




[image: image]






Praise for New York Times bestselling author Lynsay Sands and the Argeneau Vampire series!


‘Sands writes books that keep readers coming back for more … clever, steamy, with a deliciously wicked sense of humour that readers will gobble up’


Katie MacAlister


‘Inventive, sexy, and fun’


Angela Knight


‘Delightful and full of interesting characters and romance’


Romantic Times


‘Vampire lovers will find themselves laughing throughout. Sands’ trademark humour and genuine characters keep her series fresh and her readers hooked’


Publishers Weekly




For Dave, thanks for all the help, Mr. Spice. And special thanks to Daniela Brodner for help with naming Lissianna’s baby.
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One


Marguerite wasn’t sure what woke her; a sound perhaps, or the crack of light from the bathroom being momentarily blocked, or maybe it was simply an instinct for survival that dragged her from sleep. Whatever caused it, she was alert and tense when she blinked her eyes open and spotted the dark shape above her. Someone stood at the side of the bed, looming like death. That thought had barely formed in her mind when the dark shape used both hands to raise something overhead. Recognizing the action from her youth when broadswords and weapons of its ilk were more common, Marguerite reacted instinctively, rolling abruptly to the side as the assailant’s arms started their downward swing.


She heard the weapon slam into the bed just before tumbling off the bed. Marguerite landed on the floor with a thump and a shout that became a frustrated curse as she found herself tangled in the sheets. Glancing up, she saw her attacker jump onto the bed to follow. When he swung the sword again, she promptly gave up on the sheets, snatched the lamp off the bedside table, and swung it around to block the blow.


Pain vibrated up her arm on impact, eliciting another shout. Marguerite turned her eyes away from the flying sparks as metal met metal, and spared a bare moment to be grateful that the Dorchester was a five-star hotel with quality—and fortunately—metal-based lamps that didn’t snap under a sword’s blow.


“Marguerite?” The call was followed by a knock at the connecting door to the rest of the suite that made both she and her attacker pause and glance toward it. In the next moment, her attacker apparently decided he didn’t wish to take on two of them and leapt off the bed to race for the balcony doors.


“Oh, no you don’t,” Marguerite muttered, dropping the lamp and lunging to her feet. She wasn’t the sort to allow someone to sneak up and attack her in her sleep, then run off to do so again another day. Unfortunately, she’d forgotten about the sheets tangled around her legs, and crashed to the floor with her first step.


Gritting her teeth against the pain vibrating through her, Marguerite peered toward the balcony doors as the curtains were tugged open. Sunlight immediately poured in, and she saw that her attacker was encased from head to toe in black: black boots, black pants, long-sleeved black shirt, and all of that covered by a black cape. He also wore black gloves, and even a black balaclava covering his face, which she saw as he turned to look back at her. Then he slid out onto the balcony, allowing the curtain to drop back into place as her bedroom door slammed open.


“Marguerite?” Tiny rushed toward her, concern on his face.


She waved him toward the balcony doors. “He’s getting away!”


Tiny didn’t ask questions, but immediately changed direction, rushing for the doors leading onto the terrace. Marguerite stared after him with amazement. The man wore nothing but a pair of gold silk boxers with a big red heart on the backside. The sight made her mouth drop open in surprise, but the moment he disappeared through the billowing curtains her surprise turned to concern. She’d sent an unarmed, nearly naked man after her attacker—who had a sword.


Cursing, Marguerite concentrated on the sheets wrapped around her legs. Of course, they fell away easily now that she was no longer under threat. Muttering with exasperation, she scrambled around the bed and hurried to the balcony doors, charging right into Tiny’s bare chest as he stepped back into the room.


“Careful. It’s daylight,” he rumbled, catching her upper arms and moving her back away from the curtains. He turned to close and lock the doors.


“Did you see him? Where did he go?” Marguerite asked, trying to peer around his large frame as he pulled one of the heavy curtain panels into place. The action blocked out the worst of the sunlight and most of her view of the terrace.


“I didn’t see anyone. Are you sure you weren’t dream—?” Tiny paused mid-sentence as he glanced back and caught a glimpse of her in the bit of sunlight slipping between the gap in the curtains.


Marguerite raised an eyebrow at the sudden widening of his eyes as they traveled over her in the short pink silk nightie she wore. His stunned gaze moved slowly down all the way to her pedicured and red-painted toes and then just as slowly back up, skimming her shapely, bare legs, her rounded hips, and then skipping up her stomach to her breasts, which she knew were more revealed than not by the low neckline. His eyes stopped there, the dazed look turning to a concerned frown.


“You’re hurt.” Tiny caught her by the chin and tipped her face up and to the side so he could get a better look at her neck. After a second, he released her with a soft curse.


“What is it?” she asked as he took her by the arm to hurry her across the room.


Marguerite glanced down at herself. There was a line of blood dripping down her upper chest and soaking into the lace neckline of her nightie. Frowning, she felt around on her throat until she found the nick in her neck. Apparently the sword had caught her as she rolled away.


“Tell me what happened,” Tiny ordered as he ushered her into the en suite bathroom and flipped on the light.


“I woke up to find a man standing over the bed. He had a sword. I rolled off the bed as he swung it,” Marguerite said simply, her gaze shifting out toward the bedroom and the balcony doors as he snatched up a clean washcloth and turned on the taps to wet it. Her adrenaline was still pumping and she now found she had itchy feet. She wanted to pursue the man who’d attacked her.


“Roll faster next time,” Tiny muttered, reclaiming her attention as he began to wash the blood away from her skin. He scowled as he worked, and then relaxed a little and said, “It isn’t too bad. Not deep I don’t think. Just a nick.”


“It will heal quickly,” Marguerite said with unconcern as she moved away from him and back into the bedroom. She wasn’t used to being taken care of and wasn’t comfortable with it.


Her feet took her to the balcony doors, where she shifted the curtain to peer out on the bright terrace. There was no one there, and no rope or anything else to suggest how they’d got onto her balcony either.


