has been a long time coming. Thanks for being patient! Enjoy forever. You deserve it.
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Book One
Morgan Kearns
Chapter One
THUMP-THUMP.
Thump-thump.
Nikolai rubbed his chest, directly above his beating heart and smiled. He loved the affect Gabrielle Ryan had on him.
He raised his knuckles and rapped on her door. Again. He knew she was in there. As if his heart wasn’t proof enough, he could sense her.
As another few seconds ticked by, he began to worry. If something had happened to her— He could easily enter her apartment, but would leave that for a last resort.
Another set of knocks, verging on the realm of pounds.
He was just about to bust the damned door down when he heard the lock tumble and the soft squeak of the hinge.
“Niko, what are you…? Pl—” Gabby sneezed. “Excuse me, please come in.”
She flung the door wide and Nikolai stepped over the threshold. White tissues dotted the floor around her coffee table and formed a makeshift snowdrift atop it. A pink fluffy blanket had been thrown aside and a pillow still held a head mark at one end of the couch.
She hurried over to the coffee table and yanked another tissue from the box. After an adorable honking she crumpled it into her hand and began tidying her living room.
“Gabby, it’s okay. I’m not here to inspect your housekeeping skills. I only came by to make sure you were okay.”
She smiled, her eyes red and watery. She sneezed again before melting onto the couch. He took a seat in the large leather chair that interestingly enough matched the one in his office. He reached out and handed her a bag with a Styrofoam container of chicken noodle soup.
“I thought you could use something homemade.”
“You cooked?”
He laughed. “Not exactly.”
The bag crinkled as she pulled it open and stuck her face into it. He grinned at the snuffling that accompanied her deep inhale.
“Oh. That smells so good.” She took another breath and her nostrils whistled. Red splashed her cheeks. She held up the bag. “Thank you, this was very kind of you.”
Kind had nothing to do with what brought him to stand on her doorstep, food in hand. Gabby was his female, his to protect, even if it was only from a flu bug.
“How are you feeling? Better?” He stared into her bloodshot eyes, noting her red nose, and wild disarray of curls barely contained by a rubber band.
Did she have any idea how adorable she was?
She coughed, sneezed … and farted. Her blush from earlier was nothing compared to the crimson she sported now.
“Excuse me.” She blew her nose and looked up at him. The misery in her watery eyes made him mental. “I hate being sick.”
“Is there anything I can do for you?” He forced himself to rub his palms against his thighs instead of pulling her to his chest and comforting her for the duration of her illness.
“No, I’m fine. Just sick of being sick.” She pushed a lock of hair out of her face with the back of her hand and sneezed again.
“Why don’t you sit down and I’ll put the soup in a bowl for you.”
“I can—”
“I insist.” Niko held the bright pink blanket while she settled against the pillows. Tucking her in was one of the greatest pleasures of his life. He resisted pressing a kiss to her forehead, but only barely.
In the tiny, tidy kitchen, Nikolai stared at the closed cupboard doors and took a guess which one would house the bowls. He grinned like a fool when he was right.
A bowl, a spoon, and a splash of soup later, Nikolai returned to her side. She’d rolled onto her side, her face pressed into the pillow, her mouth hanging open. The soft snore and whistle combination made his heart ache.
Goddess, he loved her.
He knelt down on the floor and ran his fingers through the tangles of her auburn hair, traced the subtle lines of her face, caressed the freckles so lovingly sprinkled over her pert nose. He would never tire of looking at her, studying her. She smiled in her sleep, taking on the innocence of an angel, and leaned into his touch.
His thoughts drifted to their first touch, to the warming sensation that blossomed in his chest—a flower opening to replace centuries of emptiness with hope, light, love. In that moment, he’d felt something; something strange, something miraculous, something more than a bit scary. Something that meant she was exactly what he needed.
Forever.
Gabby was now his right hand. The last two days had been hell without her. He missed her like crazy! He missed the way his heart beat when she was around, but he’d also missed two meetings, misplaced an important file—until he’d looked on his own damned desk—and had been short tempered with anyone who braved to walk through his door.
He’d have to remember to apologize to Vincent tomorrow.
She snorted and rolled over. Her lids opened a crack then popped wide. She jumped, her heart rate skittering.
“Sorry.” She yawned and rubbed at her eyes. “How long was I out?”
“Not long.” An eternity wouldn’t be enough to take in all the things he loved about her. “You hungry?”
She eyeballed the bowl of soup and licked her lips. He had visions of her licking other things.
Damn, he was a letch. Ogling the poor sick female.
He helped her settle the bowl in her lap and stood. His next words nearly killed him, but he managed to force them past his tongue. “Why don’t you take the rest of the week. Get better. I’ll still need you when you return on Monday.” More than she could ever know.
“Thank you.” She tried to stand—probably to walk him to the door—and he motioned for her to stay seated.
“I can see myself out. Rest well, Gabrielle.”
Walking out of her apartment was torture, plain and simple. He paused in the hall and stared at her closed door. Running his hand over the cool metal he wished he could go back inside. Instead he walked away, anticipating the dead feeling that accompanied their separation.
*****
Goddess, Nikolai hoped Gabby was coming in today.
He needed her like a drowning man needed air! His entire life had fallen apart in the short time she’d been recovering from the flu. This morning alone, he’d nearly climbed into the damned filing cabinet and still couldn’t find the file he required. He slammed the drawer and scanned his office for where he should search next.
Thump-thump.
Thump-thump.
His blood sensed her a split second before he heard her.
The door to his office opened. Her tropical scent flooded the room; coconut and lemongrass. Her breath hitched. “Hey. I didn’t expect you to be here this early.”
His whole body warmed at the sound of her sweet voice. Thankfully his back faced the doorway. He needed a minute to compose himself. He took a deep breath, listening to her movements as she approached.
“Niko? Are you okay?”
Every footstep, every whisper of her clothing screamed through the silent air to his sensitive hearing as she crossed the room to him. He braced himself for the moment when he would turn and face the female who haunted his days, his nights, and every moment in between.
The light touch of her fingers brushing over his shoulder wasn’t necessarily a surprise, but knowledge didn’t stop the sharp intake of breath and his jump at her contact.
Startled by his reaction, she gasped, a quiet cooing sound that was nearly his undoing.
He turned with solemn reverence to observe the angel in front of him. He had to remind himself to keep his expression in check as he forced an emotionless smile.
Gabrielle Ryan, with her shiny auburn hair, her porcelain skin, and slim, toned body, caused every part of him to react to her mere presence. Her blue eyes searched his eyes, his face.
“I’m sorry. I thought you heard me come in.”
“You just surprised me.” He couldn’t very well tell her he craved her touch more than his next breath.
Her hand moved to touch the bare skin where his shirt had been rolled way from his forearm. Her brows crinkled. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. Are you feeling better?”
She smiled. “Much.”
“Glad to hear it. I hope you had a nice weekend?”
Weekends were an excruciating reality that bit him in the ass two days out of every seven. It was those two days he missed her like a man possessed. It was those two days he fretted over her social calendar. Gabby was beautiful and, to Nikolai’s horror, he wasn’t the only male–vampire or human–who’d noticed.
“My weekend was okay,” she whispered, using her bejeweled left hand to brush a curl away from her cheek.
Oh, sweet Goddess, no.
