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      Luna slipped out of the kitchen door of the castle and into the small kitchen garden, clutching a basket tightly in her ungloved hand.

      The only witness to her little excursion was one of the cats tasked with keeping vermin from infiltrating the kitchen. In the shifting moonlight, the little black cat’s eyes glowed in the silvery blue as it watched her. She paused outside the door, closing it quietly, making sure the latch hooked but did not lock so she could return. She adjusted her cloak around her neck, the tie digging into her skin, and then she moved on, through the garden and out through a waist-high picket gate to the path beyond.

      She wasn't trying to be sneaky, though she'd rather not explain what she was doing out here in the dead of night, well after the guests of the house party, in which she was an honorary guest, had gone to bed.

      In her other hand, she clutched a little sketch of the herb she needed to find. Really, it was a weed. In the light of day, it was virtually indistinguishable amongst its native brethren plants. But at night, she'd read, the little leaves of Star herb, as it was called, glimmered with a blue iridescent shine that set it apart from others. And according to the text, it could only be found near coastal rocks at low tide.

      So here she was, traipsing across the castle grounds and toward the bluffs that led to the beach, and hopefully if luck favored her, she could find this little plant and add to the assortment of herbs and remedies in her collection. Luna's boots made a slick, swishing sound as she hurried across the lawn. There had been a short squall earlier in the evening, and the grass was quite damp, moisture wicking through her worn boots and seeping into her stockings. She hurried, hoping she would find her little plants and return to the comfort of her room. The warm fire in the grate could dry her stockings sufficiently to be worn again tomorrow.

      She hated the feel of damp stockings. They were her only pair. Sometimes, in order to preserve their lifespan, she didn't wear stockings at all, but that was a scandalous secret she kept to herself.

      During a house party with nine eligible wealthy gentlemen in attendance, she couldn't risk such a thing. Lord only knew what they would think of her if they saw her now. What if they caught her stockingless? She could picture it now, coming down the stairs on her way to breakfast, tripping and falling, and flashing her bare legs to her knees—if not higher.

      She and her sisters were all under an immense amount of pressure as guests of this house party to make a match with one of the gentlemen present. It was the best opportunity they had in order to prevent a future that not only would be unpleasant but horrific.

      And they weren't even certain what the future could be, but it loomed on the horizon.

      A shadow, a bank of dark clouds.

      Their father had spent years away, searching for husbands for the nine of them, but always returned empty-handed. She and her sisters had become somewhat of a local legend.

      Nine impoverished daughters, all needing husbands, but not just any man would do.

      Luna could love a butcher as easily as she could love a handsome lord, but a local butcher could not support her and her family. Though her father was fit and healthy right now, he had no male to inherit the Marsden home and lands. Cousin Irving would inherit upon their father's death.

      Cousin Irving was a terrible specimen of a man—already married, which was a small blessing, sparing her and her sisters from that fate. He'd made it clear on each of his yearly visits since his marriage that he would not let them stay in their home when their father died. They would be pushed out, and all they could do for themselves was find husbands before that time came.

      Luna knew she shouldn't feel as though an axe hung above her head. Her father was in the peak of health, better than most men his age, since there was no money for vices like cigars and alcohol in the Marsden budget. There was always more work to do than hours in the day, which kept him somewhat fit. But still, the more Luna learned about medicine and read about different diseases and illnesses, the more her worry grew. A person could be fine one day and gone the next. That was without accidental happenings like being thrown from a horse, falling down the stairs, or being gored by an angry bull.

      Death spared no man.

      So with every passing day that Luna and her sisters grew older, reaching spinsterhood without the protection of a husband, the noose around their necks grew a bit tighter.

      Their neighbor, the Duke of Selbourne, and his new wife Violet had taken it upon themselves—quite generously—to host them and nine eligible gentlemen with the hopes that a match would be made.

      Rescuing the Marsden daughters from their uncertain fate.

      Luna looked up into the big round moon as it broke through a curtain of clouds. “Please,” she prayed, “let just one of these men fall madly in love with a Marsden.”

      She resumed her trek down the bluffs, not wanting to light the little stub of a candle she brought until she reached her location. Here at the top of the bluff, the wind was too strong to light it, but down below between the large boulders that lined the little cove, she could light her candle and hopefully find the Star herb quickly.

      A thick, misty bank of clouds had rolled over the water and sat like a fluffy blanket. But higher in the sky, scattered clouds floated passively across the moon. Luckily, she had enough light to see by as she picked her way down the path to the beach, careful to not slip on any loose rocks or sand.

      According to the medical text she'd read, Star herb liked the briny moist air near the water. It did not like to be submerged but preferred the dark damp crevices between the rocks, much like little crabs.

      Luna shivered. She hoped she wouldn't come away from this little quest with a pinched finger. She veered off the path about halfway down, sliding between two large boulders and squatting to light her candle.

      From the pocket of her brown wool cloak, she drew out a little box of matches and her candle. She set her candle on the ground and opened the little box. The rattle of the wooden matches was almost indecipherable against the quiet roar of the waves crashing on the beach. The wind picked up its speed, whistling through the rocks, and with it, she heard an eerie sound.

      “Night of the new moon.”

      She sucked in a breath and held it, her hand holding the match, poised to strike it.

      That had been a man's voice…

      Was there someone on the beach? Who else would be out there at this time of night?

      A chill slipped down her spine.

      Smugglers.

      But… she didn't think there was a need for smuggling anymore. Luna didn’t know much about smuggling or whether it still existed after the war. She didn't read the papers as much as her sisters did, and there wasn't much news that reached all the way up to their little piece of Northumberland, anyhow not to her ears, certainly.

      She tucked the matches back in her cloak pocket, the gentle rattle now alarmingly loud. She picked up the candle in her fist. Not that she could do much with it except throw it at someone and even then, she wasn't confident in her aim. But she felt better just having something heavy to hold on to. She moved farther between the rocks, out of sight of anyone using the path up to the bluff.

      They were still on Selbourne land and granted, everyone used this path. Local fishermen, people from the village. It was a common enough place for those who lived around here, and Luna had known most of them her entire life. The butcher, the baker, the blacksmith, Father Daniels.

      But that voice, she'd never heard that voice before.

      The wind had carried it to her from somewhere on the beach. She maneuvered in between the rocks as silently as she could and found one just low enough that she could peek over and see all the way down to the sand. She held her cloak hood tightly around her face, so it wouldn't blow off, and peered over the rock out to the water. A ship sat, rocking with the swells of the ocean. Her heart pounded. Was it a smuggling ship? She saw ships out in the ocean all the time, but the sight of this one turned her blood cold, and yet she had no reason to be afraid of that ship.

      It was just a ship. It was not too close or too far out. It was precisely where a ship would anchor itself for the night as ships are wont to do.

      At least she hoped.

      She didn't know any more about ships than she did about smuggling. Perhaps this was all evidence of a smuggling operation, right here below Selbourne Castle without the duke's knowledge.

      Luna gasped—or perhaps with the duke’s knowledge. She'd known Weirick, the Duke of Selbourne, all her life. He and his brother, Roderick, weren’t above a bit of mischief now and then.

      But smuggling wasn't mischief. It was against the law.

      People were hung for smuggling, even though many had done it during the war to keep their families fed. The duke and his brother were under no pressure to do such a thing.

      She hunched down, chewing her nail while she thought about what to do. Could she make it to the path without being seen? She had to know where they were first. Could it be Roderick or Weirick on the beach? Even if they were running some illegal smuggling operation, they would never hurt her. They might be rakes, womanizers, and potentially illegal smugglers, but they’ve done more for her family than she could ever repay.

      And they were good men, at heart. Weirick had traveled around the world as a prizefighter during his estrangement from his father, but he was no murderer.

      Luna took a deep breath to calm her nerves, leaning back against the cool stone. Once her heart rate had slowed to a reasonable but still anxious pace, she turned, sliding her hands against the cold, rough rock and peeking over the top, inching up a bit farther than before, so she could see down to the beach.

      Three men stood cloaked, no more than dark shadows standing on the pale white sand. Her hands grew clammy as she watched them. The wind had died down. None of their words were carried to her ears. Her breaths shortened as fear squeezed her lungs. She had to breathe through her mouth, tasting the salty air on her tongue. She still clutched her candle in one hand, but it no longer gave her comfort. She was powerless against such menacing figures.

      They're just men, she reminded herself. They might be Weirick and Roderick. The third, well, she didn't know, but she wasn't going to stick around and find out.

      She dropped her candle back into her cloak pocket and inched back to the path leading up the bluff.

      From their vantage point, they would not see her except when she reached the very top, but they could not know who she was. If she ran fast enough, she'd make it back to the castle, and they would not be able to catch her.

      Her head grew light as she thought about all the possibilities of being seen, slipping on the path, possibly falling right into their hands, but she couldn't just sit and wait to be discovered. Or if she stayed right where she was, maybe she wouldn't be seen at all, and they would leave first.

      Luna hugged her knees to her chest. She quite liked that idea. It involved no running. But it also assumed they wouldn't come up this way. She peeked at the path again. Would they see her if they came up the path? Luna had no choice but to leave her little shelter and move farther in between the rocks to where she couldn't be seen from the beach, the path, or the bluff.

      She crawled on her hands and knees between two rocks, reaching a dank little cave that was mostly covered with flat stones the size of her palm. A beam of moonlight shined down on her from between the two large boulders that nearly kissed above her. She had one little window that faced the water, but she could not see the beach.  Would she be able to spy on them and know when they left? She scooted forward on her knees, placing her hands on the little rock ledge and peeked out. Below her right knee, the rocks shifted, and one rolled out, the clatter deafening inside her little cave.

      Her heart stopped as the rock knocked more in a little cascade, an avalanche to her ears, flowing down to the beach. She bit her knuckle to keep from screaming. She couldn't hear anything beyond the frantic drumming of her heart.

      She couldn't stay here.

      Trapped in this little cave.

      She had to get back to the castle. She didn't know where they were or if they'd seen her or if they were even still there to hear the ruckus those rocks had caused. Perhaps they'd only assumed it was the natural shifting of the boulders. Whatever the case may be, she couldn't stay where she was. She edged out of the little cavity, returning to her initial spot. From her vantage point, the path up to the bluff appeared clear.

      Were they still on the beach? Luna had to know, she couldn't risk climbing back up the bluff if they were still there. She clutched the hood of her cloak to her chin and peeked up over the rock, but the beach was empty. She sighed with relief. In the distance on the water, a black sliver—a rowboat—was maneuvered by a lone man toward the ship that waited farther out. She inched a little higher, scanning the breadth of the beach, but she saw no one. She ducked down behind the rock again.

      She might have to wait here till dawn.

      “Blast it,” she cursed in a whisper. She didn't want to do that. She wasn't wearing nearly enough clothing to keep warm. Her feet were cold and wet and once the adrenaline waned, she would be left shivering.

      Luna decided right then she had to get back to the castle. She was going to make it up that bluff. Once she reached the top, she would run as fast as she could. She wasn't the most athletic of her sisters—Georgie held that title—but if she was running for her life, it would surely be the fastest she'd ever run. She would be safe once she reached the kitchen garden.

      Luna inched toward the path, scanning both directions. Upward was clear but she couldn't see all the way down. She took deep slow breaths, fighting against the tightness and terror that had clamped around her lungs like a vice. She had to stay calm. She needed all her faculties to get back to the castle. There would be plenty of time to be hysterical once she reached the safety of her room.

      Luna crept closer to the path, losing sight of the top now, but she could see more of the bottom, all the way to the sandy beach, and there was no one there. Whoever the two men were, they hadn't come this way. Perhaps they'd gone down to the other end of the beach?

      She hugged herself; it didn't matter. They weren't here on this path.

      The clouds shifted above her, covering the moon and everything went darker. Not pitch black, but the world was suddenly very blue, shades of sapphire and deep purple. This was her chance. Under the cover of the darkness, she would make her escape.

      Luna stepped out from her little crevice, her lungs sawing as she tried to run up the path, the heels of her boots digging into the sandy gravel and sliding. She'd almost reached the top when an arm shot out and grabbed her, spinning her and pressing her back against a boulder. A hand clamped over her mouth, but she couldn't scream anyhow, not when her heart had jumped into her throat. A cloaked man stared back at her with a familiar face, but not familiar enough to calm her fears.
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      Mr. Denham.

      Another form appeared beside him and threw back his hood.

      Lord Densmore?

      They are the smugglers?

      She calmed, somewhat, as calm as a person could be pressed against a boulder by a muscled forearm across her collarbone and a gloved hand over her mouth. Her gaze darted between the two men as she assessed their intent toward her.

      “Let her go,” Lord Densmore ordered.

      His brother turned his head toward him. “She’s seen too much already,” he said in a harsh whisper.

      “You are scaring her, let her go,” Lord Densmore snarled at his brother.

      Luna stared at him in shock. She'd never seen a face so classically beautiful and yet terrifying at the same time. She knew him to be a rather reserved man, but now he looked as dangerous as a broadsword swung with skill, and she was standing directly in its path.

      Mr. Denham complied and removed his hand from her mouth.

      “Don't scream,” he said.

      Luna breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. So frightened that her knees had grown weak, and she'd started to see specks of light as if she was going to faint.

      But the feeling went away as she continued to breathe and study them.

      “What are you doing down here?” asked Mr. Denham.

      “I…” It was so hard to breathe and remain calm when both of them were still scowling at her. She licked her lips, her mouth dry and sandy, as though the salt in the air had evaporated all her saliva. “I'm looking for an herb,” she said.

      The two gentlemen shared a glance. In the light of day, they had lovely greenish, hazel eyes, shot through with bits of gold, and thick, dark brown hair. Luna would never admit she’d spent quite a bit of time studying Lord Densmore's eyes from across the breakfast table, especially not now that he'd revealed himself to be a dangerous smuggler.

      He and his brother appeared so alike, but Lord Densmore was the larger of the two, older, thicker, honed like a knife to a fine, sharp edge. Whereas his brother was the youthful, more pleasant version. But he did not have his older brother’s mysterious appeal, not in Luna's opinion.

      Lord Densmore reached inside his cloak and Luna flinched. He pulled out a pocket watch and considered the time, holding it up in the weak light.

      “It’s nearly midnight,” he said. “Who looks for herbs on the beach at midnight?” His gaze pinned her. His brother needn't hold her against the rock, the weight of Lord Densmore’s stare, steely gray in the night, held her immobile. Yet some of her fear slipped away, and she could no longer feel the chill in the air. A flush of warmth replaced it as she stared back at him.

      Was she blushing? It certainly felt like it. She hoped he couldn't see it.

      “I'm looking for something specific that can only be found at night. By the light of day it's indistinguishable among common weeds, but at night the leaves glow.”

      Mr. Denham scoffed. “No plant glows.”

      Luna's focus moved to him reluctantly. “According to the medicinal text I'm reading, Star herb does.”

      “Enough of this. It doesn't matter what she's doing,” Lord Densmore said.

      “Correct. It only matters what she saw.”

      Both gentlemen looked at her expectantly, as if anticipating her telling them exactly what she saw. So Luna took a deep breath, prepared to lie through her teeth.

      “I saw nothing. The herb grows here amid the damp rocks. If I go any lower, it's too wet. If I go any higher, it's too dry. The only thing I've seen is right in between these rocks, and I was looking between them here, not at the beach, not at the water.”

      They shared another glance of brotherly wordless conversation.

      Luna lifted her chin. “I don't really care what you're doing here. And I’d rather no one know that either of us were out tonight. Now if you let me go, I will return to my room and you can return to…whatever it is you're doing. Stargazing, perhaps?”

      Lord Densmore's lips twitched, and though it was hard to read any of his expression in this weak light, she thought maybe she'd amused him. Oddly, she felt a small thrill.

      Mr. Denham’ s arm fell away from her collarbone. She took a full, deep breath, but then he took hold of her arm.

      “Why don't I escort you back,” he said, his lips lifting in a sly half smile, and he leaned into her.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “No, thank you."

      Lord Densmore stepped close. “We can both escort her back. We should all return to the castle after our stargazing.”

      He offered his arm to her, and Luna couldn't pull her gaze away from his as she gently set her hand on his sleeve. The fine wool of his coat, so soft, was almost a shock to her ungloved fingers. He radiated warmth from his heavy fur-lined cloak. She wanted to draw closer. Instead, she settled for the heat radiating from his arm. His brother followed behind as he led her up the inclined path to the top of the bluff, and they walked to the castle in silence, not toward the kitchen garden but toward the back terrace.

      Luna slowed. “I must return through the kitchen,” she said.

      “I think we should have a little chat first,” Lord Densmore said.

      Luna opened her mouth to object but then thought better of it. It wasn't as though they could kill her in the house. She was better off just following along until they released her.

      Clearly, both gentlemen thought they could convince her to forget the events of the night. They needn't go to the trouble. She had no desire to share what she'd seen. All she wanted to do was go to her room and remove her wet boots and stockings.

      Lord Densmore escorted her into the house, the halls dark, the castle eerily quiet. He navigated the halls as if he knew this place by heart, and Luna wondered how many times such a man had visited and she hadn't even known. She’d never met him until the ball four months ago here at Selbourne Castle.

      But they hadn't been formally introduced then. It wasn't until this party that they had actually exchanged words. She had looked into his meadow green eyes with little veins of brown and gold and learned his name, and her opinion of what made a man beautiful was forever changed.

      She wasn't certain what part of the house this was. He opened the door and ferried her into a small office-like room with one window, a small unlit hearth, and a writing desk.

      “Start a fire.” He threw the words at his brother, an order.

      His brother did so without comment, and soon the room lit up with a faint orange glow. Luna wanted to drift closer to the warmth and extend her icy hands to it, but she remained where she was.

      He set a lamp on the desk and opened the drawer, searching the contents. Luna's hand dipped into her pocket and she presented the small box of matches. He glanced first at the matches and then at her face. She presented the candle too.

      “I came prepared for the evening. Didn't you?”

      His lips twitched again, but he did not smile. Did he not want to admit he found her amusing? Was his humor so lacking that a brief moment of expression was all he could muster? He took the box of matches and lit the oil lamp.

      More light suffused the room, and her bravery seemed to disappear with the darkness.

      She was alone with two men. Two gentlemen, but she didn't know them well.

      She put her shaky hands in the pockets of her cloak and glanced between them expectantly. As Josie would say, when going into battle, never show fear. It will only embolden your enemy. “Well? If it's all the same to you, my feet are cold and I'd like to get to bed.”

      The two brothers shared a glance again. But what did it mean?

      Lord Densmore picked up the chair with one hand and moved it toward the fire. “Please, sit." He gestured to the chair.

      Luna lifted her chin and moved to the chair; it was by the fire, after all. She sat, placing her hands on her thighs and waited. The younger brother, Mr. Denham, moved toward her, stopping a respectable distance away and leaning one arm on the mantle. His gaze moved over her speculatively.

      “This herb you are searching for, what did you call it?”

      “Star herb,” she said.

      “And how do you know about it?” he asked.

      “I read.”

      Luna heard a soft snort come from the older brother, but she did not look his way. He must not know how he affected her or he could use it against her, and clearly they were looking for some way to use her to keep her from sharing their secret.

      Mr. Denham straightened and folded his arms, widening his stance in what Luna could only assume was an attempt to intimidate her with his size, which might be impressive if his elder brother was not present.

      Luna almost smiled. It might work in ten years when he'd aged to perfection, like his brother.

      “What use do you have for this herb?” he asked.

      “Really, now what business is it of yours?” she returned.

      “It seems a bit unusual. A woman such as yourself, hunting for herbs at night. It is strange, is it not?”

      Luna raised a brow. “Are you certain you want to discuss strange behaviors at night, Mr. Denham? Wouldn't it be easier for all of us to pretend nothing happened at all? That we are all three of us tucked tightly into our warm beds?” She was extending an olive branch, making it clear that the last thing she intended to do was talk about what she'd seen and preferred they would do the same.

      Mr. Denham glanced to his brother. “This one's rather sarcastic.”

      Lord Densmore drifted over. “Perhaps you are not up to the challenge?”

      Mr. Denham dropped his hands to his sides, his fists clenched. “You know I love a challenge. But she presents more of a problem. How do we solve this problem?”

      Luna cleared her throat. “Perhaps you could ask the problem, or better yet treat me like the person I am and not talk about me as if I'm not here.”

      Both men focused on her. Lord Densmore stroked his chin. Mr. Denham’s attention grew more intense.

      “I think I can keep her quiet.”

      “How so?” Luna and Lord Densmore said in unison.

      Their gazes caught together, two fish snared in the same net. It gratified Luna to see genuine amusement in his eyes, and it also thrilled her to feel such a connection with him. Perhaps it was only the effects of the fire, but her skin warmed, and as he held her gaze, parts of her body tingled in ways she'd never felt before.

      She drew in a slow breath.

      But it was Mr. Denham’s movement that interrupted the pleasant moment. He stood in front of her, blocking sight of his brother. He set his hands on the arms of her chair and leaned over her, cocking his head to the side.

      “I'd like to make you a deal, Miss Lunette,” he said.

      “Back away from her.” His brother's voice filled the room with command.

      Thrilling goosebumps erupted over her skin.

      Mr. Densmore backed away, scowling at his brother. They stepped away from her and whispered to each other.
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      “Bloody hell, Callen. I can seduce her into being quiet. I know I can. She's nothing but a simple country lass.”

      Callen folded his arms and glared at his brother, suppressing the urge to clip his jaw with his fist. “You're not seducing an innocent woman—especially not her.” He didn't know what it was about her that made his nerve endings stretch in such a delicious manner, like a cat finding a spot of sunlight, but there was no way in hell he was going to let his brother seduce her.

      “We don't know that she saw anything or that she has an inclination to report what she saw.”

      “Damn it, this is my life we are talking about. We can't afford for her to let something slip in the wrong ear.”

      “If you care about your life so much, stop trying to destroy it. I’ve wasted enough of my own trying to save you from all your damned mistakes. I put my body in front of the bullet for you. I won't let her do the same.”

      “What is your plan, brother? All-knowing, omnipotent Callen will save the day again, won’t you? Great hero that you are.”

      “I must have done something terrible to deserve you as a brother,” Callen said.

      “I didn't ask you to help me. I've never asked you to help me,” Theo snarled in return.

      “And yet here we are. You'd be dead without my help. When are you going to grow up? You can't charm, bribe, or fuck your way out of every situation. At some point you have to admit you did wrong and take responsibility. And for Christ’s sake, learn from your past and make better choices.”

      “Then what would you do, brother? If you didn't have me to make you feel so superior?”

      Callen cocked his head to the side. “What would I do if I didn't have to clean up after all your messes? Well, I guess I'd be able to live my own life.”

      The muscle in Theo's jaw jumped as he clenched his teeth. “I think you can handle this too, can't you?” And then he left the room.

      Leaving Callen to deal with yet another of his scrapes. He stared at the door as it snapped closed and took a deep breath. For once, he was happy to take over this task. His brother's hotheaded ideas would not help them with Miss Lunette and would only enrage Callen further.

      He rolled his shoulders, easing the tension, and turned toward her. Her eyes were a bit wide as she sat in the chair watching him. Her gaze switched to the door.

      She shrugged. “Siblings. God love them.”

      “And so do I,” Callen muttered.

      She folded her arms and angled herself toward the fire and then she shivered.

      Callen drew closer. “Are you cold?” he asked.

      “A little,” she replied.

      The room wasn't cold in his opinion, but he had a lot more mass than she did.

      She seemed so small and delicate huddled in her little brown cloak, like a sparrow, weathering a storm in a hollowed-out tree. She kicked her feet toward the fire.

      “Are your feet wet?” he asked.

      She glanced at him. “As it so happens, my boots are not as water resistant as they once were.”

      “Do you wish to remove them? I promise the sight of your feet won't render me mad with lust.”

      She raised a brow at him. “Are you certain?”

      He chuckled. “I'm fairly certain, but the gamble is all yours.”

      “We could save this little conversation for tomorrow, and I could just as easily go to my room and warm my feet there, as well as remove these blasted wet stockings.”

      Now he raised a brow at her. “Mine delicate ears shall not recover from such coarse language.”

      She smiled, dazzling him with her raspberry-colored lips, ripe and sweet.

      He pushed that thought aside.

      “Never put off until tomorrow work that can be done today,” he said. “I need to know what you saw on the beach so I may explain it appropriately.”

      “I saw nothing,” she said. “What did you see on the beach?”

      “Certainly not a young woman, far from her bed, alone.”

      “That is good, my lord. I did not see two gentlemen on the path from the beach. Who knows what they were doing there? It certainly isn't my business or my concern because I was never there.”

      He sighed. As much as he enjoyed playing this game with her, he had to know what she saw, and he had to convince her not to repeat it.

      His brother's life depended on it.

      “As diverting as this conversation is, I fear I should warn you that you may have stumbled on something quite serious. I don't want to alarm you, but it is very pertinent that I find out what you know.”

      He saw her throat move as she swallowed and some of her brevity left her.

      “I saw a ship,” she said, “but you see that's not unusual here. There are always ships out there, anchored for the night.”

      “What else?” he prodded, drawing closer but not wanting to intimidate her. He kept his stride slow and casual as if they were doing nothing more than talking about the weather or the portrait of dogs sitting above the hearth.

      Her lips parted and she licked them. His stomach tightened, and while he knew that he'd noticed her more than her sisters, there was something about her that particularly snared him.

      He'd made a point to think nothing more of it. He was here under the guise of an unwillful suitor. Lord Andrews had invited him and his brother here under the false invitation that it would be a gentlemen's house party, filled with hunting, cards, and drinking to the early hours of the morning—as they usually did on their visits here.

      It just so happened to be the perfect opportunity for him and his brother to leave London. The invitation had been a miracle, really, the perfect alibi.

      Just when his brother had needed it.

      And so Callen had swept them up north where a ship and passage to France could be found much cheaper, and much more secretly, in a small village harbor then it could in London where the comings and goings of passengers were documented far more rigorously. He turned toward the fire, the week-old wound in his side still oozing blood and aching like the devil.

      That would teach him to step between two dueling men, but he'd probably do it again because coming to his brother’s rescue seemed to be his single purpose in life. Even at the risk of his own.

      “I saw three gentlemen down the beach,” she said. “I did not know who you were. I thought at first…”

      “Yes?”

      “I thought at least two of the men I saw were the duke and his brother.”

      Callen stilled. “Why them?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “I didn't imagine it could be anyone else.”

      “What else did you see or hear?”

      “Nothing. I could hardly see and I was not near enough to hear anything at all. I couldn’t even recognize anyone of the three. It wasn't until your brother caught me on the path that I realized I knew two of the persons on the beach. I do not know—and I care not—who the third person was or why the three of you were on the beach.”

      He lifted his chin and stared down his nose at her. It was a tactic he'd used with his brother many times to make him talk.

      “Is that everything? You're not lying to me?”

      “Why would I lie? If he hadn't grabbed me, I would never have known who two of those three people were, and I have no cause to raise an alarm. It's not illegal to talk on the beach. It wasn't as though I witnessed a murder and you and your brother hiding the body, now is it?”

      Murder? Not yet.

      Coombs would send word if his brother’s luck had run out and Sir Kirby, his ill-fated dueling opponent, died from his wound. Callen would have to get his brother out of the country or see him hang for murder.

      And if he hadn't stepped between his brother and Sir Kirby, it could have been his brother who'd been shot and not him, and maybe he wouldn't be here. Maybe he'd be mourning the death of his brother.

      The single thought made everything he’d done worth it. No matter how skewed or reckless his brother’s moral compass might be, Callen didn't think his brother was bad, just immature and impulsive.

      That didn't mean he deserved to die.

      Sir Kirby had challenged him. He knew the odds, and he was cognizant of the risks of dueling. However, that wouldn't stop Sir Kirby's uncle, a very powerful judge, from attempting to persecute Theo to the highest extent of the law. Who could fault Callen from wanting to keep his brother alive?

      His only little brother.

      He wasn't about to watch him die. Not when he could do something about it.

      But what to tell little miss night scavenger? Was she telling the truth?

      “Why were you out collecting herbs at night?”

      “I believe I've already given my reasons.”

      “Please forgive me. I do not understand why you would do it in the first place.”

      She let out a little huff of annoyance, and for some reason, he found it endearing and a bit arousing.

      “I'm one of nine daughters, as you know.”

      He nodded.

      “We all have our roles in the family. It's what keeps the household running—”

      She paused and maybe it was a trick of the firelight, brandishing her pale skin in a rosy glow, but he thought she might be blushing.

      “I am… I do the cooking,” she said, “and while I may not be the best at it, it is my job and so I do it.”

      Was she embarrassed? It wasn't the role a woman of gentle birth should fill. He kept his censure to himself. It wasn't her fault. Roderick and Weirick had said enough about Mr. Marsden’s terrible instincts for farming and managing his estate. They did try to help and direct him, but the man was simply an imbecile and his family suffered for it. As neighbors, they could only do so much. Husbands are what the Marsden daughters needed, someone to rescue them and protect them.

      His stomach muscles tightened. “Go on,” he encouraged.

      “My food is edible, but over the years I've tried to improve my chef skills and developed an interest in the use of herbs. Not only did my cooking taste better, but I learned many herbs have medicinal purposes, and I started to collect and learn more. I learned how to make salves and tinctures, and I have a kit of necessary items to help keep my family healthy.”

      “I see. That is quite commendable.”

      “But not at all something a woman of gentle birth should be doing.”

      “I'm in no position to judge you,” he admitted.

      “So, where does this leave us?”

      Indeed.

      It would be a risk to assume she wouldn't tell someone about what she saw, even accidentally. No one could know what he and his brother were up to. Even their friends, Weirick and Roderick. He didn't want anyone else to bear the burden of the scandal, should it come to that. But Christ, what was he going to tell her? What was he going to do to ensure she didn't utter a word about what she saw? Judge Blackwood had powerful allies and even his own investigators.

      He had a reputation for making sure the nobility were punished for their crimes and their titles couldn't protect them. It didn't help that Theo and Sir Kirby had a long history of animosity. His brother just stirred up enemies and trouble alike wherever he went.

      Callen thought quickly and then it came to him.

      There was one thing he might say that could fool her, at least for a little bit. He wasn’t going to seduce her like his brother suggested, though he could see why the thought had come to him. She was infinitely seducible, sitting there so soft and creamy in the firelight. Her dark curls tousled, her smoky brown eyes flickering with reflected fire. He could imagine himself sweeping her to the floor and covering her with his body right here in front of the glowing hearth.

      But then, what would he do? She was an innocent, and she was here at this house party to find a husband that could not be him. He couldn't seduce a woman without the promise of marriage and then leave the country. He wasn’t so low as that, not even for his brother. He would have to keep his distance and keep those thoughts buried deep in his mind, where fantasies of a life not sweeping up the broken shards of his brother's reputation consumed most of his time.

      That and managing his family’s four estates. Just thinking of a life not looking after his brother made him lightheaded. How much more time would he have? He could get a hobby, read more, ride more, spend more time at his clubs. He'd save heaps of money and he could…marry a girl from Northumberland.

      The thought startled him.

      Where had it come from?

      He knelt down before her and took her hand.

      “What I'm about to tell you can never be repeated to another living person.”

      She raised both brows this time. “But I can share it with the dead?”

      He smiled. He couldn't help it. She had a peculiarly dry sense of humor, and he wished he had the time to truly appreciate it.

      His smile fell away. “I am an agent of the Crown,” he lied. “My brother and I are conducting business imperative to England's safety.”

      She frowned “But the war is over. It's been over for a decade or more.”

      “A war is never truly over. England has many enemies. When one is defeated, another will always take its place. Preparation is key. His Majesty's servants are always on watch and well—I won't divulge my secrets and the purpose of my meeting on the beach, but just know it was official business of the Crown and you should not worry. You are safe here, I will always see to that. But you cannot tell anyone who you saw or what you saw.”

      She sucked in a breath.

      Her hand felt so small in his, so fragile, like a little bird cupped in his hand. He had so much power over her that it made him uneasy. He wanted to let go, but not until she swore to him.

      “Of course,” she said.

      “No one but my brother and I are involved in this. Not even our friends know, which includes the duke. They think we’re just here to enjoy a party and take in the scenery.” He cupped her cheek. “And the lovely company, but we aren't.”

      He dragged his hand away, his greedy fingers reluctant to let go as they grazed the line of her jaw. He let her hand go and stood, fighting the urge to keep hold of her. He clasped his hands behind his back.

      “Of all things, I didn't think that,” she said.

      “What did you think?”

      She looked up at him and blinked her wide, innocent eyes. She was not lying.

      “Smuggling,” she said. “I thought Weirick and Roderick were running a smuggling ring.”

      Callen caught a laugh in his throat. Perhaps he should have gone with that, but he'd already planted his lie. He was an agent of the Crown. So be it. The weight of his dishonesty settled over him like a rain-soaked greatcoat, cold and heavy.

      Weariness settled into his bones. He was too old for this.

      Sometimes, when he woke in the morning and considered his reflection, he couldn't recognize the weathered soul staring back at him. He'd misplaced his youth, it seemed. Now there were fine lines around his eyes and little specks of silver in his morning beard, but his hair had not yet begun to change.

      He was not a vain man, but it had startled him to see how much of himself had disappeared over the years. The young man he used to be was gone and before him stood a stranger.

      He didn't know this man. He didn't know what purpose he served other than as his brother's keeper.

      With regret, he realized he hadn't used his time wisely. He hadn’t done all the things he wanted to do. He'd done all the things he was supposed to do. Go to university, pursue women, dutifully attend his father’s summons, learning all he could about the estates he now ran. But what he'd failed to do when he had the time and the energy was find himself. Discover who he was—the kind of man he wanted to be.

      He supposed he turned out all right.

      He was a responsible, considerate person, but there was a great big void inside, possibilities he'd missed, wholly absorbed as he was in his duties. The largest of which was not his title and responsibilities as heir, but the care and management of his brother. Theo had the particularly useful talent of bending people to his will. Though he never achieved much by way of accolades—at university or in professional prowess. As a second son, his options were limited to the church or military. But Theo chose neither. He simply existed for his own pleasure, and he'd convinced the world that somehow he deserved not only their respect but their unending praise.

      His mother and father had doted upon Theo, catering to his every whim, and some of that cursed adoration had infected Callen too. He'd always envied Theo for his lack of responsibility, but the envy had eventually turned to resentment.

      By inheriting his father's earldom, he’d also inherited Theo’s problems. Their father had been rather negligent about disciplining Theo as a boy. Theo had a witty charm and a contagious smile that could nullify any anger toward him, rendering his mother and father into fits of giggles when they ought to be issuing discipline.

      Callen’s eyes burned, too dry from not blinking as he’d stared at the fire, lost in his own bitter thoughts.

      He refocused on Miss Lunette. He'd almost forgotten she was there. How absurd was that? She was the most beautiful thing in the room.

      Once more his brother seemed to steal all focus. But right now, Theo was gone and it was just he and Miss Lunette—Luna, as her sisters called her. The moniker suited her. She had a pale, softly rounded face that glowed like a full moon, delicate and ethereal. He could stare at her for hours, contemplating his life choices in silence.

      There was a pixielike magic to her that drew his attention, her tiny frame pricking his instincts to shelter and protect. He was protective by nature or at least he had been of his brother.

      How nice to have something to protect like her, someone who truly needed his protection, dainty and meek as she appeared to be, but in her eyes he could see a quiet strength. She could protect him too, from what he didn't know, but she just might be able to save him.

      He shook himself free of the thoughts and focused on the fire, which was in need of a new log, but they couldn't remain in this little office anymore. He ought to see her to her room and make sure Theo had returned to his—that he wasn't stirring up mischief elsewhere in the castle, drinking himself to stupidity in the billiard room or eating all the food preparations for the morrow in the kitchens.

      “I should take you to bed," he said. His heart kicked into an excited erotic pace.

      Take her to bed.

      No, not bloody likely. He glanced away and closed his eyes before images started to fill his mind.

      “Come, I'll walk you to your wing of the castle.”

      She stood and moved toward the door. “Thank you, my lord.

      “Promise me you won't go searching for herbs at night. Again,” he asked. “It’s not safe. You don't know who could be out there."

      “I understand your concern, but I must do what I have to do."

      “For your sisters?” His gaze fixed on her. She stood with her hand on the knob, but then she turned toward him, waiting. He squatted before the fire and shuffled the coals around, smothering the last bit of glow in the room. He heard her indrawn breath as darkness fell around them. He replaced the poker on the stand and stood, coming to her side.

      He stood before her, but his eyes had not yet adjusted, and she was nothing more than a black shape. He reached for the knob and his hand touched hers.

      “You needn't ever be afraid, not with me,” he said.

      “I know,” she whispered.

      The urge to kiss her came on so fast and so strong, he couldn't move for fear he might crush her to the door and devour her.

      How old was she? He couldn't be certain. She didn't have the sheltered paleness of the typical English young lady, forbidden from being exposed to the sun. She didn't appear to be fresh out of the schoolroom nor was she firmly on the shelf.