She scowled out at the skyline. They were on the seventh and top floor. Her attacker must have climbed down from the roof.


“He was aiming to cut off your head.”


Marguerite released the curtain and glanced around at that comment. Tiny was at the side of the bed, examining the slice across the mattress right where her neck had been.


She shifted on her feet, her thoughts starting to take order in her head. Her attacker had used a sword. That told her he was definitely an immortal. Mortals usually killed each other, with guns or knives. If they were trying to kill an immortal they went for the classic stake. Beheading with a sword was usually the sign of another immortal.


“Do you have enemies here in England that you forgot to mention?” Tiny asked suddenly, straightening from examining the bed to spear her with a frown.


Marguerite shook her head. “It must be connected with this case.”


He raised a doubtful eyebrow. “Why? We haven’t found out anything yet.”


Marguerite grimaced, disgusted by their inability to unearth even a bit of information regarding their case. They were here to help Christian Notte, a five-hundred-year-old immortal, find out the identity of his dead birth mother. It had sounded an easy task in the beginning, but it wasn’t turning out that way. A lot of time had passed since his birth, and Christian had little information he could offer them except that he’d been born in England and his father had returned home to Italy with him when he was only two days old.


Tiny and Marguerite had started the search in England, spending the last three weeks searching through dusty church archives looking for mention of his birth or even of the name Notte. They began in the southernmost part of the country, working their way north until they’d reached Berwick-upon-Tweed. It was there that Tiny had finally suggested they question Christian again to see if there wasn’t some bit of information he could give them to help narrow the search to one area, or at least one half of the country.


Relieved by the suggestion, Marguerite had promptly agreed. She’d expected private detective work to be much more interesting than it was turning out to be and was seriously reconsidering her career choice. But she’d promised to help Christian find out the identity of his mother and intended to do her best to accomplish that.


Tiny was the one who called Christian in Italy and arranged to meet in London. Rather than wait and catch a train the next morning and have to travel during daylight, Marguerite rented a car and they drove through the night, arriving at the hotel shortly before dawn. Christian had already arrived and checked in.


They’d met briefly with Christian Notte, and his cousins Dante and Tommaso on arriving, but only long enough to arrange a meeting at sunset to discuss the case. They’d then parted to go to their rooms.


“No, we haven’t found out anything,” she agreed now, pursing her lips as she peered at Tiny and then added, “But I can’t think of any other reason someone would try to kill me. Perhaps the very fact that we’re here and looking is enough to worry someone.”


Tiny didn’t look convinced. He did look worried though so she wasn’t surprised when he suggested, “I think we should switch rooms … possibly even hotels.”


Marguerite was frowning at the thought of having to dress and pack and move when Tiny suddenly added, “It was an immortal, wasn’t it?”


Her startled eyes shot to his face, though she knew she shouldn’t be surprised. She might be a newbie at this detective business, but Tiny was the real thing. She should have realized he’d put it together.


Sighing, Marguerite ran a hand through her hair and nodded. “Yes. I am sure he was. And, yes, we should switch hotels and even use a different name. But not this morning,” she added firmly. “I am sure he will not try again this day and I’m exhausted.”


Tiny nodded and then asked, “Did you leave your balcony door open?”


“No.”


“Was it locked?”


Marguerite hesitated and then shrugged. “I did not open it when I came in, so have no idea.”


Tiny frowned at her answer, and then announced, “You aren’t sleeping in here. You can take my bed.”


“Well, you are not sleeping in here either,” she said firmly.


“No,” he agreed. “I want to stick close to you until we move hotels. Jackie and Vincent would never forgive me if I let you get killed under my nose.”


Marguerite smiled faintly at the mention of her nephew, Vincent Argeneau and his lifemate, Jackie Morrisey, who also happened to be the owner and president of the Morrisey Detective Agency, Tiny’s boss … and hers now too, she supposed.


“I’ll nap on the window seat in my room while you take the bed,” he decided.


“You’ll not get any sleep there.” Marguerite moved to the door leading to the rest of the suite. “You can sleep in the bed with me.”


Tiny snorted at the suggestion as he followed her through the sitting area to his door. “Like I’d get any sleep there.”


Marguerite glanced back and grinned when she caught him watching her behind as he followed her into the second bedroom. It didn’t take her ability to read his mind to know he found her attractive. She’d been aware of that from the beginning of their friendship. And she found him attractive as well; tall, handsome, built like a line-backer with one of those lovely, wide chests a gal could spend hours exploring … and he could cook too, a skill Marguerite had never acquired. The man was practically perfect. There was only one flaw to him as far as she could tell, but it was a big one. Marguerite could read and control him. Having spent the last seven hundred years trapped in a marriage with a man who could read and control her—and couldn’t resist doing so at every opportunity—she wasn’t willing to visit that on someone else.


“You are perfectly safe with me,” she assured him solemnly as she crossed the room to his bed.


“Marguerite, honey, no man is safe with a woman who looks like you,” Tiny muttered as he closed the door. He watched her climb into bed and added with a shake of the head, “Especially in that nightie. What the hell did they make it out of? A hankie and some lace?”


Marguerite peered down at herself. The nightie wasn’t really that revealing. Or at least, it wasn’t as revealing as some of her other ones. And she liked pretty lingerie, it made her feel sexy. Single gals like herself had to get that feeling somewhere. Besides, she hadn’t expected anyone would see it.


She raised her gaze to Tiny again to find him settling on the window seat. It wasn’t long enough for him to stretch out on, so he sat himself on it, back against the wall at one end, arms crossed over his chest, expression grim as he avoided looking at her.


“You are not going to get any sleep like that,” Marguerite said with a sigh.


“Yeah, well, I don’t need a lot of sleep,” he muttered, his gaze sliding to her and then quickly dancing away.