His stomach rolled, his heart threatened to beat right out of his chest, as he saw the pathetic excuse for a diamond that had been placed on her finger by a male who wasn’t him.
He choked back his wounded pride and breaking heart. “What’s that on your finger, Gabby?”
She took a deep breath, holding it for moment before exhaling. Her cheeks flooded with color and her eyes suddenly found the carpeting the most interesting thing in the room.
“I’m engaged.”
“Oh,” he breathed–or tried to.
Her voice hummed as she went on about flowers and knees and rings. All he could do was swallow over and over to keep the bile in his stomach. His worst fear was coming to fruition. While he’d waited for her to come to him, she’d found love in the arms of another male. A human male!
The grinding of his teeth ricocheted through his head. His knuckles curled, forming tight fists, and, when his nails bit into the flesh of his palms, he realized this wasn’t a horrible nightmare. He cleared his throat and stared into her dark blue eyes.
For the first time since she’d come to work for him three years ago, and his heart began to beat in her presence, Nikolai took her into his arms. He buried his face in the locks of her hair, enveloping himself in the scent that was exclusively Gabrielle.
His eyes burned and his throat tightened. He breathed her in, holding a piece of her within himself.
She didn’t return his embrace; instead she went stiff as a board and stopped breathing. This was nothing like the dream that touched his mind every time he slept; the dream where she accelerated the hug into something more, leading Nikolai to heaven one blessed kiss at a time.
He had to reach deep for the strength to speak. “You deserve all the happiness this life has to offer.”
“Thank you.” Her small, warm hands pressed against his chest. He looked down into her face; a blush was aflame amongst the deer-caught-in-the-headlights expression. She tried to smile, which looked more like a grimace.
With his heart heavy as lead in his chest, he took a step back and reluctantly released his hold on her fingertips. Dammit! He hadn’t meant to embarrass her—or himself—only to convey how much he cared for her. If he didn’t get away from her, he might just grab hold and never let go.
“I’ve got a lot of work to catch up on.” His footsteps were heavier than he intended as he strode over to the door, basically inviting her to leave. “I do not wish to be disturbed for any reason—” His eyes met hers. “—by anyone.”
She nodded, leaving the question on her face and in her eyes, unasked.
He closed the door behind her, waited a heartbeat, and vaporized right into Gustav’s bedroom.
“What the hell do you want, little brother?” the older vampire snarled from behind the heavy draperies of his king-sized bed. “I will never understand why you prefer to be awake while the damn sun is shining.”
Nikolai didn’t respond. He simply crossed the room and lowered his large body into the high-, wing-backed, cherry wood chair which lately had a permanent impression of his backside.
“Let me guess—” Gustav whispered something, then chuckled. “—this wouldn’t have anything to do with the captivating Gabrielle, would it?”
“Shall I add psychic to the list of your many talents, brother?”
Another low chuckle rumbled from the bed, followed by a feminine sigh. “You need to go, darling.” A high-pitched groan of protest, then a kiss. “We’ll get together again soon.”
He recognized his brother’s words as a lie.
“Promise?” Apparently, so did she.
“Of course. Now, go.”
Nikolai felt the displacement of matter signifying the female’s departure. Gustav had a harem of beautiful females, all frantic to occupy his bed. Unfortunately for them, none were ever given the honor of more than a few hours.
His brother’s sexual habits bothered Niko, but in this excruciating moment, he couldn’t care less if the male was a malewhore. His heart seemed to be crumbling in his chest. He hadn’t been able to draw a deep breath since he’d noticed the shiny sign of possession on Gabby’s finger. His molars protested against the unceasing grinding. He was going to lose his mind!
“I’ve already sent home my companion. Are you going to tell me why you’re keeping me from my beauty sleep?”
“She’s engaged.” Nikolai cringed at the emotion in his nearly silent voice.
“Congratulations!” Gustav yanked back the burgundy curtains which made the gold fringe wave violently. “It’s about damn ti-”
He could only guess how pitiful he looked and Gustav’s cut off words only validated his torment. He stared at the floor, weaving his fingers through the long strands of his hair and tugged.
Gustav’s hand clamped down on his brother’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “Oh. I’m sorry, Niko, but…”
His head snapped up, nailing Gustav with a hard, cold stare. He felt the silver in his dark eyes flash and knew Gustav would be able to read every one of his emotions.
“Do you think an ‘I-told-you-so’ is really what I need, Gustav?”
He shook his head. “It’s not too late. You can still bite her.”
“And watch her die when she refuses to be changed?” Niko’s hands tightened on the arms of the chair until the wood protested. “I could never do that to her. I would rather be alone for eternity than live with the knowledge of her early demise.” He let his head fall loosely against the wall behind the chair, relishing the thud.
“Just claim her, Nikolai. It’ll work out. It did for—”
“For who? Tatal?” He growled through clenched teeth. “Yeah, it took years for Mamei to learn to love him, but she never cherished him. She may not have hated him, but that’s not what I want from Gabrielle. She holds my heart, Gustav, and I want hers. But I won’t take it. She has to give it to me.”
Gustav shoved fingers through hair that resembled a crazed porcupine. “I understand that. Not that I have any interest in such a thing, but you must remember that finding a heartmate—”
“—is a precious gift,” Niko finished the mantra spoken often by his kind. “I know. I just want her to love me.”
“She will learn to love you after her change.” Gustav ran his hands through his light brown hair again.
“She’s already had three years!”
Nikolai got to his feet, reminding his brother that he was still taller, more formidable than the elder immortal. He got right in Gustav’s face, glaring down into charcoal eyes that flashed black.
“Don’t you get it? Three damned years I’ve been tormented with the hope of capturing her heart. Instead she has given it to another; someone completely unworthy of her.” His tirade died a quick death and he wished for the same.
Gustav plopped down in the chair Niko had vacated, crossing bare feet at the ankles. “It’s not like you’ve actually tried to court her.”
Nikolai glared at his brother. “I’ve sent her flowers.”
A boisterous, mocking laugh burst from Gustav as he jumped to his feet, his finger coming in contact with Niko’s chest.
“On Secretary’s Day! That hardly counts as a romantic gesture.”
“I arranged for her to get roses, everyone else got carnations.”
Gustav still laughed, and added shaking his head to his repertoire of disapproving movements. “And you expected her to notice that? Come on. You’re talking to the guy who can’t remember the name of the female who just popped out of here.”
“Exactly.”
“But I know you don’t send flowers to every woman in the company and expect her to read something special into the ones you sent her.”
“We’ve had dinner together.” Nikolai quickly re-played the events of the last three years, searching for ammunition against his brother’s arrogance. There wasn’t much.
“Chinese take-out delivered to the office doesn’t count either.” Gustav tapped Nikolai in the chest, each poke becoming harder. “You have a choice to make, dear brother. Let her go, which will make you utterly miserable for eternity, or find your balls and go after what the Goddess has given you.”
Nikolai couldn’t look at Gustav, so he concentrated on his brother’s bare feet and legs.
“So, what are you going to do?” Gustav asked.
Nikolai pondered the question.
What would he do now?
He knew what he should do.
But could he walk away from the woman fate, and the Goddess, meant to be his?
Chapter Two
The flash of pain in his eyes had given her a glimpse of what she’d hoped for, but it was gone faster than it’d appeared. His entire reaction had surprised her. And not in the way she’d hoped.