      She was ripe, he would say, seasoned over time, nurtured by the sunlight and fresh air of the country into a plump and juicy young woman. He would love to savor her like a plump peach, but she was forbidden fruit to him.

      Circumstances had made that so.

      He twisted the knob with both their hands and the door opened. They left the study. He stopped at the end of the hall where he knew the sisters to be housed in their rooms. He would go no farther.

      “I'll stop here. I'm sure you can make your way to your room?”

      “Yes,” she said, and he saw a spark of the smile, her lips a deep plum color in the diminished light but still just as tantalizing.

      “Good night, Miss Lunette.”

      “Good night, my lord.”

      She drifted down the hall, as silent as a ghost, and he could not make himself turn away. He saw which door was hers and made sure she went inside, the click of her door echoing softly through the hall. Only then did he turn away and retire to his own room.
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      Luna had been too exhausted the night before to properly undress. After all that had happened, she’d done little more than kick off her soggy boots and stockings, set them near the fire to dry, flung her cloak over the chair, and plopped into bed. She couldn’t remember falling asleep, but she did dream. In her dream, she'd been caught up against that cold rough rock again, but in front of her was not Mr. Denham but his brother, taller, broader. And she'd been swept away by an emotion stronger than she'd ever felt before.

      He’d kissed her and not gallantly; ’twas no gentle peck to her cheek.

      He'd kissed her like she was his salvation. All lips and tongue, which was odd because she'd never experienced such a thing. She knew some kisses could involve the use of the tongue. Her mother had told her so.

      But how did she know how it felt? Luna wondered this as she washed and dressed that morning. She assumed her subconscious had simply put together sensations, but her curiosity was piqued. The kisses had been marvelous, but as the morning drew on, the dream grew fuzzier until all she could recall were her own feelings. Her body had become a beacon of sensation, and she didn't know what to make of it.

      Her condition only grew worse as she went into breakfast and there he was, sitting at the table as if he wasn't a secret agent of the Crown. Conducting dangerous business right beneath their noses with his brother, looking as innocent as can be.

      Mr. Denham caught her stare and winked.

      No, there was nothing innocent about Mr. Denham. He was most definitely not someone she should trifle with. He may be younger than his brother, and far less intimidating to her senses, but he was his own particular brand of dangerous, and she had no intention of finding herself alone with him.

      As for his brother…

      Her focus moved to him. He sipped his coffee or tea, she couldn't be sure, not speaking but watching his brother and Lord Selhorst engage in conversation. Perhaps she had dreamed more than just a kiss. Maybe she had dreamed the entire encounter last night.

      His gaze flicked to her and the clash of their eyes jolted Luna like a sudden clap of thunder.

      She nodded in greeting and then directed herself to the sideboard and began to fill a plate. But her heart and her breathing had already taken off in a race to see who could outpace the other. After filling her plate, she took a seat beside Josie and Nic and began to eat her food.

      “You’re a bit late this morning,” Nic said.

      “I didn't sleep well,” Luna answered.

      “It's odd, isn't it? One would think it would be a relief to have a bed all to oneself, but instead I feel so strange, like it's too much space and I'm exposed to attack.”

      Luna took a sip of her tea and frowned at her sister. “Attack?”

      Nic shrugged. “Silly, I know, but so is the fear that something is lurking under the bed, and yet as children we used to leap from the counterpane so the monster couldn’t snatch us.” She giggled.

      Luna smiled. “Thank you for the reminder. I shall have to jump into bed this evening before it can grab my leg.”

      “It's interesting how things we know not to be true can still make us afraid, no matter how ridiculous. Like when Papa once told us we had to sleep with a glass of water beside our bed so a werewolf wouldn’t get us.”

      “But only during the full moon,” Luna said.

      Nic grinned. “Tonight is a full moon.”

      The mention of the full moon brought her back to last night on the beach, the three figures in the sand, the ship out on the water…

      What could they have been doing?

      Well, it wasn't any of her concern. He called himself an agent, which meant he was a spy. She felt a small thrill. Was that a good thing or bad thing?

      She spooned some fish onto her fork as she peeked at him farther down the table. She couldn't help but see him in a whole new light. Everything he did now seemed dangerous and mysterious, as if it had some secret meaning. He appeared tired, his eyelids heavy with little creases at the corners like he was slightly squinting, perhaps fighting off the pain of a headache? Did he not sleep well?

      Did he dream of their encounter, like she did, but in a much different way? What did he dream of?

      Capturing foreign spies, holding meetings in dark alleys where one couldn't turn their back for a moment. And what of his brother? She moved her gaze to him. He seemed so relaxed and carefree, as though he hadn't a worry in the world, but perhaps it was all an act. Was he a master spy himself?

      With a face like that and his youthful exuberance, it might be hard for anyone to say no to him and not inadvertently divulge deep secrets. But Luna didn't feel the same captivation when she stared at him. Not like when she watched his brother so intently.

      She had no right to know what they were doing. It simply wasn't her business.

      Her solid English blood knew there was no greater service to the Crown than those of the unsung heroes, the ones who performed in secret, some dying without friends and family ever truly knowing the heroic sacrifice they made.

      And yet now she knew.

      Would she one day hear about his demise, read a false headline, but deep down, know the truth could be far more sinister? She shivered.

      She set her fork down, realizing her hand was visibly shaking. She wrapped both hands around her teacup, letting the warmth seep through her gloves, and took a deep breath.

      Whatever he was up to, she certainly had no right to ask for more information than she'd already been given. She should take the whole situation for what it was worth—a blessing that she hadn't been found by someone else. That her own secret midnight visit to the beach, alone, would be one more secret for him to carry. A rather light one, she would assume. She'd give him no more trouble. If he was here, that meant serious business was at hand.
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      Once they had finished breakfast, Theo pulled Callen aside, and they stepped into an empty hall.

      “So, what happened last evening? Did you tie up our loose end?”

      “I did but I may have made things a bit complicated,” Callen said reluctantly.

      “You bloody devil, you seduced her, didn't you? You took my idea for yourself.” Theo chuckled and shook his head at him.

      “I did no such thing,” Callen snapped at his brother. “I'd have to marry her and then what? I can't marry a woman and then abandon her because my idiot brother managed to kill a judge’s nephew.”

      Theo sobered. “We don't know he’s dead yet.”

      “No, but every day that passes and we don't hear from Coombs doesn't bode well for him. The bullet struck his gut.”

      “The bullet wouldn't have hit him at all if you hadn't intervened. My plan was to shoot at air.”

      “His plan was to shoot you, but instead he hit me.”

      “Again, not my fault you stepped in between two men with pistols. I had it handled. You weren't supposed to be there. Coombs was my second, not you.”

      Callen clenched his teeth and his fists. His side burned, and this morning as he’d dressed, he’d noticed little streaks of red speared out like roots from the bullet hole in his side. For a week-old wound, he expected better healing than this. He wanted to go back to his room, lie down, and stay there for the remainder of the day, but that would only arouse suspicion. Perhaps if he just went to the drawing room and sat, he might feel a bit better.

      “I'm tired of arguing about this with you. I'm tired of arguing over every damn little thing about your life.”

      “Then don't,” Theo returned. “I never asked you to play nursemaid, now did I? At some point, you'll have to let me clean up my own mistakes, Callen.”

      “You don't know how because you've always had someone there to do it for you. You'd be dead if it weren't for me,” Callen said. “Father and Mother spoiled you with their love. You never had to face consequences for your actions. And now you're full-grown, and you still need someone to come and rescue you. How am I supposed to stop?” Callen asked. “Truly, I'd love to know. I've already taken a bullet for you. I think I've reached my quota for brotherly devotion.” Callen clutched his side and winced.

      Theo rolled his eyes. “Don't be so dramatic, brother. You talk as though I'd walk off a cliff if I didn't have you to steer me in the proper direction. No one asked you to look after me. I know you do it because it makes you feel so superior. You can prove to yourself over and over how you’re the better son. You wanted their love for yourself, didn't you? They loved us both, Callen. It wasn't a competition. I was never going to replace you in their eyes.”

      Callen’s gut tightened as his parents came to mind. In his head, he could hear their weak voices just before they both succumbed to their fevers.

      “Help him,” his mother begged. “You only have each other now. You two are more alike than you think. But you got all the patience and he got all the wildness,” she rasped.

      “What am I supposed to do for him?” Callen asked.

      “Just love him,” his mother said, and then she grew too weak to talk.

      “Set the example, Callen,” his father had said, his face pale and sweaty. Callen remembered feeling so helpless as he stared down at his father, holding his hand. They lay side by side, two people that embodied what it meant to love unconditionally.

      “We can barely stand the sight of each other,” Callen said to his father. “He doesn't listen to me. He never has.”

      “Theo is too stubborn for that. He can't be lectured to. His marks at school have proven that. He has to learn on his own. Set the example, Callen, and with time, he will grow to see that the two of you are not so very different. You will find you have much in common. He's strong where you are weak and vice versa.” His father sucked in a breath, but it sounded like he was drowning.

      They had succumbed to their illnesses that night. While his father's and mother's pleas had stayed with him, he didn't believe in Theo the way they did, and he hadn't even bothered to try. If he managed to keep his brother alive into old age, he'd consider his duty met.

      He pulled his mind from the past and refocused on his brother standing before him with a nasty scowl.

      “Mother and father asked me to look after you,” he confessed. “I never believed you were trying to replace me. You are my brother, and for that alone, I will always try to protect you, even from yourself. I never thought we were in competition, but I always worried if I wasn't there to keep you from walking off a cliff, you would willingly jump on a dare. I can't control your every action, but dammit, I will always try to save you. Now, as for what I told Miss Lunette…”

      His brother glanced away, seeming to collect himself as the tension had grown thick between them. The change in subject was a relief.

      “I told her we were agents of the Crown on official business.”

      His brother's gaze snapped back to his and widened. He must be stunned because he had no immediate comment. Callen didn't think he had ever stunned his brother into silence before now.

      “You… You what?” Theo asked in astonishment.

      “Though she had already come to the conclusion we must be smugglers or rather, not us, but Weirick and Roderick. She didn't appear too distraught by that idea either. I think here along these smaller coastal towns, smuggling is less a sin to the locals than it is to the authorities.”

      “I don't believe what I'm actually hearing. You told her we were spies?” he asked with a loopy grin.

      “I would have gone with the smuggling bit if I'd known that was what she was thinking, but I didn't. I thought the more serious and legal the situation might appear, the more she would remain silent."

      “To think you didn't use this bit of scintillating secrecy to get under her skirts, my, what a wasted opportunity.”

      Callen clenched his teeth. “I wasn't thinking about getting under her skirts, I was thinking about covering our tracks. We are not here to dally with innocent women, Theo. We’re here to make sure you don't hang.”

      Theo scoffed. “I'm not going to hang.”

      Callen raised both brows. “Judge Blackwood nearly hung a baron. He’s fighting to abolish privilege of peerage.”

      “It will never happen,” Theo muttered.

      “What do you think he'll do to a second son? I can't protect you from the law, not with Judge Blackwood presiding over it with an iron fist. We’re talking about his nephew.”

      “I haven't forgotten,” Theo bit off. “Not with you reminding me every day.”

      “And yet this was your fourth duel. You'd think you would have learned how dangerous this was from your first one.”

      “Well, the first three didn't count. They were respectable fellows who knew the rules, and we both shot over each other's head. All honor was restored and two of them are good friends of mine,” he finished defensively. “Sir Kirby is generous with his uncle and cousin, that’s the only reason they want him to live. He’s a damn fool and they know it. That’s why the cousin Jameson went as his second and threatened to inform Judge Blackwood about the other duels.”

      Callen rolled his eyes. “You haven't learned a damn thing, have you? That’s how they’ll get you. You can’t claim privilege of peerage if it’s not your first offense. Judge Blackwood will use your reckless past against you and hang you with it.”

      Theo’s lips turned white as he pressed them together. “Let's get back to you lying to Miss Lunette about us being agents of the Crown, shall we?”

      Callen relented. He could tell his brother had had enough for the moment. “Nothing more be said. I didn't say anything further than that. I didn't make up some ridiculous lie about national security. I kept it simple. We’re agents doing business in the name of England and nothing more was said. And nothing more need be said about it because an agent wouldn't say any more than he needed to, would he?”

      “I don't know. I've never met one, have you?”

      Callen sighed. His brother was not being serious enough. As usual.

      “If you're so concerned about her asking you questions, just refer her to me and I will handle it.”

      “Oh, so now you're also the superior agent?”

      “Of course, I'm the older brother. I'll always be one step ahead of you."

      Theo folded his arms. “And you’ll never let me forget it.”

      There he went again. Round and round in circles, this game went. But Callen was too tired to play. He wanted to rub his temples, a growing headache taking root in his forehead, and he could feel his shirt sticking to his side. His wound must've soaked through the bandage already. But there wasn't anything he could do about it right now. He couldn't let anyone know he was injured. He supposed he could go into the village, rent a room, summon a doctor, and pay the man for his silence. But that sounded like a lot of work when all he wanted to do was just lie down in his bed.

      “Damn it all," he muttered.

      “You don't look well,” his brother said.

      “I don't feel well. I feel like I have a hot poker jabbed in my side.”

      “Your wound is healing?”

      “I thought it was, but I know almost nothing about tending to a bullet wound. They don't teach that at University.”

      For once, his brother seemed concerned for his well-being. It was almost worth the burning hole in his side just to see that.

      “I'm sure it's fine,” he assured Theo. “I don't think bullet wounds are supposed to feel good. I'm going down to the kitchen to take some headache powder, then I'll meet you in the drawing room.”

      Theo nodded, and they parted.

      But Callen didn't go down to the kitchen. He went to his room and dosed himself with some headache powder that Coombs always stocked with his things. As they shared a valet, Coombs knew what both of them needed, but right now he was back in London, keeping watch on Sir Kirby's household and waiting to hear if the man would die or not. And then he would report back to them as soon as possible, so they could leave England before Judge Blackwood could prosecute Theo.

      Callen glanced at the bed with longing, wishing he could crawl up into the pillows and sleep the day away. Surely that was what his wound needed. They'd been traveling nonstop after the duel until they arrived here. That was probably the reason his wound was not healing properly.

      He needed rest and this party would almost have been the perfect reason and excuse to be lazy for once—if Roderick hadn't lied about the purpose for the party. Instead, Callen had to pretend he was hale and whole and do so in front of nine beautiful women, all in desperate need of husbands. He wasn't in a state to be anyone's suitor. Not with this wounded side, and not with a brother who took nearly every ounce of his energy.

      He'd hardly been able to maintain a mistress as busy as he was. He'd managed a few temporary liaisons over the years. But lately it seemed more and more difficult to let himself forget about the weight of his worry and focus on someone else, to look down on a pretty face—in his mind, Luna's face appeared—and not ruin the moment with thoughts about what his brother might be doing. The disasters that could be occurring at that moment.

      He sat down in the chair by the hearth. He knew if he got on the bed he wouldn't get up again, but he did take a moment in the chair to ease the strain in his side and close his eyes. The vision of Luna was still there. She appeared so refreshed this morning. Her sable hair coiled into a demure bun on her head, the dove gray shade of her gown a complement to her roses and cream skin and the warm shade of coffee that was her eyes.

      He exhaled, and the vision of her soothed his tortured body, his pulse calming, the tightness in his limbs leaving him, and the pounding in his head less severe. He sat there for a moment and just thought of her. When he opened his eyes some moments later, he felt better.

      Good enough to pretend he was fine and meet the other guests in the drawing room. He didn't want to consider why thinking of her had calmed him so much. Maybe she was a witch, he thought with amusement. She had cast a spell over him, maybe to help him, maybe to ensure he kept her secret along with his own.
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      Luna took her favorite spot on the settee next to Nic and happily accepted a cup of tea from Mrs. Kemp.

      “What an odd day,” Nic commented. “It must be the full moon.”

      Luna smiled at her sister. “You put that much faith in the phases of the moon?”

      “Georgie calls it moon madness. She says the animals are extra feisty, and I believe people are affected too. Just observe the gentlemen closely tonight. You will see.”

      Luna wasn’t sure she believed it, but… “It’s only folklore, stories told to make children stay in their beds.”

      Nic shook her head. “Ye have little faith. Look what happened during our kite flying this afternoon? Poor Mr. Cage was attacked by a kite, and now this squall coming in so fast.”

      “Squalls come in all the time. They go as quickly as they come.” Both women turned to peer out the window. Rain rattled against the glass in undulating waves as the sky grew darker right before their eyes.

      A chill slipped down Luna’s spine.

      Nic turned back to her, holding her gaze. “Don’t you feel that?”

      “Feel what?”

      “The anticipation. Something exciting is going to happen.”

      “You sound like a gypsy,” Luna said, but then again… Something exciting had already happened. She could feel his presence across the room, standing near his brother and the duke by the hearth. She’d been doing her best not to watch their every movement.

      “Fine, ignore it if you want. I know Odette will believe me.”

      “She’s your twin. I think she’s obligated to.”

      Nic stuck her tongue out at Luna as she stood and joined her twin at the chess table.

      Luna wasn’t alone on the settee for long. Josie entered, appearing rather frazzled. Just when Luna was about to ask her if something was wrong, Lord Densmore appeared and Luna’s nerves simmered with an awareness of him. All thought of Josie evaporated.

      He stood by her side, and she caught a wince of pain as he leaned on the arm of the settee. All her senses screamed something was wrong. She focused on him, scanning his face, his stance, his breathing for any sign of the injury he was trying to hide. When had it happened? He seemed fine last night.

      “Are you all right?” Luna asked.

      “I’m fine, boxing injury. ’Tis nothing.”

      “Where is Lord Selhorst?” Josie blurted. “I must thank him again for his thoughtfulness in bringing me sandwiches and tea.”

      Luna turned to Josie with surprise but Josie ignored her.

      “He went for a ride,” Lord Densmore replied.

      “A ride?” she asked.

      “He always travels with his horse,” Lord Densmore answered, his gaze moving to Luna.

      Luna searched the depth of his eyes for an answer, as if she could flip through his thoughts like the pages of a magazine and discover what he was hiding.

      “Oh,” Josie said.

      “Would you care to sit, my lord?” Luna asked.

      He shook his head and folded his arms.

      “You seem a bit peaked,” Luna whispered to him.

      “I assure you, I’m in the peak of my health, Miss Lunette.” He offered them a smile, but it was brittle at best.

      Luna nodded out of habit, but she didn’t believe him for a moment. He was hurt. She would bet her last ha’penny on it.

      “Excuse me.” Lord Densmore wandered away, his gait stiff. He left the drawing room, and Luna and Josie shared a worried glance.

      “That was odd,” Josie said.

      “No more odd than you inquiring after Lord Selhorst. Have you decided to be friendly after all?” Luna asked, but her mind was still on Lord Densmore. How seriously was he hurt? She wasn’t familiar with boxing injuries. All her experience centered on what could happen on their little plot of land. Georgie had been kicked by the sheep more than a few times. Could those injuries be similar?

      “Yes,” Josie answered. “You were right earlier. I shouldn’t let my personal prejudices get in the way of enjoying the company of others.”

      “Good. I’m going to collect my shawl. It’s a bit chill in here, don’t you think?”

      Josie shrugged. “I’m fine.”

      Luna nodded as she came to her feet. Perhaps Nic was right, and the moon made people do funny things, because Luna was about to do the maddest thing she’d ever done. Follow a man to his room or wherever he may be going. And this wasn’t just any man. He was a spy.

      She left the drawing room and caught sight of him disappearing up the stairs. His movements were slow and measured as if he were trying to move as little as possible. A definite sign of bodily injury. He must be in a fair bit of pain.

      She kept her distance but followed him up the stairs and down an unfamiliar hall.

      Luna had never been in this part of the castle before. She knew the reason why. These were the bachelor quarters, the haven of the unmarried gentlemen. So mysterious, she thought, and bit her lip. Yet it looked just like the hall that she and her sisters resided in. She ducked behind a pillar on the landing as he stopped before a door and went inside. She was partly surprised he hadn't known he was being followed. If he was a spy, wouldn't he be careful of such things? Or maybe not. He had no reason to suspect someone might be following him here in the castle.

      But if his line of work was dangerous, she would think he would be on alert all the time. But what did she know? She could only speculate about what agents of the Crown did. So secretive was their work that no one ever really knew who worked in the foreign office and who didn't. He definitely looked like a spy, so big and strong, except for right now he had a weakness. He was carrying an injury from a boxing match, he had claimed.

      Perhaps he had a broken rib?

      Whatever the case, she could help, and if he was here on an important mission, he needed to be in the best condition.

      Luna took a deep breath, making sure there was no one around, and then she darted into the hall to his door. She rapped once and then waited.

      “Come in,” his gruff voice said from the other side.

      Her heart pounded hard enough to nearly rattle her teeth. She slipped inside his room, and there he was, near the armoire, struggling to remove his jacket. She rushed forward without thinking and helped him inch the garment over his wide shoulders, her breath catching in her throat at the large expanse of his torso. What type of boxing wound would a man like this carry unless it wasn’t a boxing wound it all? Perhaps that had been a ruse to disguise something else, something no one was supposed to know about. She was already in his confidence, in a way, what was one more secret to keep?

      “Thank you, whoever you are, but I need peace and quiet. I do not wish to be disturbed.”

      Luna quite agreed he needed rest. But she was not going to leave him alone until she knew how serious his injury was. She suspected he did not know it was she that stood behind him. He most likely assumed it was some servant.

      Then he froze, his whole body turning to stone, and so did Luna. She couldn't think what might be wrong. She glanced around frantically.

      “Are you all right,” she questioned. And then she caught sight of the mirror on the dressing table and his eyes were locked on her. He spun and fell back into the armoire with a grunt.

      “You can't be in here.”

      Luna clutched her hands over her racing heart. “I know you're injured. I can help you.”

      “You're in my room, Miss Lunette.”

      “I know this is not advisable, but given your position here, secret though it is, I rather think it is dangerous if you are not well. Therefore it is my duty to help you become well.” She knew she sounded ridiculous.

      He stared at her, unblinking. She straightened and held his gaze. If she were a doctor, he would not question her.

      “You are in need of medical assistance,” she said. “Let me help you so you can do your job here and protect us.”

      He still only stared at her.

      “Show me your wound, my lord, unless you would like me to ring for Mrs. Kemp. Perhaps I shall advise the duke that you are in need of a doctor?”

      His face hardened. “Are you blackmailing me?”

      “I'm helping you, even if it's against your will. You may as well go along with it. Now show me. If this was truly from a boxing match, you may have broken a rib.” She reached for the buttons on his waistcoat and he lurched back, but he had nowhere to go.

      Luna smiled. “Are you frightened of me? I promise I won't take advantage of you.”

      “I'm frightened of what medicinal knowledge you may think you have.”

      She crossed her arms. “Far more than you, I'd wager. You’re pale and you are beginning to sweat, despite the very mild temperature of this room. Have you a fever? I can tell just by looking at you that you are sick and in pain. Now, if you'd let me examine you further, I can tell you more. I can even stitch your wound, if need be. But a broken rib is a different matter. The wound is inside you, and you will need a very tight bandage to help support the healing process.”

      “You really think you know about this?” he asked. He relaxed, no longer pressing himself against the armoire.

      “I won't know until I see the damage. But Georgette has taken a few blows to her side, and I tended to her quite sufficiently. But if you don't believe me, I'm happy to summon Mrs. Kemp for you, and I'm sure the surgeon can see to your needs. But one thing I won't do is ignore an untended wound. So you can trust me, or you can trust someone else.”

      He exhaled. “Fine,” he said grudgingly, “but I do this under duress.”

      She smiled. “As they say, lie back and think of England.”

      He smirked as he began to unbutton his waistcoat, and Luna turned her attention to the room, giving him privacy though it took all her concentration not to watch him. A peculiar thrill went through her at the idea of him undressing in front of her.

      In her periphery, she saw him hang the waistcoat over the door of the armoire. All her senses went on alert as the distinctive rustle of his shirt being tugged from his breeches filled the silence.

      She turned toward him, because how could she not? A true doctor would not be bashful to see a wound, but it wasn't a wound that would steal her breath. It was the glory of the firm muscles of his lower stomach, lightly dusted with crisp, dark hair, a trail disappearing into the waistband of his trousers.

      Her mouth went dry.

      She dragged her gaze to his side where an oozing hole with red inflamed edges and lines spearing out like the five points of the star. She sucked in a breath.

      “It's infected,” she said.

      He snorted. “Really? I had no idea.” And then he winced.

      Her lips twitched, but there wasn't time to be amused by that little taste of karma. “That was some punch,” she said, her gaze lifting to his as she raised a brow.

      “It's a bullet hole, obviously.”

      “Obviously." She drew closer and bent to take a look. She reached out but didn't touch it. His muscles jumped and twitched in anticipation of the pain as if she had touched him.

      “This is quite serious,” she said. “When did this happen?”

      His jaw clamped shut.

      “Whether you can't or won't tell me, I must stress that your life depends on it.”

      “A week ago,” he said.

      Luna shook her head. “Are all agents so reckless with their life?”

      “I can't answer that,” he said.

      “Well, right now I can tell you your life is in danger.”

      “What do you recommend, Doctor?”

      She bit her lip to keep from smiling at his use of the word doctor. She knew he meant it sarcastically, but she was still quite pleased to hear it.

      “I’ll need my supplies. Is the bullet still in there?”

      “No, the bullet was removed.”

      “Was there any cloth that went into the wound?”

      “No, my shirt was whole afterward.”

      “That's good. What other things were done to clean the wound?” she asked as she stepped around him, trying to see inside, but the skin and tissue underneath were thick and swelling with yellow and green fluids leaking from the center.

      “The usual thing one does to treat a wound.”

      “You'll have to be more specific than that, thank you.”

      He dropped his shirt, hiding the wound from view and limped over to the bed where he promptly fell back with a grunt and adjusted himself, closing his eyes.

      “Strong spirits were poured over it and it was bandaged. That was the extent of my wound care. Then we were traveling and I arrived here, and I suppose you can fill in the gaps.”

      “Yes, I suppose I can. You've taken terrible care of yourself, and I can only hope I can save your life.”

      Luna began to pace as she made a list in her mind about what she needed to do. She went to the door and put her hand on the knob before she paused and turned to face him. He lay on the bed, his chest moving up and down in steady breaths. But he needed her, urgently.

      “Don't die on me,” she said.

      “I don't intend to,” he answered.

      “I'll be back in a moment."

      He didn't respond, and as she left the room, panic set in. He had no idea the danger he faced with that wound in his side. She didn't know how deep it was or if the infection had reached his blood, but she knew that time was precious. She would need to draw the infection from the wound but if he was worse…

      She wouldn't be able to keep it a secret. They would have to summon a real doctor.
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      Luna went to her room and collected her supplies. She stopped by the kitchen and requested a kettle of hot water and a bowl. She found clean cloths and bandaging linens on her own without anyone seeing her and then went back to the bachelor quarters.

      She didn't knock before entering his room. He was still lying on the bed with his eyes closed, but she could hear his soft snoring.

      Good. He needed rest.

      But he wouldn't be sleeping long. What she was about to do would not be comfortable. Luna hooked her kettle next to the iron poker and pushed it toward the flames so the water would stay hot. She gathered the bowl from his basin and set it on the nightstand, laying out the clean linens she would use to bandage him. Luna used a separate bowl she’d gathered from the kitchen to clean her hands with lye soap and a bit of the steaming hot water. Luna winced as she scrubbed her hands, the scalding water turning her skin red. She dried her hands on a clean towel and then moved to the bed.

      She lightly tapped his shoulder and his eyes opened, glazed with fever. She touched the back of her hand to his forehead, and as she suspected, he was burning up.

      “Are you sure you know what you're doing?”

      “I can't make you any worse than you already are.”

      “That's very reassuring.”

      “Good. Now I'm going to lift up your shirt again and I need you to turn toward me so I can reach the wound on your side.”

      He did as she instructed, tucking his hands under his cheek as if he intended to fall back asleep.

      “Don't ravish me in my weakened state,” he said.

      “I promise to keep things professional. I'm not attracted to men on the verge of death.”

      He chuckled. “You have a dark sense of humor, I like it.”

      Luna hid a smile, reminding herself there was nothing to smile about right now.

      “Does your brother know how serious your wound is?” she asked.

      “He might try to kill me faster," he said.

      Luna tucked the edges of his shirt out of the way and draped clean towels around him to keep his bedding dry.

      “That can't be true.”

      “But it is. He hates me. He thinks I watch over him because I enjoy it, because seeing him make a mistake makes me feel good.”

      Luna frowned as she dipped a rag in hot water and dabbed at the edges of the wound.

      He jerked and hissed through his clenched teeth. “Dammit, woman.”

      “I have something I can give you to ease the discomfort, but I have nothing that will render you completely unconscious. Unless you faint on your own.”

      “I won't faint,” he grumbled.

      “You might wish you would when I clean deeper into the wound.”

      “I can handle it," he said.

      Luna raised her brows. “Very well.”

      She set her cloth down in the hot water and she poured a cup of tea, a special brew she'd made herself, and added a large dollop of laudanum. She brought it to him and he opened his eyes.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      “It's a special mixture of mine with laudanum to help sedate you.”

      “I don't want laudanum. What am I to say to excuse not being able to join the party this evening? No one can know about my wound.”

      “Everyone will know if you die from it, or they hear you screaming.”

      “I'm not going to scream. I'm not a woman. Give me something to bite on, my leather shaving strap is on my dressing table.”

      Luna scooted off the bed and fetched the strap. He took it from her and placed it in between his teeth.

      “Do your worst," he said around the strap.

      “I intend to do my best,” Luna replied with a beleaguered sigh, but as she sat on the edge of the bed and gathered her cloth and the knitting needle she'd doused in strong spirits, her hands shook. But thankfully he’d closed his eyes again, his face twisted in a grimace as he anticipated the pain she would bring upon him.

      She took a deep breath, focused on the wound, and tried to block out his face.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, more for herself than him.

      He nodded, bunching fistfuls of the sheets in his hand. Luna took a deep breath and then she had a sudden idea.

      “Fire,” she said.

      “Fire?” he repeated, the word muffled.

      She picked up her knitting needle and took it to the hearth. The kettle had begun to boil, but she put the tip of her knitting needle directly into the flame until it glowed red. Then she walked back to the bed with it, and he visibly tensed.

      “Don't worry. I'm not going to put a red-hot knitting needle inside you. I’ll wait for it to cool. But this way I can be certain it is absolutely clean, and I'm not introducing more infection into the wound.”

      He spit the leather strap out and sat up. “Hold on, you intend to put that knitting needle inside my body?” he asked, flabbergasted.

      Luna sought the words that would reassure him. But there was simply no way around it.

      "Well, to be frank, yes."

      He started to shake his head.

      “According to Dr. Hadley's surgical texts, the wound must be properly explored to determine its depth and state of decay.”

      He pointed a finger at her. “I am not dead, therefore, there is no decay. End of discussion. You're not sticking anything in me."

      Luna folded her arms, but she still held the knitting needle in her hand away from her body. It must touch nothing.

      “You're not coming near me with that thing.”

      “It's a knitting needle. You needn't be afraid.”

      “I'm not convinced you know what you're doing. This sounds ridiculous.”

      “What's ridiculous is that you went without proper care to begin with. You could die from infection. People have died from much smaller wounds. Farmer Trent had a son who was only twelve. He pricked his thumb on some old wire and he died. From a prick to the thumb.”

      He stared at her, breathing hard. “Are you sure you know what you're doing?”

      “No, but I can't do more harm than you already have.”

      His jaw tightened and then he nodded. It wasn't a show of trust but rather grim resolution.

      He lay back down and the knitting needle was now cool enough to prod the wound. She rearranged the cloths around him and paused to take a deep breath. She pushed the knitting needle into the surface of the wound, and it disintegrated under the tip of the needle, sinking easily, creating an escape for the fluid trapped underneath.

      “That didn’t hurt like I thought it would,” he said.

      “This is the decay I spoke of. This next part might hurt.”

      She used both hands to put pressure on the edges of the wound and more sickly fluid spilled out.

      He jerked, gasping. “You are right about that.” He put the strap of leather back in his mouth and breathed harshly through his nose.

      “Focus on taking deep, long, even breaths,” Luna advised. “It's very beneficial to women in child labor in managing the pain.”

      He lifted the leather from his mouth. “I'm not a woman in labor.”

      Luna giggled. “Tell that to the hole in your body that's delivering at present.”

      “You are not amusing,” he said between clenched teeth.

      Luna smiled. The flow of the putrid lava had slowed. She picked up a clean rag and dabbed at the wound. She drew another clean rag from her pile, dipped it in the hot water, and rung the fluid into the wound.

      Lord Densmore groaned, burying his teeth into the leather.

      Luna's heart clenched for him, but if she was going to save him, she had to focus on the wound before her and not his face. She sopped up the water spilling from the wound and at last she could see inside. She used the pressure of her hands to hold the edges apart and look around. Then she used her knitting needle to gently prod the flesh.

      Red and angry though it was, any place she touched with her knitting needle began to ooze fresh red blood which, according to Dr. Hadley, was an excellent sign.

      Flesh that bled was flesh that wanted to live.

      She repeated the steps of rinsing the wound over and over until the fluid was mostly clear or tinged with blood but not clouded by infection.

      She glanced at her patient.

      His eyes were glazed over with pain, and he had a white-knuckle grip on the pillow. His teeth had left permanent gashes in the leather and he was breathing hard, but he was alive, and as long as she kept the wound looking as it did he would stay that way.

      “You are doing an excellent job controlling your reaction to the pain and allowing me to clean the wound quickly,” she praised him. “The worst of it is over. Now I'm going to pack it with bandage material coated in my special salve and bandage it for you.”

      He spit the leather out. “Where did you get the salves, and how do you know so much about these herbs?”

      “Sonam gave me the recipe along with a book about medicinal herbs.”

      “Sonam? The duke’s monk friend from the house party four months ago?”

      “Yes, according to him, Northumberland is a smorgasbord of herbal remedies. All one has to do is know where to look and how to prepare them to make tonics, salves—"

      “Potions,” he said.

      Luna smiled again. “Call it what you will, but my potions will save your life.”

      He didn't put the leather back in his mouth when he closed his eyes, and he remained locked in this position as she dried the wound and prepared the salve in a small bowl, coating it over a rolled piece of thin linen.

      She stuffed the little bundle into his wound and pulled out the center like a little wick. Dr. Hadley said this would work to draw the fluid out of the wound and toward the entrance, allowing it to drain and the salve to work its healing properties from the inside.

      If all went as planned, the bullet wound would heal from the inside out, and she wouldn't be able to pack in any cloth at all in a week’s time. But he would still require a bandage for some time yet to protect the wound and keep further contaminants from entering it. As she worked, his body relaxed and his breathing grew deeper and more even. She cleaned around the wound and then was ready for him to sit up so she could bandage him.

      She touched his shoulder and his eyes slowly opened.

      “I need you to sit up now so I can wrap the bandage around you.”

      He nodded and did as she said, moaning slightly as he pushed himself up to a sitting position.

      “It may feel a bit worse now that I've gone in and cleaned it out. But soon it will feel better.”

      “It already feels better," he said, his voice raspy. “No longer feels like a hot poker stabbing me in the side. It hurts, but it's a cold hurt like a constant punch.”

      “I'll have to take your word for it, then.” She unfolded a sheet she'd stolen from the linen closet and stood, ripping long strips.

      “You know they probably count the linens and will notice that one missing.”

      She used her arm to brush her hair from her face as she gathered her fresh clean strips of bleached white linen and sat beside him on the bed. “In a castle this size? I'll take my chances. I've seen enough sheets abused in acts of play by Weirick and Roderick to know they aren't a treasured item. There is plenty more where this came from.”

      Luna folded up a strip of linen into a large square and pressed it to his side.

      He winced.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “No, I’m sorry. I seem to be making a rash of poor decisions lately, but this wasn't one of them.”

      “This? Your bullet wound?”

      “No, letting you help me. Clearly, you know what you are doing. I was very close to not letting you touch me, and it would've been a bad decision.”

      “Yes, it would have been.”

      She picked up another strip and reached around him, holding one end over the padding and winding the other around his abdomen. She tried to ignore the way her breathing changed, her lungs tight with excitement as she leaned close to him.

      With every inhale, she could smell him, and unlike the putrid fluid that had poured from his wound, he smelled divine, like bergamot and spiced wine. The kind the duchess gifted them at Christmas time, filled with chunks of sweet fruit and spices simmered for hours until they filled the air from Selbourne to Kirkland, thick and heady.

      She tucked one end of the strip into the other and grabbed another one, beginning the same process as both arms were around him. He shifted toward her, turning as if to look at her progress, but suddenly they were face to face and the world went still. She didn't know if she was breathing anymore, but his scent filled her head and his face filled her vision. So close she could see the grains of his whiskers under his skin, thick and dark. Somehow, she was now touching his skin, her hands resting on his twitching abdominals and his lower back, almost like an embrace.

      His skin was soft and firm under her hands and far warmer than it ought to be. She licked her lips and then swallowed. She knew words should come from her mouth. She had something important to say but she couldn't put them together.