Marguerite stared at him for a moment and then shook her head and lay down in the king-sized bed. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but after a couple of moments, she opened them again to stare at the ceiling overhead and then finally turned a scowl in Tiny’s direction. This was just stupid. He wouldn’t catch a lick of sleep on that window seat, and she was never going to sleep knowing he couldn’t sleep. Besides, it was a huge bed, with plenty of room for both of them.


Narrowing her eyes, Marguerite gave in to temptation and slipped into his thoughts. It took little effort to take control of the man, bring him to his feet, and direct him across the room to the bed. She made him lie down beside her and then took a moment to ease him into an untroubled sleep before slipping free of his mind with a little sigh.


Marguerite peered at him for a moment, and then turned out the bedside lamp, scooted under the sheet and blankets, and closed her eyes … only to have them pop open a moment later. She peered at the dark outline of the man in bed beside her, a frown curving her lips as she realized that she’d just done to him, what she’d so resented her husband doing to her throughout their marriage. She’d made him do what she’d thought was best rather than what he wished.


Marguerite tried to excuse herself by pointing out that it was late and they were both tired and he really would sleep better in the bed, but that didn’t ease the guilt she was feeling. Tiny wasn’t the first mortal she’d controlled during her seven hundred years of life, and normally she didn’t have any guilt over it, but Tiny was a friend and friends didn’t control friends … just as her husband, Jean Claude, shouldn’t have controlled her.


Grimacing, Marguerite sat up in bed again, turned on the light, and nudged Tiny’s arm to wake him. His eyes immediately shot open.


“Wh—What’s happened?” He peered around a bit wildly, then spotted her in the bed beside him and appeared confused. “What?”


“I put you in bed so you would sleep comfortably, but then realized that it wasn’t right for me to control you. So, if you really want to sleep on the window seat …” She shrugged.


Tiny stared at her blankly, and then slow anger crossed his face. “You controlled me?”


Biting her lip, Marguerite nodded apologetically. “I’m sorry. I realized it was wrong, that’s why I woke you up.”


Tiny’s anger slid away, leaving him deflated as his gaze slid to the window seat. He didn’t look particularly eager to leave the bed, but sighed and started to shuffle out of it, only to pause when he realized he was under the comforter, but on top of the sheet.


“I thought if you woke up before me it might make you feel better if you were on top of the sheet and I was under,” she explained when he glanced her way.


Tiny relaxed and nodded. “It does. I guess it’s okay if we sleep like this. But next time don’t control me. We’re partners, Marguerite … equals. I need to be able to trust you, but I can’t do that if you’re going to control me any time we disagree on what to do.”


“I won’t,” she promised.


Nodding, Tiny lay back in bed and Marguerite turned off the lamp and followed suit. They lay there in silence for several moments, and then Tiny sighed.


“I can’t get back to sleep. Do you think you could do that control thing and make me?”


Marguerite turned her head to peer at him with surprise. “You want me to control you?”


“Just to put me to sleep,” he muttered.


The last of her guilt slipping away, Marguerite slid into his thoughts and put him back to sleep, and then lay back with a small smile. She liked Tiny. He was a good man. It was really a shame she could read and control him. He would make a good lifemate for some lucky gal.


Perhaps she should see if she couldn’t find him a lifemate, Marguerite thought. It would be nice for her nephew’s wife, Jackie, to have her friend with her in the future. She knew the woman would be shattered when he died whether it was next week or some time in the far distant future when he’d reached his dotage.


Marguerite closed her eyes, her mind filling with immortal after immortal she knew that may suit Tiny. He was a big, sweet man, a gentle giant. He deserved a sweet, kind wife who would appreciate him as he deserved to be appreciated. She drifted off to sleep while still considering the matter.


Julius Notte looked down at the empty bed and frowned. It wasn’t even five o’clock yet, more than an hour from sunset. Marguerite Argeneau should be snug in her bed, but wasn’t. He knew he had the right room. The scent of a woman’s perfume—sweet and musky like fruit at harvest time—assured him that this was her room. And she’d obviously been sleeping here earlier, but now the room was empty.


Scowling, he glanced over the mess around him, taking in the rumpled bed with its sheet and comforter trailing onto the floor, the broken lamp next to it, and the shattered glass that had been knocked from the bedside table.


Concern replacing his annoyance, he retraced his steps, instinct sending him to the door of the other bedroom in the suite. It should be where the private detective, Tiny McGraw, was staying, but when he inhaled he caught a faint whiff of that sweet and musky perfume. Marguerite was in there, or had been at some point.


Julius opened the door and moved silently inside.




Two


Marguerite’s eyes snapped open, muffled sounds jerking her from sleep. She was immediately alert. Even so, she had to blink several times before her mind accepted the sight before her. Tiny dangled in the air, caught by the throat and held above the floor by … Christian Notte? Eyes locked on the two men, she reached back blindly to feel around until her hand knocked against the bedside lamp. Finding the switch, she turned it on and squinted against the light that exploded into the room.


“Good evening, Marguerite.”


Stiffening in the bed, she stared at the man presently dangling Tiny in the air. It wasn’t Christian Notte. This man was several inches over six feet in height, with wide shoulders, handsome features, and deep silver-black eyes. All of which described Christian, but this man had short black hair and wore a business suit. Christian’s hair was long and auburn and she’d never seen him in anything but black leather or black jeans.


“Who are you?” she asked, glancing worriedly at Tiny’s face. Much to her concern the mortal was turning blue, his struggles becoming less frantic. She scowled at the man holding him and said, “Stop being so bloody rude and release my co-worker. We’re friends of Christian’s and he won’t be pleased if you kill Tiny.”


“Co-worker?” He dropped Tiny and perched his hands on his hips to scowl at her. “Is that what they call it now?”


Marguerite didn’t respond, her concerned gaze was on Tiny. The detective was gasping and coughing and struggling to get to his knees. But he was alive. That was something, she supposed, finally turning her attention back to the angry man looming over the bed.