When he’d tugged her into his arms and held her against his chest, his heart beat steadily beneath her ear. His shirt had been soft against her cheek. His cologne always made her knees go weak. She’d dreamed of him taking her into his arms, but the action had been so unexpected she’d straightened like a board and pushed him away.
Idiot!
Then he’d dismissed her, locking himself away from the world. Away from her.
It was just plain sad she had to remind herself to be cheerful as she shared her news with her nearest and dearest. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the expression on Niko’s face. Her heart clenched. She stared at the closed door, wishing she could take the last few minutes back, rewind the clock, and do things so very differently. More than anything she wanted him to wrap her in another embrace, to hold her close, and never let go.
In her mind’s eye she called up the sadness beneath the attempt at nonchalance. She didn’t understand his expression.
He had always been so kind to her, but he’d never given her any reason to believe he felt anything beyond a working relationship.
She, however, was crazy attracted to him; the way he ran his fingers through his jet black hair when he was frustrated, the way his obsidian eyes flashed silver when he was upset, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. He had a way of making her insides turn to mush, her knees to boiled spaghetti noodles with an innocent wink.
More than once, she’d been embarrassed by her inability to pay attention when he got too close. It was like he had a built-in tractor beam she couldn’t get away from. She both loved and hated the effect he had on her.
She’d wanted to escalate things, even daydreamed of stripping down to only her satin and lace in the middle of his office, and announcing, Hey, Niko, make love to me right here, right now! But because she liked her job, needed her job, and he was her boss, she’d had no choice but to keep a tight leash on that pipe dream.
No matter how hard she’d tried not to think of him in an erotic way, Gabrielle had never been able to ignore the flicks of electricity that pleasured her with his simple, innocent touches.
“Okay, I’m here!” The announcement came in stereo as Marie opened the door with a flourish, her cell phone still attached to her ear. They’d small-talked as Marie made her way up from the accounting department, housed on the second floor. “Tell me all about it.”
Gabby laughed and shook her head.
The black hair of her best friend was pulled back in a ponytail, showcasing perfect olive-toned skin. Marie entered with the strut of a runway model in her cream turtleneck, chocolate skirt, and matching brown boots. She closed her cell phone and dropped it into her pocket.
“How are you feeling? Are you happy? Are you—?”
“I’m engaged, Marie. Of course I’m happy.” Gabby sneered a smile.
“I’m glad you’re happy.” Marie perched herself on the corner of Gabby’s desk. She huffed, crossed her legs at the ankles and her wrists over her knees. “Did you tell McHotty yet?”
“Yes.”
One dark brow rose. “And?”
Gabby’s thoughts followed her gaze to the door that separated her office from Nikolai’s. Part of her wanted to go in there and demand…
And what exactly are you going to demand?
She had no idea. She did know she would take off Jayson’s ring and send him packing, if for only a chance of having Niko love her.
She knew it would never happen. Nikolai Voinea prided himself of being professional and that was that. It had been three years of coming to work every day, hoping he would see her as a woman. He was her boss!
And probably has a whole flock of floosies just waiting to be pleasured by his caresses. She shuddered at the thought of those strong, long-fingered hands touching female flesh that wasn’t hers.
“Gabby? What’d he have to say about your engagement? ”
She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Let’s go downstairs and get some coffee.”
Marie looked confused for only a split second. “Okay.” She jumped down, her head tilting quickly in the direction of the closed door. “Should you tell McHotty?”
“Stop calling him that!”
Marie snorted.
Gabby ignored the scoff, wishing she could see through the door, just to know he was okay—or wasn’t. Ha! Like he wouldn’t be okay. The man was probably on the phone right now, ordering flowers for the woman who would occupy his bed tonight.
“I’ll tell him.” Marie took a step toward the office. “I never pass up the chance to lay my eyes on that particular delicious piece of man.”
Gabby’s teeth painfully ground together and heat slammed into her. “He is not a piece of man, as you so uncouthly put it. He’s kind and caring and an all-around really great guy.”
“Wow.” The corners of Marie’s lips lifted, her dark eyes sparkled. “A little protective of him, aren’t you?”
Hell yes, she was protective of him! The connection she felt to Nikolai was insane and totally unexplainable. Every night he starred in her dreams, doing all kinds of dirty things to her. Every day she prayed it would be the day he took her in his arms and changed her life forever. And she had an uncanny knack of knowing when he was around, like he was a wave point and she was the freakin’ GPS.
She glared at her friend. “Do you want to get coffee or not?”
“Coffee. Definitely coffee.” Marie started for the door. “How ‘bout tonight after work I take you for a massage? You seem a bit tense. It’ll be my treat, an engagement gift.” When Gabby didn’t answer right away, Marie added, “Come on, it’ll be fun.”
“Yeah. Sure.” Not.
All Gabby really wanted to do was sit down with the man residing in her thoughts, and talk to him, touch him—maybe rip his clothes off and show him just how much she wanted to assist him. For the rest of his life!
Chapter Three
Hurt and anger equaled seriously pissed off. Natasha had given some of the best years of her long life to that bastard. She’d loved Nikolai Voinea with her heart, with her body, and had gotten nothing but the shaft!
And damn her straight to hell!
As much as she hated him, she still loved him with everything she had.
She stalked around the parlor of the home she shared with her sister. Her mind was reeling. She’d heard through the contacts she still had at Voinea Enterprises that the little bitch had finally sunk her claws into Nikolai.
It’d taken three years, but they were finally engaged.
A frustrated scream roared out of her throat, causing the windows to shake in their panes.
“What is your problem!” Elizabeth snapped. “I’m trying to bake a cake for the new neighbors and your shrieking made it fall.”
She wiped her flour covered hands on the front of her bright pink apron and pushed back a wayward blond curl from her forehead.
“I don’t know why you bother.” Natasha wrapped her fingers around a crystal candlestick and threw it, taking great satisfaction when it smashed against the wall next to the window. “A vampire taking baked goods to the neighbors is a tad ridiculous, don’t you think?”
“I’m just trying to be nice. Mother didn’t raise us to be rude.”
“Mother has been dead for a hundred years.” Natasha stepped toward the window, smiling at the crunch of glass under her sole. She plucked at the lace curtains with her fingertips. The neighborhood, with its quiet streets, perfectly kept yards, and humans who waved to each other at every chance, was like something that belonged in a damned Norman Rockwell painting.
Elizabeth huffed. “You know what, just forget it.”
Natasha whirled, her eyes narrowed so tightly she could barely see her annoying sister. “Nikolai is engaged to the little tramp he replaced me with.”
Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Replaced you?”
“Yes, the one he gave my job to just after he fired me.”
“Come on, Nat, it’s not like you gave him a choice. Nikolai is a man of his word. Did you really expect him to not follow through? You were warned to let the human be. But you couldn’t leave well enough alone; slicing her tires and breaking every piece of glass on her car.” Elizabeth tsked her tongue and shook her head. “I would’ve thought after living for more than a century you’d have learned—”
“Don’t.” Natasha’s anger plunged the temperature into arctic. “He will pay for this betrayal. I will not allow him to mock me.”
“Mock you?” Elizabeth laughed softly. “How exactly has he mocked you? Does his heart beat in your presence? I’ve never heard it.”
Natasha continued to glower, refusing to even consider the possibility that Gabrielle might be Nikolai’s heartmate. The thought was just too painful.
