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It was a fateful miscalculation.

The light gloss of moonlight gave an indistinct outline of the shadowy figure as he turned one second too late to completely avoid the blade. Michael Hepburn felt it slice through his fine brocade coat and the cold bite of steel on his flesh. Pain shot through him even as he lashed out with one foot in reflexive self-defense and heard the satisfying thud as the kick connected. His assailant grunted, staggered back on the greasy cobblestones, and then caught his balance and lunged forward again.

Fortunately, this time Michael was a little more prepared.

He dodged backward and let his attacker’s momentum bring him close enough that he landed a solid blow with his right fist. It was too dark to really see properly in the confines of the narrow, ill-smelling alleyway, so instead of hitting the man’s chin, he caught him in the side of the neck with a sickening sound. A low whistle of agony echoed and Michael pressed the advantage by kicking out again, aiming for the stranger’s groin.

Fighting fair was for those who could afford to lose.

He’d learned that back in Spain. Dying an honorable death was all well and good, but living was even better in his estimation, and being assaulted out of nowhere in some squalid London backstreet was about as sordid a demise as he could imagine.

The man managed to deflect the blow—showing he’d been in a dirty brawl a time or two himself and had anticipated it—but he slipped on the slick surface underfoot and went down like a felled ox. The knife skittered away and Michael bent to retrieve it, only to see the burly figure scramble up and turn to run. The retreating sound of pounding footfalls was overshadowed by Michael’s harsh breathing.

Had it not been for the warm, sticky feel of the blood soaking his clothing he might have even given chase to get a few answers.

“Damnation,” he muttered, pulling open the slashed jacket to peer at the damage. The white linen of his shirt was already bright scarlet. Whoever the bastard was he’d been intent on doing real harm. The blade must have glanced off a rib, and Michael, though bleeding profusely, didn’t think the injury was serious. He’d been wounded enough times before to know that singular feeling when it might be the one.

But the timing just couldn’t possibly be worse.

He pulled out his pocket watch and squinted at it in the meager illumination, trying to ignore the stench of refuse around him. It was damned late but he could hardly go home as he was, just in case someone was still awake. The huge house was crammed with assorted relatives and guests.

Luckily, he had other options.

He walked the distance to where he’d paid well to have a hired hack wait; bringing the ducal carriage to this location, past shuttered, shabby businesses and sleeping houses, the sloped roofs and sagging doorways indicative of the seediness of the surroundings, would have attracted far too much attention. There was no doubt he was a little light-headed by the time he reached his destination.

The driver, a small man with a narrow face and scruffy beard, looked alarmed at his appearance. “I say, guv. Trouble?”

“Was it the blood that gave it away?” Michael asked cynically. “Footpads are bolder with each passing day.”

To his credit, the man did not point out the disreputable neighborhood and the late hour.

A nice tip would hopefully make him forget he saw anything at all. Michael gave the address and climbed into the creaking vehicle, gingerly settling on the cracked seat. The ride was a bit jarring but thankfully not too long as they passed out of the seamy neighborhoods and gained a more fashionable—and safer—part of London. The address was expensive but discreet, just outside of Mayfair, and to his relief, there was a light in one of the upstairs windows. He alighted with murmured thanks and added a handsome amount to the fare. “Myself and the incident are both forgotten, if you please.”

There was something in the little man’s expression that said he thought the eccentricities of the aristocracy to be puzzling but profitable, and the cabbie nodded and clambered back up on the seat to cluck at his rawboned horse. The clatter of departing wheels rang out.

The door of the elegant town house was answered by a young man with a scarred face and impassive expression, despite the midnight call. He wore a dressing gown and his dark hair was tousled, indicating he’d already retired. They were nearly of a height, and though his tone was always deferential, there was nothing but measured assessment in the way the other man looked Michael in the eye. He moved back in invitation. “My lord marquess. Please, come in.”

Michael stepped past him. “Sorry to roust you out of bed, Lawrence.”

“No apology necessary, I assure you.”

Had it not been for the droplets of blood that dripped on the polished black-and-white marble of the foyer, they might have appeared to just be conversing in a polite exchange of pleasantries. But while they were colleagues, they were not precisely friends. “Is Lady Taylor . . . occupied?”

“All alone this evening, my lord.” There was a slight of hint irony in the tone of Lawrence’s voice, and he eyed Michael’s slashed coat.