It seemed obvious he was somehow related to Christian, who was technically their employer, but … really this situation was somewhat beyond her. This was her first job. How did one deal with these things? She wanted to snap at the man to get the hell out of her room—well, Tiny’s room, she supposed. However, she wasn’t sure if that was the most professional approach. Perhaps she was supposed to be polite.


Marguerite glanced to Tiny, wondering if he was recovered enough to give her some guidance in the matter. Her eyes widened with alarm as he lurched to his feet and—still struggling to get back his breath—launched himself at their visitor.


The attack seemed to suggest she didn’t have to be polite, Marguerite decided with satisfaction, and then winced as the immortal responded to the assault with an impatient flick of one hand that sent Tiny flying backward into the bedroom wall.


“Hey!” she cried out. Her gaze flickered between the man and Tiny until she saw that the mortal seemed all right. At least, his expression was grim, not pained, and he was moving himself into a sitting position where he’d fallen.


Scowling, Marguerite turned back to the attacker, mouth opening to berate him, but she paused when she noted that he was no longer looking at her. His attention was on the bed. She followed his gaze to see what fascinated him so.


The comforter had slid to the floor and while she clutched her half of the sheet to her chest, the other half still lay in place on the bed, wrinkled and flat where the large detective had slept on it. The sight seemed to fascinate the man, though she didn’t know why. Before she could even try to sort it out, Tiny distracted her by tackling him again.


Marguerite clucked impatiently at his foolishness even as the intruder simply responded by tossing him against the wall once more. She winced at the thud as he slammed into it, and then decided enough was enough. It was time to intervene before the sweet but apparently not-as-bright-as-she’d-thought detective got himself hurt.


Reaching out, Marguerite grabbed up the bedside lamp and swung it around. She’d expected the plug to pop from its socket as the one in her room had when she’d used it to fend off that attacker’s sword. Her intention had been to smash it into the man’s chest. Instead, something about the angle and the table being close to the wall prevented that happening and rather than hit him, she nearly dropped the damned thing in her lap as the cord pulled tight and brought it to a halt.


Muttering impatiently, she turned and began tugging the cord this way and that above the table, trying to get it free.


Honestly, if she’d had this problem when the man with the sword had attacked, she’d be dead right now, Marguerite thought with disgust, then cried out as she was grabbed from behind and pulled backward against a hard chest.


Of course, now the damned cord decided to give way and the lamp popped her in the eye as it flew free. Cursing, Marguerite ignored the sting of pain and quickly shot her hand out with the lamp as he tried to grab for it.


Her attacker immediately switched his hold on her, his right hand dropping across her chest to hold her in place as the left hand—previously at her waist—now reached for the lamp.


Marguerite squawked in shock as his right hand closed over her breast. She didn’t really think he was even aware of it in the struggle. She was, however, and wasn’t at all happy to be groped by a complete stranger, accidentally or not, and somehow-related-to-their-boss or not. That was about the end of her patience right there.


Gritting her teeth, she swung the lamp up and over her shoulder, smashing it into her attacker. Marguerite wasn’t sure where she hit him, but it had the desired effect. The man cursed, his hold on her loosening in surprise, and she burst from his arms and began to scramble off the bed. She had one foot on the floor, the other folded under her and pushing her off the bed when he suddenly grabbed that ankle and tugged.


Pulled off balance, Marguerite tumbled to the floor with a grunt, and then rolled onto her back to sit up, only to fall back with another grunt when he started to get off the bed, got caught in the sheets and fell on top of her, the impact forcing the air from her lungs.


That’s when the door opened. The room had gone dark when the lamp plug had pulled from the wall, but the moment the door opened, light from the hall splashed into the room again. Then the overhead lights by the door came on, brightening the room further.


“Tiny?”


Recognizing Christian’s voice, Marguerite struggled out from under the intruder who had gone suddenly still on top of her. Once free of him, she sat up and peered over the bed. The first person she saw was Christian’s cousin, Marcus Notte. Her eyes widened in surprise. Marcus hadn’t been with Christian when they’d met up just before sunrise that morning. He was here now, though, and with a woman in a maid’s uniform. Judging by the concentration on his face and the blank expression on the woman’s, she knew he was wiping the memory of this incident from her mind.


Marguerite’s gaze slid around the room then until it landed on Christian. The second immortal was kneeling beside Tiny, checking him over. He glanced around now, though, eyes widening when he spotted her.


“Marguerite?” Standing, he started to move around the bed, but froze, his eyes widening with shock when her attacker suddenly sat up, popping into view as well. “Father?”


“Father?” Marguerite echoed, turning an amazed gaze on the man she now knew was Julius Notte.


“Yes,” Christian said, his mouth hardening with displeasure as he hurried forward to help her to her feet. Once he had her upright, he glanced around, then grabbed Tiny’s robe and quickly bundled her into it.


Marcus had finished with the maid and closed the door by this time, and as she slid her arms into the robe, he hurried past them to approach the father who was getting to his feet. She saw Marcus whisper something in his ear, and while she didn’t catch what he said, she did hear Julius hiss, “What? Are you sure?”


“Yes, and you would be too if you’d taken the time to read his mind,” Marcus said a bit impatiently. “I told you to wait until—”


“I know, I know,” Julius muttered, interrupting him. “But I couldn’t.”


“There.” Christian’s voice made her glance his way, and then down to see that he’d tied the sash of the robe for her. She smiled her thanks, and then looked curiously back to the two older immortals. Christian did too, but while her expression was now curious, his was annoyed.


“What the hell were you doing, Father?” he asked shortly.


The senior Notte peered at his son, and then avoided his gaze by straightening the cuffs of his business suit as he said innocently, “Nothing. I just stopped in to have a word with your detective.”


Marguerite’s eyes widened incredulously. “A word? You attacked Tiny!”


He shrugged. “I thought he was attacking you.”


Marguerite snorted with disbelief. It was Christian who asked with interest, “Why would you think that?”