Natasha had gotten only a few short years with Nikolai, and it’d only been five since they’d broken up. She still wanted him, wanted him to be hers for eternity. The two of them could have been very happy together if the stupid little human hadn’t ruined everything.
It was obvious by the way Elizabeth gnawed on her bottom lip she had more to say, more criticism, but instead of condemnation, she sighed and shook her head.
“Let it go, let them be happy. It’s time for you to stop dwelling on other people and search for your own happiness, sister.”
Elizabeth gave Natasha a quick hug before disappearing back into the kitchen. Natasha returned to the window. She rested her forehead against the cool glass. In this world where things could change in only a matter of seconds, there was only one thing Natasha was sure of; Nikolai would pay for making a fool of her. She just hadn’t decided how high the price would be.
“Thanks again for taking me out.” Gabrielle’s neck hurt where her cell phone was pinched between her shoulder and her ear. “I’m home now. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Gabby.”
“Yeah?”
“I’m worried about you.”
“I’m fine.”
“Okay. Just promise me you won’t stress so much. ‘Cause it’ll just give you wrinkles.” Marie laughed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Gabby stepped inside her dark apartment. She flicked the switch next to the doorway. Brightly colored pillows, throws, and rugs accented the earth tones of the furniture; a beige couch, a light oak coffee table. But Gabby’s favorite piece of furniture was the chocolate colored, overstuffed leather chair, an exact replica of the one in Niko’s office.
She dropped her keys on the small table next to the door and hung her purse on its hook. She’d had a good time with Marie, loved being pampered, but it was really good to be home.
Going over to her chair, she toed off her shoes and tucking her feet under her butt, sank down into the welcoming softness. She thumbed through the mail she’d retrieved from the mailbox in the hall. Bills. Bills. And more bills.
She tossed the letters on the coffee table. A couple of the envelopes skittered the length and fluttered to the floor. Right now, she didn’t have the energy to pick them up. She was exhausted. Emotionally exhausted.
A flash caught her eye. She held her hand out in front of her, moving her finger from side to side. Fire danced within the princess cut diamond.
Her thoughts drifted to Jayson and she smiled. She did love him. More importantly, he loved her. He would take care of her, provide for her, adore her…
Her phone buzzed in her purse. She frowned. It was late, really late, and she considered letting the call go to voicemail. Her heart stuttered as she thought of who might be calling her.
Nikolai.
A shot of adrenaline sent her running for her iPhone. She jerked it out of her purse just in time to see the light dimming on Jayson’s smiling face.
Good grief, she shouldn’t be disappointed her fiancé had been the one calling her.
“I love him.” She shook her head, unsure of which man she was referring to. “This is ridiculous.”
With a sigh, she called Jayson and went back to the chair. One ring. Two rings. She turned her head to smell the leather, which was missing only one thing—Niko’s scent.
“Hey, babe.” Jayson sounded excited.
“Hey.” She didn’t.
“You okay?”
Great, now he sounded worried.
She cringed and tried to put a chipper tone in her voice. And failed. “Yeah, just tired. It’s been a long day. I’m gonna take a shower and head for bed.”
“I could come help you with that.” He chuckled, a warm, comforting sound. She couldn’t help but smile.
“Thanks, but I think I can handle it.”
“If you insist … Be sure to call me if you change your mind.”
“You’ll be the first person I call.”
“Goodnight, Gabs, I love you.”
“Love you, too.”
She closed the phone, tossed it on the coffee table, watching it settle next to the discarded mail. She stood and rolled her head on her shoulders. The massage hadn’t relaxed a single muscle. Or maybe the bundle of knots had nothing to do with the massage and everything to do with stress.
Gabby felt like an oil slick. Her clothes clung to her body. Her hair hung in clumps from her scalp. She needed a shower.
The stroll to the bathroom included a strip tease. She felt a little naughty discarding her clothes in the hallway. She looked over her shoulder at the mess. As if a little devil combated with an angel on opposing shoulders, Gabby debated whether she should pick them up.
She shrugged. “It’s not like you’re expecting company.”
The shower turned on with a hiss, and Gabrielle stood in front of the mirror running the whole width of one wall, over the double sinks. After losing her bra and panties, she pivoted from one side to the other, admiring the Brazilian wax she’d gotten at the spa. She felt sexy, and beautiful, and ready to be pleasured by a man who knew how to send a woman tumbling into the waves of ecstasy.
Yeah, that’s not going to happen. A frown touched her lips, the bottom one jutting out in a pout. She’d given Jayson the not-until-we’re-married excuse, so he was out. And the only other man who had any hopes of getting between her legs had no desire to be there. Not for a single night much less a lifetime.
Steam billowed over the top of the fogged glass shower door, filling the small bathroom with a humid mist that wafted through the archway into the adjoining bedroom.
She stepped into the shower and sighed as hot water ran over her skin in rivulets. She still felt tight as a bow string.
Yeah, loving one man while completely obsessed with another could do that to a girl.
She forced all conscious thought from her head, allowing her mind to just go blank. Surprise, surprise, Niko crept his way into the mental picture anyway.
“This is ridiculous.”
Nikolai’s curses continued. He’d just vaporized onto Gabby’s balcony and stood in the dark, feeling like a damn stalker. He looked the part, too; clad in black jeans, a black long-sleeved t-shirt, and black Lugz. Hell, even his socks and boxers were black.
He was going to kill Gustav if he ended up making a fool of himself!
With a flick of his hand over the lock, a metal tumbling verified the door was now free to be opened.
There weren’t many things that could send butterflies through his stomach, but Gabby could by simply being near him. Just knowing she was on the other side of the glass had him fighting to fill his lungs with air.
He forced himself to breathe and made a space just large enough to slip through, then closed the door, locking it again.
Thank the Goddess she doesn’t have a dog.
Gabrielle’s apartment was dark except for lights coming from the bathroom down the hall. Not that he needed the light; he was perfectly capable of seeing clearly in the pitch blackness.
The big leather chair, an exact replica of the one he had in his office dominated the room. Satisfaction flared, warming him from the inside out. Did she use it as a reminder of him?
He smiled at the throw pillows dotting the couch, brightening the neutral, just as she did for his life.
Running water drew his attention to the bathroom down the hall. He smiled. Much like Hansel’s breadcrumbs, Gabby had left a trail for him to follow. Her heels were on the floor next to the chair. He loved the way those shoes lengthened her legs, bringing her into kissing range.
Once again he cursed his timidity. If only he’d bent that tiny bit and brought their lips together. He would remedy that very soon.
A little further down the hall was a puddle resembling the khaki pants she’d been wearing when she’d left the office. A few feet later, Niko nearly tripped over her blue sweater. He bent down to scoop the cashmere into his hands. The soft fabric was the same shade as her eyes.
Without conscious thought he brought the fabric to his face and inhaled. Her scent was so intoxicating; a combination of lemongrass and coconut and female. His female.
A soft moan sounded from down the hall, returning his thoughts to what he was doing. He’d been so preoccupied by the discarded feminine clothing that the sound from the shower actually surprised him. He dropped the sweater and continued his quest, delving into uncharted territory.
The little bedroom was clean, quaint. A queen-sized bed, with an old-fashioned white headboard, rested against the far wall, next to the window. The comforter looked like a flower shop had exploded, spewing its contents in two-dimensional glory; over-sized gerbera daisies scattered across a field of bright yellow sunshine.