      “I…”

      Drat! What the devil had she meant to say? Tea!

      “Tea,” she said aloud. “I will make you a fresh cup of willow bark tea. That should bring the fever down. I can tell you're far too warm still.”

      “I confess I've never had willow bark tea.”

      “Be grateful, the taste isn't pleasant, but I've something I can mix with it to make it palatable.”

      “It's a shame women cannot be doctors. You'd be excellent. Most of the ones I've met care not for how their poisons taste.”

      “Women can be doctors, though shamefully, they are not allowed. I can’t fathom why men always assume women can't become physicians. It is our innate ability to care for others, to soothe and comfort, and yet it is assumed things like attending a wound or broken arm is too violent for our sensibilities. But they forget one vital thing about women.”

      “And what is that?”

      “We bleed for most of our lifetime,” she said.

      She'd probably shocked him.

      Why was it men were so terrified of womanly issues, yet they labeled women the weaker sex? Mention timely courses in front of a man and they sputter.

      Indeed, his eyes had widened and his cheeks appeared a bit flushed, but that could very well be the effects of his fever.

      Just when she thought she'd regained control of herself and she was ready to pull away and finish bandaging him, the door opened and in walked his brother.

      Mr. Denham froze at the sight of them sitting together on the bed, her arms around him, Lord Densmore’s shirt tucked halfway up his chest. Mr. Denham raised his hand and opened his mouth as if he was going to say something but then he turned on his heel and left.

      Lord Densmore muttered something under his breath. Luna finished wrapping the bandage and reached for one more strip, the final strip, as she was tucking it into the other bands and securing it.

      The door opened again and Mr. Denham charged in and stood before them, arms folded.

      “I thought better of it, and I'd rather yell at you,” he said to his brother.

      Lord Densmore looked at his brother. “I'm not in the mood for yelling, at present. I just had my insides rearranged.”

      “As curious as that sounds, you're a bald-faced hypocrite, Callen. You've got her in your room.”

      Luna stood from the bed and began to clean up her mess. “In case you haven't noticed, Mr. Denham, what you've seemingly interrupted was a serious event in which I was saving your brother’s life. So save your hysterics for someone else.”

      He drew back. “Hysterics? Who’s being hysterical? Not I. If I am wrong about what I think is happening here, kindly correct me, Miss Lunette.”

      “Gladly. Your brother’s wound was festering, and I have purged it and re-bandaged it. As you can see.” She waved to the piles of blood-soaked rags and various utensils she'd used. He looked it over.

      “Is that a knitting needle?” he asked.

      “It's a torture device,” Lord Densmore replied at the same moment, Luna answered, “Today it's a surgical instrument.”

      Her gaze caught with his and among the dazed pain in his eyes, she saw a small bit of amusement. And it was at that moment something shifted inside her.

      They were of an accord and while she'd quickly accepted his physical attractiveness, she greatly admired this new emotion bubbling up inside her that was not solely based on his appearance.

      They'd begun something. A strange, unintentional courtship of a sort. They were bonded by secrets now, and Luna feared what that might mean for a future with him.

      But she was certain he liked her. He appreciated her sense of humor, though not on every occasion, such as when she had a knitting needle shoved inside his abdomen. But he always caught her attempts at humor and recognized them, which was something not even her sisters noticed. To put it frankly, he saw her and it was very pleasant to be seen, at last.

      Mr. Denham shifted on his feet. “Brother, you didn't tell me your wound was causing a problem. I could have gotten you the appropriate help you needed. You needn't let some amateur physician toy around in your innards.”

      “She blackmailed me into complying with her request to see my injury. From there it snowballed into full surgery. I feel better now, so that is an improvement.”

      “Why didn't you tell me you were feeling poorly to begin with? We're in this together, aren't we? Isn't that what you implied earlier?”

      Lord Densmore glared at his brother.

      Clearly things were tense between the brothers. Luna pretended to be distracted with cleaning her supplies and washing her hands in the basin with scalding water. She moved the kettle away from the fire while the two brothers scowled at each other in silence. She brewed Lord Densmore a cup of tea, mixing the tiniest amount of laudanum with the willow bark. Remembering his aversion to it, she dumped it out and started over, using special oil that Sonam had given her, made from a vigorous plant with pointed leaves like a hand. He’d gifted a plant to the duke, and it was now growing in the kitchen garden for medicinal use. Luna was granted access to it whenever she needed. Sonam had taught her how to harvest the oil from the plant, which in turn could be made into salves and balms for topical use, or the oil could be ingested.

      It had some pain-relieving properties, unlike other herbs, that might help him without dulling his mind. She mixed it into the tea along with a bit of sugar and red raspberry leaf. She brought the cup to Lord Densmore, standing in front of him, interrupting the current of tension between the siblings.

      He took the cup. “What's in this tea?”

      “Willow bark," she answered, “and red raspberry leaf, sugar for a better flavor, and hemp seed oil to help alleviate some of the pain, but it's not a miracle. You'll have to take care. I did not add any laudanum after you rejected it the first time.”

      “Thank you.” He took a sip. “It's actually not that bad.”

      “So what exactly is going on here?”

      Luna turned to face Mr. Denham, at once protective of her patient against this clueless foe who had riled him up, which was not good for healing.

      “Your brother could have died. If you care for him at all, you'll cease your infernal whining and help me watch over him. If you want to protect your secret, you'll have to make excuses why he can't do all the things he would normally do. In the meantime, I will come nightly after the house is asleep and change the bandage. I’ll leave some ingredients here with you for you to continue to make the tea that should keep you mostly comfortable."

      “Nightly bandage changes here in his room after all the castle has gone to bed? Are you mad, woman?”

      “If you feel it necessary, you may chaperone. Will that make you feel better? But if you can’t be useful, you will only be in my way.”

      Behind her, she could hear Lord Densmore chuckling. She glanced over her shoulder at him and winked. He grinned at her and his smile went straight to her head like sweet wine. She faced his brother once again and his gaze had narrowed on her. “You can count on it, Miss Lunette.”

      Luna went to the writing desk and scribbled out instructions for the tea. She folded them and handed the note to Mr. Denham.

      “Make this tea for him every four hours to keep the fever and pain at bay. I don't know all the excursions for the party, but if we can work together, we can hide the fact that he can't do very physical things.”

      “The poor dear. My brother is so very physical,” he said, glancing past Luna and to his brother.

      Luna didn't know what to make of that remark, so she ignored it.
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      Theo woke Callen when it was time to dress for dinner and helped him put on a fresh shirt, waistcoat, and jacket. He even styled Callen's hair for him and tied his cravat. The awkwardness of the moment didn't go unnoticed between.

      “I do appreciate the help, Theo. It hurts to lift my arms to any significant degree, even to put on the shirt.”

      “Is it worse now that you let a complete novice poke around your insides?”

      “It's different, but I can't tell if it's worse or better.”

      Theo stood back and inspected his work, meeting his brother’s gaze hesitantly. “Shall I make you that disgusting tea she prescribed?”

      Callen lowered himself to sit on the foot of the bed. “Yes, I find the tea did help and given things I've tasted before, it wasn't all that bad.”

      His brother snorted and went to make the tea. Miss Lunette had left the kettle sitting by the fire. His brother checked the level of the water, refilled it, and then they waited for the water to warm.

      “It strange…” Theo said absently.

      “What is?”  Callen asked.

      “I don't think you've ever needed me before. I don't think anybody has.” Theo turned to the fire and squatted down, his back to Callen.

      Callen winced. And not just because his wound felt like it was being stitched together with dull rusty needles by demons from hell. But because this wasn't a road he wanted to go down right now. He had no energy for arguing, and besides that, it wasn't true. Callen had needed him.

      Lots of times.

      He'd needed Theo to be more responsible, more considerate, more cognizant of the effect his mischief had on Callen and their friends. But he couldn't say those things right now because he needed his brother’s help. He couldn't risk driving him away when he was at his weakest.

      If he survived this party. He still would have to survive the trip across the pond, and he still did not yet have a plan for what to do when they there.

      “Well, I appreciate you're here now.”

      Theo looked over his shoulder at him. “Why her first?”

      “I didn't go to her. She followed me here. Walked right in, bold as you please, and demanded to see my wound.”

      “Did she now? These Marsdens are far more spirited than I would have guessed for country-bred women."

      An answering laugh rose up in Callen, but he wouldn't let it out. His abdominal muscles felt like razor blades, and if he moved too quickly, they would slice up his insides. “So it would seem, but neither you nor I have much experience with Northumberland women, do we?”

      “No, we do not,” his brother said as he lifted the kettle from the fire and poured the steaming water over the ingredients in the teacup. He glanced at the instructions she'd written out for him.

      “This has to sit for one minute and then you can drink it.”

      Theo took a sip and his brows rose as he smacked his lips together. “You were right. It's not that bad. I’ll keep this recipe for the next time one of us is gravely injured, but I'm not certain where to find hemp oil.”

      “It grows here in the kitchen garden. Perhaps we can trouble Weirick for some seeds and have our own plant at home.”

      Theo handed him the cup, and Callen wrapped both hands around it, his arms as weak as a newborn babe. He managed to lift it to his lips and he gulped it down. Theo took the cup away and Callen wanted to return to bed, but the idea of lying back, moving his stomach in such a way, sounded like torture. He sighed and glanced at his brother.

      “Shall we go down to dinner?”

      “Are you sure you can make it? I can say you drank yourself into a stupor and your snoring loud enough to wake the dead.”

      Callen would have lunged and hugged his brother if he had the energy. He was so grateful, his eyes stung. “I would be forever in your debt if you would do that. I don't care what you tell them, tell them I'm spewing diarrhea from my rear as long as I can stay here and go back to sleep.”

      Theo chuckled. “I might believe you about being forever in my debt if you weren't as pasty as a sun-bleached shirt right now, but instead I'll help you back into bed. I wish we had come to this conclusion before dressing you,” Theo said.

      “I as well,” Callen muttered.

      Theo helped him undress again down to his shirt and trousers and then assisted him into bed. Theo tucked the covers around him with a silly grin.

      “What should I tell your surgeon?”

      “Something that will prevent her from coming up here.”

      “But I got the impression you rather enjoyed her tender loving care.”

      Callen glared at his brother with heavy eyelids. “Don't let her come up here, not until later, after the house is abed and she has to change my bandage. Assure her I just needed sleep. I think she'll understand that.”

      Theo nodded. “Very well, I shall do my best.”

      Callen drifted in a haze of pain, feeling sweaty and cold as he let his eyes close, and he heard his brother move toward the door and the click that signaled he was now alone and at peace. For the moment, there was a truce between him and his brother. Who knew it would take his life hanging in the balance to bring upon such an event. Perhaps this was what his brother needed, a bit of consequence for his actions. Callen just hoped he wouldn't have to die to make his brother turn over a new leaf because things could go one of two ways. His brother would inherit and become the man he needed to be, or he might go the opposite way and burn everything down around him. There was no in between with Theo.

      He imagined Theo giving Miss Lunette an excuse for why he wasn't at dinner and he smiled. He could picture her marching right up the stairs to check on him, and the thought warmed him from the inside.

      Callen was always the one doing the helping and ordering, the lecturing. Taking on the hardships, the physical and emotional burdens, all the responsibilities. It was rather nice, despite lingering outside the gates of heaven as he was, to be the one laid up in bed while others did the worrying, the explaining, and took on the responsibility of keeping the status quo.

      His mind drifted, the tea taking effect. At last, he no longer felt as chilled or as sweaty. He could rest now. He could let himself drift into sleep once again.

      Visions of Luna filled his mind, not poking and prodding or ministering to his wound. She leaned over him, her hair down around her shoulders, wearing nothing more than a thin white shift. He could see the shadows of her nipples underneath, and he knew just what he wanted to do. He reached for her and she smiled in welcome.
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      Luna waited anxiously in the drawing room for Lord Densmore and his brother to appear. She wouldn't know until they arrived, but she hoped that Mr. Denham would be wise enough to recognize that his brother would need help getting down to dinner. He shouldn't be moved at all. He needed to stay in bed and rest. At least for this first night, so he may be presentable on the morrow, even if for limited quantities of time.

      She exhaled with relief when Mr. Denham strolled in, and after speaking to the dowager duchess and the duke for a moment, he came right to her side. He touched her elbow and they stepped away, which Luna hoped no one else noticed.

      “Before you go charging off to his rescue, my brother wanted to stay in bed and sleep. I’ve excused him for the evening to our host.”

      “Oh, good. That is exactly what he needs. Did he seem well?” she asked.

      “He seemed alive. I don't know what else to expect.”

      Worry balled into a heavy stone and made itself at home in her stomach. “But was he speaking to you, looking into your eyes? Could he stand? Did you give him more tea? Was he writhing around in a pool of his own sweat with a wicked fever dream?” she rattled off to him.

      Mr. Denham drew back. “He was none of those things. He spoke clearly, and he seemed weak but was able to stand while I dressed him. By the end of it all, and after he had the tea, he was too tired to come down, so he begged that I excuse him.”

      Luna exhaled with great relief. “That is perfect, is more than perfect. That is excellent news.” She touched his arm, her knees weak with relief, but quickly snapped her hand away. They weren't friends, and she was still irritated with him for having ignored his brother’s urgent needs. She straightened and brushed her skirts down as if she could smooth her ruffled feathers and hide her deep concern for his brother, lest he misconstrue her intent.

      “Good. It might be too soon to tell, but I'm eager to see what progress has been made with the wound itself later this evening,” she whispered.

      He stepped to her side and surveyed the room, his arm brushing hers. “Wait in the back stairwell, and I will collect you before going to his room. I don't want you to be seen going there by yourself. If we are discovered, I will have to explain what we’re doing as vaguely as possible, but it sounds better if it comes from three people versus you being seen alone.”

      “But it isn't any better if I'm seen alone with you,” she said.

      “No, but if that happens, let me do the explaining. I have loads more experience sneaking around dark houses than you do.”

      Luna shrugged one shoulder. “So you think.”

      He offered his arm. “May I escort you into dinner? Since we are now on the same side?”

      She placed her hand on his arm. “I did not know we were on opposite sides.”

      “Oh yes, man versus woman, rogue versus innocent. It's a tale as old as time, but now we share a united goal. Keeping my brother alive.”

      They lined up and the procession moved to the dining room where they took their seats, Mr. Denham taking the seat beside her.

      “I am heartened to hear that you want your brother to live.”

      “We haven't always gotten along—no, that's not true—we've never gotten along. But I want my brother to live long enough to breed his own heirs.”

      “You don't want to inherit?”

      “Dear God, no. It's far too much responsibility. The pressures, the time spent locked up in a study poring over ledgers filled with numbers. Letter after letter from the land steward. All of it dreadfully boring.”

      Luna thanked the footman filling her wineglass and smiled before she took a sip. “Responsibility scares you,” she said.

      “As my mother used to say, I have the spirit of a bird. Having my wings clipped would render me joyless.”

      Luna cocked her head to the side as she considered his words. “Do you think your brother is joyless?” she asked.

      He took a sip of his wine before answering, dipping his spoon in his soup and swirling the creamy red liquid around, watching it.

      Luna thought he was going to ignore her question. Or maybe he was giving it deeper thought.

      “My brother is simply different from me, much more suited to the life he was born into than I ever was.”

      Luna respected his answer. She couldn't claim to know Lord Densmore well, but she would've been offended on his behalf had his brother called him joyless. He didn't seem like a joyless man. She didn't detect bitterness, not in regard to life itself, but more in regard to the history between him and his brother, most likely stemming from differing roles. He might see his position as heir to the title more cumbersome than his brother was capable of understanding, which would create resentment.

      Luna saw the same strain in Anne, and that was why they all came together to help her. Eight little sisters was a lot to take on. Many hands make light work, as they say. Did Mr. Denham help his brother at all?

      “Do you not help your brother at all?” she asked.

      He tensed as the next course was set before him and picked up his knife. He  sliced his fish aggressively, rendering the tender flesh unrecognizable. Clearly, Luna had poked a beehive with a stick. Was she about to get stung?

      “He's never asked for my help, nor has he ever wanted it. He's made that clear. I'm useless to him. All I ever do is stir up trouble. His words, not mine. I rather think I could be put to use in many ways.”

      “It's impossible to be useless without trying,” Luna commented.

      He slowly set down his fork and turned his head toward her. “I realize our acquaintance has been brief, Miss Lunette. Do I really come off as such a wastrel?”

      Luna set down her fork and held his gaze. “Sometimes asking for help is just another task. You shouldn't always wait for someone to solicit help. Saying he hasn't asked you isn't an excuse. He is your brother. I'm sure he has a lot to be responsible for. Don't wait until he makes the request. Just do it.”

      “He’ll tell me no,” he said sullenly.

      “That is only his pride talking. Don't accept no. Ask again and again. Anne is the oldest and even though we share the duties of the house equally between each other, there is still a heavy emotional burden to be carried, and we do our best to share that too. Sometimes we look at people and they seem so strong. They seem like they can do it all on their own. But even if they can, they shouldn't have to. He only has you, Mr. Denham, and you only have him. It takes nine of us plus two staff to care for our little house. How much does your brother oversee all alone?”

      “We have many more with four estates fully staffed, plus the tenants. He's not doing the physical work all by himself.”

      “No, but he has to worry over all those people. He must care for them and watch over them. You could help with that.”

      His jaw tightened. “You make a terrible dinner companion. It's just like sitting next to my brother. I always feel guilty. Like I'm a waste of a human.”

      Luna didn't think before she reached out and touched his arm. They both tensed, his eyes flaring as he looked at her with panic. But she ignored her own alarm to say something important he just might really need to hear.

      “No one is useless. You aren't a waste. Whatever has been done in the past is done now. You can help your brother going forward, whether it's with your…business here or running the estates. You are helping him now. The past is just that, the past. You can forgive it, you can forget it, but you can never change it. It’s useless weight to try to hold on to, but you are not. You are capable of helping him. The burden he carries would be so much lighter if you shared it with him, and it doesn't have to be a half or a quarter of it. You don't have to devote your life to it. Just some of it.”

      She drew her hand away.

      His gaze dropped to his arm. “You are too forward, Miss Lunette,” he reprimanded her. She shrugged one shoulder and picked up her fork as the third course was set down before her. She hadn't even touched her fish.

      “Perhaps I'm good at healing the invisible wounds as well as the obvious ones.”

      “Invisible wounds? Ridiculous.” He resumed eating.

      Luna finished her bite of food before answering. “The mind is just as prone to injury as the body.”

      He didn't respond. She must have truly stirred up the beehive now. He ignored her for the rest of the evening, and after a brief visit with the ladies in the drawing room, the gentleman separated for billiards as they had done the evening before.

      The sisters all retired together. Luna walked behind the twins, Nicolette and Odette, toward the corridor that housed their rooms. Odette was telling Nicolette a story about hidden treasure that was buried somewhere along their coastline. Nicolette was humming along, nodding her head as Odette spoke. Luna smiled at her sisters. They had all the same habits as they did as girls growing up. Nicolette was always humming some song, something she either made up or heard from a traveling troupe passing through the village.

      Nicolette had the unique talent of being able to hear a song once, either with or without words, and recall it easily. Her twin did not have the same talent. Odette had an adventurous soul, and she always requested books about far-off places.

      Luna hadn't been able to keep her mind off Lord Densmore. She hoped he was all right. The closer the hour moved toward the time when she would be able to see him, the more her nerves stretched, her stomach fluttering with anxious butterflies. She wasn't pleased to have to wait for Mr. Denham in the back stairwell. He might make her wait there in the dark as a punishment for having wounded his pride and making him feel uncomfortable.

      Men were silly like that, she'd learned in her brief experience. They never wanted to address unpleasant emotions. Her own father was no exception. Rather than discuss what they were feeling and make amends, they'd ignore the issue altogether and hope it went away. Bruised feelings never went away. They festered like wounds. The invisible ones she'd spoken of to Mr. Denham. He’d made it painfully obvious there was a giant festering wound between him and his brother. They were missing all the best elements of having a sibling. Yes, one may fight with a sibling, disagree, even experience jealousy or competitiveness, but it was always underlaid by genuine affection and trust. These two brothers were lacking those things. Maybe these events, whatever serious endeavors they were undergoing here in Northumberland, could bring them together and she could be part of that. She would have to know more about them to help. If Mr. Denham was not willing to share bits of their past, then perhaps Lord Densmore would. Especially about their parents and how they died, when they died, and their feelings about it. He might not be quite as defensive as his younger brother. The trick was finding the opportunity to speak with Lord Densmore without his brother being present.

      Luna bid her sisters good night and retired to her room, changing into an older day gown with three-quarter length sleeves. This time she donned a work apron. She didn't know why she’d packed it to begin with. It wasn't something someone would normally bring to a house party, but perhaps it was just habit, or maybe she had planned to wear it while out searching for herbs. Some herbs required a bit of digging to access their roots. Yes, that might have been the reason why she packed it and brought it from home.

      Or maybe it was fate. Maybe she was meant to be here and to help these two men either to do some good and bring two brothers together or…

      Because she was always meant to meet Lord Densmore. Because he was her fate.

      She pushed the thought aside.

      “Ridiculous,” she muttered to herself.

      She would only believe what she knew to be true, and she knew that he was an agent of the Crown and had a serious injury. That was what she needed to focus on. Her own feelings about him were not important right now.

      Time would tell if they were genuine or if it was only a passing fancy. And if he never returned them, she would know by the end of the party. Broken heart or not, at least he would leave alive and on his way to a full recovery. She would see to it.

      Luna waited until the clock struck eleven thirty. She did not know how much longer the gentlemen would play billiards. How late did they usually go?

      The house was surely asleep except for them. She hoped Mr. Denham was paying attention to the time and not wasting precious minutes at the billiard table while his brother’s wound needed care. As the hands of the clock moved toward midnight, Luna was growing drowsy and impatient. She gathered what she would need of her supplies and decided that at the very least she could collect what she didn't have available in her room before heading to the stairwell. Maybe that would be just enough time for Denham to finish his evening.

      She ground her teeth as she moved silently through the halls to an upstairs linen closet that might be less used and missing sheets less noticed. She might have to persuade Lord Densmore to replace what she was using to tend his wound. She had no doubt he would. He seemed an honorable man, unlike his brother. She had tried to be nice to Mr. Denham, although he might not see it that way, but she was giving him sound advice. There wasn't much she could do about it if he didn't like hearing the truth.

      It didn't make what she'd said any less valuable. Perhaps in time, he would come to accept that he had to take responsibility for his part in not helping his brother.

      Luna made her way toward the far corridor where the gentlemen were housed. She thought she might try to stop by the billiard room and decipher which of the gentlemen were still lingering there, but it was too far out of the way, and she was very anxious to get to Lord Densmore. She hoped he was all right and the rest and care earlier had gone a long way toward improving his health. She reached the back stairwell, and the hall was utterly silent. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness long ago. She could clearly see the hall was empty. There was no movement and she heard no sound.

      She couldn't tell if the rooms themselves were empty or if the gentleman who occupied them were already abed. What if she knocked on the wrong door? Perhaps she shouldn't knock, or the other occupants might hear and peek out of their rooms. She should've come far earlier when the gentlemen were in the billiard room. She felt a presence close behind her.

      “Boo.”

      She jumped and a hand clamped over her mouth.

      “Don't scream,” Mr. Denham whispered.

      He let go.

      She wasn't about to scream, but she was going to blister his ears with words he'd likely never heard before. She sucked in a breath and he chuckled quietly.

      “I recommend you don't speak,” he said. “A feminine voice will carry much farther in these quiet halls than mine will. Hold your tongue until we're inside. He stepped past her and she followed him. Her lips clamped shut as they entered the corridor door and navigated their way to Lord Densmore’s room. Mr. Denham entered without knocking, opening the door just slightly to peek his head in and stepped in. He held the door for her as she entered and then closed it, turning the key.

      She didn’t spare a second thought to Mr. Denham. All her attention, every fiber of her being positively screamed to focus on Lord Densmore. She'd never felt such a thing before, like a fishhook tethered her to him and he reeled her in. She cautiously stepped forward and he sat up. He looked well, she thought with relief.

      His eyes were bright, his color better. His hair was plastered to his head with sweat in a disheveled, rather disarmingly handsome manner that somehow was just as beguiling as when he'd worn his dress blacks at the ball four months ago. She remembered quite clearly how stunning he was then, but this sight was far more devastating to her senses. He resembled a heathen God, lounging on his bed, welcoming her into his chamber.

      As he moved to sit up, he winced and the effect was lost. Her concern overlaid her fascination now, and she hurried forward.

      “Don't move if it hurts,” she said.

      He slowed his movements and carefully adjusted himself into a sitting position.

      “It feels tight,” he said.

      She set down the sheet and her satchel of tools on the nightstand and touched his forehead, exhaling with relief.

      “You don't feel feverish.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Tea, if you please, Mr. Denham.”

      “I've already begun. I'm so good at helping,” he muttered.

      Luna ignored him as she reached for Lord Densmore’s shirt and lifted it up to look at the bandage. Fluid had seeped through, but it was pink-tinged and not murky or brownish. She touched it and it was dry, so it must be old.

      “Can you sit up like you did before?"

      He nodded and adjusted himself, dropping his legs over the side of the bed.

      Luna caught a peek at his bare feet, large and square, his toenails clean and neatly trimmed with little tufts of hair on the knuckles of the toes and on the high arch of the top of his foot, but not overly so. Her father's feet were so hairy, they may as well be covered with moss. She focused on Lord Densmore once again. His eyes were clearer. No longer did they have the glaze of pain and fever.

      “You seem to have improved in such a short time,” she said.

      “Have I?”

      “Tell me how you're feeling? Earlier you said it felt like a hot poker and after like a punch. How about now?”

      “It feels like there's a rock buried in my side, and it's a little itchy.”

      “Itchy?” she repeated. “I am eager to see how it looks. Will you please remove your shirt?” A little giggle rose in her throat. She’d never said such a thing to a man. The idea of his bare chest made her a bit dizzy.

      He nodded and his brother came to help him. Luna glanced away. She didn't want them to see disappointment on her face, but she would've preferred to help take his shirt off.

      That is not how a doctor thinks, she reminded herself. She focused on tearing a sheet into new strips of linen and when she turned back, she was momentarily stunned by the sight of all his golden skin.

      Mr. Denham chuckled as he moved past her. “You’re drooling, Miss Lunette.”

      Luna snapped her mouth shut. Thankfully, Lord Densmore wasn't paying attention to her at all. Instead, he had focused on the jar on the nightstand. He picked it up and was frowning down at the contents inside. At last he glanced her way.

      “This is what you put in me?”

      She nodded and stepped forward. “It is. I blended it myself. Now we will see what effects it has had for your healing.”

      “You expect this to work in so little time?”

      “What I'm hoping is to see less fluid created from the wound, and what fluid there may be, which is the body's natural cleansing process, to be clear and not murky or yellow and green as it was before. The flesh inside the wound should be pink and bleeding once it is disturbed.”

      “Isn't bleeding a bad thing?” Mr. Denham asked as he brought a cup of the tea over and handed it to his brother.

      “A little bleeding is good. It's a sign that the tissue is healthy.  As it heals, the bleeding will lessen, but a little fresh blood is a good thing.”

      “Remind me again what makes you an expert?”

      “I’ve studied Dr. Hadley’s methods extensively,” Luna returned. She had no patience for his condescension. Not when it was she who actually did something for Lord Densmore.

      “Forgive me, I fail to see how—”

      “Enough, Theo,” Lord Densmore ordered from the bed. “I trust her. She has proven herself more than capable.”

      Mr. Denham’s face transformed into a hard mask. “Oh, you trust her? Bully for you, Miss Marsden. I’ve spent a lifetime with my brother and have never earned his trust.”

      Lord Densmore’s declaration had caught her off-guard, but she dared not let her expression show the glowing warmth inside that his words had triggered. Not when it clearly had upset his brother.

      But he trusted her? Had anyone ever said those words to her? She knew her sisters trusted her, but this was far different. They knew her, and they’d seen her work. This man had no choice, and yet in such a short time, he’d come to trust her abilities as a healer. Something bright and incandescent swelled inside her. She kept her face down, her focus on the wound to hide her joy.

      “She’s still no expert,” Mr. Denham muttered.

      Luna’s anger grew. She would not let him diminish her pride in her work. “And where does your expertise lie?” She lifted her head and pinned him with a glare of challenge.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Cunnus Linguere. It’s a special talent.”

      Beside her Lord Densmore tensed and growled a warning at his brother.

      Luna sat up straighter. “That’s Latin, but I’m not familiar with the words. Josie is fluent in Latin.”

      His expression brightened. “Is she? Well, I’d love to hear her translate the words for you.”

      “Get out if you can’t be useful,” Lord Densmore barked.

      “I made you tea, but I can see by your exhausted state that I needn’t chaperone. I’ll retire. See you in the morning, brother. Hopefully.”

      Luna glared at his back as he left the room.
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      “I'm sorry you had to bear witness to his insolence,” Densmore said as Luna finished packing the wound and began to bandage it again.

      “Is that what having a brother is like?”

      “You mean terrible?”

      Luna couldn't help smiling, but then it fell away. She couldn't ignore the bitterness between them. She'd never experienced that between her and her sisters. Having grown up next door to the duke, Weirick, and his younger brother, Roderick, they had been her only example as far as brotherhood went. Their neighbor on the opposite side, Lord Chester, was an only child. It wasn't as if her sisters had never teased her or they'd never fought with each other. But boys tended to be crueler and that didn't seem to change as they grew into men.

      She could sense there was more going on here. A deep wound, one that may never heal unless they both faced it.

      She swallowed. “A wounded animal will bite when cornered,” she said.

      He shifted, placing one hand behind him and leaning back, opening up his side to her so they almost faced each other. His gaze met hers. “You’re defending him now?”

      “Goodness, no. He's been a beast to me all evening. He didn't like that I poked at his invisible wounds. He doesn't want to see them, and he didn’t want to believe me when I pointed out he has them.”

      She focused on what her hands were doing because looking into his eyes made the world shift under her, and she was afraid she'd have no choice but to fall into him.

      And where would that leave her? She’d earned his trust through the circumstance of this wound. He needed her. But that didn't mean he wanted her.

      She finished tucking the end of the strip into the bandage, reluctant to pull her hands away from all that gorgeous male skin. Her gaze slowly drifted up his chest and she flinched, her hands naturally wanting to follow, to trace the hills and valleys of his muscles. She was most curious about his nipples. The dusky rose skin was pebbled and furled tightly as if shy about being exposed.

      Her pulse increased. She wanted to touch them. Inside, something rose within her, an emotion she did not recognize, hot and wicked. It thickened her blood, made her dress feel extra tight, and made her thoughts far from innocent.

      Desire. What magic was this?

      She was very aware that she was ogling him now, but she couldn't stop. Her eyes rose slowly, her mouth dry. She licked her lips as she surveyed his broad shoulders and the unique way his muscles and tendons and bones were covered by golden skin. He was living art. A true specimen of manhood, the glory of what it was to be human.

      Luna blinked as her hand entered her field of vision, and she froze as if she was outside her own body, watching herself touch his shoulder, frozen with panic as her rebellious hand caressed his chest, her fingertips brushing across his clavicle to the other shoulder. As if he were a living statue and she only admiring the fine talents of the sculptor.

      She sucked in a breath and drew her hand away, but he caught it between them and placed it over his heart. Their gazes locked, and under her hand she could feel the steady thump, thump, thump.

      “I'm sorry,” she said breathlessly. “I didn't mean…”

      “You've likely never seen a man undressed before.”

      She shook her head. “No. I've never been able to examine the male form in person. Only in books.”

      She tried to make it sound as if her only interest was academic, but it was all a lie. She'd wanted to touch him. She'd never felt so alive as she did just then, warm skin under her hands, the erratic thumping of his heart. Was he in pain? Or was he feeling it too? The tension weaving between them. Tying itself like a knot, tighter and tighter until it couldn't be unraveled.

      What was she doing? This wasn't part of his care. This wasn't part of healing. This was purely her own wants spilling over and she had to stop it. If he wasn't feeling the same way, he might not allow her to come back and finish treating his wound.

      She licked her lips. “I should go.”

      “We stopped doing what we should be doing a long time ago, Luna.”

      He’d said her name. Her heart skipped around with glee, a child with a sweet treat hidden in her pocket. And it carried none of the formality, like when he said Miss Lunette. The way he said Luna carried familial charity, his trust, and maybe… She hoped…affection too.

      “I'm sorry, I should have asked permission. But I think given the circumstances, we can dispense with given names when we're alone. Unless you'd like me to call you doctor?” He smiled.

      Luna wanted to melt into a puddle right there. “I will confess it brings me great pleasure to hear you say doctor, but Luna will suffice.”

      His smile deepened and he raised a brow. “Great pleasure?”

      “My greatest dream is to be a real physician. But that will never happen. I know that. So even if you call me doctor in jest, it’s still just a little further than I was before. At least you recognize I am trying. It's as close as I may ever get.”

      He sobered. “You deserve to have all your dreams come true.”

      Luna prayed she didn't appear as lovestruck as she felt. Such words had never been said to her, nor had she ever thought they would be. A new dream rapidly formed inside her, perhaps a hopeless dream, but dreams were not built on hope and practicality. They were built on stardust.

      Could this be it? Could she be falling for him?

      And could he…return her affection? Was this what falling in love felt like?

      She sucked in a breath. “Thank you, my lord—I mean…” She frowned. “You have not yet given me leave to use your name.”

      “I haven't? Oh, only my brother uses my given name, but now you may as well. You have seen my insides, after all. My name is Callen.”

      Callen, Callen, Callen, Callen, Callen.

      She repeated it over and over in her head, too giddy and exuberant to say it out loud without giggling.

      “My brother is Theo, Theodore, which he hates to be called so use that weapon wisely.”

      “Lunette Esmeralda Marsden. No fancy titles to follow.”

      “Dr. Lunette Esmeralda Marsden.”

      She couldn't help giggling. Just hearing the words come from him made little stars of joy burst inside her, like bubbles of champagne in her blood.

      He was still quite shirtless. They were sitting together on his bed intimately. She checked the time on the mantle clock above the hearth, and it was growing quite late. He must be tired. And she should be tired. But she didn't want to leave, not yet.

      “You need to get more sleep,” she said.

      “I've been sleeping all day. I'm awake now.”

      “More sleep will make you better. The more you rest, the faster your wound will heal. Doctor's orders.” She couldn't help the slow grin that claimed her mouth.

      He grinned back at her. “The power has gone to your head.”

      “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

      He chuckled and Luna joined in, but then he winced and grabbed his side.

      “See? Look what I've done.” She scooted off the bed. “You must go back to bed. You had your tea. I'm sure it won't take very long to fall back to sleep.”

      He adjusted himself, lying back against the pillows and pulling the coverlet to his chest. Luna busied herself with putting her supplies away so she wouldn't just be standing there, staring at him like she wished to. She picked up her satchel and turned to bid him good night. He reached out and touched her hand.

      “Despite Theo’s dire warning, I plan to be alive in the morning.”

      “That is good. Half the battle is keeping the patient alive. The other half is the patient's will to be alive.”

      “More wisdom from Dr. Hadley?”

      “No. That is my own assessment. Goodnight, Callen.”

      “Goodnight, doctor.”

      Luna turned down his oil lamp on the nightstand and left the room. She was confident he would be there in the morning just as handsome and just as shirtless. Her feet dragged down the hall, either from exhaustion or sheer revolt against leaving. But there was always tomorrow, she reminded her rebellious feet. He would be the first thing she thought of when she woke. She’d have to wake early to tend him before the rest of the house stirred.

      She smiled, despite the gritty heaviness of her eyelids. She was already looking forward to it.
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      Click.

      Callen opened his eyes, his vision blurry. He wasn't sure if he was truly awake or merely dreaming, but his mind and his vision would not clear. He catalogued the sensations in his body; he was at the very least alive just as he’d promised. That is, unless he was dreaming or in some in between state between heaven and hell.

      He blinked several times, but he still couldn't see. The light was weak and gray, the air cool on his skin. Those two things informed him it must be early morning before the sun had fully risen.

      He could sense someone moving about the room.

      It must be the scullery maid, there to build up the fire again. He let his eyes rest, planning to feign sleep until she left, but the person drew closer to the bed and a warm hand touched his brow.

      Her knuckles dragged across his skin and the single movement was enough to awaken every fiber in his body. He reached up and grabbed her hand, holding it there to his cool brow, and heard her indrawn breath.

      Maybe the scullery girl, Matilda? Was that her name? Had she taken leave of her senses? Which was not at all likely in a fine household such as this. Weirick only hired the best. The mere girl of fifteen would not be so bold as to touch a man while he slept.

      He knew exactly who would dare touch him.

      He felt her with an awareness that resonated deep into his bones, and a part of him had already known it was her all along. Her touch only confirmed he was indeed deeply in tune to her, his senses reaching out for her when she was close.

      Luna, his angel of torture and mercy.