“Her room is a mess,” he explained calmly. “There is a broken lamp, glass everywhere, and the sheets and comforter are strewn across the room. I naturally assumed she’d been forced in here against her will.”


Christian glanced to her in question. “Is that true?”


“Well, yes,” Marguerite admitted, and then frowned and scowled at the man again as she asked, “How did you get in?”


“The maid,” he answered promptly, and—she felt sure—honestly for the first time. “When I received no answer to my knock, I knew something was wrong. It wasn’t yet sunset and you should have been in. So, I got the maid to open the door with her card key.”


Christian nodded. “That’s how I got in here just now. My bedroom backs onto this one and all the racket in here woke me up. I hurried out to see if everything was okay and met Marcus in the hall. When no one answered our knock, we had the maid open the door.” He glanced from Marcus to his father and shook his head. “If you’re both here, who’s running the company?”


Marguerite glanced to Julius. Notte Construction was a very successful, family run company that had become international with job sites all around Europe and North America. She knew Julius headed the company and that Marcus was the second in charge.


“Your aunt Vita,” Julius murmured, and when Christian’s eyes narrowed and he seemed about to ask something else, the man quickly glanced at Marguerite and asked, “So what did happen in your room? Were you and this Tiny person—?” He froze abruptly. “There’s blood on your nightgown.”


Marguerite glanced down to see that the robe Christian had wrapped her in had slipped, revealing the blood-stained neckline of her nightie. Sighing, she pulled the collar of the robe back into place and said, “Someone broke in and tried to cut off my head.”


“What?!” The three immortals squawked at the same time.


She nodded. “That’s why I am in here. Tiny didn’t want me staying in my room in case my attacker returned, and I didn’t want him sleeping in there for the same reason, so …” Marguerite shrugged. “He offered to sleep on the window seat, but he’s much too large for that. So we shared the bed.”


A moment of silence passed as the three men turned and peered at Tiny. Marguerite rolled her eyes, knowing they were probably reading his mind, seeing if sleeping was all they’d done. She found it vastly annoying. It was really none of their business. She could have an orgy in here and it would be none of their business.


Tiny groaned and Marguerite hurried around the bed to kneel before him. He’d managed to pull himself to a sitting position and leaned weakly against the wall, eyes squeezed shut in pain.


“Are you all right?” she asked with concern


“I’ll live,” he muttered.


Marguerite smiled at the grumbly tone he was using and stood up, catching Tiny under the arm and lifting him to his own feet as she did.


“Whoa,” he muttered, grabbing for the wall to help stay upright. He then grimaced and said, “Stop doing stuff like that, Marguerite, you’ll give a guy a complex.”


“Stuff like what?” Christian asked with amusement.


“Stuff that proves she’s stronger than me,” he admitted with a wry smile. “I’m not used to chicks who can bench press me.”


“You’re exaggerating,” she said with a chuckle and urged him to sit on the side of the bed. Once he was seated, she stepped between his legs and grabbed his head in both hands to tilt it down so she could examine the top and back of his scalp.


“What are you doing?”


Marguerite glanced to the side and gave a start when she found Julius Notte looming beside her, a scowl on his face as his gaze shifted between her and Tiny.


“Checking for head wounds,” she answered with irritation. “You were tossing him about like a Frisbee and I want to be sure you didn’t do him serious harm.”


“I’m fine, Marguerite,” Tiny rumbled, forcing his head back up. “My back took most of the punishment.”


“He’s fine,” Julius echoed, catching her arm and tugging her from between Tiny’s legs. “Leave the mortal alone. They’re weak but not that fragile.”


“Tiny is neither weak nor fragile,” she snapped, tugging her arm free of Julius Notte’s hold.


“No, I’m not,” Tiny agreed, his chest puffing up as he got to his feet. Marguerite almost expected him to beat his chest, but apparently his ego wasn’t that threatened by Julius Notte’s insults.


“I gather you’re what kept hitting the wall and woke me up,” Christian commented as the mortal began searching for something among the comforter and sheets.


“Yes. I woke up to find your father holding me up by the throat,” Tiny muttered, distracted by his search. “Where the hell is my robe?”


“Oh, I’m sorry, Tiny. I have it. Here, you can have it back.” Marguerite began to shrug out of the robe Christian had wrapped around her, but glanced to Julius when he suddenly sucked in a deep breath beside her.


Her hands froze with the robe half off when she saw the way his eyes were moving hungrily over her pink nightie and all it revealed. Tiny had looked at her the same way earlier, and it had made her feel attractive and even a little sexy, but this was different. Silver flames had burst to life in the immortal’s black eyes, and Marguerite could almost feel their scorching trail over her body. A shiver slid along her body under her skin in the wake of his gaze. When his eyes stopped on her breasts, her nipples tightened and stood at attention as if he’d bent forward and rasped them with his tongue. When his eyes finally moved lower, dropping over the gentle swell of her stomach, the muscles there rippled under her flesh as if in response to a caress. And when they then shifted to settle at the apex of her thighs as if he could see through the delicate silk to the treasure that lay beneath, liquid heat pooled there and she began to ache.


Marguerite had never reacted to a man like this before and the fact that she was now, and with a complete stranger, sent confusion rolling through her mind, infecting every corner.


“No, no.” Tiny was suddenly at her side, tugging the terry cloth robe back up her arms and distracting her from Julius. “That’s okay. You keep it. I’ll just put on my pants.” Patting her shoulder, Tiny glanced over her head to give Julius a narrow-eyed look and then walked over to pick up the jeans he’d apparently hung neatly over the back of a chair before retiring that morning.


Julius Notte cleared his throat, drawing her reluctant gaze away from Tiny as he asked, “What about this attack business? Did you see who did it?”


Marguerite’s confusion fled, chased out by irritation as she recalled the events of the evening. Eyes narrowing, she asked sweetly, “Which attack? Yours or the first one?”