A doorless archway opened into a small bathroom, steam billowing out to coat the air around him. Her scent swirled up to engulf him. He held his breath hoping to absorb each molecule of bliss.
Gabby made another small noise. He focused on the back of her elegant body barely obscured by the fogged shower glass. She was perfection wrapped up in a female form. Long legs, one of which was bent slightly, supported thin hips, a narrow waist, and a beautiful back made to fill the span on his hands.
His body went rigid from head to toe. The pounding of his heart verified he was in the right place, although now might not be the right time if she were to find him eyeballing her from the shadows. He swallowed hard and tried to use the sandpaper he’d once called his tongue to wet his lips.
He’d always prided himself on being a gentleman, and he knew he should turn his back in order to allow her the privacy she deserved, but he couldn’t find the strength to look away. Hell, he couldn’t even force his lids over his eyes.
Damn!
Gabby turned, taking the air out of his lungs. She worked a loofa over her skin. He obsessed over the suds caressing down her body. She rubbed and stroked. Her breath hitched and his name left her lips on a breathless whisper. His entire body jerked as if he’d become intimate with a stun gun.
She moaned again and through the fog in his brain he wondered if he’d only imagined her saying his name. Wouldn’t that be a kick in the balls to have imagined…
“Niko!”
Oh, for the love of all that is holy and good!
His knees gave out and he grabbed onto the wall to steady himself before stumbling around the corner. He leaned back against the wall to keep himself upright. Deep inhale, slow exhale. He had to get his body under control.
This was not how he’d expected this night to go. His mind and heart raced with the possibilities of what it all could mean. His name spoken in that way … at that time was definitely a good sign.
As he thought of Gabrielle and what the future had to hold, he was afraid to hope for an eternity with her, but was more afraid not to.
This can happen. She could be his—would be his. She has to.
When the shower turned off, panic spurred him to action. He couldn’t chance getting caught. She’d never forgive him for spying on her when she thought she was alone.
His options were limited at best.
The easiest thing to do would be removing himself from her apartment all together, to just vaporize home and try again another night.
Even as he considered it, he knew he would never be able to tear himself away from the possibilities.
He needed to do something, though, because standing in the middle of her bedroom wasn’t a plausible alternative. He thought about sliding under the bed, going so far as to lift the dust ruffle, only to find the space was too small to fit.
Dammit! He needed a place to hide. Fast.
She was humming and his heightened senses could make out the sounds of the towel on her skin. He had to squeeze his eyes shut as that imagery crept into his mind’s eye.
Something hit the counter and reminded him of the urgency in his retreat. His head whipped from one side to the other, searching. There had to be… Bingo!
Over to his left, just down the wall, was a door. He ducked inside to find himself tucked into her small, jamb-packed, walk-in closet. Her scent washed over him. He buried his nose in the fabric of a silk shirt, inhaling deeply. Then he held his breath, praying this wouldn’t be the place where she’d search for something to wear.
Her footsteps softly went in the other direction, and after his initial relief, curiosity got the better of him. Like a damned Peeping-Tom he gawked out the crack in the door, watching dumbstruck as Gabby crossed the room. She was wrapped in nothing but a fluffy fuchsia towel, and Nikolai suddenly wanted to be a piece of terrycloth more than anything.
Her quiet humming continued as she riffled through the top drawer of her dresser. Pieces of lace and satin bubbled over the sides. When she finally settled on a minute piece of black lace he nearly swallowed his tongue. He choked on a cough. His eyes watered and he wiped at them with the back of his hand, only to have them nearly bugged out of his head. In the second it’d taken to swipe at his eyes, she’d dropped the towel and was leaning over to pull on the panties. The action gave him a full view of her toned rear, and completely bare…
Holy shit!
Every part of his body stiffened. Every inch poised and ready. His fangs lengthened and sank into his bottom lip. This evening, as beautiful and informative as it was, was surely going to kill him.
As if to prove his point, she slowly slid the lace up her legs. The barely there panties hugged her bottom, showing off all of her feminine curves.
She was going to drive him insane!
He ran his tongue over his lip and swallowed the groan building in the back of his throat. Another soft scraping of the drawers brought his attention out of his x-rated thoughts and back to the sight in front of him.
Gabby pulled out a black, completely transparent, piece of fabric and lifted it over her head. It left very little to the imagination and Niko wondered if he might get so more than he’d bargained for. If her new fiancé showed up, Niko might do something they’d all regret.
“What a waste.” She ran her long, elegant fingers through her still-damp hair, easing the deep auburn locks away from her face.
Niko nearly melted when her lips formed a seductive smile. The puddle was complete when she blew a kiss to her reflection in the mirror, then she winked, flirting with herself. She did a little turn and the bottom hem flared out just slightly, giving him a flash of her panties and perfect cheeks. She sashayed in the direction of the bed one slow, graceful step at a time.
Her performance had been innocent and adorable—and erotic as hell. She hadn’t meant to turn him on. She didn’t know he ready to burst into flames at any moment.
Nikolai bit down on his bottom lip to keep from moaning and had to once again remind himself that he couldn’t just jump out. It didn’t matter that she was moaning his name while she pleasured herself. It didn’t matter that she was sexy as hell. Or that she looked good enough to eat. His sudden appearance would scare the shit out of her–even if he were fully clothed.
She crawled into bed and curled up against one pillow, wrapping her arms around it, while laying her head on another.
Forget wanting to be a towel, now Nikolai ached to be her pillow.
A low, sweet moan vibrated through the air as she relaxed. Her breathing and heartbeat slowed then steadied.
He waited, listening to the silence, trying to slow his own heartbeat and control himself enough to be able to walk without limping. He peeked around the corner. When she didn’t stir, he escaped the confines of the closet.
One slow footstep at a time took him closer and closer to the heaven he hoped awaited him. She laid on her side, her bare back exposed to him. A small birthmark, almost a perfect heart, adorned her shoulder blade. He reached out to touch it, only to have his finger pause midair. There he stood, just waiting…
For what, he wasn’t sure. A sign of some kind.
“Niko,” she sighed and snuggled deeper into the pillows.
A smile touched his lips as heat spread through his body, carried by his now beating heart. “I’m here, love.”
She shook her head. Her brows furrowed to form a deep V and her eyelids fluttered. “I shouldn’t … Wrong. So wrong.”
“No, not wrong.” He caressed her forehead with a feather-light touch, initiating a dream-like state. “Shhh.”
He toed off his shoes then slid into the bed next to her, and she snuggled right into him. Her entire body wrapped around him. Her fist grasped so hard in his t-shirt her knuckles turned white under the strain. He waited until she relaxed again.
“Oh, sweetness.” He smoothed her hair back and brushed his lips over the top of her head.
“Niko,” she murmured again.
An overwhelming need struck him with the intensity of a lightning bolt. His long buried Romanian accent was thick as he pleaded, “Please, Gabrielle, call me Nikolai.”
“Nikolai,” she purred.
His heart skipped a beat and then jumped twice trying to catch up. That word on her lips was the most precious sound he’d ever heard. He could hardly believe that this beautiful creature was meant to be his other half, the one to complete him, to fill his life with hope, happiness, and love.
“Yes, my love.”