“Very good.” At least he wouldn’t be intruding on a personal interlude. Antonia rarely mentioned her private entertainments and he didn’t ask. Michael suspected she and Lawrence shared a closer relationship than majordomo and mistress, but if so, it wasn’t his affair and neither of them had confided in him, which was all to the good. They were business associates—albeit with closer ties than most—but still Michael believed in keeping personal issues separate from his duties. “Perhaps you could let her know I’m here.”

“She’ll be delighted to receive you, I’m sure. She always is.”

Despite his wound and the disastrous implications, Michael had to lift a brow in amusement at the slightly insolent tone of the young man as he left. Lawrence hadn’t even blinked an eye over a bleeding man arriving in the middle of the night, nor had he asked questions about his wound. He wouldn’t, of course. He’d seen worse, and he knew how to keep his mouth firmly shut.

Yet the hint of antagonism spoke volumes.

Minutes later Antonia hovered over him, a silk wrapper framing her voluptuous body, her mouth set in a line of grim reproof. They were in her bedroom, though she’d set a blanket on the floor so he wouldn’t bleed on her expensive carpeting. Pale gold silken hangings framed a tester bed, and the windows were open to the back gardens. She’d dragged the gilded stool from her dressing table over on top of the protective blanket and fairly shoved Michael down to sit on it.

“I believe,” she said as she tugged his shirt from his breeches, ignoring his wince, “I told you to be careful.”

“My source said he had information on Roget so I took a chance and agreed to the meeting. Besides, I wasn’t attacked there. It happened as I was walking back to the hack, through not the finest neighborhood in London.”

“Does that surprise you? The finest people usually are not the ones who have firsthand knowledge of murderers and traitors.”

“True enough.”

“And the information . . . tell me, was it worth your blood?” The question was almost lethally soft.

“No.”

“I see.” She shrugged as she undid his buttons, but there was still a gleam of disappointment in her dark eyes. “A pity.”

He eyed the jagged cut with resignation as he leaned forward to help her slide his slashed shirt off his shoulders. The wound was nasty and at least six inches long, but with all the blood, he guessed it looked worse than it was. Painful but not life threatening, and he’d had worse. “I was careless. I wasn’t expecting an attack at that particular point. My supposed informant was long gone.”

“This is the second time. What if it had nothing to do with the meeting itself? You said yourself it was a dangerous place to be, especially at night.” Antonia dropped bloody garment on the blanket.

“He didn’t attempt to rob me.”

“Because your reaction surprised him. Maybe he just wanted to kill you first so he could relieve you of your purse without trouble.”

Outside in the garden a night bird called in a low, melodic sound, incongruous to the grim conversation. Michael shook his head. “No, I think the two events are connected. The attack last week was much the same. No warning, just an ambush. I should have been expecting this. Usually my intuition is a bit more accurate. It’s telling me now to beware. I thought it had been inordinately quiet and wondered if our quarry had left the country again. Now I am not so sure.”

“Bah, we have lost him. Again.”

As she leaned forward and began to wipe the blood away, ebony hair spilled over the shapely shoulders of the woman inspecting his wound. She was Castilian by ancestry and it showed in her olive skin and striking features. Her cheekbones were aristocratic and high; her nose a shade too long, but the defect lent an unusual character to her face; and her mouth was generous and full lipped. The lush curves of her figure would lure a saint.

God knew Michael didn’t fit into that category.

Her robe gaped open a fraction and though he might be wounded and bleeding he wasn’t dead yet, so he couldn’t help but admire the firm, full curves of her naked breasts tipped with dusky nipples. Tempted? No, they’d ended that association several years ago. But he was still male and she was a very alluring woman. Without apology, he enjoyed looking.

“You’ll live,” she pronounced in a crisp tone, taking the cloth and wringing it out over a basin of warm water. She pressed it again to the spot where blood still welled from the parted skin. “It’s long but not horribly deep. I’ll have Lawrence go get a physician.”

“No, thank you.”

At the polite but firm refusal, she blew out an exasperated breath. “I knew you were going to balk. This needs stitched. Have you seen my embroidery? Trust me, you’d have yet another very interesting scar.”

“Just bind it up.”

The last thing he needed was word leaking out that the Marquess of Longhaven had been stabbed by a street thug. Attention was like poison. The less people who knew, the better.

Antonia put her hands on her hips. “Miguel, I—”

“Please, it is rather late for an argument.”

She hesitated a moment and then shook her head and theatrically threw up her hands. Her eyes were as dark as midnight and reflected surrender. “I would lose anyway. I’ve learned that from past experience. Fine. Have it your way, you stubborn man.”