She’d meant to insult him. However, the man’s lips merely twitched with amusement at her sass. Marguerite scowled in response, then glanced to the door as a knock sounded.


“That’ll be my breakfast. I ordered it before I went to bed,” Tiny muttered, doing up his pants as he hurried to the door. They all stood silent as he opened the door to a liveried employee who rolled in the trolley of food. The server’s eyes widened as his gaze slid over each of them as well as the mess in the room, and Marguerite supposed it must look odd. Three fully dressed men, Tiny in only his pants, and she, in the oversized robe, surrounded by signs of a struggle. The man was probably abuzz with questions, but too well trained to ask them.


“That’s fine,” Tiny said as the man was rolling the trolley of food past Marguerite. The server paused at once, offering her a nervous smile before turning away to cross back to the door Tiny was still holding open.


Despite the silver plate cover, delicious aromas were wafting off the food on the trolley and Marguerite glanced toward it, and then lifted the silver cover to peer at the food beneath. Apparently, the hotel would send breakfast any time of the day. It was a proper full English breakfast of eggs, bacon, sausage, black pudding, fried mushrooms, fried tomatoes, beans, and a fried bread slice.


If he ate like this all the time, Tiny was likely to have a heart attack before he could be turned, Marguerite thought, taking a piece of sausage before returning the cover. She’d bit into the juicy bit of meat before realizing what she was doing and then glanced guiltily around. Fortunately, everyone’s attention appeared to be on the man Tiny was tipping and ushering out the door.


Shaking her head, she popped the rest of the sausage into her mouth and chewed quickly, thinking that she’d obviously been spending too much time around Tiny. Immortals, or vampires as—much to her disgust—mortals liked to call them, tended not to eat after a hundred years or so of living. Food had the propensity to become both boring and bothersome after indulging in so many meals, but she’d kept Tiny company while he had his meals these last three weeks. Marguerite hadn’t been tempted to indulge before this, but it had obviously affected her if she was going to start pinching food off his plate.


“I suppose I should see to introductions,” Christian said as Tiny closed the hotel room door.


Marguerite swallowed the sausage in her mouth and turned what she hoped was an innocent, interested gaze Christian’s way as he said, “Father, Marguerite Argeneau. Marguerite, my father, Julius Notte.”


“Julius? Now, why does that name sound so familiar?” Tiny asked.


Marguerite glanced at her partner with confusion as he shrugged into his shirt. She knew he knew the man’s name. They’d been searching for it in archives for weeks now.


“I’ve got it!” he said suddenly, snapping his fingers. He glanced to Marguerite and asked drolly, “Isn’t your dog’s name Julius?”


Marguerite’s mouth pulled into a grin. “Yes, it is.”


“He’s a big dog,” Tiny announced to the others, though his gaze was on Julius as he added, “Fur as black as your hair. A Neapolitan Mastiff. That’s an Italian breed, isn’t it?” he asked and then shrugged and added heavily, “He drools a lot.”


Marguerite turned away and coughed into her hand to hide the laugh that she couldn’t hold back. She wasn’t surprised by the choked quality to Julius Notte’s voice when he asked, “You named your dog Julius?”


Making her expression bland, she turned back and admitted, “I’ve named every dog I’ve ever had Julius. The first was a couple hundred years ago. I’ve taught a lot of Juliuses to heel over the years.”


A choked gurgle slipped from Christian’s lips that sounded suspiciously like stifled laughter. Tiny grinned widely and gave her an approving nod. Marcus bit his lip, turned his head to the side, and coughed … once. However, Julius Notte didn’t look annoyed as she’d expected. Much to her confusion, the man again looked amused.


Deciding she would never understand men, Marguerite shook her head and turned to head for the door leading to the rest of the suite. “I am going to take a bath.”


“Just a minute,” Julius Notte protested. “You haven’t yet explained about the other attack.”


“Tiny can tell you about it,” Marguerite said calmly. “I am taking a bath.”


She didn’t wait for further protest, but sailed out of the room.


Julius watched Marguerite Argeneau go, a small smile claiming his lips as his gaze slid over her long, wavy chestnut hair with its red highlights, the robe trying to slip off her shoulder, and down to her shapely legs and cute little bare feet. She was magnificent. Beautiful, intelligent, sexy as hell, and sassy to boot, he thought with admiration, but came to earth with a bump when Christian snapped, “Stop looking at her ass, Father. She’s my detective.”


His mood of a moment ago ruined, Julius turned on his son and snapped, “Marguerite may be your detective, but she’s my—”


“Your what?” Christian asked curiously when Julius abruptly cut himself off.


“My responsibility,” he finished, avoiding his gaze. “As the head of our family, everyone is, including you and anyone working for you.”


Christian opened his mouth to respond, but Julius quickly turned to Tiny and ordered, “Tell us about the first attack.”


It was enough to distract Christian. He closed his mouth and turned to peer at the mortal expectantly.


Tiny hesitated and then muttered, “I need a coffee.”


Julius shifted impatiently, but waited as the mortal crossed to the food trolley with his cup and then prompted, “The earlier attack?”


Tiny nodded, but reached out with his free hand to shift the silver plate cover off his food. He grabbed a piece of bacon and popped it into his mouth, chewed, swallowed, and then finally said, “Someone broke in and tried to cut off Marguerite’s head.”


Julius closed his eyes and prayed for patience.


“Er … Tiny, that’s pretty much what Marguerite said,” Christian pointed out.


“And that’s what happened,” the detective said with a shrug and picked up another piece of bacon.


When Julius began to growl, Christian moved a little closer to the mortal in a protective manner. “Yes, but surely you can give us more detail?”


“Was the attacker mortal or immortal?” Julius snapped. “What did he look like? How did he get in? Was he armed? Was it a he?” He arched his eyebrows with exasperation. “You’re the detective, mortal, surely you noticed details you could pass along?”