A tear welled up under the closed lids of his angel and Niko tenderly caught the first one to fall on the tip of his finger. He kissed her damp cheek.
“What is it, love?”
“Why?” she whimpered, more tears formed and fell.
“Why, what?”
“Why now? Engaged. Oh—” Her whole body tensed next to his, and Nikolai prepared himself for a quick retreat, only to tighten his hold as a sob ribbed from her throat. “Too late.”
“No. It’s not too late.”
As more tears dampened his chest through his shirt, he ached to shake her awake, to show her he was here, that it was not too late. And then spend the hours until sunrise convincing her exactly how not-too-late it was for them. But as he held her, he noticed the ring on her finger. She’d made her choice, hadn’t she?
He shook his head. He shouldn’t be here. He should never have put either of them in this situation. He should have claimed her long ago. Her fist tightened in his shirt. She pressed a kiss to the soaked cotton of his shirt.
“Not real.”
“This can be reality.” And he wanted this reality with her, every night for the rest of forever. But the choice needed to be hers. “Come to me, Gabrielle. There is nothing I want more than for you to come to me.”
She mumbled something unintelligible and eased against his chest. And for the first time in over four-hundred years, Nikolai completely relaxed.
Chapter Four
Gabrielle buried her face into her pillow, tightening her fist around the fabric beneath her cheek. She filled her lungs with the delicious scent she recognized.
“Nikolai,” she moaned.
The falling sensation stopped suddenly when her body fell into the mattress. She jolted to awareness, disoriented and completely confused.
“What the hell?”
She pushed herself up and looked around the room. Everything was exactly as it had been when she’d climbed into bed, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was … off. She stretched her arms over her head, feeling completely revived, like she’d slept for days instead of hours. All of the muscles that had been ready to snap last night were loose. Yet her entire body was buzzing, like a beehive had taken up residence just below her skin.
She rubbed her hands up and down her forearms, which did nothing to alleviate the sensation. Maybe she should pop a few Benadryl before heading to the office. It would be just her luck to have an allergic reaction to the oil used in her massage. She rolled her eyes and flopped back onto the pillows. The smell that enveloped her made her heart skip a beat.
Nikolai.
And why the hell wasn’t she calling him Niko?
She hopped up on her knees, frantically pulling the bedding to her nose. The comforter, sheets, blankets, pillows; they all smelled like him. She tipped her head to the side and inhaled a lock of her hair. Damn, even she smelled like him.
This was one hell of a hangover. Too bad she hadn’t drunk anything. She frowned. Her mind raced, replaying everything she could remember about the last—she glanced at the clock—eight hours! She’d slept for eight hours? Normally she couldn’t keep her eyes closed for six.
Maybe she was coming down the flu. Slapping a hand over her forehead, she felt for a fever. No. She cleared her throat. Not even a tickle.
So what was wrong with her?
Her dreams from the night before flooded her memory. She’d dreamt of Niko. But that wasn’t exactly out of the norm, he starred in her erotic dreams every night.
There was one difference.
Last night’s dreams weren’t erotic. They were sweet. They were comforting. They were everything she’d expect him to be. He’d held her, ran his fingers through her hair, spoke softly, and asked her to call him Nikolai.
She giggled nervously, twisting a lock of hair around her finger. Well, that explained the name change.
“Nikolai.” A smile spread to her lips.
“Nikolai.” The word flowed over her tongue like sweet, melted chocolate.
“Nikolai.” Her insides bubbled with the excitement she always felt when he touched her.
With his name on her lips and the rest of him in her thoughts, Gabrielle glided into the bathroom, oblivious to everything but the cloud she floated on. Her reflection was of a dreamy-eyed girl, grinning like a fool.
“Oh, good hell!” She slapped a palm against her cheek. “Get a grip, Gabby.”
She reached into the shower to turn on the water. The forward motion brought her hair down around her face and with it came the scent that just had to be her overactive imagination. Her hand gathered the auburn strands, pulling them to her nose.
Crazy or not, she smelled Nikolai.
She reached in to turn off the water. There would be no shower this morning because the thought of washing her delusions down the drain caused an actual physical pain in her chest. His scent was a comfort, as if filling an emptiness she didn’t realize she had.
A shake of her head and a sigh to clear her lungs, and she was ready to admit she was nuts. Certifiable. Get out the straight-jacket and the rubber room. Bat shit crazy!
There was no way Nikolai had been here. She’d have known if the man of her dreams was, in fact, reality. Wouldn’t she?
Nikolai vaporized into his bedroom and panted like he’d run across the entire country. He bent at the waist, resting his hands on his thighs and sucked in breath after breath.
“That was close!”
He’d been so comfortable with Gabrielle sleeping in his arms, he’d actually fallen asleep, too. It wasn’t until she’d started stirring and said his name that he’d realized his mistake.
He hated leaving the way he did, evaporating right out from under her was the coward’s way. But it wasn’t as though he’d really had a choice.
His toes wiggled freely which drew his attention.
“Dammit!”
Hopefully she wouldn’t find his shoes. There wasn’t an explanation that would make sense—except the truth. And the truth was out of the question.
He sucked in a deep breath, held it in his lungs for a moment, released it, and made his decision. The shoes needed to be retrieved—sooner rather than later. His eyes closed, picturing where he wanted to vaporize.
In the next second, Nikolai stood on Gabrielle’s balcony. Through the window he could see her sitting at the table, drinking a cup of coffee with her nose buried in the morning paper.
A momentary pang of disappointment surged through him as he noticed she’d already dressed for work. She always sported conservative office attire, but from the short stint in her closet he knew she had a wild side. There was more to his Gabrielle than pencil skirts, twill slacks, and professional blouses.
He forced his mind back on task and quickly changed his plan. He vaporized directly into her bedroom, fetched his size thirteen Lugz safely hidden under her bed.
Knowing he should leave didn’t make him do so.
The morning crew at KHB droned on with the news. A flutter of paper signaled the turning of a page. She giggled softly at something and Niko wanted to be the one making her smile. He wanted to be her everything.
Knowing she sat only a few inches of drywall away, yet totally out of reach was painful. It would be easy to appear at her front door. He could knock and ask to join her for coffee. Or offer to give her a ride to work. Or push her against the wall and kiss her until they were both crazed.
A shake of his head dismissed his asinine thoughts. If he didn’t get out of here, he was going to do something he wouldn’t be able to take back.
Closing his eyes, he willed his body to evaporate out of her presence and back into the lonely room that was his and his alone. He never brought a female to the place where he actually slept. There was another master suite down the hall he used for the rare occasion a female accompanied him home. The very rare occasion.
He hadn’t so much as touched a female since the moment he’d shaken Gabrielle’s hand. He hadn’t wanted to. From her very first touch, she held every part of him in her delicate hands.
His vampiric speed made his morning routine a quick one and he was ready in no time. He straightened his tie, trying to ignore the empty ache in his chest. Niko closed his eyes and stretched his senses to make sure it was safe, then focused on his destination.
The quiet, dark stillness of his office cloned that of his mood. Gabby hadn’t arrived yet. A smile spread to his lips. He loved when he was able to surprise her by getting to work first.
This morning, though, his anxiety outweighed his smugness. He sighed and sat down behind his desk where he waited—and waited—with his fingers entwined, resting on the blotter, and his legs crossed at the ankles. He’d tried pacing, but it only added to the nervous energy currently driving him to the verge of madness.