      He couldn't yet explain the deep sense of calm her presence brought him or understand how absurd it was that he could so easily trust her with his life. This girl—nay, this woman—may be innocent and inexperienced in the world, but to call her a girl was an insult. She had an understanding about life that not even he had yet to experience. Her circumstances had shaped her into a caring, vibrant person that made him want to laugh even as she was poking at his insides with a knitting needle. He now fully understood what a person meant when they used the euphemism “like a breath of fresh air.”

      Just being near her seemed to open him. He could breathe deeper. Something crisp and sweet filled him from his toes to his head as if all his blood had been replaced with fresh spring water. He simply felt better being in her presence, and he didn't know where these feelings had come from.

      He thought he knew himself. He thought he understood the type of man he was. He was mostly strained in his life from dealing with his routine duties and arguing with his brother.

      There was something about Luna, when she was near, when his eyes rested on her, that made all of that fade away. All his focus centered on her, and it was as though a weight lifted off his chest and he could breathe again. As if a mask was removed from his eyes and he could see again, but all he wanted to see was her because she was the cause of all these wonderful things, the relief he hadn't known he'd needed.

      A balm to his soul.

      He opened his eyes just a crack and there she stood, peering at him, just waiting, no panic in her eyes as he held her hand to his forehead with a grip that might have been just a hair too tight. Not because she'd startled him but because he was afraid to let go. Afraid she might leave and take with her all the lovely sweet relief she brought.

      This was madness.

      He had to let her go, for now and forever, because he was nothing more than a sham spy using her gift for healing to recover so he could leave. And when he did, his life and his focus would all be on his brother, and he'd be back in that dismal state of despair he hadn't realized he'd been living in until this moment.

      His heart pounded. He never knew he'd been unhappy until tasting the brief bite of happiness in her company. His grip on her wrist lessened, and she pulled her hand away.

      “I hope I didn't startle you. I wanted to check on you before the rest of the house woke.”

      “It's all right. I knew it was you, I think. Or maybe I was still dreaming,” he said.

      “I hope they were good dreams?” she asked.

      He couldn't remember. He'd slept deep, a result of that wondrous tea she made. She drifted away, back toward the fire, and positioned the kettle over the flames, mixing ingredients in a teacup.

      He watched with a smirk. She looked like a witch, tendrils of hair falling around her face, a haphazard knot of hair crowning her head as if it might topple over at any moment.

      She wore a drab brown cloak that completed her witch persona to perfection.

      He wanted to know what she was wearing under the cloak. Was she dressed for the day? Was she still in her nightgown? He closed his eyes and imagined a virginal white nightgown, something that would never have stirred his interest before, but the image of Luna in such a garment made his blood turn hot with a fever he hadn't had upon waking. Desire began to build in his body, and he tightened his fists around the sheet covering his lower torso because he could already feel his staff hardening. He would not be able to explain to her why certain parts of his body were stiffer than others.

      He was hard because he wanted to see her in her nightgown. He wanted to peel it from her skin with his teeth and expose what was underneath. Her body, naked and soft and entirely his. He would have no doubt he would be the first man to ever touch her. As knowledgeable as she was in her healing art, she'd admitted she'd never seen a naked man, not one that didn't exist on the page in the book. He felt entirely selfish regarding her and wanting to be the only man she would ever see. At the very least, the one man that she would compare every man to after he was gone.

      He'd wanted many things in his life, but very few of them had been so far out of his reach as Miss Lunette Marsden. Women, the kind he usually consorted with—widows, independently wealthy spinsters who didn't fit in the circles of polite society—came easily to him, a handsome, wealthy lord. But there was an invisible wall between him and Luna, and it wasn't just because of their station.

      She was alone, essentially. He had his brother, he had society's expectations wanting him to conform to the rule that he only ought to marry a woman equal to him or who might elevate his already elevated status. But those things were insignificant compared to the onslaught of desire that coursed through him for Luna.

      The invisible wall was neither his title nor society. It was far more complex than that. Deeper than just a lie that he told her about being a spy, an agent of the Crown here on some noble mission to protect them all.

      Christ, what had he been thinking? The lie alone could make her hate him. But the real reason he couldn't have her, the one born of deep-seated resentment and anger, even jealousy and love, was his brother.

      As impossible as it seemed, he loved his brother. Much like his parents had, he’d taken on the job of keeping his brother out of trouble, which he seemed to fall into as easily as he breathed.

      That was the wall that separated.

      Because after all these years of looking out for Theo, he'd forgotten how to do anything else other than his duties to the title. He was consumed by worry and resentment. He didn't know how to be anything else. Look where it got him, shot, on the cusp of leaving his king and country behind to keep his brother from hanging for murder. He'd given up everything for Theo, and the sting was never more bitter than it was now as he watched Luna prepare that cup of tea.

      He would eventually have to give her up too and this consistent contentment. She inspired this greedy insatiable gluttony for her attention. It ravaged him. He'd never had someone make him the focus of their concern, the single occupant of their tender care. It had always been Theo. For the first time, it was for him and he was desperate for it, desperate for her, and he never wanted it to end.

      She came back to bed with the tea and set it on the nightstand.

      “It’s still a bit hot," she said. “Where is our chaperone this morning?"

      “Probably still sleeping. We don't need him, do we?” He might pout like a child if she said anything but no.

      “I certainly don't.”

      He grinned.

      “But you might.”

      His grin fell away. If he needed anything from his brother, he needed Theo to grow up overnight and make a life for himself. One that didn't involve Callen always coming to his rescue, so Callen might have a chance to find his own happiness. But after thirty-three years, that wasn't likely to happen, and the near future looked bleak, as bleak as the gray dull light outside his window. As bleak as the choppy sea and the ship that waited to take them away from England, from everything Callen had loved, even though he hadn't had time to love much. He didn't want to lose what little he had, what chance he might be missing.

      He focused on Luna. “I don't need him. He needs me.”

      She raised both brows. “Are you able to get out of bed by yourself? I mean, if I must, I can help you to the chamber pot.”

      Callen flushed. “I can do it myself.” Now that she mentioned it, he needed to do it rather urgently. He couldn't remember the last time he’d used the chamber pot, and there was still the issue of his erection, which her presence did not diminish in the least. His prick had a rather single-minded goal.

      “Turn your back. I don't want to shock you.”

      She pivoted and scoffed, folding her arms. “Nothing will shock me. I’ve seen your insides, remember?”

      As tempting as it would be to prove her wrong, and satisfying to see her ogle his manhood, he'd only be torturing himself. It was best to keep that wall between them because he was already going to hurt her when it came time to leave, and the truth inevitably came to light.

      The fever in his blood abated as the cold hard truth settled deep. He might never be able to come back to England. He wasn't sure about the rules for how much trouble he himself may fall into by helping his brother escape. He wasn't sure what would become of either of them.

      He was not a rule breaker. He didn't flout the conventions of the law as easily as his brother seemed to. It only rankled him more that he had to sacrifice everything as if he was the one to pull the trigger, when all he wanted to do was stop him, stop both of them. Now he was paying the price.

      He curled his lip as he went behind the dressing screen, his side tight, a dull ache hindering his movement every time he stepped. On the whole, he felt like he could manage just fine by himself, further proving he didn't need Theo.

      Theo needed him. If it wasn't for his blasted affection for his damn brother, his life might be truly different, but he didn't know precisely how because he'd never had the chance to find out. He finished his business and returned to the bed, but he didn't lie down again. It felt good to stand, to move his muscles, to feel the blood fill his feet again and not his prick.

      She turned to face him as he sat and handed him a cup of tea. He took a sip, tasting the strange oil and the sweetness of the sugar and the raspberry leaf. He was now fond of both tastes. He quickly downed the cup and set it aside. She was fussing with some supplies, bandaging, and the jar of salve he had been so curious about yesterday.

      “I’ll have to resume activity today,” he said.

      She nodded. “I think you'll be able to with limited movement. But I don't recommend riding or anything else too strenuous.”

      Like fucking.

      Where had that come from?

      He peeked down at his lap. He could feel arousal stirring in him again. He took a deep breath and willed his body into submission.

      Perhaps he did need his brother to chaperone him, to keep his mind off her dainty hands and how wonderful it would feel to have them wrapped around his cock.

      Bloody hell.

      This was only getting worse. He had to get his head straight, but it was difficult with her so close, so intimate with him sitting on the bed and her within arm’s reach.

      “I'm really tired of sitting here,” he said. “Why don't we take this over by the hearth.”

      She glanced up at him expectantly. “Very well.”

      She gathered up her supplies and moved them over to the small circular table by the chair next to the hearth. He eased into it, leaning back against the plush padding, but it was firmer than the bed and the support was nice.

      “I hope I haven't roused too much suspicion with my absence,” he said.

      “Well, I can't speak for everyone, but beyond your brother and I, I haven't seen anyone take much notice. They are rather preoccupied with themselves and this whole ridiculous sham.” She froze and then began to move very quickly as she coated the small piece of cloth with the salve.

      Now it was his turn to raise a brow. “Sham? What sham?”

      “Never mind that. It was a poor use of the word. I didn't mean sham, precisely.”

      “I'm not about to let you escape, so you may as well just tell me what you truly meant.”

      “I didn't mean you, if that's what you are referring to. No one knows about the beach or your true purpose here. No one suspects anything.”

      “Then what are you referring to?”

      “I'm referring to the party itself. The whole ridiculous premise of the idea that… That one of us might find…a husband. And that will fix everything.”

      He remained quiet for a moment. A husband would do a great deal toward helping the Marsden women, but it wasn't exactly a conversation he wanted to have. But he supposed it was better than addressing the truth, that he was the sham prospect of a husband, a fraud, a fake spy, and an utter waste of her time.

      “Well, I certainly wouldn't offer my brother for the role, but you never know what could happen. Somebody could be falling in love right in front of us, and we might not see it as preoccupied as we are with ourselves or other problems outside of this party.”

      “Like protecting England?” Her face brightened.

      He chuckled half-heartedly, a shameful stab of guilt rendering him momentarily speechless. She looked at him with such hope, as if he was some kind of hero, and he was anything but.

      “Or saving a man's life when he might have died from an infected bullet hole,” he said. Her gaze dropped to her hands as she folded one of the strips of sheet into a pad to place over his wound. Her cheeks bloomed with color.

      She was very pleased by the reminder, he could tell, and he gave himself a metaphorical pat on the back. No matter how deep and tangled he’d become in his lie, at least he had shown her that she was far more than just a penniless daughter. She’d done something great here, and he would forever be in her debt. He hoped he would be able to convey all of that to her before he had to leave. To show her how much that meant to him, how proud of her he was, and how she had every right to be proud of herself. The world needed more of Luna Marsden.

      She could do so much good, whereas he'd spent his life protecting his brother, who had done none at all. If he could trade places with someone, some metaphorical man in the future who might have the destiny to be her future husband, he would do it in a heartbeat and give her everything she could ever dream of. Even things she hadn’t yet dream of.

      As the realization dawned on him, the enormity of his thoughts, his chest tightened and he wasn't sure his heart was even beating. She turned to him and paused, her gaze on his face.

      “Are you all right? What's wrong?”

      He didn't know what terrible expression she saw on his face, but she was instantly frightened. That was exactly how he felt, frightened and stunned, like he’d taken another bullet and he wasn't sure he was going to survive this one.

      Not without her.

      But he couldn't have her.

      He didn't deserve her.

      He was a man who had never been denied anything in his life. And yet he'd sacrificed so much of the things that couldn't be bought. Pieces of his soul.

      He wasn't going to miss this. He was going to take something back for himself.

      He pushed himself to his feet. Her gaze drifted over his face, looking for his new wound, for a sign of whatever was hurting him. But she would not find it. It was too deep, embedded in his heart like a piece of shrapnel from the life that was blown to bits because of his own affection for his brother. He'd been raised to only think of his brother, to care for his brother, and he didn't know how to do it for himself.

      But right now, he did.

      Right now, he was going to ask for just one thing. Screw asking. He was going to take it.

      He pulled her close and her head naturally tipped back as she stared at him, her eyes wide, with not a trace of fear because she wasn't scared of him. She was only concerned about him, worrying over him, as no one had ever done before.

      And he was going to take that too for the remainder of the time he had here. He was going to selfishly take her tender care, her attention, her worry, and concern. Every minute she spared him, he was going to cherish until the day he had to break her heart and leave her behind.

      But in this moment, right now, he was going to take and give a little piece of heaven for both.

      He bent, dropping a kiss on her lips, and she started but didn't pull away. He sealed his mouth over hers and gathered her close, wrapping his arms around her slight frame. A surge of protectiveness, of tender longing thrust deep into his heart as he savored the feel of her in his arms. With a slight gasp, her lips parted under his. He took the unbidden invitation not to seize but to knock gently on the door of her desire. He wasn't an animal.

      He dipped his tongue gently into her mouth, tasting, letting her choose whether she wanted to invite him in fully or shut him out. He teased her lips, tracing the top with his tongue, taking little sips of her mouth until she opened wider to him, and her tongue peeked out and touched his in return. Triumph and lust rushed at him, engulfing him in flames of desire. He swept her mouth with his tongue, and her small hands gripped his shoulders, her fingernails biting into his skin, but she did not back away.

      She did not balk at his bold caress. Her tongue met his, matching him passion for passion, and soon their breaths clashed between. Their tongues dueled for dominance, and she was crushed to him, breast to hip, and he had one hand in her hair, undoing the knot and combing his fingers through the falling locks.

      The scent of her filled his nostrils. She smelled like a meadow full of wildflowers, hints of sweet light fragrances like posies and clover mixed with sun-warmed earth and the tang of freshly cut grass. He wanted to lose himself in it, roll around in it until all he could smell was her. Just as swiftly as the urge to pick her up and carry her to the bed came upon him, she broke the kiss, pressing her forehead to his chest just above the bounding of his heart.

      “I'm not going to apologize,” he said. Perhaps they were the wrong words to say, but it was the truth. He’d taken and he'd given. It was her first kiss. He knew it deep in his bones. He could tell by the shock and surprise that he felt in her body, and he was a greedy bastard for taking such pleasure in being the first man to taste her.

      “Please don't apologize,” she said. “We are running out of time. I have to change your bandage and be gone before we are caught.”

      She backed away and picked up the bandages she dropped when he’d taken hold of her.

      “Before we are caught,” he murmured to himself. Even if he were caught with her and Weirick demanded they marry, he couldn't.

      Rather he could, but he'd still have to leave her behind and if he had to that—if he had to marry her and then abandon her—he might be then driven to murder his brother himself. And still then he'd never be able to keep her because he would hang for his brother's murder.

      There was no way to win.

      A newfound rage, the dangerous, cold, quiet kind filled him, and he stood still as she removed his bandage. Numb to what should have been the pleasurable sensations of her hands on his skin, he couldn't feel anything right now. He could only feel emptiness and loss.

      She swiftly replaced the bandage and cleaned up her supplies. Her hair fell around her shoulders in dark waves of midnight. He wanted to reach out and touch her hair. His fingers nearly trembled with the urge, but he didn't. She was right. She had to go. Rays of gold now filtered into the room. At last the sun was coming up and soon the scullery maid would arrive. She swiftly re-pinned her hair into a sloppy, topknot on her head and her gaze met his.

      “You should go,” he said, “but I'll see you at breakfast.”

      She nodded and picked up her satchel and walked to the door, never looking back. The door closed behind her with a soft click, the same sound that had woken him that morning, and yet in that short span of time, he’d turned from a man into a monster.
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      Luna returned to her own room and had just enough time to throw off her cloak before Hildy, the scullery girl, arrived to stoke up the fire.

      “Goodness you were up early,” Hildy said.

      “Forgive me, Hildy. I've always been an early riser. It just isn’t like me to stay in bed once the sun has risen."

      “Aye, women like us, born and raised in the country, set our clocks by the sun, don't we?”

      “Yes, we do, Hildy.”

      Hildy began her duties, scraping out the old ash, stacking the logs, feeding the embers from the night before with kindling until flames rose up to devour the new wood.

      Luna sat on the edge of her bed, her hands in her lap and staring at the clean white cotton of her nightgown, but she didn't really see herself. Her mind had taken her back to that moment when Callen had pulled her close and kissed her. From that moment on, she felt as if she was walking in a dream, and she didn't know what was real and what was fantasy.

      But it had happened; he’d kissed her, her first kiss. To date, it was the wildest thing she'd ever done, and she didn't count searching the coastline for herbs after midnight because those were the types of things she'd always done. As Hildy had said, We women of the country live by different rules. But none of those rules had involved men like Callen. Men with mysterious purposes, wounds from battles he couldn't speak of.

      And then he’d kissed her and suddenly she wasn't just a woman from Northumberland, a country-bred maiden. She was something else altogether, something bright and hot, glowing like the tip of her knitting needle after being held in the fire.

      But what did it mean? Why did he kiss her?

      Her foolish heart wanted to believe this was it. This was the beginning of their story. The romantic beginning of their life together that she would tell her sisters about on the eve of her wedding before her husband came to claim her, or one day tell their grandchildren about, but all of those things seemed like dreams too far to reach.

      Too good to be true.

      As her mother used to say, A day could dawn clear but be thundering by noon. She didn't know if she should listen to her head or her heart, and what was worse, she didn't know who to talk to.

      She'd never had to hide something from her sisters. She already bore one secret, but that was for Callen. But now this was her first kiss. Something one ought to share with her sisters. But questions about the kiss would lead to questions about Callen, and that's where the waters grew murky.

      He was here doing something important, and he was depending on her. What happened afterward? Where was this kiss going to lead?

      That was the question she needed an answer to. If only she could find it, preferably in a book. She searched her mind for answers, usually matters of the heart were easy for her to understand. But not today. Not this morning and not when she couldn't speak of it to anyone but herself.

      Unless… She supposed she should just talk to him if she had questions about his intentions. He was more or less her captive until he was well enough to leave the castle, diabolical as that sounded. It was reasonable to think at some point she would have an answer. All she would have to do was to be patient, and luckily patience was one of her virtues.

      Later in the morning, after she washed and dressed and headed down to breakfast, she tried to appear as normal as possible, but she was eager to see Callen. Had his brother come to check on him at all? Was his initial concern and declaration that they be chaperoned all for nothing? Or just his way of giving the appearance that he cared when he truly didn't?

      Luna entered the breakfast parlor on the heels of Nic and her first glance was not to her sisters, who greeted her upon her entry, but to Callen. He was her lodestar, her true north for the time being, and her head and her heart were solidly focused on him.

      He sat in his usual chair, his brother at his side, Lord Selhorst on his other side, and he was eating from a plate of eggs and bacon with a side of toast.

      Luna approved of his breakfast choices. He needed all the nutrition he could get to regain his strength and aid in his healing. Relieved, she filled her own plate with eggs, capers, and some lovely cut strawberries and took her usual seat by Josie. Nic sat down beside her and yawned.

      Luna studied her. She had deep shadows under her eyes. “Are you still having trouble sleeping?”

      Nic stilled, her gaze on her plate, and then nodded before she briefly glanced at Luna and then back to her plate.

      “I am. Perhaps I'll take some of that special sleeping tea you take from time to time.” Luna surveyed her more closely. Rarely did the sisters have reason to lie to each other, and so it was almost comically obvious when they did. Why would Nic lie about the reason for her exhaustion? Unless… She was doing something she ought not to be doing. Luna turned back to her own plate. What could that be?

      And with whom?

      Because in a castle full of gentlemen with nine inexperienced women, it wasn't as though Nic had suddenly begun painting by the light of the moon all night long. Reason and logic stated it could only mean one thing. She was spending time with one of these gentlemen.

      Nic set down her fork with a sigh and met Luna's gaze. “I can feel you watching me, you know.”

      “That is not at all surprising. I was staring very intently.”

      “Please don't. It's annoying.”

      “I'm worried about what has you so exhausted.”

      “I've already told you. Having trouble sleeping in the bed by myself. Perhaps I ought to share a room with Odette.”

      “That's an excellent solution. Or you can stop lying to me.” Luna whispered the last bit.

      Nic narrowed her eyes at Luna. “And if I told you instead to keep your nose where it belongs, how would you reply?”

      Luna drew back. “You're my sister. Why would I hide my concern for you?”

      “Because it is unwarranted. You're just being intrusive, as usual.”

      Luna blinked.

      I'm intrusive? Since when?

      She shook her head at Nic and turned back to her food. There was no point in starting an argument at breakfast. But it was very unlike Nic to act this way. It was true she was closer to her twin than any of the other sisters, but Luna would rank herself as the second closest to her, being as she was just above Nic in the birth order. If she was going to get to the bottom of the issue and help her sister, whatever it was, she would have to ask her when they weren't surrounded by others.

      Perhaps Nic was just embarrassed. But she shouldn't be because Luna herself was doing something she ought not to be doing, and it very well might lead to true love or something terrible. She cleared her plate, feeling drowsy after having risen so early herself.

      Luna accepted another cup of tea from the footman and swiftly drank it. She wondered what coffee might taste like but had never had the occasion to try it. She just might on this morning and maybe offer some to Nic. Luna waved the footman over and asked for a cup. She nudged Nic with her elbow.

      Nic was rubbing her temples. She cut a glare to Luna. “What?”

      “I thought you might like to try a bit of coffee. It has more energetic effects than tea, I do believe.”

      Nic shrugged, so Luna pushed a cup of coffee under her nose and waited. Nic looked down at the cup with interest and then picked it up and sniffed it. The chair on Nic’s other side scooted back, and who should fill it but Mr. Denham.

      “Don't,” he warned. “One taste and you'll never be able to give it up. It has the same addictive qualities as I do.”

      Luna bristled. She didn't like this man one bit. Not after all his teasing and brooding and the strain he caused his brother. He did not seem like a professional spy, as it was his brother who carried all the weight of responsibility and the injuries. She wondered just how it happened, how Callen came to be injured and his brother wasn’t. Not that she could say anything here in front of Nic. Luna took a sip, defiantly meeting his gaze, but his attention was all for her sister.

      Nic smiled and took a sip. “Hardly addictive. I don't think I care for it at all.”

      Luna clenched her teeth. Was Nic flirting with Mr. Denham? She would not have it. Luna would not let her sister be swayed by such a rogue when she had no way of knowing what type of man he was because she didn't know the truth like Luna did.

      “I hope you took care of all your responsibilities this morning, Mr. Denham,” Luna said. His gaze moved to her, reluctantly she would say. As if he cared not to have his pleasure of staring at Nic ruined by her.

      She was about to ruin much more than that. She'd slip some Wheel Wart mushroom powder into his next meal, and then he'd really have something to be displeased about. Not that he’d die. No, she could never be that ruthless, but he certainly wouldn't be able to leave his chamber pot.

      “Why yes, I did Miss Lunette. My brother and I took a hearty walk around the gallery before coming down to breakfast. He felt the need to stretch his legs after spending the evening in bed with a headache.”

      “I can only imagine what a relief it was to have your help,” Luna said.

      “Indeed. He was ever so grateful for my company, and alas, how was your morning?”

      Nic had turned to her, so she didn't see how Mr. Denham narrowed his eyes and smiled slightly.

      “I have had a busy morning as well. I woke extra early, before the sun was even up. And took care of all my responsibilities.” She held his stare. His gaze narrowed further.

      “Bully for you, Miss Lunette. I feel like I haven't slept at all.”

      “You certainly look it,” Luna murmured into her coffee before taking another sip. She didn't like the taste, but she wasn't about to show her dislike in front of him. She'd already heard enough comments from her father about coffee being too strong for women. She wasn't going to give Mr. Denham the same satisfaction of seeing how much she disliked the taste. It wasn't that it was strong. It was horribly bitter. The smell did not translate into a good taste.

      “You know, I must tell you about this marvelous dream I had.”

      Must you?

      She didn’t care about any of his dreams. She peeked past him to his brother, who was sipping his own coffee and still speaking with Lord Selhorst.

      “You see, I was having trouble sleeping as I do most nights. I really don't like sleeping alone, and so I took my violin down to the beach. This is where the dream began. I wasn't really at the beach. It was more like fantasy really, and I heard the most beautiful voice I have ever heard.”

      Something about his tone caught her attention, and Luna refocused on him.

      “The moon was high, the wind blowing, clouds racing across the sky in little fluffy clumps, but that voice, it gave me chills. Not the eerie kind that makes you think there's a ghost lurking nearby, but the spiritual kind as if you're hearing an angel or witnessing a miracle firsthand.”

      Luna was captured by his voice now, and what's more, so was Nic. Her hands gripped her cup tightly, her knuckles white, and she was entirely focused on Mr. Denham and he on her.

      “And wouldn't you know it, in my dream,” he said, his voice taking on a mesmerizing quality that neither she nor her sister could look away from. “There was a mermaid in the water, waving to me. And once she'd caught my attention, she raised her voice to the starry sky and sang the most beautiful song I had ever heard. A wicked tune filled with debauchery, and I found myself helpless to resist her as I waded into the water, certain of my impending doom. But I didn't care. That voice had captured me, and I relished death in that moment as long as I could never stop hearing that voice.”

      “Did you die in your dream?” Luna asked. She didn't think it was possible. In all her dreams where she faced impending death, such as a being chased by dogs or falling, she always awoke just before.

      “I did not," he answered. “The mermaid saved me, and she took me into the deep with her and ravished me with her voice and her—"

      “That's quite enough of that,” Callen interrupted and the spell Mr. Denham had cast over them with his lurid retelling of his dream broke. Luna was quite happy to be rescued by Callen. She couldn't stop herself from smiling at him.

      “Good morning, Lord Densmore.”

      “Good morning to you, Miss Marsden, Miss Nicolette. I hope my brother is behaving as he ought, not spinning tales again.”

      “He was telling us about a dream with a mermaid,” Nic said somewhat defensively to Luna's ears.

      What was happening here? She didn't like the tension between her sister and Mr. Denham. It didn't bode well. He may have been invited here as a possible candidate for a husband, but now that Luna knew the truth about him, she would never allow it. His own brother didn't trust him.

      “May we escort you to the drawing room, my brother and I?” Lord Densmore clarified.

      “Yes,” Nic said and quickly stood, accepting the arm Mr. Denham offered her. They didn't even wait for Luna and Callen but hurried from the breakfast parlor. Luna and Callen looked after them.

      Callen offered his arm. Luna was nervous as she touched her hand to him. She'd gotten quite used to touching him but not so publicly. Most of the time they'd spent together they'd been alone, and she was afraid to admit that was how she liked it.

      “Is it just me or…” he whispered to her.

      Giddiness filled her chest like a swarm of butterflies. The intimacy they shared when alone felt just as real between them now. Proof that it wasn't an allusion.

      “There is definitely something happening between those two. And if it involves your brother, it can't be good."

      He sighed. “As much as I wish it otherwise, it's true. I would hope getting married might settle him down, but I'd be wary of tying anyone to him for life, let alone someone I know such as your sister.”

      “He wouldn't seriously court her, would he? I mean, you and he aren't here to…” Her heart gave a pang of sadness before she said it, but it was the truth, at least for right now. “You're not here to court anyone, not really.”

      Their stride slowed as they approached the drawing room.

      “I wish I could say otherwise, but no, my brother and I are here for a different purpose than courtship.”

      All the air seemed to leave her lungs, and it hurt as if her feet had come out from under her and she’d landed on her bottom. Leaving her empty of breath and all her muscles screaming in pain from the shock. Fate wouldn't do this to her, would it? There had to be a reason he was here, a reason she was the one to notice his injury and help him.

      “What about after?”

      “After what?”

      They paused before the door to the Queen’s drawing room, and for the moment, they seemed to be alone, but one never knew in a castle this size. The servants moved around seamlessly, as inconspicuously as if they were part of the decor.

      “After your mission is over,” Luna whispered, “what happens then?”

      He turned to face her. “I'm not sure it will ever be over,” he whispered back.

      All the giddiness, the butterflies, the hopes and dreams, they died.

      They went dark inside her, like when the sun dips below the horizon and the world changes color, turning dark and dreary, quieter, lonelier.

      The sun had set inside her, and she didn't know if it would ever arise again.

      Was this what heartbreak felt like? Had her heart become so involved that the mere shadow, the mention of his eventual leaving could break it? She hoped he couldn't see all these desperate emotions on her face.

      She nodded. “That makes sense. With a position like yours, the work never ends.”

      Luna spun away and entered the drawing room, not on his arm, and he followed behind her, his gait slower and a bit stiff. But she couldn't risk meeting anyone's gaze. Not that anyone was paying attention to them because Violet, the duchess, was announcing the day's festivities, and she and Callen were the last to arrive.

      Luna found an empty chair against the wall where everyone would have their back to her, and she tried to compose herself. She didn't think he would follow her but he did, and he leaned against the wall at her side. For some ridiculous reason, it was a comfort to her.

      Even though he had been the one to deal the blow.

      Did he even know? Did he understand?

      He bent his knee and slouched lower against the wall, and she caught the motion out of the corner of her eye and looked up at him with concern. Had he just gone weak? Was he sick? Was he hurting? He bent down a little more, meeting her gaze, but he looked hale and whole. His eyes filled with concern and only for her.

      “I'm sorry," he said.

      So, he did know. He understood he’d just devastated her heart, her hopes, and her dreams. At least the dream that involved him and her together.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. But… Why then, did you…” She left the question open-ended, hoping he would understand what she was asking.

      Why did you kiss me?

      He frowned a little, and his gaze returned to the crowd before them. The others talked amongst themselves, and Violet had finished her announcements, but Luna hadn't heard it. She couldn't hear anything beyond the pounding of her heart and whatever his next words would be.

      He drew in a breath and then he said, “Because I had to. It might have been my only chance.”

      She turned her face away from him, her eyes burning. She could feel the rush of tears, and her cheeks flushed. Her body temperature rose by several degrees as anguish and maddening joy waltzed inside her. She didn't know if she should cry or jump with glee.

      His words simply tore her apart and scattered her in pieces that she didn't know how to put back together.

      He had to? It was his only chance? Those words were so fatalistic, and yet she clung to them. She'd been right. He was feeling what she was feeling, these insensible, insatiable emotions that demanded more, more time alone, more touching, more everything. But it didn't seem like that was ever going to be a possibility because… She didn't know why.

      Because of his mission? Because though fate had brought them together for this moment, it would not keep them together for the next? She exhaled, the bitter taste of the coffee returning to her mouth. She sniffed once and then regained control of herself. She was about to say something but the others joined them, and she had to lock away her feelings until next they were alone.

      At least she had that. At least she knew there would be one more time if not a few more times before the end of this party before… Before she lost him forever.
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      The following day, they were down at the beach exploring the tide pools. Callen carefully picked a path across some stones, thinking he ought to be sitting somewhere, not tempting fate like this.

      He peeked at Luna, hungry for a glimpse of her.

      His brother, damn him, had resumed his role as chaperone last night and this morning. Not because he felt it the gentlemanly responsibility toward their reputations, but because he knew how it irked both Callen and Luna.

      But Callen knew it was better this way. If his brother wasn't there, the temptation would be too great.

      He already wanted to kiss her again.

      Every time she smiled or batted her black lacy eyelashes at him or anyone else, he wanted to pull her close and claim her mouth like some Viking warrior who’d conquered a foreign land and taken the most beautiful woman for himself as his bride.

      He was being ridiculous.

      His heart was heavy and growing heavier as he drifted away from the group and rested his arm on a boulder. He watched the crabs scuttle between the cracks in the rocks, and the waves roll over the beach. Farther out to sea, a ship bucked along the waves. He wasn't certain it was the same ship he and his brother had paid to standby and wait for them, but it may as well be.

      It reminded him that all the want in the world would not change the fact he could not offer Luna the dream she deserved, the security and happiness. There simply wasn't room for it when his brother sucked it all away with his selfish antics. Callen turned to glare at his brother, and as if his brother was having the same thought, he returned the glare. Theo was standing by Miss

      Nicolette and he smirked, knowing that would annoy his brother. Callen had warned him to stay away from Nicolette and not encourage her to develop any feelings for him. And of course, Theo didn't take anything he said seriously. He didn't seem to care who he hurt.

      The thought surprised Callen.

      Perhaps his brother wasn't capable of reforming at all if he could toy with the emotions of a girl in Nicolette’s situation without remorse. What did that mean for him? Callen and his parents had all lived with the notion that at some point Theo would change. He would mature, as his father used to say, and he would come to understand that what he was doing was the wrong way to do things.

      But what if that didn't happen? What if Theo was simply being Theo and he would always be this way? What if there was nothing Callen could ever do to save him from himself? What if his brother would always ultimately be his own downfall? Was Callen willing to waste his life helping someone who refused to help themselves? His focus turned to Luna. And what price was he willing to pay for his brother, who wouldn't pay any price at all?

      Something inside him shifted or perhaps simply just broke under the weight of it all. Within him rose that seething rage, not hot, not something that would erupt from him, but the cold emptiness he'd felt after he'd kissed Luna. That despair, the desolation of knowing that the future was not his to control, and yet he was bloody tired of it because it was his future not Theo’s. He didn't give a damn about what made Callen happy. Why should Callen give a damn about Theo?

      Because they were brothers? Because—a feminine cry startled him from his thoughts, and he immediately found Luna among the chaos rushing toward her sister, who had fallen on the slippery rocks.

      Callen tried to rush to her side to help in whatever way he could, but his foot slid out from under him and he caught himself on the rock beside him, twisting his side. He let out a grunt, and surprisingly, Theo appeared next to him, grabbing his arm and hoisting him up.

      “You’re not supposed to move that swiftly, old man.”

      Callen glared at his brother as he reached inside his waistcoat, untucked his shirt and felt his bandage. It was damp to the touch.

      Blood. He was bleeding. He tucked his shirt back into his waistband and met his brother’s gaze, but he didn't respond to the question in Theo's raised brow. Instead, he looked for Luna again. He needed her and not just because she was his nursemaid, but because it was just fact.

      He needed her.

      And there she stood, alone, as her sister was being rushed from the tide pools by Roderick, Lord Andrews, and Luna appeared quite distraught.

      This time his strides were sure as he went to her. He touched her arm and she turned to him, her eyes wide and filling with tears. She raised both hands as if she was moments away from leaping into his arms, which he would have welcomed.

      Damn everyone who saw, but instead, she dropped her hands to her sides.

      “What happened?” Theo asked. The rest of the guests were heading back to their mounts for the ride back to the castle.

      “Anne slipped and fell,” Luna said. “She said she only turned her ankle, but that she was fine. The wind was just knocked from her for a moment.”

      “That is good,” Callen said. Though he didn't see why any of that would warrant Roderick carrying Anne from the beach.

      “I tried to help, but… Bernie wouldn't let me.” And that was the hurt that Callen could see in her eyes. In the pinched lines around her mouth and the tense set of her shoulders. She was denied helping someone. Her best skill, her very purpose in life, and her sister had rejected it.

      “Aren't you the resident physician?” Theo asked.

      Her gaze snapped him. “I suppose not.”

      Callen sent a glare to his brother that told him to make haste away from them. Theo turned and strode away without another word. At least sometimes he listened.

      “Anne didn't want your help?” he asked cautiously.

      She shook her head, staring out to sea, tears catching in her eyelashes and reflecting the sun like little crystals.

      “I didn't even have the chance to ask her. I tried to follow, and it was Bernie who told me to stay. She said… She said they will fetch a real doctor if they have need of one, and I should stay here.” Her voice broke on the last word, and before he knew it, before he had time to consider who might see, he pulled her into his arms and rested his cheek on the top of her head. She gripped the sleeves of his jacket, but she was so still. He didn't know if she was crying, but she didn't pull away from him.

      She didn't make a sound, at least, not one he could hear above the roar of the sea, the crashing waves, and the racing of his own pulse in his ears.

      Callen glanced toward the path that led up to where the horses were waiting, and he didn't see anyone. He didn't think anyone could see them unless they stood on the very edge of the bluff. She shifted her feet and looked up at him.

      “Why would she say that to me?”

      “I don't know but she's wrong. A bruised bottom is far beneath your skill. Maybe she didn't mean it. Maybe she said it too quickly, and she didn't think about it or how it might make you feel.”

      “But… I've always been the first person they turned to. I’m even studying to be my mother's midwife when the baby comes. I've tended Georgie numerous times. Every little cut, bump, or scrape, animal or human. They've all turned to me. If I don't serve a purpose to them, then what am I? What need can I fill for my family if they don't believe in me?”

      “I believe in you,” he said, and he meant every word of it. “And I need you. That may not mean as much coming from someone you hardly know, who's made some very poor choices, but I need you, Luna.”

      She bounced up on her toes and caught his mouth in a kiss, and he was so stunned he didn't know what to do at first. He forgot about his bleeding wound, and he hugged her tightly to him. Her arms came around his back, her mouth opened under his, and he plundered the treasure that she offered. And just for a brief second, he forgot about everything. The pain in his side, the ocean, the bluffs, the people that could be watching them from above. It all melted away until they were in a world of just him and her, and that was all that mattered. This was his heaven, and he didn't want to have to ever let go. That was the moment the spell broke, and he had to pull away.