Tiny peered at him calmly, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips and it seemed obvious his obtuse behavior now was payback for the earlier attack. Just when Julius thought he would throttle the man, he answered his questions.


“I suspect he was immortal, but I can’t tell you for certain and can’t describe him because I didn’t see him. Obviously he was armed, he couldn’t cut off Marguerite’s head with his hand. He had a sword. Marguerite seemed to think it was a he, but I can’t say for sure because—as I said—I didn’t see him.”


Julius let his breath out slowly as the man continued.


“He’d fled out onto the balcony by the time I reached her room. Marguerite was tangled in her sheets on the floor. She’d apparently woken up to see the sword coming down and rolled out of the bed. She had a nick on her neck and blood on her nightgown and pointed to the open terrace doors when I ran in.” He shrugged again. “The assailant was no longer out there when I got outside. He must have come down from the roof and escaped the same way.”


Julius’s mouth tightened. Marguerite Argeneau had nearly been killed. Someone had tried to kill her before he’d arrived in her room.


“Marguerite thinks it has to do with the case,” Tiny added.


Julius’s head snapped up at those words. “What?”


The detective shrugged. “She says she has no enemies, but pointed out—and rightly so—that there is someone who doesn’t want Christian to know who his mother is.”


Julius winced. The man wasn’t even trying to hide his ridiculous suspicions. Not that they were really ridiculous, he acknowledged. After all, he had done everything in his power to keep Christian from finding his mother. No doubt both Tiny and—more importantly—Marguerite would think him behind the earlier attack as well. Hell.


“Did you do it?” Christian asked.


Julius’s head reared back with affront. “No!”


“Don’t look so offended, Father,” Christian muttered impatiently. “You don’t want me to know who my mother is and have turned away every detective I’ve hired until now to ensure I don’t. But Marguerite and Tiny aren’t from Europe and Marguerite’s family is powerful. You can’t use threats to make them quit like you have the others.”


“You know about that?” Julius asked with surprise.


“Of course I know,” he said with disgust. “Most of the immortal detectives I set to the task were younger than I. I could read them. They were telling me they couldn’t find anything and thought it a waste of time, or that they had ‘urgent matters needing attending’ and couldn’t afford the time for such an extensive search, but their minds were usually screaming, “Oh shit, I have to get out of this or Julius Notte will crush me like a little bug.”


Julius turned a scowl Marcus’s way when a bark of laughter slipped from the man’s mouth.


“So, did you attack Marguerite?” Christian asked, then added encouragingly, “Maybe not with the intent to kill her, but just to scare her off?”


“No,” Julius repeated, holding his gaze.


Christian looked like he might believe him but then sighed and shook his head. “I want to believe you, but …”


“Can’t you read him?” Tiny asked. “I thought you guys could read us and each other so long as you aren’t lifemates. Marguerite was constantly reading Vincent in California.”


“Marguerite is older than Vincent,” Christian explained. “I can’t read my father unless he opens his mind to me.”


“So, have him open his mind,” Tiny suggested.


Julius glowered at the mortal, but then went still as Christian turned an arched eyebrow his way.


“Will you open your mind and let me read it to be sure,” Christian asked.


Julius didn’t even bother to speak, he merely sneered at the very suggestion.


“Just what I thought,” Christian muttered with disgust. “You did come here to—”


“Perhaps we should discuss this elsewhere,” Marcus suggested, reminding them of his presence. When they both glanced his way, his gaze slipped meaningfully toward Tiny who had pulled the food trolley in front of one of the chairs by the window and was settling down to his breakfast.


“Don’t mind me,” the detective said with amusement. “I’ll just eat while you talk.”


“We’ll get out and let you eat in peace,” Christian growled and then glanced to Julius and said, “We can talk in my room.”


When he nodded agreement, Christian turned to head for the door.


Julius glanced from his departing son to the mortal and hesitated. He’d wanted to rip off Tiny’s head when he’d found him in bed with Marguerite. In fact, he’d wanted to right up until Marcus had whispered in his ear that he’d read the man and he and Marguerite hadn’t done anything but share the bed, that they didn’t have the kind of relationship he’d assumed.


Of course, as Marcus had also said, Julius would have known that himself had he taken the trouble to read the man rather than just assume the worst. Now he felt kind of bad about the whole thing. The detective had just been trying to ensure Marguerite’s safety. Julius considered apologizing for his earlier behavior, but then recalled that if Tiny hadn’t opened his big mouth about his opening his mind for Christian to read him, his son wouldn’t be pissed at him right now. The two deeds cancelled each other out, he decided. He didn’t owe him an apology.


Scowling at the mortal, Julius turned on his heel and followed his son.




Three


Marguerite’s gaze slid over the mess in her room as she headed for the rack where her suitcase sat. Flipping up the lid, she retrieved what she’d need for a bath, and then grabbed fresh clothes to wear afterward, grateful she hadn’t unpacked when they arrived that morning. It saved her having to repack everything.


Turning, she moved into the bathroom and set her things on the gleaming marble counter before moving to the huge tub. Marguerite poured in a liberal amount of bubble bath, pushed the button to drop the drain plug into place, and then switched on the taps before sitting on the side of the tub with a weary little sigh.


She was tired and would have liked a couple more hours sleep. It had been a long drive from Berwick-upon-Tweed … but then it had been a very long three weeks.


Her mouth quirked with irritation as she thought of the time they’d spent going through book after book of ancient, spidery writing in now faded ink, searching for mention of the Notte name.


So much time wasted, Marguerite thought with irritation, and all because the stubborn, stupid man in Tiny’s room refused to simply tell the name of the woman who had given birth to his son.


She shook her head in disgust. Julius Notte was an attractive man, far too attractive for his own good. In all likelihood, the truth was probably that he slept around with so many women—mortal and immortal alike—that he had trouble keeping track of the names. Which one of those had given birth to Christian was probably a mystery to him too. She’d probably dumped him on Julius’s doorstep while he was out.