Every inch of him knew the moment Gabrielle entered the outer office. Not only did his heart start beating and the ache in his chest disappear, but her scent entered with her, causing his nose to flare and his every muscle to go taut in anticipation.
He tried to stay sitting behind the large desk, but having an obstacle between him and his female was more than he could handle. The battle was lost and Nikolai knew it. To his surprise, he didn’t care. His feelings for her started with a single touch three years ago and had grown into love. He waited for a few minutes, listening as she turned on her computer and stowed her things in her desk.
When she flipped on the small radio on her desk, he cursed. Well, hell. If she wasn’t going to come to him, he would have to close the gap between them—emotionally and physically.
He raked his fingers through his hair, pulling slightly in frustration. Despite his every effort to stay in his chair, he stood, then strode to the door with confidence he didn’t feel. His hand wrapped around the handle but he paused to take a breath.
What if she was avoiding him? What if everything that happened last night had freaked her out? What if…?
The door opened only to stop as it whacked into him; his head and chest absorbing most of the impact. His eyes watered and his nose ran. He sniffed and blinked, trying to see Gabrielle clearly.
“Oh!” She peeked through the opening in the doorway. “I’m so sorry, Niko. Are you okay?”
She opened the door when it was safe and reached out toward him. Before contact was made she paused. Time stood still in that moment. Her hand shook where it suspended between them, and when she pulled back, Nikolai felt the retreat in his soul.
“I didn’t realize you were here already.” A quick evaluation of the office—and the lack of illumination—had her looking directly into his eyes. “Do you have a headache?”
He rubbed at his temples. “Now that you mention it—”
“Can I get you some Tylenol?”
“No, Gabrielle,” he purred her name. “Tylenol can’t fix the ache I’m feeling.”
“Oh.” Her forehead wrinkled into the cutest look of confusion. “Is there anything I can get you that will?”
Your love. Your heart. You.
It wasn’t like he could make that kind of declaration. She’d probably go running for the hills.
“No. It will pass.” Someday. He rubbed absently at his chest where the real ache existed.
“Niko.” Her delicate hand curled timidly around his forearm, squeezing gently.
Fire burned from the point of contact, spreading until his entire body was aflame from her simple touch. His eyes drifted closed and he concentrated on nothing except Gabby’s warm hand on his arm.
She pulled back and he felt a chill rivaling an arctic blast. “About yesterday…” Her eyes met his, holding his gaze for a long moment before she shook her head. “I’ll be at my desk if you need anything.”
That wasn’t what she’d meant to say, he was sure of it. But when the door closed, so had the opportunity to ask her to tell him what was really on her mind.
Hours later Nikolai stood behind Gabrielle; one hand on her desk and the other on the back of her chair. Her body was well aware of the closeness, the brief contact of his chest brushing her shoulder. Her hands shook as she tried to notate the changes that needed to be made to the report they were discussing. Or rather the report he was looking at. She wasn’t able to think of anything except how damn close he was and every cell in her body demanded she touch him, to be touched by him.
“Gabrielle?”
She tipped her head toward him and gasped when she realized a slight lift of her chin would bring them lip to lip.
“Huh?” she asked in a pathetic, dreamy whisper.
His eyes twinkled and a wide smile spread to his perfect lips. “I said … we need to get the report over to Vincent as soon as possible.”
“Of course, Nikolai.”
He tensed and she felt his sharp intake of breath suck past her cheek. She stiffened and cringed, wishing like hell there was a way to go back and redo the last five minutes. Where were Wayne and Garth when you needed them?
“I’m sorry. I—”
His hand moved in slow caresses over her back and his lips were suddenly right at her ear.
“Please Gabrielle,” he purred, his accent uncharacteristically prominent, and oh, so very sexy, “call me Nikolai.”
Those words.
She blinked. Her mind raced along with her heart. This wasn’t the first time he’d spoken those words. But when…
“Wh- what?” She turned to watch him carefully, looking for answers to the how’s and why’s of that phrase from his kissable lips.
He took a step back as if anticipating her action as she stood. The heart-stopping smile was back.
“What?” His innocent act only heightened her suspicions and made him utterly adorable.
She took a step toward him, leaving nothing but air between them. “What did you just say to me?”
There wasn’t a doubt, large or small, in Nikolai’s mind she remembered the hours she’d spent curled in his arms. Her forehead creased, her brows knitted together in confusion. A smile touched his lips as his body surged with a sense of success.
“I asked you to call me Nikolai. Is that a problem?”
Her blue eyes sparkled as she searched his face, his eyes, his body language for some kind of answer to explain away what her mind was telling her.
Nikolai fought to keep his excitement in check. He forced his face to remain emotionless and hoped she wouldn’t see it in his eyes. Anticipating her glance, he dropped his gaze and watched from under his lashes as she shifted her weight from one delicately high-heeled foot to the other.
He finally had an ace up his sleeve and tipping his hand now wasn’t something he wanted to do. He would win her heart. With help from the beloved Goddess, he would.
“Please, I would like it very much if you called me by my full name.”
“Nikolai?”
“Yes.” He smiled. “My mother used to call me Niko, but—”
“Nikolai.” Each syllable caressed her tongue as she said his name slowly, reverently.
“I like that … very much.” He was barely able to speak as he processed just how very much he liked it. He’d never experienced pleasure like that one word being spoken from her perfect lips.
“And I—” She paused to bite her lower lip, dropping her face to look at the floor.
He’d always kept a professional relationship at the office. That seemed to be their problem. He’d never crossed that professional line. He wasn’t going to make that mistake any longer. He slipped his finger under the soft skin of her chin and lifted it gently.
“Please tell me what you’re thinking, sweet Gabrielle.”
Her eyes met his for only a heartbeat before her lids dropped, hiding the blue depths.
“Nobody calls me Gabrielle,” she said in a whisper.
The words struck him like a slap. He took a step back, dropping his hand to his side, feeling like a balloon punctured by a railroad spike. Maybe opening himself up to her, crossing that imaginary line wasn’t such a good idea after all.
“I’m sorry.” Disappointment radiated in his voice, and he turned his back to her, fearing his face gave too much away. The sounds of her moving behind him alerted him to her pursuit.
He’d almost made it to his desk before her hand caught his arm and he allowed the gentle contact to halt his retreat; although he couldn’t bring himself to turn and face her. Seeing rejection in her eyes would devastate him as nothing else could.
“Nikolai,” she whispered.
He closed his eyes again. He would never tire of hearing his name on her lips. It was even more beautiful when she was conscious.
“Nikolai Voinea!”
It had been so long since his full name had been used to reprimand him that he was momentarily struck stupid. His brows flew up. His mouth fell open and, despite his every effort, he turned to face her. He looked down into her face, expecting to see her with hands on her hips, glaring up at him. But with eyes wide, she appeared to be as shocked as he was.
Silence stretched on as they just stared at each other. And just when he thought she was going to apologize, she straightened her shoulders disapprovingly.
“You’re being ridiculous.”
“Am I?” He cocked a brow.
She tossed him a saucy smile. The sweet, playful grin eased the irritation. “Yes,” she scoffed, taking a step toward him.
He turned his back to her, stalked over to his desk, and lowered himself into the chair, then motioned for Gabby to use one on the other side of the wooden barrier. He needed to keep his distance and putting the desk between them was his only hope.