      She stared up at him, the hurt gone from her eyes and replaced by the haze of desire. They were only falling deeper into its hold, and he didn't want to fight it. He wanted to fall with her, and damn his brother, damn everyone.

      The wind picked up, blasting them with the chill coming from the sea.

      Was it a warning?

      Was he being reminded of something important? Yes, death. There was more at stake than just his own happiness, than his bitter resentment toward his brother. His life had been at stake, but Luna had saved him. But it was up to Callen to save his brother. There had to be another way, and if there was, Callen was going to use these last few days he had to find it. For the first time, he was going to fight for what he wanted, not sit by and let another opportunity, another chance at happiness slip through his fingers.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I needed to hear that, and I needed you.”

      For Callen, it was the first time being needed by someone wasn't followed by a feeling of dread, by the press of an invisible burden upon his shoulders. Like every time his brother entered his study in the morning, bleary-eyed, unshaven, with the look of a man who’d done something regrettable but didn't regret it. It was Callen who mostly did all the regretting but not this time. Whatever time he had left with Luna, he would never regret. No matter how it ended.
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      Callen retired to his room after he and the rest of the guests returned to the castle. Miss Marsden's fall at the beach seemed to throw the rest of the day’s planned activities into chaos. Callen would have joined the other gentlemen for a round of billiards as his brother had suggested, but he needed to see to his wound first. He'd begun to keep a tally of all the sheets Luna was ripping apart to make his bandages. On the way to his room, he pilfered another one from a linen closet. He set the folded linen on the bed and removed his jacket and waistcoat. A small splotch of red stained his shirt. He cursed as he removed it and began to unwind the bandage, hoping he'd remember how to reapply it without Luna's help. They had become separated when they returned to the castle, and she was with her sisters.

      He didn't know how to communicate with her without catching anyone’s notice. But he wasn't completely helpless, he scolded himself. He'd like to think he wasn't and that he could change a simple bandage by himself. But what he didn't have was Luna's magic salve to reapply to the new linens.

      He slowly removed the folded pad that was held against his wound, and while there was fresh blood that had soaked through the pad, it was no longer bleeding to his relief. He picked up the sheet and he tore a strip larger than what Luna usually made. He tossed it aside and made another, closer to the width of the original bandage.

      He had his back to the door and it opened.

      “I thought you were playing billiards,” he said over his shoulder.

      “I didn't receive an invitation,” Luna replied.

      He stilled, his nerve endings stretching with delight as he slowly turned to face her. He struggled to form an appropriate or responsible reply like, You shouldn't be here. Or… Well, there was simply no other appropriate response.

      She shouldn't be here. But he was so glad she was.

      “How did you know?”

      “Your brother sent a message to me through Nic, of all people,” she said.

      “What did he say to her?”

      “That you must have strained a muscle in your side and would like a sample of my magic potion.” She giggled as she came to his side and inspected the damage, the tips of her fingers cool against his skin.

      His muscles flickered at her touch, tantalized and eager for more.

      He cleared his throat. “I slipped and twisted oddly down at the tide pools. It began to bleed immediately. Is that bad?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. I wouldn't expect anything less.”

      She bent close to the wound and the sight of her face agonizingly near his groin, her derriere thrust out with a seductive curve to her back, made his blood simmer. He was certain she wasn't doing it on purpose. She didn't know what she was doing to him. All his muscles locked in place as she continued to examine his wound, oblivious to his state of arousal.

      This was a terrible idea. Luna alone with him in his room and he couldn't seem to remember why he shouldn't take her in his arms and kiss her again. It sounded like the best idea he’d ever had.

      Certainly better than the plans he'd made of late, interfering in his brother's duel, stepping between two men with pistols, executing a plan to smuggle his brother out of the country. Why, kissing Luna again just might be the smartest thing he could do at this moment. His head, his heart, his groin readily agreed.

      She stood and went to fetch her supplies, digging through a satchel, her hand emerging with the small jar of the salve. She came back, set it down on his nightstand, and began to rip the sheet with far more capability than he had.

      “I see you've taken to stealing sheets as well?”

      “I’ll reimburse him,” he said. He had the urge to smile though he didn't really know what was amusing. He was bleeding, he was aroused, and the focus of his arousal was standing within arm’s reach about to slay him with her tender and capable touch once more.

      There wasn't particularly any one thing amusing about this moment, other than he was an utter imbecile. But he didn't care because he was just happy to have her near him, happy to be alone with her.

      Alone.

      He glanced at the door.

      “Did you lock my door?”

      “I did. I happened to overhear the gentlemen discussing a billiard game, but I didn't know if all the gentlemen would be in the billiard room, so I locked it just in case. I'm used to my sisters barging in unannounced, but I'm not sure if the same can be said of gentlemen who are merely friends.”

      “They would knock… I hope. Unless they were trying to catch another with a woman for their own amusement.”

      “How is that amusing?” Her gaze met his, and she seemed genuinely curious.

      “Because it would embarrass them. From boyhood to manhood, the desire to irritate or embarrass one's friend or sibling never goes away.”

      “The same can be said of sisters. Just this morning, Nic told me I was being annoying and intrusive.” She frowned at him. “When have I ever been intrusive?”

      He grinned at her. “You? Intrusive? No. But you did barge into my room and demand I undress and show you my wound.”

      She bit her lip as she smiled, as if she was afraid to smile.

      “I only did that to save your life.”

      “And I'm so glad you did, but it was still rather intrusive.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree. I saved your life.”

      “That you did.”

      And so much more.

      Which reminded him that he was supposed to be saving his brother’s life. A bit of the earlier doom and gloom returned. He refocused on her, and it evaporated once again. Right now his brother was playing billiards and Callen was alone with Luna, half naked, and the door locked.

      If he had the reputation of a rake, it was only honorary. He'd never dallied with an innocent, and he did not treat women carelessly. He supposed the title came from the crowd he moved with, men like Roderick, Weirick, his own brother. Their reputations preceded them, and he was guilty by association. Not that he minded.

      Women loved a bit of danger. He lived a very cautious life, and right now he was going to take a risk.

      She stood before him, so tempting, and he knew she would not reject him. As he reached for her, his wound protested and a trickle of blood rolled down his hip.

      He muttered a curse and glared down at his blasted wound.

      She hadn't even noticed he moved, she was so focused on applying her salve to the new bandage.

      She looked up, saw the blood, and frowned. “Well, at least it is fresh and clean. Let me clean you up a bit and get the bandage back on. But you need to be careful of your movement. Your flesh is rather tender right now and will bleed easily. This is a delicate stage in the healing process, and you will have to take more care. No more trips to the tide pools, and riding is most likely out of the question.”

      Done and done.

      But he wasn't about to lie in bed like an invalid. He would wait until the bandage was replaced before seeing to his next immediate need.

      Her.

      He stood as she replaced the bandage, and while it burned when she removed the old salve-covered cotton and replaced it with the new, it was not nearly as painful as when he'd had the infection.

      How long had it been?

      Only two days, two miraculous days but it felt so much longer.

      She placed the square pad over the hole and began to wrap the strip around him.

      “I must say, I am very pleased with your progress. The wound is already not as deep as it was the first time I treated you. The tissue is knitting together nicely, which is why your sudden movement today when you slipped might have caused such bleeding. The tissue is just so new and fragile.”

      It was only a moment more before she finished the last strip of the bandage. He watched as she went to wash her hands in the basin and dried them on a towel. She drew close again, packing up her supplies.

      Now was his time to strike.

      He stepped closer, cupped the back of her head, and as she turned to him in surprise, he sealed his mouth over hers.

      The bits of linen in her hand fell to the floor, and he kicked them out of the way as he drew his other arm around her and pulled her to him. For a moment, he feared she would not respond, that she had none of the things in mind that he had come to think about every second of the day, which was her, touching her, kissing her, holding her.

      But then her mouth opened and her tongue met his. He didn't know how long they would have, but surely just a few minutes more would not be tempting fate.

      He angled his head, deepening the kiss, and she came up on her toes, pressing her petite frame to his. His hand drifted lower, over the curve of her derrière, and he cupped her bottom, lifting her into the swollen ridge of his arousal to show her, This is what you do to me.

      She did not shy away. Her slender arms came around his neck and she squeezed, pressing her body to his. He leaned back, his hips braced against the bed, but he did not fall back with her in his arms, not with his wound as delicate as she claimed it to be. But then he had a better idea.

      Callen lifted her, just barely off her feet, and he spun them until her back was against the bed, and he bent her over until she was on her back with him leaning over her. Their mouths did not come apart, but his hands were no longer under her. He lifted her skirts to her knees, and he parted legs, stepping in between.

      A bold move on his part, one that could end with her bolting from the room, but she didn't. Her hands were in his hair, her fingernails lightly scoring his scalp as he ravaged her mouth with kiss after kiss, and she returned each caress to him.

      Luna kissed with abandon and learned very quickly. He lightly ran his hands up her stockings, not delicate silk but thicker cotton. Callen wanted to feel her skin under his hands and to do so, he'd have to venture further, but he must take his time or he might frighten her with his ardor.

      Callen spent some time lightly stroking her calves, inching closer to her knees until at last, he reached the simple garter that held her stockings up. He slowly ran his hand up her thigh until his fingertips met heavenly soft skin.

      She broke the kiss, arching her neck and panting. He studied her face as his hand crawled higher, his thumb brushing her inner thigh. Her legs trembled, but she did not deny him.

      “I want to touch you,” he begged, his hand sliding higher toward the apex of her thighs, so she understood his intent.

      She licked her lips and she nodded, her eyes opening the tiniest bit and meeting his. Their gazes held as he reached the downy curls of her womanhood, damp with her arousal.

      Callen nearly groaned, dropping his gaze to her lips and then burying his face in her neck. He kissed the skin under her ear and made a trail of kisses over the curve of her neck to her collarbone. Her chest rose, her back arching as if an invitation. With his free hand, Callen cupped her breast through her bodice and gently squeezed. A small moan escaped her lips.

      Between her thighs, he lightly stroked the cleft of her sex. Under him her thighs tensed but then opened wider as she accepted the caress, and her body asked for more. Callen found the little sensitive bud under the hood of her sex and lightly stroked it.

      Luna's breath caught, and she gasped. Callen wanted nothing more than to feel her shatter beneath him, so he upped the stakes and tugged the edge of her bodice down, freeing her nipple, and took it into his mouth. She lifted her breast into his mouth, her hands holding him to her.

      Between her thighs, he toyed with her sensitive bud until she was slick with need. He ran two of his fingers down the seam of her sex until he found the entrance to her body. Callen gently probed the wet, petal-soft flesh, probing her with just the tip of his fingers.

      Her thighs were open wide, her center soft and hot in invitation. Callen couldn't resist. He inserted one finger and her muscles clamped around him hungrily. Luna moaned softly and the sound ratcheted up his arousal to a painful degree. He was straining against his breeches. He would have to suffer in silence and take himself in hand after she left.

      Callen freed her other breast from her gown and lavished her peachy pink nipple with his tongue until it furled into a tight bud in the cool air. He drew it into his mouth, soothing the tender skin with light strokes, warming it with the heat of his mouth until it softened again.

      He inserted another finger inside her, feeling the stretch of her body, using the slick fluid of her arousal to massage her virgin flesh and ease his way deeper. He massaged the bud of her sex with his thumb. He used his fingers like he wanted to use his manhood and set a slow steady rhythm while he lightly swirled his thumb over her pearl.

      Callen caught her lips again and her tongue thrust into his mouth, wild and hungry. She could no longer focus on the kiss, and her muscles clamped around his fingers as she broke the kiss, her breathing ragged. Her eyes clamped shut and her body trembled, the heels of her feet hooking around the back of his knees as her release claimed her, and Callen watched it all. The thrill of watching her climax drowned out his own painful needs. Her breathing evened out and she relaxed.

      He drew his hand from her core but did not step away from her. He covered her breasts again with her bodice and brushed away the tendrils of hair that clung to her forehead. He kissed her lips one more time, and she opened her eyes, staring up at him in wonder.

      “That was…” she whispered in awe.

      “Magnificent," he said. “You are magnificent, Luna. The most beautiful thing I've ever seen is you reaching release. There is no sunrise or sunset to compare to you.”

      Color filled her cheeks and she licked her lips again. He was tempted to kiss her, but the weight of his own unsatisfied desire would not let him end this encounter with just a kiss.

      Callen was going to have to let her go.

      He eased away from her, putting his weight on his hands to slowly push himself up, careful of his wound.

      He brushed her skirts down over her brown leather boots, and he caught a glimpse of her thick plain stockings. They were the same boots she'd worn that night they’d been caught on the beach. She'd been out looking for herbs and had complained about her feet getting wet. Callen could see why. They were nearly worn through at the toes.

      Callen made a mental note to buy her new boots and expensive silk stockings. He'd buy all of them new boots. She'd saved his life, and he was going to break her heart eventually, he reminded himself. No, he was going to do the impossible and make sure he wouldn't have to.

      He was going to change the course of both their lives.

      If it was the last thing he ever did.

      Callen helped her to her feet and she slid off the bed, still flushed and looking every bit like a woman expertly satisfied. He turned away to hand her the satchel and adjusted himself in his breeches.

      “I should really be going now.”

      "I'm afraid so. I might keep you here for the rest of the day,” he warned.

      Luna smiled as if she might like that idea. But she accepted her satchel from him and moved to the door. She glanced back once, still with that mysterious smile, before she unlocked it and stepped into the hall.
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      It was that moment Callen knew he was ruined.

      It took every ounce of his willpower not to follow her, not to call her back into this room and make his threat a promise. He was losing his grip, and without a definitive outcome, he could not let himself get carried away. But there was so much uncertainty until Coombs returned with news of Sir Kirby.

      He was stuck. He couldn’t make any promises to her. He couldn’t offer for her. He'd already told her that he couldn't be with her, hadn't he? She'd asked him when his mission would be over, and he'd said it might never be over because he couldn't envision a life where he didn't have to be at the constant ready to defend his brother.

      He was so tired of it.

      Tired of the suspense, tired of the stress, and tired of getting nothing in return. Theo didn't even appreciate how much Callen did for him. Well, from this moment on, he'd stop. He was not going to be his brother’s defender anymore. Not when Luna was so much more deserving. His brother had never wanted to be his responsibility. He'd said more than enough times that he was his own man, and the only one who insisted he needed help was Callen.

      Then why did he always come to Callen for help?

      He sat in the chair by the hearth and held his head in his hands. His groin throbbed, but the pain was fading. It was time to cut the apron strings, and suddenly, Callen knew the answer. He could help his brother leave because it was Theo that Judge Blackwood was after, but Callen didn't have to go with him. He could set up an allowance to be issued to a bank account in Theo's name somewhere in Europe or wherever his brother ended up. From there, he would live his own life. Callen would support him—not totally, but with a respectable amount—because they were family, and until Callen had his own heir, Theo was the next to inherit, which was a nightmare in and of itself.

      Callen felt lighter as he stood and put on a fresh clean shirt. He didn't even have to wait for Coombs, he could just send his brother away. Give him a purse with coin, instructions regarding his allowance, and then wish him well. Then Callen could stay. He could turn his focus and loyalty to Luna, someone who actually needed him, not only to help her family rise from poverty, but to listen to her, to believe in her, and to make our dreams come true.

      Callen was infused with a renewed sense of urgency. His heart raced as he finished dressing. All he had to do now was speak to his brother, and it wasn't a conversation that should be held within screaming distance of anyone. He didn't know how his brother would take it. Sure, his brother often argued he didn't need a nursemaid, and Callen would readily argue otherwise. But from now on, it wouldn't be him and Theo should be happy about that.

      But he might not be.

      He might not like that he was being turned out on his own, that he would no longer be the center of the universe. He certainly liked to earn himself lots of attention. But it wouldn't be attention from Callen, and he would also be saving Miss Nicolette potential heartbreak.

      If he made his brother leave soon.

      The ship was already waiting, all Theo had to do was get on it, and he could start a new life.

      He could start over somewhere in France or the Mediterranean. Wherever he wanted. Callen didn't care as long as he was gone from here.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Luna reached her room, she was nearly faint. Her pulse raced, drumming in her ears as she forced her heavy limbs to move. Her muscles seemed to turn to sand after Callen's expert sensual torture. She had no idea when she entered that room to see to his wound that she would be leaving in this state.

      She had gone up worried about him, and then after she'd replaced the bandage hoped he might kiss her again. They were alone, after all, which was becoming a rare occasion, thanks to his brother. And yet, the moment had been magical, as if fate had orchestrated the entire event, and she didn't know what she ought to do next. In her room, she caught her reflection in the dressing table mirror and stared.

      Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes dreamy. She was a woman ravished by desire, and she didn't know how to hide these feelings from her sisters—not that anyone was paying particular attention to her.

      Everyone seemed rather preoccupied with themselves. She would've thought during such an odd event, a house party where they were meant to be courted by gentlemen, they might at least convene every once in a while and check in with each other. But no, they were all too occupied living separate lives from each other for quite possibly the first time ever.

      Is this what it would be like once they married? Dare she think it? If she married Callen, she had to accept she would leave her home. Where did he live? These are questions she should probably ask him, but she didn't want to presume too much. It was very clear they shared an attraction. And she now knew she was falling for him, feeling things she'd never felt before. Was it the same for him, or was this just an attraction? This could be routine for him.

      No, she wouldn't think it.

      She could imagine his brother as someone who seduces without thought but not Callen. He was kind and considerate, responsible. He wouldn't be doing any of this if he didn't mean it. If he was just as caught as she was in this… Whatever it was. She was still afraid to think it, to even utter the word.

      It seemed too good to be true, but she wanted to believe, she wanted to be bold, and why shouldn't she? After today, after she barged into his room days ago, boldness had served her rather well.

      She was going to do it.

      She turned away from her dressing mirror and toward the full-length mirror. Luna could see all of herself. She was going to confront her feelings, head on. Luna looked into the mirror, into her own eyes. If she didn't have her sisters to confess this to, at the very least, she'd confess it to herself.

      “I'm falling in love with him,” she said to her reflection and was startled by her reflection’s response. The woman staring back at her was smiling, her face aglow, even though her hair was a mess and her bodice not quite straight. She was happy. She was more than happy. She was giddy with happiness, joy filling her. Luna felt as if she could float, as if she could jump straight into the air and stay there. That's what Callen made her feel. All the uncertainty, the unknown variables that lingered in the shadows—his mission, his brother—none of that could bring her down. Not yet. She touched her face. Her reflection was smiling because she was smiling.

      She was in love.

      Luna stood there, grinning like a fool for a moment more. Then she was going to fix her hair and rejoin her sisters in the Queen’s drawing room where they had decided to play games until it was time for tea.

      

      That evening, after the house was dark and even the billiard room was quiet and empty, Luna went to Callen's room. When the door opened, it wasn't Callen's face she saw.

      Mr. Denham answered and waved her in with a hand that dangled a crystal cut glass filled with amber liquid from his fingertips.

      And he was clearly inebriated.

      Luna could smell it on his breath as she passed him.

      She walked through a perfumed cloud of brandy and ignored his sarcastic greeting. Callen sat in the chair by the hearth in breeches and an open robe, half of his chest showing.

      She couldn't stop herself as her gaze dropped to the exposed golden skin.

      The delights of the afternoon returned to her as though Mr. Denham wasn't even there, even though she could hear him muttering some imaginary conversation they seemed to be having between each other.

      Mocking her, as usual.

      Callen stood. His gaze met hers, and in his eyes she could see a secret smile just for her.

      He was remembering too.

      He shrugged off the robe as Luna sat her satchel down on the floor and kneeled to retrieve its contents. She set the salve and the strips of bandages she'd already torn on top of the small round table beside the chair. Mr. Denham, Theo, as she'd begun to think of him, however, disdainfully came over to them and leaned an elbow on the mantle as he watched her.

      “You know, I'm certain I could do this just as well as you, if it's only changing the bandage and whatnot.”

      “What fun would that be?” Luna returned with a smile. “I so enjoy our time together, these little intimate moments between the three of us.”

      “Is it possible that sarcasm is hereditary?” Theo asked.

      Luna shrugged as she began to remove Callen's bandage. She couldn't help it if her hands seemed to drag along his skin, absorbing as much touch as possible in these brief moments they had tonight. She could feel his gaze on her. She peeked up and met his eyes. He raised a brow as if he'd caught her and knew exactly what she was about.

      “If you ever make it to a ballroom in London, you will have to temper that sharp tongue of yours,” Theo said.

      “I'm not concerned about what people in London think of me,” Luna replied. “Except for a precious few.”

      Callen winked at her.

      Luna swallowed a giggle.

      “I'm betting I'm not one of them, not to you, at least. For sisters who look so alike with your stunning dark hair and those eyes—my, I never knew brown eyes could be so beautiful.”

      Luna's hand slowed as she unwound the last strip of bandage from Callen and pulled away the pad. She knew he wasn't talking about her. He would never compliment her like that. But he may think that about Nic. It wasn't said as a compliment to Nic but to goad her.

      She bit her tongue.

      He wanted her to argue with him. That was the only reason he was behaving as he was.

      “Like coffee drizzled with stripes of caramel, no…” His voice drifted off. “Like velvety chocolate dribbled with caramel,” he continued. “Callen, do you remember those chocolate truffles they serve at the Fairy Circle?”

      Under her ministrations, Luna felt Callen stiffen, and she could feel heat coming off his body. She peered up, and he was glaring murderously at his brother.

      Luna grimaced and went back to her work, prepared to ignore whatever Theo said next.

      “Do forgive me, I'm certain you are not aware. The Fairy Circle is a gentleman's establishment, rather…a brothel, to paint an accurate picture for you.”

      Luna's hands froze as she stared at Callen's wound, not even seeing the pink flesh before her. She blinked several times and refocused on it, trying to feel something good instead of this cold anger that wrapped itself around her.

      But all she could see was Callen in some mysterious brothel with a tacky interior and half-naked women draped over his lap. She couldn't even be pleased by the healthful color of his wound, a sure sign that he was healing rapidly. She bit her tongue and forced her hands to complete her work without responding to his brother’s taunts.

      Callen said nothing. Not that there was much to say.

      Perhaps he just didn't want to say it in front of her to protect her sensibilities. Luna swallowed down the bile in her throat and began to rewrap the bandage. All the while Theo waited in silence.

      “Did I shock you? My apologies,” he said at last.

      Luna tucked in the first strip and turned to face him. “Does it shock me that you would visit a brothel? Not at all. Many men who can't find companionship with willing women will turn to paid companionship.”

      His face blanked as if he couldn't quite believe she'd insulted him.

      Callen chuckled behind her as she stared his brother down.

      He pushed away from the mantle and strolled toward her. Callen stopped chuckling. Theo wasn't looking at her. He was looking over her at Callen, and there was some silent war taking place between them. Luna was tired of being Theo's tool to poke his brother, and that was exactly what he was doing.

      Using her.

      Well, she wasn't going to be used by anyone, and she suspected that was why he appeared to have an interest in Nic. He wanted to use her too.

      “I wonder if Nicolette enjoys your stories as much as I do,” she said quietly. “The Fairy Circle… What an unusual name? Tell me, do the women dress like fairies?” she wondered aloud. “Nicolette might find that amusing. Her favorite play is a Midsummer's Night Dream, and her preferred role was queen of the fairies as it so happens. She might be interested to hear about such a place.”

      Theo's gaze snapped to hers. “Why don't you ask her?” He threw his glass into the fire and the flames doubled in size, glass everywhere.

      “Out Theo,” Callen growled. Luna backed up into him, his hand coming to her shoulder. Theo's gaze dropped to Callen’s hand and his eyes narrowed.

      “No, I don't think I will, brother. Do you think you can make me? At full strength”—he shrugged—“probably. Though I think I'm gaining on you in strength. But right now with a hole in your side? I think I can win. Would you like to see that Luna?”

      Luna didn't want to be frightened, but she'd never seen siblings taunt each other like this. Her own sisters may have resorted to fisticuffs on very rare occasions. But there was always love behind even their most angry words. These two brothers were like strangers.

      And right now she was the only thing standing between them.

      Directly in the current of pain and anger that flowed between them. Luna felt it all and it made her profoundly sad for both of them. How could these two ever heal if they had no common ground?

      She surprised even herself as she walked toward Theo. He seemed momentarily stunned as she reached up and cupped his cheek. His eyes flared, like an animal cornered.

      “Whatever it is that is hurting you, you won't find relief in the bottom of a glass or the arms of a woman, especially a woman like my sister. She will ask for more than you can give her. Whatever has been done, just ask for forgiveness. You can make it right.”

      He stepped back out of her hold and glared past her to his brother.

      “What have you told her? You had no right to tell her anything.”

      Luna twisted to glance at Callen, and he was shaking his head.

      “I haven't told her anything. She can read you. You're not exactly…discreet with your emotions or your actions.”

      “To hell with both of you,” he said with a snarl.

      Callen charged forward and Luna planted herself in front of him, hands on his chest to stop him. She glanced at his brother to see if she was going to be caught between the two, but he was already at the door and he slammed it behind him.

      That was surely going to wake the other gentlemen if not the whole castle.

      Luna cursed and went to gather the rest of her things, forgetting his bandage wasn't even finished.

      “We’re going to be discovered,” she said.

      “Maybe not. He doesn’t want us discovered. The others might just assume we've had another argument. We tend to do that a lot.”

      “I've noticed,” Luna muttered.

      “What did you mean when you talked about his wound?” he asked.

      Luna finished packing her satchel and approached him with the last strips of the bandage. He spread his arms, and she quickly wrapped them around him, and he waited in silence for her to respond.

      “He is lashing out,” she said, “like a wounded animal. I suspect he's been doing it for some time. That is the reason he is the way he is. He has an invisible wound.”

      “Don't we all?” Callen murmured.

      “But I think you've addressed yours. At the very least, you have an awareness. He ignores it and it festers, spreads into every part of his life. He's angry at everyone instead of the one person he truly must be angry at.”

      Callen stayed silent, his lips clamped together.

      Luna finished the bandage and stepped back. She raised her gaze to his face, wishing she could comfort him, rid the room of the specter of Theo’s anger, but she wasn't sure that much interference would be accepted by either of them.

      His physical wound she could treat, but this thing between these two brothers was deep and as tainted as the Thames. It would take a miracle to cleanse it, and she wasn't trained in miracles.
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      Just as Luna was about to reach for the doorknob, a knock pounded from the other side. Luna froze, afraid to breathe. She glanced over her shoulder at Callen, and he waved her away from the door. He directed her to the bed and motioned for her to get down on the other side. She scurried to the opposite side of the bed, ducked down, and prayed it wasn't either of their hosts, the duke Weirick or Roderick, his brother.

      “Just a moment,” Callen said aloud. He pulled on his dressing gown and strode to the door.

      Luna peeked around the foot of the bed. She couldn't see the door so she scooted back and peeked over the counterpane, praying she wouldn’t be seen by whoever was there. Callen was speaking to someone in whispers. Luna could hear no more than the rumbling of their baritone voices.

      Callen closed the door and went to stand near the foot of the bed where he could see her. He held a finger to his lips, directing her to keep silent. She did and they both waited there for a minute more. He went back to the door and this time she peeked as he opened it. She assumed he was checking the hall.

      He closed the door. “It's clear,” he whispered.

      Luna winced as she rose from her crouch, her feet tingling. “That was close. Who was at the door?”

      “Seyburn,” he replied. “He's to the right of me. Theo’s tantrum knocked the painting off his wall.”

      “Oh,” Luna said.

      “Why don't I escort you back to your room.”

      “That isn't necessary.”

      “It is for me. I need to walk off some of this anger, or I might go into Theo's room and strangle him.”

      “Well, I don't blame you. I feel the same.”

      She gathered her bag again and walked to the door.

      “Wait,” he said.

      Luna paused, a ridiculous hope bubbling up in her chest that he might instead kiss her. She was almost just caught in his room. He was clearly upset by his brother, but all she could think about now was the present opportunity, as if she hadn't had enough chances already to do wicked things with him.

      It wasn't enough. Would it ever be enough? Would she ever grow comfortable with the breathless feeling in her chest every time she admired his broad shoulders or the thickness of his thighs in his breeches? Would she ever get used to the cleft in his chin that could make her forget how to speak by just thinking of it?

      Did such male beauty grow tiresome over time? Would she be plagued by this wanton desire?

      She swallowed. Afraid he could read her every thought. Thankfully he wasn't looking directly at her. He tightened the sash on his robe. “I think I can change the bandage myself from now on,” he said.

      Her stomach plummeted.

      “It might not be as neat as yours, but it will be sufficient. I don't want to risk your reputation anymore. My brother, I don't trust him not to try to hurt you in some way. Just until his temper cools down. We should be more careful.”

      “Oh,” she said lamely. She hadn't expected that. What he said made sense. But that didn't stop the bubble of resentment inside her from bursting into an all-out flood of anger toward Theo. Would he really try to hurt her? Not physically, of course, but emotionally. Having his brother and her caught would only ensure their marriage, unless he was certain his brother would not marry her. She would be left alone, ruined, facing the brunt of the shame. Was that what he meant about risk? Was he subtly implying their intimacy and attraction was only a temporary arrangement?

      The future was still the same, as he said before. His duties as a spy never ended.

      Her heart sputtered and then it may have stopped. She wasn't sure. All she could feel was a deep ache in her chest.

      “You needn’t escort me to my room.”

      “I'd prefer it.”

      “And I prefer you didn't,” she said more firmly.

      Their gazes locked.

      She wasn't going to balk or hide her feelings from him this time. Let him see the pain. Let him see the anger.

      “Please,” he said. “I'm sorry if all this has upset you. Just let me walk you to your room. You can even slam the door in my face, if you wish to.”

      “I think that would defeat the purpose of putting distance between each other while your brother throws a fit.” She walked over to his nightstand and jerked open the strings of her bag, pulling out the extra pieces of bandage and the jar of salve. Setting it down on the table with a snap that could have shattered the glass container.

      Luna cinched her satchel closed and swung it over her shoulder. “I think you can manage without me, don't you?” She didn’t wait to hear an answer.

      “Luna, please,” he begged. “I'm sorry for everything that has upset you. I don't want you to leave this way. I don't want anyone else to change my bandage but you. I'm just trying to protect you.”

      Luna froze her hand on the knob, but she didn't turn it. Her head bowed. “From what, exactly?”

      “From anything, everything. Theo, myself, the other gentlemen—you deserve only joy and that's all I want to give you, but Theo is like a poison. I'm trying to change things, I'm trying to make it better. I just need a little time to figure it out.”

      To figure what out?

      Luna wanted to scream at him, but she bit her tongue. There was so much she didn't know, that she didn't feel she had the right to ask, but if they continued down this path, if she truly lost her heart to him, then she deserved an answer. She deserved to know everything about him, about Theo, about this mysterious business and why he was here.

      And what happened to cause his wound.

      Do spies have wives? Is that what he was trying to protect her from, the truth that this could never be more than an affair of the heart? She didn't know how to feel about that. She wasn't going to figure it out tonight.

      “You’re right. Some distance would be good. I'll see you tomorrow in the breakfast parlor.”

      Luna opened the door and slipped into the dark hall, half expecting all the gentlemen to be standing there waiting to humiliate her. But that was only fear talking, the same kind of fear that convinced one that monsters waited under the bed to grab her feet in the mornings, or that werewolves could be deterred by a glass of water by her bed. Silly, childish fears. Luna wasn't going to be a child any longer. She lifted her chin and strode back to her room without seeing another person, or any hints that he may have followed her.

      But then again, he was a spy. So maybe he did, and she just never noticed it.
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      The morning dawned clear and bright. The first excursion of the day would be sketching. He was stiff from riding yesterday with the other gentlemen, and he may have pushed himself a little too far. But when he changed the bandage that night, he thought the wound looked well. He replaced the salve in the injury, choosing to spread a dollop of it instead of stuffing the cloth inside because there didn't seem to be much room.

      He placed the square bandage over and layered the strips around his stomach. By morning he’d done the same, confident it was the appropriate next step. The tea was a bit hard to make, but so far he hadn't poisoned himself. Below his wound, his body ached for different reasons.

      In every room he entered, he looked for Luna first, but she was always busy with her sisters or reading quietly to herself. And he didn't dare approach her, not after the way she'd left him the night before. He'd hurt her and Theo had hurt her, and he just couldn't forgive himself for those actions, but he was at the end of his patience.

      He was starving for her.

      Just a taste of her attention.

      A fleeting glance or smile would be enough to keep him moving toward what he considered his new ultimate goal. To marry Luna, to give her the life she deserved. Even though he had no idea how to do that, it would start today. Callen was going to talk to Theo and tell him that he wouldn't be leaving with him. He was going to make contact with the captain of the ship tonight, and by tomorrow his brother would be gone whether he liked it or not.

      All he needed was the right location in which to tell Theo where no one would overhear Theo's arguing. Because his brother was sure to argue. He argued about everything, even when it was in his best interest.

      Callen went into breakfast with a renewed purpose, filled his stomach with food that he could hardly taste because all he cared about was watching Luna. The chatter of the room filled his ears, but he barely listened. This growing obsession would be his undoing if Callen didn't find a way to speak to her soon. Finishing his breakfast, he followed the other gentlemen into the drawing room where sketch pads and pencils were supplied on the table for their excursion.

      Sketching?

      He was a terrible artist, but he would pair himself with Luna before any other gentlemen had the chance and then he could have her undivided attention.  Callen didn't care about drawing a damn thing as long as she was there with him. Perhaps they could take a walk instead and talk.

      He quickly gathered up two books and tracked her down, sitting on the settee with the twins, Nicolette and Odette. He stepped forward and cleared his throat to gain their attention. She looked up, and her eyes flared with an awareness of him, but she quickly shuttered her emotions behind a mask. He didn't think her capable of such a thing. But perhaps she was learning to guard herself, and he hated that she'd had to develop that defense mechanism because of him and Theo.

      Speak of the bloody devil.

      His brother approached Nicolette and bowed before her, presenting a sketchbook, and she giggled delightedly. Callen ignored them and went to Luna’s side so she couldn't ignore him.

      “Will you do me the honor of partnering with me for the sketching excursion, Miss Lunette?” He muttered a prayer in his head that she would not refuse him. She stared at the sketchbooks in his hand, appearing to think about it, and she glanced up and met his gaze.

      “Very well.”

      Not the most robust reply, but he'd take it. He'd take anything he could have of her.

      Arriving at the meadow that the duchess, Violet, had picked for this sketching excursion, Callen collected a blanket from the footman and set out to find a lovely spot not entirely secluded, but far enough from the others they could talk with privacy.

      This wasn't exactly a conversation he wanted to have in view of others. Callen wasn't sure what Luna's response would be. But he hoped when he said what Callen needed to say—when he laid out his heart before her that she would accept it and him, terrible brother and all. And forgive him for having put her in such an awkward position between the two of them. Callen would promise her that things would change, and Theo would no longer be able to come between them. More importantly, he would no longer stand in Callen's way to happiness. It all made sense to Callen now. Whatever he thought he'd missed in his past, he was glad of it.  It led him to right now, and he knew he wanted a future with Luna. To be married, to have children, to have a life of his own.

      It was time.

      He was old enough now to appreciate the simpler things in life, to settle down and live a much quieter existence at his country estate, Briarwood. Callen thought Luna might like that too.

      He knew she had a dream to become a real doctor, a recognized healer, but he wasn't sure he could make that happen. He would take any opportunity to make her happy, but that one particular dream might take some work and some research. Right now his most immediate goal was to make her smile. Drive her pain and hurt away and bring them back to the place where they had been before, when he had her underneath him on the bed.

      But it soon became clear there would be no privacy. He scribbled a quick note in her book and handed it to her as they took their places, Theo and her twin sisters joining them.

      He could wait a little longer if he had to for such an important conversation. For now, he would enjoy her company.
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        * * *

      

      A light drizzle had begun to fall in the afternoon. Luna met Callen by the stables, as he requested, but they did not ask for horses to be saddled.

      He took her down a path that led around the castle, holding an umbrella over her. This was not a side of the grounds she visited often. They were old ruins, and she'd never seen much charm in them. In fact, she'd been told most of her life that they were haunted.  The remnants of an old monastery from hundreds of years ago had sunk into the ground like old bones of a great beast. The myth said there were secret tunnels from the castle to this location.

      No one knew what those tunnels had been used for. Josie had made many colorful guesses. Some of them quite graphic. Luna pulled her cloak tightly around her. It wasn't the chill of the air that made her shiver but the coldness in her stomach.  Callen assisted her down the crumbling steps into what was once a large room, but all that stood was a general outline of stones. One wall still stood with what would have been a large window that framed a view of the ocean. It was all somewhat Gothic and romantic, but she wasn't in the mood for romance.

      She folded her arms over her stomach and took shelter against the wall, sitting on a stone where the rain could not reach her. Callen closed the parasol and ran his gloved fingers through his hair.

      He was achingly beautiful even in such dreary light, and she began to catalog all his features. To memorize him, because it felt like this might be the last time, her last chance to do it. There was something fatalistic about the moment, the weather, and the set of his features.