Wrinkling her nose at her own catty thoughts, Marguerite leaned over to turn off the taps, acknowledging to herself that she was obviously in a very bad mood. Hoping that a nice, relaxing bath would help improve it, she disrobed and stepped carefully into the warm, bubble-covered water, releasing a little sigh of pleasure as she sank into its soothing embrace.


Marguerite loved bubble baths, and had never understood the attraction of showers. She liked to soak, and did so now. It gave her time to relax and think, and she had a lot to think about.


Christian had told them at the start that Julius Notte refused to reveal who his mother was or discuss anything about her. Indeed, the whole family refused to discuss his mother, saying only that she was dead and he was better off without her.


The few slivers of information he’d gained over the centuries were just tidbits that had slipped out over time, nothing that would tell him where to start a search, he’d told them. Until the day when he and one of his aunts were looking at a portrait of him as a child, and she had smiled and commented, “You were only a few weeks old there. Your father had it commissioned right after he returned with you from that year in England.”


Finally having somewhere to start the search, Christian had immediately hired detectives to try to find out his mother’s identity. The problem was that any detective for such a search had to be an immortal, and all of the immortals in Europe were easily scared off by Julius Notte and the power he wielded. All it took was one phone call from the man and the detectives would back off the case.


Until now, Marguerite thought grimly. She liked Christian and felt he deserved to know who his mother was. She also wasn’t afraid of Julius Notte or his power. She would continue the search so long as Christian wished. It would just be so much easier if Julius Notte simply told them who the woman was. It would save them all this schlepping around, going through dusty old books.


Marguerite grimaced. So far, she was very disappointed in her new job. She found this research business boring and was definitely considering seeking out a different career after this case was done.


Lifting her leg out of the bathwater, Marguerite ran the soapy washcloth over it and then set it back and lifted the other to do the same as her thoughts turned to Julius Notte.


Marguerite had no idea why the immortal was so set against his son knowing who his mother was. Were she to guess, she’d say Christian’s mother had probably hurt him terribly. Or, since the family kept telling Christian she was dead, perhaps her death was what had hurt him. The loss of a lifemate was a crushing blow to an immortal, she’d been told. She couldn’t say how crushing, she’d never had a lifemate, but she did know it took some immortals centuries to recover from the loss … if they recovered at all.


Still, while Marguerite could understand that this may be the reason he refused to discuss the woman, Christian had a right to know his mother’s identity.


Marguerite let her second leg slide back into the water and lay back in the tub to run the washcloth over her arms. When she then slid it over her breasts, she found her hand slowing as she recalled the brief, odd reaction she’d had to Julius Notte when she’d started to take off Tiny’s robe and had caught him looking at her.


Just the memory of the way his eyes had slid over her body brought about a response in her and she frowned as her nipples pebbled as if he were there now, looking at her again.


Biting her lip, she dropped the washcloth on the side of the tub and forced herself to relax, hoping to calm the low hum of excitement suddenly running through her again. In her seven hundred years of life, Marguerite had never before had such a reaction to a man just looking at her, and it troubled her to have it now. The man was a complete stranger. One she wasn’t even sure she liked!


What kind of barbarian broke into your room and started throwing around the mortal in it? He claimed he’d thought Tiny was attacking her, but they’d both been asleep. At least, she’d been sleeping and she assumed Tiny had been as well. And really, Tiny was a mortal and she an immortal. He couldn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to do.


Julius, however, might be able to, Marguerite acknowledged. He was an immortal, like herself, and she already knew from their earlier struggle that he was stronger than she. He could have forced her from her room and into that bed.


For some reason that thought sent a shiver of the earlier excitement down her back and Marguerite scowled at the response. She had just been freed from seven hundred years of marriage to a horrible, controlling husband and had no desire to get tangled up in any kind of relationship with another man at the moment. She wanted to enjoy her freedom, have a career, live life a bit …


Marguerite had been alive for more than seven hundred years, but felt like she’d been in a deep freeze all that time, her emotions bottled up to keep in the rage of being controlled. Her children had been the only part of her life where she’d allowed herself to feel anything, and she’d poured all her caring and passion into them and their happiness.


It had left her wholly unprepared for the excitement that had rolled over her when Julius Notte’s eyes had caressed her body. Marguerite hated being taken by surprise, and had no desire to pursue the attraction the man had stirred in her. In fact, as far as she was concerned, the best thing in the world that could happen was to get Julius Notte and the disturbing effect he had on her out of her life as quickly as possible.


The easiest way to ensure that was to solve this case quickly and fly home to Canada, she thought, and wondered if she might be able to read the man. If she could read Julius Notte’s mind, she could find out who Christian’s mother was and bring this case to a quick and satisfactory close.


Pursing her lips, she wondered how old the man was. Christian was only five hundred and she already knew he was an only child, so it was wholly possible that Julius Notte was younger than her. If that were the case, she might be able to read him.


Unfortunately, Marguerite had a feeling he was much older than that. She wasn’t sure what made her think so, but she could usually judge these things pretty dependably and her instincts were telling her he was older. And if he was older than she, reading him would be much more difficult, if not impossible … unless he was distracted. When distracted, older immortals could sometimes be read by younger ones.


Marguerite supposed she’d have to wait and see … unless she got lucky and Christian was—right that moment—convincing his father to give him his mother’s name. Or—alternately—convincing him to leave. Either option would get the man out of her hair, and she’d much rather spend another three weeks combing through dusty old archives than have to spend another moment around Julius Notte.


However, if he was still around when she finished her bath, Marguerite would try to read him to get the information. If she couldn’t, she’d just have to learn to deal with the effect he had on her. She was old enough to be able to handle such situations with dignity and grace.


“Yeah, right,” Marguerite murmured with wry amusement. Shaking her head, she settled back in the water and closed her eyes, intending only to relax for a moment.


“Now, would you mind telling me what the hell is really going on here?” Christian asked as he led the way into his hotel room.
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