She smirked then rested one side of her fine rear on the corner of his desk just to his left.
“It wasn’t that I don’t want you to call me Gabrielle. It’s just that everybody calls me Gabby.” She rolled her eyes and emphasized the movement with a girlish giggle. “Well, except for my mother when I was in trouble.”
“I won’t—”
Her hand flew up and her fingertips covered his lips. In the heartbeat that followed Nikolai wasn’t sure who was more surprised by the contact. Her eyes closed and he watched as she smiled, seemingly enjoying the intimate contact. Her eyes flicked open and she jerked her hand back like he had suddenly burst into flames.
“If you still want to, I’d like it if you called me Gabrielle … and use your accent,” she added under her breath.
“My accent?”
“Yeah … oh, never mind.” She stood and took a step away.
Nikolai jumped to his feet, grabbed her arm, and spun her around so she faced him. He looked deep into her eyes, capturing her complete attention. Neither of them breathed for a few seconds. Nikolai leaned forward until his lips were right at her ear.
“Anything you want, sweet Gabrielle.” He allowed the accent he’d tried to erase for centuries to ooze thick on each syllable of her name.
She blushed the most delicious shade of crimson, and he smiled in satisfaction.
“I, ah … I really should—” She stumbled as she backed away, her eyes still locked on his. “I’ve got … things to do.” Her back hit the door and air whooshed from her lungs.
“You know I would be a mess without you? I need you.”
“Thank you.” She jerked the door open. “If you … um … need anything—” With eyes still on him, she shook her head as though she were trying to focus, then she cleared her throat. “Is there anything I can do for you?”
He smiled and raised a brow. Where to begin?
She blushed, dropped her gaze. “Mr. Voinea.” She drew the proverbial line in the sand by using his formal title.
“I’m fine, thanks.” Better than fine, he thought as she walked out the door, leaving it ajar. It felt good to flirt with Gabrielle, so natural. And Nikolai looked forward to many more conversations to bring out the red hues that made her beauty even more intoxicating.
As absurd as it was, Gabrielle couldn’t bring herself to close his door all the way. Nikolai had never been so … flirtatious.
Was that what it was?
Maybe he was just being nice—overly nice.
The only thing she knew for sure about the bizarre conversation was the way he purred her name made her toes curl. A shiver ran up then raced back down her spine as she remembered the silver sparkle in his usually dark eyes.
Damn, he was a gorgeous man. His accent alone caused a girl’s knees to buckle.
An annoying ring brought her out of her thoughts.
“Mr. Voinea’s office,” Gabby said into the phone and she sat down at her desk.
“Gabby!” Marie laughed.
“Good morning.”
“You sound distracted.”
Well, yeah, she was. Big time.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.” She shot a glance at the still open door. “Can you meet me in the cafeteria for a cup of coffee?”
“Coffee … in the cafeteria? What’s wrong?” Gabby didn’t comment, so Marie continued, “Okay. Give me fifteen minutes.”
“Thanks.”
Gabby hung up the phone and mindlessly began organizing—and reorganizing—the stack of papers in her ‘in’ basket. Her fingers traced over the elegant signature of her boss, and she wished it was her name written by his strong hand. With Voinea at the end.
Another ring made her focus on reality. “Mr. Voinea’s office.”
“Is Nikolai in?” the feminine voice purred the question.
“He’s on another call. Is there something I can help you with?”
“I’d like to leave a message. Please let him know Patricia called to confirm our date tonight. Tell him I can’t wait.”
Jealousy swirled in Gabby’s gut. She swallowed. “I’ll let him know.”
Without waiting for a response she hung up. She’d always assumed Nikolai dated, but knowing it stung. Big time!
These feelings she had for her boss were wrong on so many levels; the desire, the ache, the need, the desperation. But she’d be damned if she could change a single one of them. Hell, she’d been trying for three years.
Nikolai smiled as Gabrielle left his office. She’d been flustered beyond words. He’d finally had an effect on the beautiful female who made his heart flutter. It was only fair. After allowing himself a few selfish moments of smug satisfaction, he crossed the office to the large bookcase and pulled the lone book, the Voinea family bible, from a shelf in the middle. Behind it was the hallowed out space in the wall where he’d installed a small refrigerator.
He took a medical bag out and replaced the wood paneling and the bible. As he poured the bag into his glass, his fangs lengthened.
Despite having found his heartmate, Nikolai still required more than love for sustenance. With a little luck, someday that would change.
The thought of feeding from Gabrielle was one that Nikolai couldn’t think on too much. Once he took her blood within his veins he would need her for survival. A cold, unbeating heart would make him wish for death. But if she was no longer willing to give her blood, death would be a painful reality.
Sounds of Gabrielle moving around in the outer office caused Nikolai’s anxiety to flare. She couldn’t find him like this; red eyes and fangs would be even harder to explain than an out-of-place pair of shoes under her bed.
He walked across the room in determined strides and softly closed the door. It only took three gulps to down the red liquid. He rinsed the glass at the small wet bar and placed the empty bag in the garbage under the sink.
His fangs were just returning to their normal position, and the tell-tale red hue in his eyes easing when someone knocked lightly on the door.
“Yes?” He knew exactly who would be opening the door, his body’s reaction was indication enough.
Gabrielle’s tropical scent accompanied her inside the office. “Niko—I mean Nikolai, I’m going down to the cafeteria for some coffee.”
He raised his brows. There wasn’t a place with worse coffee than the crap brewed downstairs. It was flat-out awful.
“Cafeteria coffee, Gabrielle? You must really need some caffeine.”
She tucked an auburn lock behind her ear. “Well, I—”
“It’s okay, Gabby.”
“I’ll be back in a little bit.” She turned, paused then turned back to him. “Can I bring you something?”
“Are you trying to kill me?”
“No, I—”
A dark, warm chuckle bubbled from his throat. “I’m fine. Thank you.”
A storm raged in her blue eyes. He didn’t understand her dark mood even when she tossed a message onto his desk. “You should probably return this as soon as possible.”
When the door closed, he picked up the message and plucked the phone from its cradle, only to set it back down. His brows pinched in confusion.
He didn’t have a date tonight. And who the hell was Patricia?
Gabrielle stormed out of Nikolai’s office, strode passed her desk, and escaped out the door. She didn’t want to give herself a chance to go back into his office make a fool of herself—again.
Damn, she felt pathetic!
The elevator in the hall dinged, announcing its arrival. She entered and pushed the button for the lobby. The door closed and she sighed when her body finally relaxed against the wood panels along the back wall.
Whenever she was near Nikolai, her skin tingled and she had to remind herself to keep her hands to herself. And now she finds out he’s dating. Dating! She couldn’t help but wonder how many women he had on speed dial. Did he have a new one every night?
Ugh! Why did it matter?
She was engaged.
“Stupid!” She lifted her hand to examine the diamond and muttered the name of the man she should be obsessing about.
She examined at the pattern of the tile floor instead of looking at her reflection in the stainless steel door. There was no need to see the guilt she felt.
Another ding signaled her destination. She looked up just as the doors revealed Marie. The puzzled expression on her face and her hands planted on her hips made Gabby rethink the coffee break idea.
“Hi.” Gabby forced a small, guilt ridden smile.
“Don’t hi me. What’s going on?”
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