      He leaned one hand against the wall and stared out at the ocean.

      "I've often wondered what happened here. I've tried to picture the people that walked through this building. What purpose they served, what were their names, who they loved…"

      Love.

      What man had ever admitted he was curious about love? She braced herself, preparing for a broken heart.

      "I've made a decision," he said. He leaned against the wall with his shoulder and began to remove his gloves.

      "What decision is that?" Luna asked.

      "I want to stay. Specifically, I want to stay with you."

      Luna's mouth dropped open. If it were possible, her heart might have just sprouted wings and began to flutter about like a baby bird that had discovered it could fly.

      He wanted to stay with her? What did that mean?

      She needed all the details.

      "Stay? I don't take your meaning. After the party?"

      He fidgeted with one finger of his glove, twisting it over and over. "My brother and I were going to leave England," he said. "After meeting you and coming to know you, I've discovered that my life could mean something more than just being my brother’s keeper, chasing after him, worrying over him."

      Luna tried to suck in a breath, but her lungs would not work.

      He was going to leave England?

      How had she not known this, why would she have known this, and why had he not told her sooner?

      Maybe he couldn't have told her, but perhaps something had changed or…

      He had changed. Like her. His heart had changed.

      Maybe he'd fallen as much as she had.

      She clamped her hands together, afraid of the strength of the emotions inside her, a cacophony of sound, an out of tune symphony. She tried to block it out because she needed to hear him.

      "I'm going to tell Theo to go without me. The ship you saw that night, it's  waiting for us, but I'm going to make him go alone."

      This must have something to do with their mission.

      "But what about your mission?" she asked.

      He shifted his stance. "The mission will be over once Theo leaves."

      Luna took a deep breath, her eyes stinging with the force of the tears of relief and joy that wanted to pour from her.

      "What does it mean if you stay?" she asked, her heart in her throat. And then she shot to her feet because she couldn't sit there any longer.  She had to move, but what she wanted more than anything was to be in his arms.

      "Yes, brother, I'd like to know as well. What does it mean if you stay?"

      Theo stepped out from an ivy-covered wall that had been swallowed into the hillside.

      Luna gasped.

      Where had he come from? It looked as though he'd appeared from thin air. Callen pushed away from the wall. "Where did you come from? Were you spying on us?"

      "That is what we do, isn't it? Spy? Isn't that the mission?"

      Luna's gaze darted back and forth between them.

      "I'm not sure spies can just quit being spies," his brother said with a snarl. "I'm sure there is quite a bit of paperwork involved, don't you think, brother?"  Theo laughed and waved a hand as if to include her in his amusement.

      "I think we would know that if we were actual spies. But you see—"

      "Theo, don’t," Callen growled.

      "We aren't spies at all. We don't work for the foreign office. He's been lying to you this whole time. He got shot stepping between my dueling opponent and me."
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      Thunder rumbled in the distance. Callen's dark scowl did not waver from his brother, and just when she thought he'd forgotten she was there, his focus moved to her. His scowl changed to an expression of regret and that was all she needed to know that Theo was not lying.

      This wasn't just another one of his tricks to upset the harmony between her and Callen. Why would he lie?

      “Why?” Her throat burned.

      “I didn't know what else to tell you that night.”

      She thought back to that night, to the three figures on the beach. Two of them, Callen and his brother, doing perhaps something not so honorable as protecting England. She shook her head and backed away, but she had nowhere to run because he was closest to the stairs. All of a sudden she didn't recognize him, she didn't know who this man was, and her heart broke in half as easily as the snap of a twig. Tears pooled in her eyes and spilled on her cheeks, but she didn't make a sound. She was outside herself, watching Luna come apart at the seams with these two strangers staring at her in silence.

      “It's because of me. It's my fault,” Theo said at last, and Luna focused on him.

      “What do you mean it's your fault? What were you doing on the beach?”

      “He's leaving,” Callen said. His scowl returned as he watched his brother. “If it's the only good thing you ever do, Theo, you will leave.”

      And though he didn't look at her, Luna felt his attention move to her.

      “We were on the beach, meeting with the ship captain, arranging for transport to France. We were both going to go, but I've changed my mind.” Finally, his gaze moved to her. “I'm not going to waste anymore of my life protecting him.”

      Luna looked between the brothers. “What did he do?”

      His brother chuckled, a sinister bitter sound that made Luna's arms erupt with goose flesh.

      “I may or may not have killed a man, Luna, in a duel. You see, not because I'm a cold-blooded killer or that I even wanted to shoot him, but my brother here, in his foolish and ceaseless efforts to reform me, managed to interrupt the exchange. When he leapt in front of me, my pistol went off, and instead of shooting over Sir Kirby, I hit him. Kirby shot my brother.

      His gaze returned to Callen, and the muscle in his jaw ticked as he glared at his brother.

      “So you're leaving because of the duel?” She never heard of anyone getting in trouble for dueling. It was a matter of honor and men took that quite seriously, even though the act itself was illegal.

      “It's his third duel,” Callen said. “If Sir Kirby dies of his wound, which we’re waiting to hear about, then Theo will be tried. The judge who will oversee his trial is Sir Kirby's uncle, and he knows it's not a first offense. If Sir Kirby dies, they could sentence him for murder.”

      Now Luna understood. He was protecting his brother, removing him from the country, and he had intended to go with him until now.

      Because of her.

      Her heart started to beat again, a weightless warm light filling her, seeming to come from deep inside and spilling out into every fiber of her.

      “So gallant, isn't he? But I suppose with a face like yours, any man's loyalty can be swayed.”

      “You will not speak to her like that,” Callen growled.

      “Go to hell, Callen,” Theo returned.

      “Is it really her that you want or you just don't want to leave? I understand you're sick and tired of me. I am too but we’re brothers, and we’re in this together. Isn't that what you said? But now you will send me on my way, and you’ll what, stay here, marry her, start a little family of your own and forget about me? Mother and Father would be so proud.”

      “Don't you dare mention them. You've done nothing but use their unconditional love to your advantage. Never once regretting the pain you've caused all of us.”

      “So you make me leave?”

      “If I have to row you there myself. You're getting on that boat, Theo.”

      “And what if I want to stay?” Theo returned. “Let's say I've got my own reason for wanting to keep my feet planted firmly here in England. What would you say then? Would you deny me happiness if I had a reason as good as you think yours is for abandoning me?”

      “Where is this coming from? For all I know you hate me. You never once thanked me for saving you again and again. All you do is complain. This is your chance to live your own life however you want to. Just take it. Why are you punishing me for giving you what you want?”

      “You never once cared what I wanted, Callen. You just did what Mother and Father asked you to do. You don't care about me, but it's clear you're in love with her, so you'll toss me over the side like yesterday's stale whiskey.”

      “Stop trying to play the victim. You've brought this on yourself. Just go do whatever the hell you want, as long as it's not on English shores.”

      “So I'm exiled and you're going to live happily ever after with her? Well, I've got news for you. Marry her if you want to. I don't care, but I'm not leaving. England is my home too. I have my own reasons for wanting to stay. So if you're not leaving, neither am I.”

      Callen lunged at Theo and Luna screamed. They fell to the ground with a bone-crunching thud, fists flying, and Luna pressed herself against the stone wall with nowhere to move. Suddenly the space seemed so small when two grown men were wrestling about trying to kill each other.

      “Stop it!” she cried. “Stop it right now. You're killing him!” They rolled, Theo coming out on top, pinning his brother with a hand to his throat and his fist raised at his side, aiming right for Callen’s wound. Luna leapt forward and grabbed his fist, but he hadn't moved. His gaze was locked on his brother’s and they were frozen like that. Luna shoved at Theo's shoulder until he got off his brother, wiping his mouth and spitting blood on the ground.

      Callen lay on the ground, panting, holding his side, his face sweaty and caked with dust. Luna dropped to her knees and began to open his jacket and waistcoat, pulling out his shirt. She exposed the bandage, but surprisingly after such vigorous movement, it was still in place. His wound was only bleeding through the pad a little.

      She exhaled with relief and then turned to glare at his brother. “Do you feel better? Is this how you imagine mature adults settle disagreements? Dueling with pistols, rolling around on the ground, throwing fists like children—like common dogs?” She shook her head at him, her eyes burning with angry tears. “Do you truly wish to stay in this wreck you call a life, hurting people who have cared for you? It seems that's all you do, Theo. Hurt people. What good have you ever done for anyone?”

      He pinned her with a startled glance and then backed away and disappeared up the crumbling stone steps without a word. Luna was breathing hard, her heart racing, her pulse pounding so fiercely in her veins that she trembled.

      Callen took her hand and held it between his own, and she didn't know how, after facing the brunt of Theo's anger, that he was the one comforting her. The warmth of his ungloved hands seeped through to hers, so she could take a deep breath, and the tilting world stilled once more as she gazed into his eyes.

      “So you're going to stay?”

      He nodded. “If you'll have me.”

      She sucked in a breath. “I beg your pardon?”

      He chuckled. “Maybe it's the blows to my head, but you look like an angel right now.”

      He winced as he sat up and bent one knee, resting his forearm. With his free hand, he cupped her cheek and leaned toward her, to the point where their foreheads nearly touched.

      “When I came here, I had no idea my life could change so drastically in such a short amount of time. I thought my near future would entail sailing on a ship with my brother, not you. I never could have dreamed of you, Luna. But now that you're here, I'm here. I'm not ever going to let you go. Will you marry me?”

      Luna sat back, stunned. “Marry you? I can’t possibly… I…” She shook her head. What he was asking of her was too much for her to answer right now. Something settled over his features, a mask as he hid his own feelings.

      She’d just rejected a marriage proposal from him, a man she'd already fallen for, but after today, after learning of his lie, she just couldn't accept so easily.

      “You lied to me for days. I mean, I understand the first night, but after…everything. Were you ever going to tell me?”

      “Of course, I was always going to tell you. Here, right now. Then Theo—”

      “Don't blame Theo,” she said.

      “Now you're taking his side?”

      “I'm taking my side. All this time we've been together, coming to know each other, you could've told me the truth from the first moment.” Her throat tightened to the point that she could barely speak. She swallowed. “You had ample time to tell me the truth, and you didn't. You say you were going to tell me now. Is that why you led me here? I don't understand, Callen. You've been lying to me since the first moment we met. How am I supposed to believe you now?”

      “Believe me, because I—I care for you, Luna. I don't want to spend another day putting what I want behind Theo’s needs. I want to take care of you, not him. This isn’t easy for me to just let him go. He can’t go a fortnight without landing himself in trouble. Now that he says he doesn't want to leave, I can’t just watch my brother hang. Not even after today.” His gaze dropped to his hands.

      “I would never ask that of you. And if you’d told me from the beginning, all of this would make more sense to me, but I can't get past the lie, Callen. The man I have been falling in love with has been lying to me the entire time. What am I supposed think, how am I supposed to feel about that? Because it feels terrible. It feels like I have my own bullet wound right here.” She put her fist over her heart. “I can't just let that go.”

      “Your answer is no?”

      “My answer is… I need to think about it, about everything that has happened today. I can't decide right now.”

      He nodded, but she couldn't tell what he was thinking. Luna came to her feet and offered him a hand to help him up.

      He peered up at her. “You really think you could lift me? I’m fourteen stone.”

      Her hand dropped to her side. “I'm not going to leave you here just because I'm angry at you.”

      He got to his feet with a grunt. They walked back to the castle, the mist having dissipated and spots of sun breaking through the clouds.

      “Are you sure you'll be all right?” she asked as they reached the back door to the castle.

      “I’ll fare well enough. I think I understand those invisible wounds you mentioned,” he said. He gave her a half smile. “They hurt almost as much as the real ones.”

      Luna wasn't amused. Her heart hadn’t quite recovered, and she needed to be alone to think. They parted and Luna went to her room where she wouldn't have to worry about anyone seeing her cry.

      Once inside, her tears fell hard, her chest opened up like a squall. Everything came rushing forth, waves crashing, emotions churning, tossing her heart this way and that, like a little sailboat unequipped for such a force of nature.

      She cried for Callen because even though he had lied to her, he tried so hard to help his brother, and it might all be for nothing. She didn't know much about the law. As much as she disliked Theo for his reckless behavior and his selfish ways, she didn't want to see him die.

      She didn't want Callen to have to see him die.

      Not for something as erroneous as dueling. But if his opponent died as Callen said he might, she didn't see any other way but the noose for Theo. She couldn't imagine how she’d feel if it was her own sister that she might see hauled away to the Tower of London.

      And then she cried for herself because even though he’d proposed to her, her heart was already broken, and she didn't know what to do. She was lost in her own stormy sea with nothing to guide her, not even her sisters. Just when she thought she had nothing left in her, her tears slowed, and her squall became a gentle rainstorm until she fell asleep in her bed.

      

      She woke later to incessant pounding on the door that rivaled the throbbing in her temples.

      “Come in,” she bid. She looked down at her wrinkled gown that she hadn't bothered to change out of yet, the hem dusty from the events in the ruins. In walked Nic, with all the fury of an enraged demigod.

      “How could you say that to him? How could you say that to anyone?” Nic accused. “That's just cruel. I would never have thought you could stoop to such a thing.”

      Luna frowned at her sister, rubbing her forehead. “I don't know what you're talking about,” she replied with a wince.

      “I'm talking about Theo—Mr. Denham. Who else would I be talking about?” Luna shuffled off her bed to face Nic. “You have to stay away from him. He's not a good person. He… He…”

      “He is a rogue, a rake, or whatever you want to believe, but I see something more than just a bad reputation. I see someone who needs a bit of kindness and a bit of forgiveness.”

      “He has you fooled.”

      “Then I’m a fool, but I'm also his friend, which is what he needs right now. Not to be treated like a criminal by his own brother. Lord Densmore has you fooled. What makes him so much better?”

      Luna scoffed. “Do you even hear yourself? Has he told you what he's done?”

      “Yes, he's told me about the duel, and why he was fighting it to begin with.”

      “Why he was fighting it to begin with?” Luna had never even asked. She just accepted what Callen had told her. Theo was wrong to be doing what he was doing, and she supposed she believed it so easily because he was so…unrepentant in everything he did. But it seemed he was putting on a different facade for Nic, and she worried her sister was falling for him, the same way she had fallen for Callen.

      Heavens. What was to become of them? She and her sisters were so out of their depth with these gentlemen. They did not have the experience to deal with them. Perhaps this party had been a terrible idea, and none of them were ready to interact with these men, let alone be courted by them.

      Perhaps there was no way to better the Marsden situation. Mayhap their only option was to accept their fates and marry common men. At the very least, they wouldn't starve. A wealthy lord had proposed to her today, and yet she might be better off being a butcher's wife. Not that the butcher Mr. Trent needed a wife, as he already had one.

      She shook her head. “I beg you, Nic. You cannot trust him.”

      “And you trust Lord Densmore?”

      “I…”

      Did she trust him? Did she even know him? It had only been—she counted the days since the start of the party. But they had barely talked that first day. It wasn't until that fateful night when she'd be been caught searching for the Star herb near the beach that she'd had a real conversation with him. But it wasn't real because he’d been lying to her the entire time.

      “I don't know who I trust because it's only been six days,” she said. “Do you trust Theo after only six days? What has he done to earn your trust?”

      Nic stilled. “Point taken.”

      “Just please be careful, and I will do the same,” Luna said.

      Nic nodded. “So why did you say those things to him?” she asked.

      “He needed to hear them. Whether he goes or he stays in England, he needed to hear it. If my own perception of him is true, which you have no reason to doubt that it is, then he could only learn from his pain, but he hasn't wanted to. He hasn't wanted to listen to anyone, and that was clear to me.”

      “There's a lot of hurt between him and his brother,” Nic said.

      “I noticed.” She turned away from Nic and went to her wardrobe to fetch a clean gown. She didn't have many to choose from. It would have to be the gray muslin for the evening. It wasn't technically an evening gown, but she wasn't in the mood to impress anyone.

      Anyhow, she would save her best dress for the Kirkland garden party tomorrow.

      “If they won’t face it head on or even talk about it, it will never be resolved. After today… I don't think it ever will.”

      Nick strolled closer, picking up Luna's brush and combing out the tangles. Luna watched her in the mirror with new eyes. Could she tell Nic how she really felt?

      Her heart clenched into a fist.

      They were on opposite sides. It seemed Nic was clearly in Theo's corner. Luna felt like a hypocrite, telling Nic to stay away from Theo when she wasn't sure she could stay away from Callen.

      “I feel so terrible for him, not having the kind of love we've shared with our siblings,” Nic said as she brushed. “It breaks my heart to think how alone he must feel. He’s so wounded and he makes me want to…pick him up and hold him like a bird.”

      Luna smiled half-heartedly. “Fixing little birds is usually Georgie's forte.”

      Nic grimaced. “I suppose I don't have a forte, do I?”

      Luna reached up and touched her sister’s hand, enclosing it within her own. “You keep our garden thriving.”

      “I don't have a strength like, you know, like Georgie, like Bernie’s…”

      Luna let out a little half-laugh. “And what exactly is Bernie’s strength? Besides stirring up mischief and either enforcing Anne's rules or rebelling against them?”

      Nic giggled. “I suppose that's true.” She resumed brushing and re-pinned Luna’s hair into a coil on her head. Luna stood to change her gown.

      Nic frowned at her dress hem. “What the devil were you doing, kneeling in the dirt?” Nic raised a brow at her.

      “I guess he didn't tell you. They fought, rolling around in the dirt of the ruins—and Callen, Lord Densmore, was shot trying to stop the duel between Theo and Sir Kirby.”

      Nic’s expression changed, her skin growing a bit pale. Then she lifted her chin. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to dress for dinner as well.”

      She left Luna without another word. It seemed Theo hadn't been very honest with her after all. Even though it hurt Nic, it was better this way. Before it was too late, before she lost her heart to that rogue and had it broken, shattered into pieces.
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      It took Callen longer than usual to wash and dress before dinner. His side ached like the devil, but he tried to walk as normal as possible as he entered the drawing room. He hadn't seen his brother since their fight in the ruins, but as soon as he walked into the drawing room, they locked eyes and Theo nodded in silent question, concerned about Callen's wound.

      Callen nodded once in reply. Did Theo feel guilty? That would be an improvement, but it wouldn't change anything. He was still going to push Theo to leave. He didn't see what other options he had, given Judge Blackwood's determination of late. It wasn't as though Callen's fears were unfounded. The morning of the duel, after the gun smoke had cleared and both he and Kirby were on the ground, James Blackwood had made it clear he intended to tell his father about Theo’s past.

      “I’ll see your brother hang, Densmore. I know about all of his duels. I was there for two of them. He's mad, and he is nothing but a scoundrel. The world should be rid of him. My father will see to it. Your privilege won’t protect you or your brother anymore.”

      There would have to be another conversation about leaving, but right now Callen was more focused on… He scanned the room for her, finding her sitting in a chair by the hearth, playing a game of chess with the dowager duchess.

      She wore the same gray gown she'd worn before. She seemed so small and meek. He wanted to scoop her up, carry her from the room, and make every unpleasant emotion she was feeling go away, but at the same time, he was afraid of being rejected again.

      He wondered what it would take to get her to say yes.

      He couldn't fault her hesitation even though he knew she felt something for him. After today, seeing him and his brother brawl in the dirt, and after the lie he’d told her, of course she wouldn’t immediately accept him. But none of that made it sting any less. He'd never given much thought to marriage. His priorities had always been focused on his brother, the estate, on temporary moments of pleasure.

      Marriage had been a given, but a far off, vague, future event that couldn't compete with the distraction of the present.

      Now, when he looked into the future, he only wanted to see Luna. He only wanted to think about what it would be like to wake up with her in his arms, to see her belly grow round with his child, and the years pass with her by his side.

      He wanted certainty. He wanted control. He just wanted an answer from her, but if he pushed, she might choose to say no, and then he didn't know what he would do.

      If she agreed to marry him, he would speak with her father and secure his blessing. He didn't expect any trouble on that front. He was a titled lord, after all, and despite Theo’s many reckless endeavors, his estate was flush with wealth. He had enough money in his luggage at present for his ill-fated trip with Theo to build Marsden house twice over from dirt to roof.

      If her father needed a bit of persuasion, he would happily oblige him. But he couldn't convince Luna with money. He needed to engage her heart, and more importantly, her trust in him. Which might possibly be the most elusive emotion to foster in such a short time.

      Christ, it had only been six days since that night near the beach. He recalled meeting her at the very first party four months ago, but their introduction had been brief, and he couldn’t remember what she'd been wearing or what they'd said to each other, but this time… This time, he'd been ensnared, whether by fate or circumstance he didn't know, but he couldn't just walk away from her. Even if she refused his proposal, he was going to stay in England and he was going to fight for her.

      He'd stay in Northumberland if he had to. And he'd visit her every day, begging to see her if he must until she saw that his heart was true. He’d lied only out of necessity. After that first night, he'd meant everything he'd said. Thereafter, every kiss, every tender gaze.

      His heart belonged to her. It would for all eternity.

      He strolled into the room, greeting Selhorst and Seyburn. Luna’s tea had not been enough to dull the pain in his side, so he poured himself a liberal draught of whiskey and swiftly downed it. Dinner was announced and while he hoped to escort Luna in, she was quickly paired up with Lord Chester, and he was left with the nearest Marsden, who didn't at all appear pleased to have been left stranded near him.

      “Miss Nicolette, may I have the honor of escorting you into dinner?”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly, and Callen panicked a little as he wondered what Theo might have been telling her. He had a silver tongue with women, the older the more susceptible, but even the younger set were quite enthralled by his wicked humor and mischievous glint in his eyes.

      He looked like trouble, and since women were often discouraged from trouble, they quite enjoyed the opportunity to find it at times. Theo reminded Callen of himself in his more carefree years, but those seemed so far away. They were separated by barely a year, almost Irish twins as his mother would say, but Theo's birth had been difficult, and his mother hadn't been able to conceive again.

      Callen wondered if that was why she doted on him so fervently. She and Theo had almost died during his birth, according to what his father used to tell him. Callen had only been a babe himself at the time. But just thinking that he could have grown up without his mother made his chest hurt, even after all these years since her passing. She had so much warmth to her and such a giving nature. She never lost her temper, and she never liked to punish them, which is why Theo was the way he was. Sometimes Callen wondered if that was part of the resentment he felt toward him. Theo never seemed to understand how perilous life was for all of them. Theo lived his life as though a bubble of protection surrounded him, of endless chances for him to redeem himself, but he never sought redemption.

      Even now, with a swollen lip from his own brother’s fist, Callen didn't feel even a fraction of his earlier rage, but he still had his determination. He would see Theo to that boat if it was the last thing he ever did. And if for some asinine reason he drowned on his way back to shore, then he'd haunt Theo for the rest of his life and forever remind him until Theo's own demise.

      They could continue this ever-revolving wheel of resentment and anger into their afterlife. Callen refocused on Nic, Theo's latest target for his charm. He must be under her skin already but he prayed not her skirts. He’d made himself an ally, and Callen wasn't in the mood to argue with her. One angry Marsden was enough for him in his weakened state.

      “Whatever it is my brother has said I've done, I’d like to call a truce for this dinner. It's been a rough day,” he said.

      She put her nose in the air and turned her face away. “Fine. But is it true?” she asked. They had fallen behind everyone else. Callen's gait was slower than the others.

      “That you were shot intercepting Theo’s duel?” she whispered to him.

      He slowed them until they stood just outside the door to the dining room and all the others had gone in.

      “Who told you that?”

      “Luna did. She and I talked about the both of you this afternoon before dressing for dinner. She said the two of you fought.” Her gaze scanned his face. “I can see that's true.”

      He raised a brow. “You don't trust the word of your sister?”

      “Of course I do. She's my sister. I was just making the observation that I can see there are visible marks from the fight, but no black eye.”

      “It's not our first fight. We learned as lads not to aim for the eyes. Our father would become very displeased when he discovered we were fighting. And they tend to be unsightly, especially once the blue and purple turn to green and brown. Not at all charming or well received by hostesses during elegant gatherings.”

      “I see.” She pivoted as if to go into the dining room but then paused. “And what of your wound? It must not have been very bad?”

      “It could have been, but I had the good fortune of meeting an excellent doctor, and I am well on my way to a full recovery.”

      “I'm glad, though I still don't quite trust you or your intentions toward my sister.”

      Luna must not have told her about his proposal.

      “I have only honorable intentions toward Luna,” he said.

      Her gaze narrowed on him, and she surveyed his face as if she could see inside him and read his true intentions. He held still for her inspection. She nodded once, and then by unspoken agreement, they turned and entered the dining room to find their seats.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Callen only stayed for one drink in the billiard room and then went to find his bed. He eased out of his jacket and waistcoat and pulled his shirt from his breeches before reclining back into the chair by his hearth with a glass of brandy.

      He had the kettle warming over the fire and Luna’s special mixture of powder and tea leaves sitting in the cup. It wasn't a bad evening per se, but he'd found little time to speak to Luna, and his brother had avoided him altogether.

      It was amazing how jovial and carefree Theo could seem when in the company of others, and yet so cold to Callen one moment and then concerned the next. But he never approached him; he conveyed his emotions through a glance, and Callen understood each one. Because even when they hated each other, they still connected on that primal sibling level of unspoken understanding.

      It made Callen review how he felt about his brother, about his motives, and about whether he could truly be redeemed. He wanted to believe in him, but he’d reached the end of his tether.

      They could go no further together. Callen wanted to move on with his life, and he wanted to do it with Luna.

      Callen stared at the flames and sipped his brandy until he could hear the water simmering. He set down his glass on the small table next to his chair and swung the kettle away from the fire.

      Callen sighed heavily as he pushed himself to his feet. He lifted the hot kettle with a towel and poured steaming water into the teacup. He set the kettle down and resumed his contemplation of the fire from the chair.

      In his mind, thoughts of Luna filtered in and out, things he wished he could say to her, explanations he could give her, but he didn't have much hope at this point.

      Callen had made a mistake. He’d gotten too comfortable covering for his brother.

      Callen never could have dreamed how his feelings for Luna would grow, and how that lie could be the one thing standing in his way. He always thought it would be Theo. Yet, it wasn't Theo that made Luna refuse him today but the lie he’d used to cover up for Theo. Something he should have confessed almost immediately when his feelings began to grow, but he just didn't know how.

      Honestly, it hadn't even entered his mind. They didn't talk about it—no, that wasn't true. Callen recalled now how he’d said plainly that the mission would never be over because at that point in time, it felt like he had nothing else to do in his life but look after his brother.

      How wrong he'd been and how foolishly shortsighted. No wonder she doubted him. His judgment had become so clouded of late, but he was going to fix it. He'd make it up to her anyway he could.

      If only… If only he had another chance to speak to her.

      Callen picked up his teacup and blew softly on the surface of the reddish-brown liquid. He dipped the tip of his finger in, and it didn't feel too hot so he threw the whole of it back and downed it in one swallow.

      He grimaced. The oil didn't taste bad, but it had a tendency to stick to his tongue in an unpleasant way. Callen took another sip of his brandy to wash it down and then he stood, stretching as much as he could, his back and his side sore after his tussle with Theo.

      Callen was getting too old for fisticuffs. He certainly felt his age tonight, and he briefly wondered why he hadn't thought of marriage sooner. Perhaps he could've sent Theo away long ago, but now he realized it wasn't about Theo. It wasn’t about his age.

      It was about the way Luna made him feel.

      And then he knew why. Suddenly it seemed so very clear.

      He loved her with that same blinding urgency that seemed to hinder his judgment toward his brother.

      It was because of love. All of it.

      Callen loved her and he wanted to spend the remainder of his life showering her with his love. Maybe one day, should he ever have a son like Theo, he would truly understand his mother and father. Callen couldn't imagine not caring for his own child made with a love greater than any force on earth. He leaned over his lap, balancing his elbows on his knees and holding his head in his hands.

      Christ. Nothing in the world had prepared him for this.

      He couldn't place when it had begun, but he was already in far too deep, beyond reason and logic and straight to pure need. He just needed her, whether she was angry or annoyed, with a deep bone-throbbing ache.

      Callen squeezed his eyes closed and waited for the tea to take its effect, hoping that with the brandy, it wouldn't be long before he could fall asleep. He almost didn't hear the soft knocking on his door, but its persistence snapped him out of his daze. He rubbed his eyes and blinked, focusing on the door. Only then did his mind make the connection that it must be someone wanting to enter.

      Callen stood and pulled his dressing gown from the back of the chair and drew it on, tying the sash at the waist. He didn't know who it could be. Maybe Theo, but he didn't think Theo would wait so patiently at the door instead of just barging in.

      Callen opened the door and Luna’s small face peered up at him, her eyes wide, her irises nearly black in the dim hall. She looked like a little bird needing shelter from the storm, bundled as she was in her brown cloak.

      All the air seem to rush from his lungs as he stepped back and bid her enter, swiftly closing the door—but carefully, so as not to slam it—and turning the lock.

      All his throbbing need turned into a clanging inside of him at her presence, and he could just barely keep himself from reaching for her. She pushed the hood of her cloak back, revealing the same gray dress she'd worn earlier.

      “I'm sorry to disturb you but I was concerned about you. I watched you throughout dinner and you seemed…not yourself,” she said. Her gaze slowly lifted to his.

      “I am most definitely not myself, not without you.” He knew it was a bit heavy-handed, but his tongue was as driven as the rest of his body to be near her, and these weren’t words of persuasion but pure honesty. It was simply how he felt.

      She glanced away and he cursed himself for being such a forward oaf, but he did not think he was capable of subtlety right now.

      “How is your wound?” she asked.

      He drew off his dressing gown and lifted his shirt enough for her to see the bandage.

      “I have not yet changed the bandage if you would like to see it.”

      She nodded.

      Callen exhaled with relief and removed his shirt, his skin coming alive, his nipples pebbling, exposed to the air and her gaze. She moved closer and he folded his hands behind his head, mostly so he could lock his fingers together as her hands touched him. Her fingers were delicate but strong as they worked the bandage strips free and unwound them, removing the square pad slowly.

      “There is a bit of blood on the pad.” She bent at the waist to look closer at the wound. “It seems no worse for the trouble Theo caused earlier today.”

      “I’ve felt worse pain,” he replied.

      Her gaze hesitantly met his and then pulled away. She went to the pile of linens, a sheet he'd already dissected into strips earlier, and opened the jar of salve. He followed her and remained still as she applied more salve to a fresh pad, placed it over the wound, and began to rewrap the strips around him.

      Callen watched it all silently, adoring her with his gaze. He memorized the way the raven wisps of her hair curled around her ears, smiling at how the loose knot on top of her head always seemed to lob to the side in the evenings in halfhearted rebellion.

      The rosy glow of her skin in the firelight seemed so warm and soft, like a pearl that he clutched in his hand until it absorbed his heat as its own. His hands itched to touch her.

      She tucked the last strip in and stood, brushing her hands of the little threats of lint that came from the sheet.

      “There,” she said. “Almost as if the fight had never happened.”

      Their eyes locked, but the restraint he saw in her face told him that she hadn't forgotten, and he hated to see her be reticent around him. Gone was the openness of her gaze, the hope, amusement—dare he think—the love she had begun to feel for him.

      Callen couldn't stand it. He reached for her before he knew what he was doing, cradling her face, and then her lips were under his.

      One brief touch and he pulled away, surprised by his own lack of control.

      “I'm sorry,” he said. “I shouldn't have done that. I'm not trying to coerce you. It's important to me that you return my affections of your own free will.”

      His throat grew tight around the word affection because it seemed so paltry and insignificant compared to the love that burned inside him, far more reckless and all-consuming.

      She bit her bottom lip. “It's fine,” she said. “If I’m being honest. I wanted you to kiss me.” Callen reached for her again. But there was still something in her eyes that gave him pause.

      “But?”

      “But we need to talk. I need to know more about you, more about…who you are underneath the lie. The real you.”

      His heart exploded with hope, and he was nearly trembling as he nodded in acceptance. There wasn't a second chair in the room, so he moved the chair by the hearth closer to the bed, and he waved for her to sit while he sat on the foot of the bed.

      “Ask me anything you want,” he said. “I will keep nothing from you, I swear. I want nothing to stand between us from now on.” He saw her swallow and then she took a deep breath.

      “Tell me about your parents?” she asked. “How did they die?”

      Now it was his turn to take a breath. He didn't like reliving these feelings. Every time he talked about it, he couldn't help remembering those dire moments when things seemed so hopeless and the weight of the world was pushing down on him.

      “It seems like it wasn't that long ago,” he began, “but the years moved swiftly after they died.” He thought back, pinching his eyes closed before he refocused on her.

      “I was at Cambridge. I was two and twenty when I got news my mother and father were both very ill, and I needed to return home. I left Theo at school. He wasn’t up to his usual antics as of yet. He had good standing, and in a way, I wanted to protect him. He's only a little over a year younger than me, but he seemed so young still, very much a boy, and I didn't know how serious their illness had become.

      “I’d just been there, not two weeks prior, and they were fine. But when I got home, Sabers, our butler, told me how swiftly they'd fallen ill, and how at first they were in separate rooms. But now, due to the physician’s dire predictions, his mother had insisted they be moved to the same bed. They had the same illness, after all, so she didn't see why she needed to be separated from her husband.

      “I went into see them in their room. They were holding hands, but they were shadows of their former selves, and I knew if I had waited even a day longer, I might not have made it in time.”

      “I'm so sorry,” she whispered.

      He acknowledged her words with a slight dip of his head. “The family solicitor, the priest, they were already waiting, and I just stood there numbly as my parents greeted me in weak voices before I was ushered away. It was like they were already gone, and papers were being thrust at me, things to sign, decisions to make, arrangements for their funerals. I remember at one point, I ran from the room. A storm had come up swiftly, and I just stood there as raindrops pelted me, trying to understand all that was happening. Then I thought of Theo there at school, utterly unaware that our parents were about to vanish right before my eyes. And there wasn't even time to summon him.”

      “He didn't get to say goodbye?”

      Callen shook his head. “He was so angry. I sent for him right away in the vain hope that he could make it in time. I prayed for it. That might be one of the last times I said a prayer. Then I returned inside, but I ignored my solicitor and went straight to my parents, and I just sat and watched them while they slept. When they woke, we talked. We shared the last words they would ever say to me before passing at some moment during the night. They had each other. I saw them in the morning before they removed from the bed, and they still had their hands clasped together.”

      He heard her sniff and Callen looked up. She wiped a tear from her eye.

      “That's his wound,” she said. “He didn't get to say goodbye, and I bet, though it isn't your fault, he blames you.”

      Callen regarded her, stunned. “He does blame me. He’s said it to me before, but I don't think I really heard him until now. It took him another day to arrive, and I remember the moment he walked into the study. I was sitting there at my father's desk with the solicitor. He seemed so confused because I'd never sat on that side of the desk. Not even when I was working with my father. I always sat to my father's right, and somehow, in that moment, he just knew.

      “He ran from the room, looking for them, and I could hear him shouting for them. I had no idea what to do. I felt like somehow I had to replace them for him. I had to step in to their shoes, but I was frozen. I couldn't do it.”

      “Of course you couldn't, no one could. It was so sudden. You had just lost them too.”

      Callen shook his head. “That day was the longest day of my life,” he said.

      She stood and approached him, running her fingers through his hair, and he closed his eyes and nuzzled the palm of her hand.

      “I think I understand your brother now,” Luna said. “But what about you?” She stepped back from him, and he shifted uncomfortably.

      “What about me?”

      “You've talked about your parents. You talked about Theo at length, but who is Callen? What was his favorite subject in school, what sort of books do you like to read?”

      He cleared his throat, relieved to talk about something else. “Well, I'm certainly not a spy. Never even dreamed of pursuing a career in the military. I don't think my father would’ve let me. My favorite subject in school was math. I like how predictable numbers are. I find it comforting. Once you know their patterns and their rules, the answers become rather clear. It made more sense to me than philosophical texts or musings about art ever did. I'm fluent in Latin, and I suppose Greek, but I did not keep up on it after University, so I don't know.”

      He stared at the fire once more, remembering his years of school. He had many fond memories. He made friends easily. He'd arrived before Theo, and the first year when it had been just him had been one of the best years of his life.

      “Theo and I are close in age, but I went to school a year ahead of him. For that year, I felt like I finally knew myself. I did everything on my own, and I never had to worry about him, about including him. I dreaded the next year when he finally would come to Eaton, but it wasn't as bad as I thought.”

      “No? How so?”

      “While he didn't thrive academically in school, he excelled at making friends. And though we had our difficulties and differences, my life did not change that much. When he joined me, I had my friends and they'd also befriended Theo by default, but we still felt separate. I suppose that was the year are differing personalities became so apparent at home. We both got a taste of freedom, and I suppose it was a kind of relief. I wasn't in charge of him per se, the teachers never expected me to see to him, to watch over him, to help him like my parents did. I would actually say it improved our relationship to have that bit of life that was just our own.”

      Luna nodded. “I can certainly understand that. Sometimes it feels as though I don't know how to be anything else but a Marsden, the sixth sister. We’re all just part of one contraption that keeps the household running and to think of leaving it, beginning my own life… Sounds too good to be true.”