Michael watched her disappear into her dressing room. She emerged a few moments later with what appeared to be a chemise made of fine linen. She proceeded to cut it into strips with a pair of small scissors. The idea of being bandaged with female undergarments would normally have been amusing, but his current predicament made it hard to laugh.

“As you said, I’ll live. I’d surmised that already, but this makes one devil of a problem for me.” He sat in quiet acceptance of her ministrations as she pressed a pad of the cloth over the cut, his moody gaze fixed on the marble fireplace across the room. “I am supposed to get married in two days. This is going to take some inventive tale to explain.”

Antonia glanced up, her mouth set in a thin line. She reached for a longer length of the fine white cloth. “You are really going to go through with it? I find it hard to believe.”

“The wedding? Why should you? The engagement has been formal for months now.”

“It isn’t you, Miguel.”

They’d had this conversation before. He sighed in resignation. “Whether it is or not, yes, I’m going through with it.”

“You’ll marry some insipid young chit right out of the schoolroom just because your father wishes it?”

“I would appreciate it if you did not refer to my future wife as insipid.”

It might have been his imagination, but it seemed she pressed the wound with a little more force than necessary as she began to wrap it. He gave a small grunt of pain.

“She’ll bore you to death.”

He lazily arched a brow. “I don’t think it’s her job to entertain me. I have plenty enough excitement in my life as it is, which might just include the fact that someone out there seems to want me dead. Let’s set aside my young bride for the moment, if you please, because we don’t agree on the subject anyway. Do you think the source of the attack could be internal?”

She wrapped the bandage around his naked torso, leaning so close he could smell the delicious scent of woman and a hint of attar of roses. Ebony hair brushed his cheek and her skillful fingers moved against his skin. “I am not certain,” she admitted in a quiet voice. “I think you are important to anyone who realizes what you are.”

What you are. He wasn’t even sure what he was, other than an expert at subterfuge and deceit.

He mused aloud. “It could be something specific set this off.”

“Perhaps . . . the determination to catch Roget? Not that I disagree, as you know.”

He knew. “Perhaps.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“Not yet.” He rubbed his jaw and narrowed his eyes. “In light of this evening’s events, I’m contemplating the different variables before I settle on a theory.”

“You already have one. Don’t try to fool me.” Antonia finished, tying off the bandage with a small flourish. “The last attempt takes on a chilling significance, doesn’t it? If, as you theorize, they were both failed assassination attempts, there will probably be more until the job is done.”

“I’d prefer my death not be referred to as a job, my dear.”

She gave a small, inelegant snort. “Tell me how else to describe it.”

Blithely, he ignored the comment and went on. “Unfortunately, the first assailant didn’t survive the attack, or I might have had my answers right then and skipped this night’s enchanting little encounter.” It had been self-defense and Michael hadn’t even been the one to kill the man; on that occasion his coachman had seen the attack and produced a pistol at just the right moment. Or the wrong one, depending on your opinion. The elderly man had proved to have a very accurate aim.

Inconvenient, though it was expedient at the time. A shame, really. Wounded men tended to talk very readily. Dead ones were very disappointing in that regard.

“But since it has happened . . . what are you going to do?” Raven brows arched in concerned inquiry.

“He was set to kill.” Michael was grateful for that split-second glint of the moonlight on the steely blade that almost saved him. Had he not jumped the wrong way, he would be unscathed. The mistake was a problem, but better than a knife in the heart.

Still, how was he supposed to explain the injury on his wedding night? Even with the lights out and under the shroud of the blankets, she would feel the bandages. The wound might not be severe enough to disable him, thank God, but it could hardly be unwrapped in two short days without breaking open.

Well, hell. Life had a way of being complicated and this fit nicely in the slot. Bleeding all over his new wife would hardly be construed as romantic, and would, once again, require an excuse of some kind.

Damnation.
“I don’t suppose you have brandy?” It wasn’t so much for the pain as just to help clear his head. Michael moved restively in the chair.

Antonia smiled in a feline curve of her lips. “Of course. Contraband French brandy, though it goes against my principles to admit the bastards do anything well. I bought it from English smugglers, so that eases the pain a little.” With graceful precision she rose and moved across the room to wash the blood off her hands. There was a crystal decanter and glasses on a small table, and she poured them each a measure and turned, barefoot in her pale robe, as feminine as always with her dramatic beauty and that ever-present dark fire in her eyes.

“Thank you.” He accepted the glass. The heady fragrance filled his nose and he took a hearty sip. “I’ll also need a new shirt. Maybe Lawrence can spare one? With everyone in residence at Southbrook in anticipation of my nuptials, I can’t be assured of an anonymous arrival, no matter that it’s late. I’ll leave my jacket here, if you’ll dispose of it.”