      His gaze returned to her. “Are you afraid to leave home?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I think I might be. My whole life I've been expected to find a husband and leave, but how can I leave when there's no one to take over for the duties I perform? Who's going to cook? Who's going to mend Georgie's blistered fingers when she comes in from a long day in the fields? We all have to marry for the sake of our family, but at the same time, how will the others go on?”

      The mention of marriage reminded him that he’d proposed to her earlier today, and she had all but refused him. Was this why? Was she afraid to leave her family because there would be no one left to replace her? Callen wanted to ask her, but he was afraid to ruin the moment.

      He was so glad she was here at all, and they were talking, getting to know each other. He left his thoughts unsaid, but it weighed on his mind. He had only one brother to care for. Admittedly, that one brother was a lot of work, but he couldn't imagine worrying about the fate of eight more siblings.

      He didn't know what to say to comfort and reassure her that it would all be fine. He could make it fine.

      By marrying him.

      Callen could take care of all of them, couldn't he? He wouldn't know where to begin. He would have to talk to her father and see where the need was the greatest. Perhaps a few more staff would make Luna more comfortable about leaving, and Callen could offer the use of his land agent to speak with Mr. Marsden and help him turn his fields around so the estate could earn more off its property.

      Callen tried to remember what he was talking about. “Once we went to university, not much changed between Theo and I. If anything, we grew more distant from each other, which made it all the more difficult when we lost our parents. He was so angry, and I was angry. We didn't talk for a long time afterwards, even though we shared the same roof of the London townhouse. It was like living with a stranger. We'd end up at the same places in the same circle of friends, but we never had anything to say to each other.

      “Sometimes I wanted to talk to him. Sometimes I wanted to forget we were brothers at all, and I would go on with my life. But then he started showing up in my study in the mornings, and he'd begun to need my help. Money to pay his debts and the like, and he looked so pitiful and weary, as if he’d finally burned through all his anger. I thought maybe, just maybe we could start again.”

      “You helped him because that's what family does.”

      “My father had asked me to look after him, and I didn't know what that meant at the time, but it became obvious I must help him if he came to me at all. We started this vicious cycle, helping and then hating, helping and then hating, and it just went on and on.”

      She sat back in her chair and folded her hands in her lap. “You've gone to talking about Theo again. What about you, Callen?”

      Callen stiffened. Indeed. What about him? That was the whole problem. His life had become purely about Theo, and he didn't even know who he was. But now he knew at least one thing: he loved Luna, and he didn't want to live without her.

      “That's just it, Luna. I don't know who I am. Somewhere long ago, I lost myself and I became”—he laughed—“Theo’s nursemaid, and that's all I've ever been until now. You helped me see there was more. What you've seen is all there is. I know I lied. The lie was just to mask what was truly going on. Everything else was true, and when I told you the mission would never end, the mission was Theo. But I swear now it's over. I want a new life. I want a new purpose, and I want that purpose to be you.

      “I may not know myself, but I know you. You're so strong and determined, so giving of your time, your patience, your forgiveness. I look at you and I see so much possibility, a future that is so bright and warm I want to run to it. I want to give you everything I have, and I won't take you away from your family. I want to help them too because I know how much they mean to you, and I understand your fear about not knowing what will happen to them if you leave. You don't have to leave them. I still want to know more about you.

      “Tell me everything about you, everything about your childhood, every fight you had with your sisters, every worry, fear, and every sweet memory. I want to hear it all. Even if it takes a lifetime,” he said.

      She laughed nervously and then bit her lip, his gaze catching on the sight of her teeth dragging across the plumpness of her kissable lips.

      Lust stabbed him through the middle. He fisted his hands in the coverlet to keep himself planted where he was.

      “That could take a long time,” she said.

      “We have all night, Luna.”
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        * * *

      

      Luna's heart was so full she couldn't speak. And she certainly didn't know what to do with herself. When she looked at him, he appeared so earnest, and she couldn’t refuse him.

      Truthfully, she didn't want to leave. Luna was so shaken by this afternoon, by her own emotions, but being away from him certainly didn't calm her fears. When she was close to him, she felt the most clarity, and if he wanted to know about her sisters…about her… She had plenty to talk about.

      She and her family had been through quite a bit. So had his, but they'd both been on different journeys with different problems and different outcomes.

      Luna didn't know where to begin, so she started with her favorite memory.

      “My very first memory is holding Willa.”

      “Willa? How old was she?”

      “She was still very much a baby but not a newborn. We’re only three years apart, and I must've been perhaps three or four,” Luna said. “But I remember looking down at her sweet little face and feeling so responsible because I was now big enough to hold my baby sister. I looked up to my sisters a lot.”

      “Forgive me,” he hesitated, “but how old are you?”

      “I'm twenty,” she replied.

      He cursed.

      “What?”

      Luna laughed as he scrubbed his hands over his face.

      “I’m fourteen years older than you,” he said. He looked very displeased by that fact.

      “So? It's not as though I'm a child. I'm old enough to come out, if I were able to have a come out and debut into society. I should be marrying—” Her breath caught as she suddenly remembered that he did in fact propose to her earlier today. She told him she would think about it, which she'd been too stunned to properly do in so little time.

      “I didn't realize I was so much older than you. When I think of a twenty-year-old woman, I see the fresh-faced chits that litter the ballrooms, too nervous to speak to me and clinging to their mothers’ skirt. You're not like that at all, which is a relief. This party would be a nightmare if you and your sisters were so harebrained.”

      “Thank you…I think?”

      “Oh, it is most definitely a compliment that you are nothing like those women. The men your age aren't any better, so I suppose it works out the same.”

      “Twenty is a different age between men and women,” she said. “Women marry at twenty while men are in the midst of their young adulthood and university education.”

      “And therein lies the difference between the sexes,” he said, “but we've got off track. So tell me more about your sisters and little Willa as a baby,” he bid.
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      So Luna did. She lost all track of time as she regaled him with stories of growing up with eight sisters, their fights, their moments of laughter, their troubles, fears, and ultimately the tale of their survival, and how they came to understand their peculiar situation.

      And how to overcome it.

      Most importantly, when she next glanced at the clock, it was half-past three in the morning and they had traded places. She lounged on her side on the bed, facing the foot and he was in the chair, his feet bare, ankles crossed, resting on the foot of the bed.

      There was a lull in their conversation, and he’d gotten up to refill his glass of brandy and offered to refill hers. She'd been sipping on the same glass for an hour now, but she shook her head. The warmth of the drink made her fuzzy and sleepy, but she didn't want to close her eyes, not when he had been lounging around shirtless for hours. She felt wicked. She'd spent a good amount of her time talking and simply looking at his beautiful maleness.

      She had trouble keeping her thoughts away from the last time she'd been on this bed, but her mind wouldn't listen. Her body seemed to recall the event with great clarity, remembering the expert touch of his hands, the delicious feelings he created.

      She was afraid he might read her thoughts and her expression, but she couldn't look away from him as he retook his seat, his gaze meeting hers, but he didn't put his feet back on the bed. He scooted the chair closer and leaned forward.

      “Tell me a secret,” he whispered with a wicked grin.

      Something fluttery swirled inside her, like butterflies. She scooted closer to him, unable to resist the invitation in his eyes as a strange fever took hold of her.

      Perhaps she was dreaming. Maybe she was back in her bed already asleep, and everything that happened now was her secret wish.

      The stuff of fantasy.

      She reached out toward the edge of the bed, and he covered her hand with his. “A secret?”

      He nodded.

      She had no secrets. He now knew everything about her. Every scintillating thing she’d ever done had been with him. “You already know everything there is to know about me.”

      “Truly?”

      “Yes.” But there was something burning inside her. Words that needed to be released, a confession she’d only ever made to herself. Perhaps it was the effects of the brandy, but they wanted to spill out now, and why shouldn't she tell him? She couldn't think of a reason why not. She'd never felt more safe, or cared for, or freer than she did right now, here with him.

      “I do have one secret,” she said.

      He leaned even closer, and she drew toward him until she could hardly focus on his face. She stared at his lips and took a deep breath.

      “I'm in love with you,” she whispered.

      Her vision blurred as his lips became all she could see and then nothing as she closed her eyes and kissed him. That was all she had to do. He took control immediately, coming over her, moving her on the bed until they were both near the pillows, side-by-side. Mouths clinging, arms holding, her heels hooked over his calves, and her heart racing so fast she couldn't count the beats.

      Luna didn't have to say a word. He just seemed to know exactly what she needed. To be held, to feel loved and cherished. And he did all that and more. His hands roamed over her body, freeing her from the restraint of her dress, and it disappeared over the side of the bed.

      The cool air caressed her feet and calves as her stockings disappeared next. She’d taken her shoes off long ago, before lying on his bed. He undressed her down to her chemise, and his lips trailed liquid fire from her collarbone to the swells of her breasts.

      Luna sighed. “Yes.”

      She wanted his mouth on her just like before. She wanted everything from him. Luna didn't know she could want so fiercely, that she could need his touch more than she needed to breathe. He slipped the sleeves of her chemise from her shoulders, and she pulled her arms free, barely taking a breath before diving back into his kiss. Luna couldn't get enough of the taste of him, sweet like brandy, soft like velvet, hot like rays from the sun.

      He broke the kiss, nudging her chin up and branding the sensitive skin of her neck with his mouth, moving down lower and lower until he took the peak of her breast into his mouth and sucked.

      Luna moaned and cradled his head, holding him to her. She never felt such wicked pleasure. Such sweet pain as when he took her into his mouth like this, but he did not stay there long. He shoved her chemise lower, pulling it over her hips and down her legs until she was naked under him.

      He licked down her body, from the valley between her breasts to her navel, and she shivered, the cold air no longer touching her as waves of delicious heat washed over her. He dipped his tongue in her navel and her hips bucked. His mouth moved lower, his lips and tongue dancing along her skin until he reached the soft curls of her sex.

      Luna blushed from the roots of her hair to her toenails. But as he stared down at her, his expression one of determined worship, she let her legs fall open for him and braced herself for whatever he planned to do next.

      As his tongue touched her sensitive flesh, Luna thought she might die of exquisite pleasure. She could barely keep still. The movements of his tongue and his fingers sent flashes of pleasure through her body like lightning, swift and bright. Luna was a storm of sensation, and when he entered her with his fingers, her muscles clamped around him hungrily and she moaned.

      Yes, she wanted him inside her. Luna wanted to feel all of him, not just his mouth, his tongue, his hands, she wanted him on top of her, over her, inside her.

      “Please,” she begged, “I need you, Callen.”

      Wave after wave of sensation on her delicate, sensitive bud. She trembled and the ache inside her only grew greedy for more. He ceased his torture and crawled over her, his mouth returning to her neck, and he took her earlobe into his mouth, his teeth lightly grazing the skin.

      Luna clung to him, arms around his neck, holding him there between her thighs. She could still feel his hands moving over her, but then she heard the brush of his clothing as he removed his breeches. Her eyes opened and she peeked down and saw flashes of his bare hip, the swell of his buttocks as he kicked off his clothing. He settled between her thighs, and she felt the scalding heat of his manhood against her core. She didn't know what she was doing, but she followed the instincts of her body.

      Luna parted her legs for him, felt a nudge of the smooth tip of his hardness. He came over her, resting his weight on his hands on either side of her shoulders, and their gazes met, his eyes dazed with passion, his breathing ragged.

      “Tell me now if you want me to stop,” he said.

      She shook her head. She never wanted him to stop. “I'm yours.”

      He dropped to his elbows, one hand cupping her face, the other moving under her hips. He tilted her pelvis up and his arousal speared her, slowly and steadily.

      Luna gripped his shoulders as he entered her, her flesh stinging, her internal muscles resisting his entry. But she focused on his kiss, the sweep of his tongue across her skin, the delicious weight of his body on top of hers, and the pain eased, the burning friction lessening as he began to slowly move in and out. Her pleasure slowly returned, the sweet ache growing. She had to break the kiss, panting into his shoulder, her nails digging into the skin of his back as the pressure built, and he moved faster inside her.

      Luna had never felt fullness like this before. Was this what it was to be claimed by a man? It didn't feel like she was giving her body to him.

      It felt like she was taking.

      She could feel sweat on his back as he moved, steadily thrusting, moving easily inside her now that passion had reclaimed her. She could see heaven on the horizon as she closed her eyes, and she hooked her ankles over his thighs and lifted her hips to him. With each of his thrusts, the force and friction sent her higher into the heavens of release.

      Luna couldn't breathe. Her throat was dry with the rush of her breathing, and she felt like she was reaching for something she just couldn't touch.

      Light exploded behind her eyelids, and all her muscles tensed at once, gripping and squeezing. She was falling, shattering into thousands of pieces like a firework, sparks of light slowly drifting back to the earth.

      He moved faster over her, moaning her name, grunting with the effort and whispering sweet words that seemed so very far away. He stiffened and let out a low, primal groan. He held her tightly against him as his hips continued to move, but at a slower, more languid pace until he stopped altogether.

      They lay like that for a moment, and then he rolled them to their sides and pulled the coverlet over them.

      Luna opened her eyes as he brushed her hair from her face and kissed her lips once more.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I'm perfect,” she said, though her throat was raw and her mouth dry. She needed a cup of water.

      He adjusted them, his body sliding from hers, but he kept her close to him, tucked into the hollow of his embrace as if to shelter her and protect her.

      “You should try to sleep,” he said.

      “It will be dawn soon. I should go back to my room,” she said, even though the last thing she wanted to do was leave his embrace.

      “Not yet. Stay with me.”

      Forever.

      Luna didn't say the word aloud. She just nodded and closed her eyes, breathing deeply, his scent mixed with hers, and they both fell asleep.
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      As the first rays of dawn pierced the room, Callen swiftly helped her dress, and saw Luna to her door before returning to his own room before the scullery maid arrived. He leapt into his bed and feigned sleep as she attended the fire and left. He managed to fall asleep again until later in the morning. He woke up, washed, dressed, and went down to breakfast.

      Callen had to stop himself from going straight to Luna’s side. They hadn't spoken at all about what would happen next, but until he heard her agree to marry him, he wasn't going to push his luck. He tried to act as normal as possible, though he felt like he was walking around nude, the truth of last night, or rather this morning, plain for all to see.

      As he filled a plate of food and sat down at the breakfast table, there was a curious buzz in the air, excitement over the party later today. He caught Luna's gaze multiple times, and they shared a secret smile, her cheeks blooming with color. But he didn't have a chance to actually speak with her.

      She was surrounded by her sisters as they walked down to the Kirkland garden party, and Callen took the time to collect his thoughts and figure out what he would say to her when he next had the chance to get her alone. Even if last night had never happened, he still wanted to marry her, and he still intended to stay in England and see his brother leave.

      His thoughts moved to his brother, who walked ahead of him, charming Miss Nicolette and Miss Odette for all the world to see as if he wasn't wearing a target on his back for Judge Blackwood.

      Callen would have to convince his brother to leave in order to save his life. He saw Theo in a new light after his conversation with Luna last night. He wanted to reassure his brother he wasn't alone. He wasn't being abandoned.

      This was just what they had to do to keep him safe.

      He could start a new life, find himself a wife wherever he settled, and find his own happiness. Didn’t he want that?

      Callen was in love, and his brother deserved the same. He wanted everyone he knew to feel like this, as if he could sprout wings and fly. Take to the sky like a great hawk, soaring high above clouds.

      After a round of introductions to Lady Kirkland's guests, most of which he knew from the London scene, Callen was returning from the retiring room when he happened upon his brother standing near the Kirkland maze. Theo turned as he approached, and they both tensed, but Theo unexpectedly looked away, his expression contrite.

      “I was hoping I might find a moment to talk to you,” Theo said.

      Callen raised a brow. “About?”

      “Well, our fight yesterday. It's not sitting well with me. You’re making all these decisions without me but including her in on them.”

      Callen bristled. “This is just like you to get jealous of not being the center of everything.” But they couldn't stand here and talk, not about such a sensitive subject. Callen nodded for Theo to follow him out of the formal garden and toward the Kirkland stables. They found a bench along the path and Callen sat, the muscles in his side rather tight after last night.

      “How can you be jealous of Luna?” he asked. “Aren’t you tired of this? Don't you want to do something different for a change? You can't keep living the same life, following the same path that is literally leading you to the hangman.”

      Theo didn't sit. He shoved his hands in his waistcoat pockets and kicked a pebble on the dirt path.

      “You keep saying that like you're so sure he can hang me. Is that what you want to happen?”

      “Damn it, Theo, of course not. That's why I want you to leave. I want you to go find a better life for yourself. Clearly, England isn't serving you well. Find yourself a French girl to marry or some Italian soprano in Italy and settle down. Find something that makes you happy, that isn't gambling or booze or a chorus line of women.”

      “Those things make me happy. And that's not what's killing me right now. It's the fact you want to be rid of me. You found Luna and that's great, really, it is. But now you're just going to toss me aside? Stick me on the boat and wish me well? Out with the old, in with the new?”

      Callen glared at his brother. He rested his elbows on his knees. “You know that's not how it is. This is much bigger than that. I can't keep doing this with you. I can't. It nearly killed me. No matter what I try to do to help you, what I say, you're never going to listen to me. You don't want to, and I…”

      “You love her. It's quite obvious to me. And you think I'm going to destroy that too. As I've destroyed my life. That's why you want to get rid of me. But I want to stay. I don't want a new life in some damned foreign country. I want a new life right here. If you can have it, why can't I?”

      “Because no one's trying to hang me.”

      “I can fix it,” Theo pleaded.

      “How?” Callen asked with exasperation. “Are you going to fight Judge Blackwood in a duel? Maybe if you kill all three of them, Judge Blackwood, Kirby's cousin James, then it will all be over. Is that your solution?”

      Theo cursed and turned his back to him. He ran a hand through his hair, took a fistful, and pulled on it before turning back to face Callen.

      “I just want the chance to change. Take my swords, take my dueling pistols, leave me with the silk fan with which to defend myself, but don't make me leave, Callen, please. I may act like I hate you, and if I'm being honest most of the time I do. There are some things that happened between us that I just can't forget, and can't let them go, but I don't want to leave. You're my brother. You're my only family, and without you, there is no one left to put up with me. If you don't care about me, no one does. I want to stay here and…prove that I am good enough to stay. That I can change. That I'm worth loving, damn it. I can do something good.”

      Callen didn't know where this was coming from, but it was the most emotional, meaningful speech he'd ever heard Theo say. Hell, he wanted to believe him.

      “Is that really how you feel?”

      “You don't believe me after that bloody speech?” Theo asked, his voice breaking.

      “I want to believe you,” Callen said, “but you've only showed me all the wrong sides. If you're turning over a new leaf or whatever you want to call it, it just might be too late. What do you expect me to do? I can't watch you die. I do care about you, but I also don't want to give up my own life for you. So what do I do to help you? I thought I was helping by getting you out of England and setting you up with money somewhere else, but you don't even want to do that? So how can I help you? How can I help you and not give up the one thing that I want?”

      “Luna?”

      Callen fisted his hands. “Yes. Luna.”

      “Marry her and we’ll take her with us,” Theo said.

      “What?” Callen’s stomach dropped to his feet. She'd already turned him down once, and he thought maybe she was just scared to leave her family, but they'd still be in England. Now Theo was suggesting he take her from England? She'd never see her family again, quite possibly, or at least not for some time. His thoughts moved too fast. He couldn't catch hold of them.

      Theo put his hands on his waist. “She's not my favorite of the sisters. I don't like the way she talks to me, mostly because it's too honest, and she's right, which is rather annoying. But if it means you'll still come with me, then I say bring her along with us. We’ll have our own little family. We’ll set up a villa in Spain, grow oranges, and I'll be the best bloody uncle there ever was.”

      Callen shook his head. “I can't ask her to leave England, to leave everything she's ever known behind.”

      “I need you, Callen. So either we go or we stay. If I'm this close to death with your steady influence, I’d hate to see what I’ll be without you. You look like Father. It's the only thing I can stand about you. It's the only reason I keep coming back to you when I’ve reached the end of my own good sense. You even sound like him most of the time. And though I've never forgiven you for not bringing me home with you when they were ill to say goodbye, just looking at you makes me feel a little closer to him.”

      Callen was speechless. He tried to understand what his brother meant, but he couldn't see it because he thought Theo looked like their father. Even though Callen knew he and his father rather looked alike, it was only in Theo that Callen saw his father's teasing smile and his expressive brow. Especially when Theo laughed, the sound was unmistakable. Theo wrote just like their mother, grand sweeping strokes, completely wasteful in the amount of space used up on paper, but Theo's notes, opening them and reading them, were like reading letters from his mother in school.

      His throat grew tight and he swallowed.

      “Really? Because I see so much of him in you and not in myself.”

      Theo's jaw flexed and the muscle ticked as he swallowed hard and glanced away, his eyes a bit red.

      They stayed like that for a moment, sitting in silence. Callen couldn’t take much more. There was too much to think about, and he needed a break. He just wanted to breathe, to enjoy the sunshine, and see Luna. He wished he could talk to her about all of this because she always had such good advice. She always saw straight to the heart of the matter.

      “Enough of this,” he said. “We’ll figure it out but not today. Today, let's just enjoy ourselves and let it go.”

      Theo nodded and Callen stood, and they walked back to the party.

      “How is your wound?” Theo asked.

      “It's fine,” Callen replied. “Your punches are soft.”

      Theo snorted. “I pulled them for your sake, on account of you’re so old and feeble. You're an invalid.”

      “I'm only thirteen months older than you, Theo. You're just as old as I am. And I could hear your knees pop as you got up, so worry about your own body. I'm fine.”

      They were both chuckling as they reached the others, and Mr. Seyburn approached them, Luna by his side.

      Her cheeks filled with color as she caught sight of Callen, and she bit her lip bashfully. But then she looked between them, and he could see the curiosity in her gaze.

      “Are either of you up for a game of ninepins?” Mr. Seyburn asked.

      Callen and Theo agreed, but Callen insisted that Luna be on his team, so they could soundly beat his brother. Theo was heartily up to the challenge.
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      Luna moved down the stairs toward the breakfast parlor. She stopped on the landing and stretched her arms above her head and smiled. She was still a bit sore after last night with Callen, and she could barely remember the day.

      She was so tired after leaving the Kirkland party earlier than she had expected. She returned to her room and slept, almost sleeping through dinner, if Nic hadn’t come to wake her.

      This morning she felt refreshed and mostly recovered.

      Last night she’d gone to Callen’s room to check on him at her usual time to change his bandage, and Theo had been there. Some of the tension between them was gone, and Luna didn't stay after changing his bandage. Instead, she let the two brothers talk since things between them, for the moment, were good. Luna didn't want to get between them again.

      Callen had wanted her to stay, but she insisted because he needed his brother. Now that Luna knew the wounds that lay between them, she really wanted to encourage them to heal.

      She walked into the breakfast parlor and piled her plate with capers and bacon, her stomach rumbling with hunger. She took her usual seat and began to eat with more gusto than she usual.

      Luna had been so tired at dinner, she couldn’t remember eating much. She’d gone to her room to lie down almost immediately after she and her sisters had entered the drawing room.

      Luna was already halfway through her plate of food, feeling like she ought to slow down to a more reasonable speed, when there was a commotion at the entrance to the breakfast parlor, and she looked up, stunned to see her father.

      “Where is Bernadette?” he asked loudly, startling everyone.

      “She’s not yet come down, it seems,” Georgie replied, standing to confront their father.

      “That girl has run off I tell you.” He wagged his finger and pivoted to leave the room.

      Luna abandoned her plate to follow her father. He was just outside interrogating Anne.

      “Where is Bernadette? Lord Kirkland just informed me that she’s been compromised but refuses to marry the lad. I’ll not have it. I’ve sacrificed so much for all of you. Bernie will marry him. I will see to it!”

      “She…” Anne paused, her face going pale. “I would assume she’s in the breakfast parlor with all my other sisters.”

      “She is not,” Father cried.

      Luna stood near, but as more people came to witness her father’s absurd behavior, she wanted to run away in embarrassment. The dowager duchess appeared, followed by Violet and Weirick, and approached her father with a smile intended to calm him.

      Bernie was missing? She scanned the faces of her sisters, and sure enough, Bernie was not present. Sometimes it was hard to notice one of them was missing when they all stood together. Where could she be? Hopefully hiding somewhere where her father could not find her, but it rattled Luna all the same. Her sister was gone.

      “Mr. Marsden, how lovely to see you this morning. I’ve been informed you were inquiring after Bernadette’s whereabouts?”

      “I must take her to meet with Lord Kirkland and Mr. Rupert, her fiancé,” her father demanded. “We will depart for Scotland at once.”

      Luna had to peer past the dowager to see. The sight of Roderick and Anne standing together, Roderick’s arm around Anne, stunned Luna.

      “What’s this?” her father barked with alarming force. “Get your hands off my daughter!”

      “Father, stop,” Anne commanded.

      “What has been going on here?” Father asked.

      “Anne and I will be getting married,” Roderick said. “You need not force Bernie to marry that spineless pup.”

      Luna covered her mouth in shock. Anne and Roderick were getting married? Since when? How had she not known about this?

      Her father puffed his chest out. “My Anne, marry the likes of you? She can barely stand the sight of you.”

      “That’s not true anymore, Papa,” Anne said. “I love him.”

      Her father blustered, his jowls shaking, which usually meant he didn’t know what to say. “Such insolence!” He turned away, but Georgie blocked his path.

      “Go home, Father,” Georgie ordered. “We’ll find Bernie, but she isn’t going to marry anyone she doesn’t wish to.”

      He wagged his finger at her. “When I tell your mother of this, she will be quite distraught, and I’ll find Bernadette myself!” He marched away. Luna clung to the wall as he passed, half afraid he might single her out for some ridiculous scheme.

      Roderick cleared his throat and addressed everyone. “Well, now you know. Anne and I are engaged. Now may we please continue to breakfast? I’m starving.”

      Everyone seemed to scatter in different directions, and Luna just stood there, astounded and confused by everything she had witnessed. Some of her sisters went back into the breakfast parlor, and Luna found herself alone in the hall until Callen came out.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I can't believe Bernie is missing. Where could she go?”

      “Let’s go somewhere else where we can talk.”

      Luna nodded absently and followed him to the Queen’s drawing room that was at present empty. He peeked past the curtains open to the King’s Hall beyond, but it looked deserted. He waved her to sit and moved a chair close to sit in front of her.

      “What could my father be thinking, trying to force Bernie to marry someone she hardly knows? That man will take her away from her family.”

      “Don't worry. None of us will let that happen. In fact, I think I have a solution.”

      “What solution can there be? Once my father knows there is a single chance it could happen immediately, that he might somehow benefit from the marriage beyond just the security of his daughters, he will. I know him. He thinks only of himself.”

      “I’ll offer him something he can't refuse,” Callen said.

      “What?” Luna picked up the pillow and hugged it to her chest, wishing she could jump into his arms for comfort, but not here, not where anyone could come upon them.

      “Marriage to me will all but erase Bernie’s situation. One little talk with Mr. Rupert, and he won’t show his face in Northumberland again. I can be sure of that and so can Roderick. With our marriage and Anne's marriage, none of your other sisters need to rush into loveless and ill-suited unions. We will be taking care of all of you.”

      It sounded too good to be true, and at the moment, she wanted to believe the solution could come that easily, but she knew better.

      “What about your brother? You both seemed to be making progress toward a resolution.”

      “We are because of you.”

      “I don’t want to put that at risk.”

      “We can be married quickly, have things settled with haste, and you can come with me and Theo. We can tour the continent and find a home that suits all of us. You and I can come back and visit your family. What do you think about that?”

      Luna’s heart stuttered to a halt. Suddenly she was cold and goosebumps erupted over.

      “I can't leave my family now. Bernie is gone. Even with Anne's marriage, this is a huge scandal. I don't think you understand. Lady Kirkland hates us, and if Lord and Lady Kirkland have found a way to ruin us, they will.”

      Callen sat back in his chair. “Why would they hate you, you’re neighbors?”

      “Because of Bernie and Chester. They’ve been friends for so long. I think there could be more there, but I'm not sure. But I know his parents suspect the same. If they saw a chance to separate Bernie and Chester permanently, they would take it.”

      Callen stood and began to pace, and Luna hugged the pillow a little tighter. The morning had begun so lovely. As soon as she started to believe things could truly change for her and for her sisters, reality came crashing down to remind them that life was seldom so fortunate.

      “It changes nothing. If we marry and Anne marries Roderick, it won’t matter what the Kirkland’s are trying to do. Your family will have powerful allies.”

      “I don't even know where my sister is,” Luna retorted. “I can't leave my family now. My mother must be so distraught. What if we never see her again? There are too many… I just can't. I can’t even think about it right now.”

      He stopped his pacing and turned to face her. “But you must. Your decision can alter the fates of your sisters for the better the sooner we marry. I will have to leave soon. I can't wait forever.”

      “Then you just have to leave without me.” She pushed her feet. “My parents are already missing one daughter. They can't lose another. My mother is with child after seventeen years, and she needs me for that as well. I can't leave, I'm sorry. My sisters, my family needs me and Theo needs you. If you have to leave, I understand. I meant what I said. I'm in love with you, and I don't want you to leave but I must stay here.”

      Her eyes welled up and Luna ran from the room, too distraught to say more. She didn't want him to see her fall apart.

      She ran into her sisters climbing the stairs all together. What was happening now?

      She followed behind them, hastily wiping her tears. They all went to Anne’s room, and Luna followed, climbing onto the bed like they used to do as children when they held sister meetings.

      They began to talk all at once, arguing over each other, speculating about Bernie and Anne. Luna winced and covered her ears. She could feel a headache coming on already. She’d forgotten how loud they were all together in a single room. Luna hugged her knees to her chest near the edge of the bed beside Nic.

      Anne held up her hand, and gradually, the others took notice and quieted. But instead of leading as she usually did, Anne turned to Georgie.

      “You asked for this meeting. What is it you want to discuss?”

      Georgie chewed her lip. “Where is Bernie?”

      Anne shrugged. “I don’t know, but Violet says she is fine and safe. It is Bernie, after all, so we needn’t worry overmuch. I have a feeling she is with Chester or somehow under his protection.”

      “Do you think they ran off to marry?” Josie asked.

      Bernie and Chester marry? Luna had always suspected something was between them, but they’d always declared themselves friends.

      “I don’t know what to think, and frankly, I’m too tired to think this morning,” Anne replied. “All I do know is that yesterday something occurred between Bernie and a guest of Lady Kirkland’s.”

      “We know about that,” Nic interjected, sharing a glance with Odette.

      Luna leaned forward to see past Nic. She’d spent most of the party on the lawn playing games with Callen, Theo, and Mr. Seyburn. But her sisters were all over the place. Apparently she missed quite a bit between her own activities and exhaustion.

      Odette cleared her throat. “We were in the maze and Bernie was separated from us. We could hear her but we couldn’t find her. Then we could hear a gentleman speaking with her, and she called out to us. We tried to find our way back to her as swiftly as possible, but Lady Kirkland arrived before us, and Bernie had hit the man. I can only assume he tried to take a liberty. Lady Kirkland would not hear Bernie’s side and took her to Lord Kirkland’s study. She refused to let us stay with her. So we went in search of Violet to get help.”

      “And I was in the house when Roderick left the study with Bernie and Chester to return to the castle,” Anne added. “Lady Kirkland said some unkind things. And now we are here. Father wants Bernie to marry this lad at Lord Kirkland’s insistence.”

      Luna shivered. She wouldn’t let such a thing happen. Perhaps she ought to consider what Callen had said.

      “This is ridiculous,” Georgie fumed. “He attacked her or she wouldn’t have struck him. She can’t marry a man like that!”

      Anne nodded. “We will do everything to protect her. I know Chester and Violet will too.”

      “What about you?” Jeanie asked from the foot of the bed.

      Anne frowned. “I will protect her too.”

      “No.” Jeanie hugged the bedpost. “What of you and Roderick. I’m still trying to believe my own eyes. He embraced you in front of everyone, and you declared you loved him.”

      Anne blushed. “I do.”

      “Since when?” Georgie asked. “For years, you’ve despised him. What changed?”

      Anne chewed her lip. “I don’t know what to say other than…we both changed.”

      Luna bent her head and rested her forehead on her arms, squeezing her eyes closed. She was happy for Anne, but her own heart was heavy. Should she marry Callen? Had she been too quick to deny him? But she just couldn’t imagine herself leaving her home. How could she help her family if she weren’t even here to do it? They needed more than just money. They needed guidance, and she needed them. She couldn’t imagine a day passing without seeing her sisters.

      “Good. You saved us, Anne,” Georgie said.

      Luna lifted her head and surveyed her sisters. She wanted to stay. She wanted to marry Callen, and she wanted to stay right here. Why couldn’t she have both? Her eyes stung. She sniffed and hid her face from her sisters, but they were all focused on Anne. She was alone in her misery. None of them knew she was torn between her love for them and her love for Callen. But she didn’t have the courage to tell them now. There was enough going on as it was. Her throat burned, as if the words of her own confession had grown thorns in her throat. A tangled bramble of words she needed to say but couldn’t.

      “Now as far as Bernie’s situation, let’s just try to act normal and go about the usual plans for the party.”

      Normal. Wonderful. She may as well try to fly. That was just as impossible.

      A dark cloud settled over the castle as everyone seemed to wait for the storm to break, a first sign of Bernie, or any information about what would happen next. There was a peculiar tension that no one wanted to speak of but everyone was aware of.
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      Callen stood in the doorway of the billiard room, blinking, not remembering precisely how he got there. He staggered toward the drink cart and poured himself two fingers of whiskey and threw it back.

      He felt like he was stumbling through a bad dream, and he couldn't wake from it. Not the kind that scared you awake, like falling from a cliff edge, but the kind where you moved from scene to scene, and you couldn't make your way back to the place where you were before, and nothing made sense.

      He shook his head and poured himself another glass of whiskey, downing that one too. With a raging whiskey fire in his belly, he set up the balls on the table and yanked a stick from the wall. He lined up a shot and speared the balls, scattering them with satisfying cracks as they bounced around the wool felt edge.

      His hands tightened around the stick, and he watched the balls until they stopped rolling and then set them up again.

      Crack.

      He did it over and over until his hands ached from squeezing the stick, and that's when he sensed someone else watching him.

      He turned to find Theo in the doorway, leaning against the jamb, arms folded, boots crossed. He raised a brow at Callen in silent question.

      “What's got you in such a bind?” Theo asked.

      He pushed away from the doorjamb and strolled into the room, taking a stick from the wall and striking a ball into the pocket. Callen took the ball out of the pocket and set up all the balls again, but this time he let Theo take a turn and they started a proper game.

      “She won't leave her family,” he said.

      Theo took a shot before answering. “Family means a lot to her. She's been meddling in ours since the moment we first met her.”

      Callen scowled at him.

      “It is true, though, is it not? Are you at all surprised? She knows nothing else but her sisters and this peculiar way of life they have created for themselves. Did you think she would leap at the chance to abandon it?”

      Theo took another shot when Callen didn't move.

      “After the big to-do this morning with her father and Miss Bernadette, I'm sure she's in a state of shock. She'll need time to digest the plan, so you may as well tuck that pouty lip back in and resign yourself to waiting.”

      Callen’s scowl fell away as he considered his brother's words. “But what if there isn't time to wait? What if we have to leave before? There are only four more days of this party, and Coombs could return any day now.”

      “The next four days you have to convince her to change her mind, but these women, Callen, they are too strong and too smart to make snap decisions. They know better than to take things at face value. But I have faith in you, brother. You've never given up on me, and you won't give up on her.”

      Callen, at last, took a shot and sank two balls.

      So he would have to wait.

      Again.

      He didn't like it, but he supposed that was the extent of the control he had over the situation. Hopefully, the situation with Bernie would wrap itself up neatly or if not, maybe in two days’ time or before the party ended, Luna will have had time to think things over. Just because the party ended didn't necessarily mean he had to leave it right away. He'd send word to Coombs if they had to hide somewhere else.

      Until then, this house party was the official known alibi, but it wasn't as though they could return to London or go to one of his estates where Judge Blackwood may find them. He’d have to take Theo somewhere else for the time being, and still, somehow, stay in touch with Luna.

      But those plans sounded complex and rife for miscommunication. It would be better if he could take her with him when it was time to leave this party.

      “So I guess I'll wait.”

      “She's smarter than both of us. Give her a bit of time, and I'm sure she'll come up with a better plan than either of us are capable of,” Theo said.

      Callen regarded him. “That sounded almost like a compliment.”

      “It most definitely was. You’ve chosen well, brother. I envy you, almost.”
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      For two days they didn’t speak, and Luna hadn't gone to his room. Even though she was sure he knew where her room was, he didn’t come to her either. Was he angry? She couldn't tell. Whenever she saw him, she was always surrounded by others, and he had a very stoic expression.

      She could go to him. She should go to him. She wanted to go to him.