“Whatever you need, I can take care of it.”

The husky, sensual promise wasn’t lost on him. Antonia was incredibly useful in some ways, but she wasn’t subtle. He said in a neutral tone, “And your loyalty and resourcefulness are appreciated.”

“But you still are intent on marrying your little ingenue?”

He looked at her over the rim of his glass. “Indeed.”

“I delivered your precious package almost to his prestigious doorstep.”

Antonia glanced up from where she sat by the fireplace. “Your jealousy ill becomes you.”

Lawrence—if it was a surname or a given, she wasn’t sure, but it was all he offered of his mysterious past—stood with one broad shoulder propped against the doorjamb. The jagged scar that bisected his left eyebrow had missed the eye but continued across his cheek to the taut jawline. Despite the disfigurement he was still attractive, if you liked your males a little raw and rough, with a shock of dark, unruly hair and impressively wide shoulders.

Nothing like the more refined, classic good looks of the Marquess of Longhaven, but yes, dangerously attractive in an earthy, sinful way.

“At least I have emotions. I can’t say the same for him. He’s always been a cool one. I was surprised to see all the blood. You’d think he’d bleed icy water.”

“Not at all.” She could argue the point easily. There was nothing cold about Michael. He was all banked fire without a hint of smoke. The flickering blaze was there, however, ready to singe whoever came into contact with him if necessary.

He always did what was necessary. Michael was brilliant as a cut diamond, but also every bit as hard. The facets too were many.

“I take it he declined to stay the night.” Lawrence lifted his deformed brow.

“How do you know I asked?”

“There’s a certain disappointment in your eyes, my lady. Besides, with him, you always ask.”

“You are presumptuous.”

“And you, my lady, are misguided when it comes to the marquess,” he said softly.

“It isn’t your business.” She tried to sound haughty and indignant, but couldn’t quite pull it off.

For that matter, maybe it was more accurate to say not when Lawrence was the one questioning her about Michael. Through the course of the war, their arrival in England, and their alliance, it had all become somehow tangled together.

“Isn’t it?” He was unfazed by her curt, dismissive tone.

She laughed, but it had nothing to do with humor. “In case it escaped you, the man arrived with a knife wound in his side. Amorous bed play was not on his agenda.”

“It didn’t escape me. Who cleaned up the trail of blood to your bedroom, who gave him a clean shirt, and who drove him close enough to his grand home for a discreet arrival at this ungodly hour?”

“Your efficiency is always appreciated.” It was true. Lawrence fulfilled many roles in her household, and in her life for that matter. Whether he was driving the carriage, playing footman and serving claret to guests, or various other not-so-mundane tasks, he was always competent and discreet.

“Shall I name how I’d like to be paid?” Lawrence shifted his powerful body, all hard muscle, in one athletic movement. The way he moved into her room was reminiscent of a stalking panther—slow, riveted, intent.

He’d dressed to drive Longhaven home, but changed back into his dressing gown. It gaped open and showed a well-defined chest, and his dark eyes held just a slight erotic glitter. In the feminine surroundings he always looked out of place. Too rugged against the trappings of silk bed hangings and fine Persian rugs, the vase of flowers by the side of her bed incongruous with his dominant masculinity.

Antonia felt her heart begin to beat faster. When he had that look in his eyes, he was very difficult to resist. The trouble was, she wasn’t even sure she wished to resist. She protested, “It’s late. I’m tired.”

“You can sleep afterward.” He corrected himself. “You’ll sleep better afterward.”

She should turn him away.

All too often, she didn’t.

“You always do,” he reminded her, the hoarse edge to his voice indicative of his need.

Yes, it was true, but she usually woke regretful. Using him for transient pleasure, for the comfort of strong arms around her, always stirred a conscience she wasn’t even sure she possessed any longer. But still she tried to argue. “It isn’t fair to you.”

Lawrence reached for her and hauled her to her feet, the movement not precisely rough but still demanding. The heat from his body warmed her, and she felt the rigid length of his desire between them.

His hot mouth grazed her ear. “I can take care of myself, Antonia. Let me love you.”

She surrendered.

Maybe it wasn’t surprising she couldn’t sleep, but it was annoying just the same.

Julianne Sutton wandered over to the window and pulled the curtain aside, staring into the darkness. A thin moon illuminated the rooftops of the nearby houses and made blank eyes out of the windows.

Two days.

She was supposed to be married in two days.

A shiver of apprehension ran up her spine. It wasn’t as if she could recall a time she didn’t know she would one day marry the Marquess of Longhaven, but the phrase day after tomorrow took on an intimidating immediacy.

Maybe she’d always, for as long as she could remember, accepted the idea that the intended marriage was fait accompli, but what she hadn’t expected was the change of identity of her bridegroom. If Harry had lived, she wouldn’t be so nervous.

Harry. With his easygoing smile and teasing manner . . .

A soft knock startled her out of her reverie. “Yes.”

The door opened and a male voice drawled, “Still awake? I saw the light under the door. What on earth are you doing up at this hour?”

“I might ask you the same thing,” she said dryly as her older brother strolled in. The strong odor of brandy and tobacco came with him, and he’d removed his cravat sometime during the evening. A little disheveled and coming in so late. It wasn’t hard to guess what he’d been doing. As usual the discrepancies between how females were constantly chaperoned and how males could do as they pleased struck her. She said tartly, “At least I’m ready for bed and in my dressing gown, not just stumbling in.”

“I didn’t stumble.”

“You’ve sobered up a little, then.”

“Maybe,” he agreed in rueful honesty, running his fingers through his hair, a slight frown on his handsome face. “I lost track of time playing cards, and yes, there were a few glasses of brandy involved. What’s your excuse for not being sound asleep?”

“Just . . . thinking.”

“Ah. Wedding jitters?” Malcolm selected a silk-covered chair and dropped into it, looking a little ridiculous in dark evening clothes superimposed over the feminine, peach upholstery. “I saw Longhaven earlier tonight at our club. He seemed perfectly calm, as usual. No nerves at all, or if he has them, he doesn’t show it.”

She wasn’t sure calm was the right term to apply to her fiancé. Calm was too simple. Controlled might work better. Something about him spoke of leashed intensity and the smooth, almost neutral, exterior somehow enhanced the impression.

“Good for him,” she muttered with a small sigh. “I admit I wish we weren’t virtual strangers. At least I knew Harry.”

“He was a good sort.” Regret colored the comment. “Damned shame.”

Malcolm wasn’t entirely sober or he wouldn’t have sworn in front of her, but she agreed with her brother’s sentiment, if not the language.

Yes, his death had been a shame. A fluke, an anomaly that at the age of twenty-seven an apparently otherwise healthy young man would complain of pains in his chest and be dead just hours later. His parents, the Duke and Duchess of Southbrook, had been devastated. Immediately they’d sent word to their youngest son, at the time on the Peninsula fighting the French, begging him to come home. It was difficult to say if he would have dutifully resigned his commission and returned to England or not, but the war decided it for him, finally coming to an end.

So Michael Hepburn had come home to take his older brother’s place. To take his title, his position as heir to a dukedom, and his fiancée. Their parents still insisted on the match. The engagement between her and Harry hadn’t yet been officially announced before he died, and the marriage contracted was between Julianne and the Marquess of Longhaven, so the official documents didn’t even need to be changed.

Julianne had argued with her father that the five years the younger Hepburn son had spent in Spain meant they didn’t know each other at all—she’d been all of thirteen when he left, so she’d barely known him anyway—but for whatever unfathomable reason, the new Lord Longhaven had agreed to an engagement when the proper mourning period had been observed.

She’d been thoroughly overruled.

Harry’s death had been well over a year ago, and Michael had been back in England for some time now`, but she really didn’t know him any better than before his return. Polite but distant, charming but enigmatic, he was still a stranger.

“Yes, it was a shame,” she agreed with genuine grief, remembering the genial young man she’d always thought she’d marry. The two brothers looked similar, with the same lean build, chestnut hair, and vivid hazel eyes. Their aristocratic features had the familial Hepburn handsomeness stamped on them, but right there all similarity ended. Harry and his younger brother weren’t at all alike.

She wasn’t an expert on the subject of men, but she had a feeling Michael Hepburn was . . . complicated. “I do miss Harry. He was always laughing.”

Malcolm might be a little inebriated and it was very late—or early, depending on how one looked at the time—but he still caught the bleak inflection in her voice. “Life changes sometimes, Jule, and we can’t do anything about it. Maybe this was really meant to be, you and the new marquess. Harry was a bit too tame for you, I always thought. Michael Hepburn isn’t tame at all, I’d guess. It is a little difficult to tell what he’s thinking.”

She guessed the same thing, if the compelling, cool assessment of his gaze was any indication.

Another nervous shiver touched her.