      Luna was too afraid of the pain she’d caused. And what additional pain she could cause him and herself. She bundled her emotions inside her and waited for something to happen to force either of them to act.

      Those two days stretched into the third. Luna woke in the morning with a heavy heart, hoping it wouldn’t go on much longer. Soon the party would be over, and he would have to leave as he’d said. Once he left… She could only hope she might see him again, that someday, somehow, he might return to England and to her. Luna came downstairs and the last person she expected to see in the front hall was her own mother.

      She hurried down the last few stairs. “Mother? What are you doing here?”

      Her mother embraced her, wiping her swollen red eyes with a handkerchief. “Have you not heard? Bernadette has been kidnapped. Lord Kirkland just collected your father from the house and away they went to rescue her.”

      Luna’s knees turned to cold jelly. She locked them to keep from falling. Kidnapped? Could things get any worse?

      “Rescue her? Where has she been?” Luna offered her mother the support of her arm, and along with Mrs. Kemp and the dowager Duchess, they ushered her mother into the dowager’s private parlor where Luna and her mother were left alone.

      “That blasted girl, she's taken ten years off my life,” her mother said as Luna led her to a settee and helped her lie down, bringing her feet up on a cushion.

      Her mother rested a hand on her belly, already swollen with her tenth child even though she was just shy of fifteen weeks, according to Luna's calculations. Luna touched her hand to her cheek.

      “You mustn't worry. If Lord Kirkland is helping Father go find her…” She wasn’t certain her father was capable of such an endeavor. But certainly Lord Kirkland added some sense to the efforts, though Luna didn't know why he would be involved in the first place.

      “Not just them,” her mother went on. “Lord Chester rode out first. It is he I put my faith in. He’ll not let any harm come to Bernadette.”

      Luna drew back. “Lord Chester?” She suspected he might have played a role in Bernadette hiding from both their father and Lord Kirkland. What mischief had those two been concocting all this time?

      “I'm sure he will,” Luna answered. Tea was brought in, and Luna prepared her mother a cup and fanned her in case she had begun to grow faint with worry.

      “Please distract me. Tell me how the party is going. Have you been having a good time?”

      Luna bit her lip. She’d been having the time of her life but not all of it pleasant. These last two days had been torture. She could hardly sleep and her appetite had disappeared completely.

      She was utterly spent and heartbroken, not because Callen had broken her heart but just… The circumstances made it impossible to hope they would ever be together.

      Her mother stopped Luna’s hand from fanning and tucked it in her own, resting over her belly.

      “I sense something troubles you,” she said.

      Luna’s cheeks burned as tears welled up. Her mother pulled her into an embrace and Luna wept, feeling like a small girl who'd skinned her knee. But this was so much worse. The weight of her broken heart bore down on her, and she couldn't begin to tell her mother what she’d done.

      She'd fallen in love with a man who was so burdened by his own family that they might not be able to marry. They might not be able to be together at all unless Luna completely abandoned her own.

      “Don't cry, my darling. I'm sure whatever it is you’ll find a solution. You've always had the gift of seeing through a problem, around it, above and below it, and then making the correct decision to benefit all. Just apply that caring mind of yours. Trust your heart.”

      “But, Mama…” Luna sniffed and wiped her face with her sleeve. “It's not me I'm worried about. It’s my sisters. What happens if I marry and my husband takes me far away from you? If I'm not there when you need me?”

      “Now, darling, I would be so happy for you. If that were the case, I don't want you to live your life worrying about others. We will all be taken care of if you have found a man worthy of your heart. Do not let the fear of the unknown sway you. I could never live with myself if you chose otherwise. You and your sisters have been burdened with so much. To give up the chance of a life of your own, of happiness, to stay here would break my heart. Even if you are across the world. We would always be with you and as much as we need you here with us, we all want what is best for you. I'm afraid that does mean you should marry and live a life of your own away if need be, but hopefully it wouldn't be too far, would it?”

      “I don't know, Mother. I'm not sure.”

      Her mother cradled her face in her hands. “Is it one of the lords here?” she asked in a whisper.

      Luna nodded. “I haven't told anyone this, but… Lord Densmore, he and I have…fallen in love.”

      Relief flooded Luna as she at last was able to tell someone how she felt about Callen.

      “Lord Densmore? Oh Luna, how blessed you are to find not only love, but the love of such a kind man.”

      Luna blinked at her mother. “You’ve met him?”

      “A time or two. But I'm more familiar with his brother. He's been by to visit during the party, and he talks a lot about his brother—bitterly but with love.”

      Luna was stunned to hear that Theo had been visiting her mother. He'd never mentioned it, though they hadn't done much talking. Did Callen know?

      “What is your advice? I need your words of wisdom.”

      “As I've often told each of you,” her mother said as she placed her palm over Luna's heart.

      Her pulse raced with trepidation and excitement.

      “You only give your heart away once. Go where your heart leads you, and the rest will fall into place. Now if you'll be a dear and help me to my feet, I need to use the chamber pot.”

      Luna smiled and wiped a tear. “Of course.”

      She helped her mother to her feet, and after she was finished, they returned to the sofa, and there was no more talk about love and heartache. Instead they sat in silence, waiting until the first commotion of people returning filtered down the stone halls of Selbourne Castle.

      “Would you like me to go see?” Luna asked. Her mother nodded and finished the last of her biscuit. Luna hurried to the door and was met with a line of her sisters on their way back from Kirkland Manor.

      “What happened? Where is Bernie?” she asked as they filtered into the room, letting out cries of relief at the sight of their mother. The room at once was filled with near deafening chatter as the exciting morning was regaled to their mother.

      Luna clung to the background, listening as Anne took the lead and told the story of Bernie's miraculous return.

      “I'm sure she'll have more to say when she returns herself, but she felt she needed to stay with the Kirklands for the time being,” Anne said in her usual calm and resolute voice.

      As the eldest of the Northumberland nine, she was their leader, their lodestar in the storm of their life. It was only fair she would be the first of them to marry, to find her well-deserved happiness and fairy-tale ending.

      “The kidnapper was Mr. Rupert, the lad who had attempted to steal a kiss during the Kirkland garden party, and to whom Lord and Lady Kirkland had tried to force her to marry. He will be no further trouble but again I don't know much beyond that, and we will have to wait for Bernie to return and tell us the rest. As it stands, I'll be happy to see the end of this party and things return to normal.”

      “Normal?” Odette asked. “You are marrying Roderick, your life will never be normal again. I suspect it will be quite adventurous. Just try not to have nine daughters, will you?”

      Anne and the others laughed, but Luna didn't see the humor in the moment. Their lives truly never would be normal again. So much had happened in so little time. She held her mother's hand and studied each one of her sisters.

      Her heart throbbed.

      She couldn't imagine life without them, but she also couldn't imagine a life without Callen, and it was time for her to choose. In a way, Callen had been right. With Anne marrying Roderick, she would be joining the household of a duke, and there was no man more powerful than the Duke of Selbourne. In his hands, her family would be safe.

      She didn’t want to marry Callen because of her family. She wanted to marry him because he loved him.

      Luna made up her mind then; she was going to marry him, and she was going to be leaving England for some unknown place. Though the idea frightened her, as long as Callen was by her side, she could do it.

      “Has anyone seen Nic?” Odette asked the room at large. The sisters all shared glances of confusion. “I'll go check her room,” Odette said. Then she disappeared into the hall. Luna stayed by her mother's side as her sisters met with her one by one, taking little gems of advice and then disappearing from the room to return to their own separate doings in the castle. It seemed they were all taking separate paths now, and Luna was cautiously sure of hers. But she needed to speak to Callen. After their conversation two days ago, the silence between them had eaten at her from the inside.

      Luna wanted to be rid of it as soon as possible, and return to where they had been before. But first she had to see her mother home. She seemed tired. Luna wanted to be sure she was taking adequate care of herself, and there was enough food stocked in the house until she returned.

      When she married Callen, the first thing she would request was a proper cook and an allowance for hearty meals before they left England.

      Her father came to collect them, and they returned to Marsden house. Luna wasn't prepared for what she would feel when she walked in the door, memories and emotions assaulting her from every direction. She drifted like a ghost from room to room, saying goodbye, leaving her girlhood behind and preparing herself for the new path that stretched before her. She spent the rest of the day with her mother and father, appreciating them in ways she never had before. Even though she was often frustrated by her father's impractical ideas and flights of fancy that led to their desperate circumstances, she could no longer ignore the way he adored his wife. The way his gaze would touch on her with love each time she spoke.

      By evening, she insisted that she prepare them a proper meal before returning to the castle. They dined together and she thought about Callen and what it might be like for them once they were married. Together in a place of their own, sitting across from each other at a table just like her mother and father were doing now. Sharing meaningless conversation but enjoying every minute of it.

      If she could inherit one thing from her mother and father, she hoped it was this: the ability to let love rule over everything no matter how difficult it seemed, no matter the faults that they each had. Love cradled them in its strong embrace.

      As the sun set, she walked back to Selbourne Castle, her father waving her off from the portico of their tumbledown house until she was close enough to Selbourne that she was deemed safe, and he went inside.

      “I can’t have another one of my girls snatched up off the road,” he'd said just before she left.

      She just might miss him and his silly sayings when it was finally time for her to leave. Though her mother now knew about Lord Densmore, Luna had begged her not say anything to her father until there were more concrete plans in place.

      She knew instinctively Callen would want to speak to her father and gain his blessing, which he shouldn't have any trouble doing. As she’d left the house, Luna took note of the things that needed to be repaired. She imagined all that Callen could fix for them, and her heart lifted just the slightest bit. Luna wouldn't have to bear the weight of her responsibility to her family alone anymore. She knew Callen would happily bear it with her, and his shoulders were so strong and broad. She would be nearly weightless with his help.

      The other guests were still at dinner, so she went to her room and changed into a fresh gown. But she was exhausted, drained by her turbulent emotions. She lay back on her bed and closed her eyes. She didn't wake again until the next morning.
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      Callen woke, washed, and dressed, determined he would speak to Luna today one way or another. He wasn't going to pressure her to make a decision, but he was done waiting and he would at least enjoy the pleasure of her company while she made her decision. Being apart certainly wouldn't help sway her. Was he being selfish?

      He just needed to see her. He couldn't stand it anymore.

      He changed his bandage and resumed tucking in his shirt and then tossing on his waistcoat and throwing on his jacket. He was about to leave when his door opened and Theo sauntered in.

      “I've come to a decision. And no, I don't want any of your input,” Theo said.

      Callen raised a brow and finished buttoning up his waistcoat and his jacket. Then he reached for his gloves. “Very well. What is your decision?”

      “I'm leaving. I think I’d like to see Barcelona. From there I’ll move on to Italy, maybe Greece, and see which climate suits me better.”

      Callen was surprised and elated. Theo’s announcement changed everything. But he wouldn't believe it until he watched his brother sail away on the ship without him. Callen was going to be supportive no matter what. He banked his excitement and kept his face from showing his fervent interest in Theo’s plans.

      “I think all three of those locations have similar climates, but it's totally up to you. I imagined you somewhere Mediterranean, where the waters are rumored to be crystal blue.”

      “You know me so well, brother.”

      Callen studied him. “Are you sure about this?” He was afraid to give Theo even the slightest bit of doubt. But Callen had to be sure. His heart couldn't take much more of this back and forth.

      The first thing he was going to do was find Luna and tell her the good news. He was certain if she knew they would stay, then she would agree to marry him. These last few days had been torture without her, but the end of this was so close he could taste it, and he hoped he could find a way to see her tonight so they could celebrate, just the two of them.

      Callen wondered if he could sneak some champagne into his room and some special dessert. It would be a difficult request to make of the staff without arousing suspicion. Damn near impossible.

      Theo cocked his head and his eyes narrowed slightly as he returned Callen’s stare. He blinked and shook his head. “If you think you're hiding your excitement, you're fooling no one, but I don't blame you. If I could trade places with you, I would. But I know this is what I have to do. My actions have caught up with me at last. I’m too tired to defend them now. I appreciate you not openly gloating, but you're right, and Luna's been right. A lot of things have happened that have shown me how wrong I've been, how selfish and stubborn, and it's time I redeem myself the only way I see how—short of letting Judge Blackwood hang me.”

      Callen flinched. “Let's not talk of that anymore. What's the plan? When do you want to leave?”

      “I don't want to spoil the party nor do I want to attend the ball. I think I'll go and speak with Capt. Marlowe today and see how soon we can leave.”

      “I'll go with you,” Callen said.

      “That's not necessary, and I'd rather do it alone. I need to stand on my own two feet. Perhaps my age has caught up with me. At least I can do this,” he said. “I know I can. I'm going to prove it to myself that I can.”

      I'm proud of you.

      And then he said the words aloud because he’d never said them to his brother before, but it was important for Theo to hear.

      “I'm proud of you, Theo. I know how hard it is for you to make this decision, but it means the world to me, and I will see you again. We’ll come visit you at your villa. I’ll write instructions for Capt. Marlowe. We’ll set up a bank account and a way to send letters to each other that Judge Blackwood and his investigators won't be able to find. This isn't the end for us,” Callen assured him. “It's the beginning of a new life.”

      Theo scoffed. “Calm down, brother. It isn't as though I'm leaving on a convict ship. I wasn't pleased before but have given it a great deal of thought, and I can make the best of a bad situation. Touring the continent isn't so bad. I'm sure I'll find many ways to amuse myself, but I promise they won't lead to duels or fisticuffs. I'm officially too old for those things.”

      “I'm glad to hear it. I wish you the best.”

      Theo nodded and left.

      Callen put his gloves on and left his room, so giddy his feet barely touched the ground as he strode into breakfast parlor. Luna was the first person he saw as well as his brother again.

      After breakfast, Violet announced the day’s plans, which were rather sparse, much to his relief. The party broke up into groups with some of the gentlemen choosing to take a morning ride and the majority of the sisters staying in the drawing room for parlor games.

      He saw Luna leave the drawing room, and he hesitated before following. He didn't want to be obvious that she was his intended focus. Curiously, she went down to the kitchens. This might be the first time he'd actually spied on anyone, and he didn't think he was doing a very good job but she seemed distracted, humming to herself.

      She stopped by a closet and selected a basket from inside and then continued on her way to a side door that connected to the kitchen garden. He hung back, peering through the glass window in the door to watch what she would do. She walked through the rows of herbs and occasionally crouched and plucked something. Then she'd move on to another row.

      He surveyed the garden, but there was no one else out there and no one else in the hall where he stood. As far as he could see, they were alone, and he didn't want to waste any more time.

      Callen pushed open the door and let it softly close behind him, approaching her slowly to prevent startling her. He stepped on a pebble, and it crunched under his boot. She spun around, dropping the basket.

      She laughed when she saw him. “You frightened me.”

      “I guess I would've made a terrible spy,” he replied with a half-smile.

      “Good, I think it's a very dangerous profession.” She bent to retrieve her basket, and he could see her momentary relief and joy at the sight of him.

      “I have some good news,” he said. “I’m going to stay.” There might've been a more eloquent way to come out with it, but he was so eager to end this ravine of uncertainty between them.

      “Theo's choosing to go without me, and we haven't discussed everything at length, but he told me this morning that this is what he's decided. I think he truly means it. He said he wants to redeem himself, and this is how he's choosing to do it, bless his wicked soul.

      She stared at him with wonder and slowly approached him. “He’s to leave without you? So you're going to stay? Are you sure?”

      “Of course I'm sure. There's nothing I want more than to stay with you. Now I can, Luna. I thought you'd be more happy.”

      She closed the distance between them and took his hands. “I am happy. Please don't doubt that. It's only… I don't want to be the one that keeps you and Theo apart.”

      “We won’t be kept apart. I will see my brother again. I'm not going to let Judge Blackwood take away the only family I have. I can't leave you behind. So this is the way it's going to be.”

      She cupped his face. “After talking with my mother yesterday, I was ready to leave with you. Please don't take my reticence as a change of heart. I was ready to go wherever you go. I still am. We can go with him.”

      Callen drew back, stunned. “You were willing to go with us?”

      “I am willing to go with you. My mother knows about us—not everything, but she knows that we're in love, that being with you means leaving my family for however long that means, here or abroad. I'm going to stay with you.”

      Callen closed his eyes, but then he snapped them open and looked toward the kitchen window that looked over the garden.

      He tugged Luna back by the door into a wall of ivy where they wouldn't be seen.

      “You have no idea what that means to me, how it makes me feel that you were willing to sacrifice your family for me, for mine, for us.”

      “You were willing to do the same for me, and I know how difficult that decision was for you. I know how difficult Theo's decision is for him. So, when should we marry? When… When should we…leave?

      He could hear the hesitation in her voice, and it only reaffirmed that staying was the right choice for her. Callen wanted Theo to go alone. Not because he didn't want to see his brother, but because he thought Theo needed to do it to prove to himself that he could. Just as Callen needed to prove to himself that he could let Theo go.

      “I still want to stay,” Callen said to her.

      “But what about Theo?” she asked.

      “Theo is still going to go. The change will be good for him and me. Whether or not he stays away will be decided later, but for right now, leaving is his best choice until we figure out what happened with Sir Kirby and Judge Blackwood.”

      “Will you promise me you will ask Weirick for help?”

      His jaw tightened, but he nodded. He would do anything for her, though he didn't see what good it would do. It would only infuriate Judge Blackwood more to have such a powerful aristocrat try to hinder his power. But as long as Theo wasn't in England, his investigators couldn't find him, or so they hoped. Callen didn't think Judge Blackwood's reach extended past English shores.

      He certainly didn't have Callen's wealth. It was money that could keep Theo far from England and safe from the silk noose.

      “It's decided. We will stay,” he said. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her to marry him again, to at last hear the three-letter word he wanted to hear above all else, but he bit his tongue. He wanted the moment to be better than this. Happy, joyful, celebrated.

      Callen had something else in mind, something far grander.

      The kind of proposal she deserved.

      She may be the poor daughter of a country squire now, but she would be soon be the Countess of Densmore. The moments from proposal to engagement to their wedding should be made as special as possible.

      He kissed her one last time, and they returned to the house to join the festivities with her sisters. From his position on the settee in the drawing room, he watched the Marsden women interact with each other and he marveled. They were all under his protection now. Sisters of his own, he chuckled, eight of them, plus the one the mother carried.

      A bit overwhelming, but he was happy to embrace his new family and look to the future with Luna at his side.
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      The morning of the final day of the house party dawned bright and clear. The guests slept late, preparing for the evening to come, and breakfast was served to their rooms individually. Luna could hear her sisters in the corridor, moving between each other's rooms, and she smiled. She felt like the cat with the largest bowl of cream, and she couldn't wait to tell them her news, but not just yet. She didn't know why she wanted to hold on to her secret romance, perhaps just to savor it a little longer. It was rather fun having a secret from her sisters.

      Now all the fear and uncertainty was gone.

      She still worried for Theo, although he was quieter than she was used to seeing him, reserved and perhaps a bit reflective. She hoped it wasn't fear or doubts in himself, but rather the necessary caution of forging a new path in life, and that soon he would be looking forward to it. With time they would see him again, and perhaps she could come to know him better.

      He was Callen's brother and for that alone she wanted the best for him. To wish him well and see him thrive.

      There was a knock on her door, and for some reason she expected Nic. From the corner of her eye she thought she was right, but as she turned toward her door, she saw it was in fact Odette, and she was wearing a frown.

      “What's wrong? Are you ill?” Luna asked.

      “It's not me, it's Nic,” Odette replied.

      “What's the matter with Nic?” Luna asked with concern.

      “Violet asked us all to join her and the dowager for tea and scones in her private chamber.”

      “I wasn't aware of this.”

      “The invitation was given to Anne to filter down through all of us, but Nic refuses to come out of her room. She's not acting like herself. She seems very sad. I don't know what to do. She doesn't even want to go to the ball tonight.”

      Nic was sad? Luna could guess the reason why. Theo must have told her he was leaving.

      “I’ll talk to her,” Luna said.

      “Why won’t she talk to me?” Odette said.

      Luna shrugged one shoulder, frowning in sympathy. If Odette doesn’t know about Theo, Nic must have an important reason.

      “Why don't you go to tea and make our excuses. We’ll be there shortly.”

      Odette nodded, let out a resigned sigh, and left the room. Luna hurried to finish dressing her hair and then went to Nic's room. She didn't bother knocking but just walked in, startling Nic from the chair by her hearth.

      “That was rather rude,” Nic mumbled angrily.

      “If you really wanted to be alone, you would've locked the door,” Luna returned. “I know what's bothering you.” She pulled the stool from Nic's dressing table and sat before Nic. Nic folded her arms, her feet tucked up under her bottom in the wingback chair.

      “I'm sure you do. He's leaving and he needs to—I know he needs to. He told me about the duel and Judge Blackwood, but that doesn't make me feel any better. He won't take me with him.”

      Luna gasped. “How could you even think it?” Luna asked. “It isn't as though you're married or in love, are you?” They couldn't be. Their acquaintance was so short, and it wasn't as if they’d been secretly meeting with each other from the start of the party like she and Callen had, coming to know each other.

      Luna hadn’t any intention of falling in love, but she had. Could that have happened to Nic in so short of time?

      Nic clamped her mouth shut, and she shook her head. “I’m not supposed to tell you. He made me swear.”

      “Who? Theo?”

      “It doesn't matter. A promise is a promise and I”—her voice broke—“I made him a promise, and if I hope to ever see him again I have to keep it, at least until he's gone. He says it's not safe.”

      Luna’s stomach turned into a cold rock and dropped to her feet. None of that sounded good. Whatever Theo had said or done with Nic, it was something dire, and poor Nic was caught in the middle of it.

      Just as Luna had been.

      Luna grew angry with Theo all over again. She would be glad to see him gone. Just when she’d thought he was truly redeeming himself. He was only attempting to cover another mistake he’d made. And just how grand was that mistake going to be?

      Had he seduced Nicolette? Is that why he was so eager to run away, to avoid marrying her?

      “Is there something you want to tell me? Is there some way I can help you?” Heaven forbid he seduce her and leave her pregnant after he was gone. Even with the connections they had with the Duke of Selbourne, Roderick, and Callen, her sisters would never be able to enter society. It was likely they never would after Bernie’s kidnapping. All of Lady Kirkland's guests knew about it, and all of them were considered the social elite from London.

      This would only add fuel to the scandal fire.

      “Nic, I'm so sorry you got caught up in his schemes.”

      Nic pushed out of her chair and strode away. “I didn't get caught up in his schemes. I'm not a child. I am in love with him as much as you hate to hear it, but I know he has to go to save his life. He has to leave England, but he won't take me with him and I will just be left behind.”

      “But hopefully not left behind with a child?” Luna asked.

      Nic turned to face her and her eyes began to glisten with tears.

      “Bloody hell,” Luna murmured. “If it is true, you must tell me.” Callen would know what to do. He’d find Theo and make him do the right thing. “If you know when your next courses are, let me know as soon as they start or if they don't.”

      “It won’t matter either way.” Nic covered her face with her hands and she nodded.  “I just want him,” she said as she wept.

      “I know you do. I understand Nic, I do. I truly do.” But Luna didn't know what she could do about it. If Theo stayed, he might hang. She didn’t feel so terrible about that outcome at the moment. But Callen would, and for Callen, she would gladly see Theo leave to save her sister further humiliation.

      Luna stayed with Nic a little bit longer until she stopped crying and fell back asleep. Luna went to have tea with the duchess and made excuses for Nic. As the day wore on, she often thought perhaps she could tell Callen that Theo was up to something nefarious, but then it might result in another fight and somehow Theo not leaving. Perhaps it was better if nothing was said and he left without further incident. Luna didn't know when that would be, but she hoped it would be soon after the party for Nic’s sake.
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      Callen came back from an afternoon ride and hoped he might find a way to get Luna alone from her sisters. The castle was busy with preparations for the ball tonight, and there would be a big dinner with guests from other estates in the area.

      He knew he would not have a chance to speak with her then or find a place for them to be alone, so it had to be now. But he also wanted to speak with his brother about making arrangements with Capt. Marlow. He thought Theo would've gone yesterday after their talk, but he hadn’t seemed to leave the castle at all. This morning he disappeared early on, and he thought perhaps he'd gone then since he'd insisted Callen not join him.

      Callen left his horse in the stable and saw Weirick speaking with the stable master. “Densmore, there you are. I have news for you,” the duke said.

      “News? For me?”

      “Yes. Your valet has at last arrived. I didn't think you could survive without your valet. How did I not know you've been dressing yourself like a heathen all this time?” Weirick winked at him.

      Callen chuckled. “I only strive to be like you, Selbourne.”

      “Perhaps when you can grow a beard and you finally become a man, you can be like me,” Weirick returned. They laughed together, but inside Callen's heart raced. Coombs was back with news of Kirby.

      “I sent him to the kitchens. He looked road weary like he’d been riding nonstop and in need of a hearty meal. I think he had urgent news,” Weirick said.

      Callen nodded and he hurried back to the castle. He went to the kitchens, and Coombs was just finishing up a meat pie. Callen informed him he'd await him in his room and then went to find Theo. No one had seen Theo as far as they could remember. Had he gone to see Captain Marlowe? He glanced at the clock; he better hurry back if he had. Callen went to his room, arriving just after Coombs. The young valet was already in his dresser drawers rearranging his clothing to his satisfaction.

      “Tell me what you know,” Callen urged as he started to remove his jacket. His shirt clung to his sweaty skin, and Coombs came to help him. He was a sturdy young man with black hair and blue eyes. He was a soldier from a common family who had trouble finding good employment after the war ended. Theo had taken him in when Coombs had come to his aide in a back alley fight. A soldier at heart, he’d settled into working for Callen and Theo quite nicely. Nothing ever shocked him.

      “Kirby lives, my lord. He was seen to by some special doctor that arrived a week ago, and from then on his chances steadily improved.”

      “A special doctor?” Callen asked.

      “A Dr. Hadley arrived uninvited and demanded to see Kirby. The household was quite shaken as Kirby's condition was kept secret since the duel.”

      Callen turned to face Coombs. “Dr. Hadley, you say? And how did you come by this information?”

      “Martha, the kitchen maid, was quite vocal about it all for a steep price and a kiss,” Coombs said.

      Callen raised brow. “Very well, who sent Dr. Hadley?”

      “I don't know.” Coombs took away the sweaty shirt and Callen washed himself, running a damp cloth over his chest and neck. He watched Coombs pull out evening attire, a midnight black jacket and matching trousers along with his dancing shoes.

      But it was still too early to dress.

      “I will press these, my lord.”

      “That can’t be all the news there is, Coombs. You've been waiting there for weeks.”

      “Indeed not, sir. It seems Judge Blackwood has garnered himself quite a few enemies in the foreign office. They’ve put the cuffs, metaphorically speaking, on his investigators.”

      Callen's hands froze as he ran a damp cloth over his hair. “Judge Blackwood is losing power?”

      “Indeed, sir. In Kirby's return to health, he's decided not to be quite as loose in his pockets, and that includes the generous attention he gives his uncle and cousin. According to Martha, the two had been living like kings while in Kirby's home. Kirby recuperated and they were summarily tossed out like filthy dogs that had soiled the carpet. Martha's words.”

      “Bless, Martha,” Callen murmured.

      “Indeed, sir.”

      Theo was safe. He didn't have to leave.

      “As you requested, sir, all correspondence was given to me, and it just so happens, Sir Kirby wrote you and your brother a letter.”

      Mr. Coombs brought him a letter, and Callen swiftly tore it open.

      

      Dear Lord Densmore,

      As I recuperate from my injury, I have come to the conclusion that I'm an idiot. I have many things I regret. And as I lay here thinking about the possibility of my death at the age of nine and twenty, I have been reminded that life is a gift I have squandered, and I wish to waste it no more. I wish to convey my apologies to your brother, but I will not insult him by assuming he will accept it. He was right. I did have cards up my sleeve. I am a cheater and a coward, but I am a coward who wishes to live. Dueling has lost its honor for me. I know it is not gentlemanly to say such a thing, but there were moments when I looked down on my own body, and I did not like the man I saw. This made me see things in a new light, and I must make changes. First, I will apologize to you for having shot you. I hope you are recovered and well, and I will apologize to your brother for all the unnecessary animosity that I can only attribute to jealousy over something insignificant. I can hardly remember it now. I shall not bother either of you again, and perhaps one day I may have the privilege of calling you friend.

      Most sincerely,

      Sir Kirby

      

      Callen refolded the letter in disbelief. “What the devil happened to that boy?

      “I don't know, sir, but in the last week alone, I've seen the entire household take on a new life. It's been very strange indeed, and even Martha has sought to better herself. She said she stopped pilfering sweets from the larder and nipping whiskey from the drawing room.”

      Callen chuckled. “Just how well did you become acquainted with Martha?”

      “She's a good lass,” Coombs said, “but I don't hear wedding bells in my future.”

      “Or the cry of a babe,” Callen returned.

      “No, sir, it wasn't as serious as that.”

      “Good, then I won't have to hire her. I don’t want servants who will steal from me. I have to tell Theo this news before he boards that ship.”

      Dare he think it, that he won't have to leave it all. He could stay right here and still find a new life and a new purpose. Just as Kirby had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Callen looked at the clock. Time was slipping away. Soon he would have to start dressing for the ball, everyone would. Theo should be back already. Violet had informed every one of the time for which the evening entertainments were to start. Being in the country, dinners and balls were held earlier than in the city. He hoped Theo remembered that and wasn't falling back on old habits.

      “Coombs, find Theo as quickly as you can. If he's not in his room right now, I don't know where he'll be.”

      “Yes, sir,” Coombs said and left the room with Callen's evening attire in hand.

      He dragged on a fresh waistcoat and jacket and hurried from the room. Callen went about searching the other places where Theo might be. He started with the billiard room and the library. He stepped outside and onto the terraces at the back of the castle overlooking the ocean. Could he be with Nicolette?

      There was only one way to find out, but he couldn't do it himself. Damn Theo if he was trying to seduce her before leaving. Though he'd hate to think such a negative thing about his brother, it wouldn't surprise him.

      But he had to stop thinking that way now. Perhaps they were just saying goodbye. Callen went to the corridor where the sisters were housed, and from the back stair, he saw no one was in the hall. But that wouldn't last long. There would be maids coming and going, helping the sisters get ready.

      Callen hurried across the corridor and, without knocking, slipped into Luna's room, closing the door behind him. That's when he made his first mistake. He definitely wasn’t cut out to be a spy. Nic was there with Luna, dressing her hair.

      Both women turned to him with surprise.

      “Callen? What are you doing here?”

      His gaze turned to Nicolette. “I was looking for her, actually.”

      “Me?” Nic asked. Her eyes were red-rimmed and his gut clenched. Something told him that Theo was the cause for her distress.

      “Do you know where Theo is?”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “He's gone. He left this morning.”

      “I don't take your meaning,” Callen said.

      “You wanted him to leave so he left. That's the end of it, isn't it?” Nic accused.

      “No, it's not,” Callen said. He dug in his pockets for Sir Kirby's letter. Damn it. He left it in his room.

      “Sir Kirby lives, and Judge Blackwood has been reined in. Theo can stay.”

      Nicolette gasped, dropping to the stool at the dressing table as if her knees had given out. “He can stay?”

      Luna had tensed and her brow furrowed. “What does that mean? Judge Blackwood has lost power?”

      “He is under investigation by other government offices. And it seems Sir Kirby has been reformed in his convalescence and has cut the purse strings. Judge Blackwood and his son James have no more influence over him, nor do they have the funds to keep up their lifestyle. I think Theo will be the last thing on their mind right now.”

      “But you can't be certain, can you? Shouldn't he leave to be safe?”

      A sob came from Nicolette. They both looked to her in concern. Luna left her side and came to stand before Callen, whispering, “She's been upset all day. I think he seduced her,” Luna said.

      Callen shook his head. “No, you don't know that.”

      Luna looked at him imploringly, tilting her head to the side as if, yes, she did know it. He looked past her to Nicolette, who was weeping into her hands.

      She lifted her head. “It's too late. He left. He went to the ship this morning.”

      “Is that what he told you?” Callen asked. “He told me the same thing, but he was going to arrange his leaving not actually leave.”

      “That's what he wanted you to think,” Nic said. “He said he'd leave you a letter explaining everything, but he didn't want you to find it until it was too late to stop him.”

      Callen went cold and Luna's gaze snapped to him.

      “By that expression, I'm guessing you haven't found any letter.”

      “Coombs only just arrived. Theo doesn't know any of this. He doesn't know he doesn't have to leave,” Callen said.

      “Where's the ship?” Luna asked.

      “Down in the village harbor. But if it's set sail already, there's no way I can stop it.”

      “Perhaps he already made the arrangements, and it's still there. Where would he put a letter to you that he didn't want you to find until much later?”

      Callen focused on her and blinked. “My evening jacket.”

      He bolted from the room, feeling like a madman as he sprinted down their corridor, certainly alarming everyone to his presence, and went back to his room. He threw open the door.

      “Coombs?”

      Blast it. Coombs had taken the jacket to press it. He reversed direction and took the back stairs down to where the servants mended and pressed clothing near the kitchen. He barged into a room of busy people and saw Coombs at a far table. Coombs opened the jacket and ran his hands underneath, frowning as Callen approached him. He pulled a folded piece of parchment from an inner pocket. Callen snatched it out of his hand and unfolded it, reading as quickly as possible.

      

      Callen,

      I know by the time you read this I'll be gone. I also know this is a bit cowardly, but please understand it would've been difficult to say goodbye. You have so much to look forward to, and I hope that I may as well, but I can only do so if I remain alive. I have investments I want you to control for Nicolette. My wife should not want for anything in my absence, though I fear she may want for me for some time. I hope she will one day forgive me or that I may return to her. Until then, take care of our women.

      

      Regretfully,

      Theo

      

      He left a list of his investments for Callen to monitor. He'd already written to their solicitor giving Callen control.

      All the air left his lungs as he stared down at his brother’s signature.

      Bloody hell. When had he married Nicolette? And he said nothing about when he was leaving or what time the ship was departing.

      “Damn it, Theo,” he said, startling everyone in the room.

      He tossed the letter back to Coombs, and as he marched out of the castle toward the stable, Luna had somehow caught up with him.

      “Where are you going?” she called to him.

      He paused a moment for her to catch up. “Nicolette was right. He's gone. And by the way, he married her.”

      Luna gasped. “When?”

      Callen threw his arms up in disbelief and aggravation. “I don't know. Maybe he's already gone. Or maybe the ship is still docked.” He looked out to the sea. “Ships sail at high tide, don't they?”

      Luna followed his gaze. “Yes, but I'm not completely certain, considering the harbor is deep enough for ships to leave anytime, isn't it?”

      Callen cursed again and started sprinting toward the stable.

      “Wait!” Luna called after him.

      “Save me your first dance!” he called back. He’d miss dinner, but he'd either be racing down to the harbor and collecting his brother, or he'd get there to find there was no ship at all. Either way he would be back in time.

      

      Callen just couldn't let him go, not when he had a chance to stay, not when he should stay and be the husband that Nicolette deserved.

      That Callen would make sure.

      In a flash, Callen had a horse saddled, one of Weirick’s big gray hunters that could get him to the harbor as fast as possible. He vaulted into the saddle and kicked his heels, snapping the reins as the horse bolted out of the stables with Callen just barely hanging on.

      The race to the harbor was a blur, but each bit of ground the horse ate with his hooves felt twice as long. Either time had slowed or the harbor was much farther than it used to be. Callen barely slowed as he maneuvered through the village, cart sellers and carriage drivers cursing him as he passed. Once the dock was in sight, he resumed his maniacal speed until he pulled the horse to a halt at the edge of the docks and leapt down from the saddle.

      He tossed the reins to the harbormaster. “Where is Captain Marlowe’s ship?” he demanded.

      The harbormaster went pale. “Just there, sir. She's already pulled anchor. It's too late if you mean to board her.”

      Callen ran. The ship had already pulled away from the dock, but perhaps if he called out, he could still stop them. He sprinted down the dock, yelling. Crewmen on the deck took notice and they began to shout. One of them leaned over the edge.

      “We cannot stop, sir. The wind ’as caught the sails.”

      But they were still moving rather slow. Callen got to the edge of the dock where two fishermen were tying knots in a net, seated in their rowboat.

      “A sovereign for each of you if you get me to that ship as bloody fast as your arms will move.”

      They nodded at once, and Callen leaped into the rowboat and the two men began to pump their arms. One was much older than the other. They must've been father and son. Callen urged the father to move aside, took his place, and they doubled their speed, gaining on the ship.

      The crewmen tossed down a rope ladder as the rowboat drew close, and Callen felt the first traces of victory. He might actually make it; he might get to his brother just in time and keep him on English soil.

      He set down the oars as they reached the side of the ship and took hold of the rope ladder. He climbed up, collecting splinters and rope burns as he raced up and the crewmen helped pull him over the side.

      “I need to speak to Mr. Denham, Theodore Denham, immediately,” he ordered. One of the crew rushed off as Callen caught his breath.

      Theo appeared, utterly dumbfounded to see Callen.

      “What the devil, Callen? What are you doing?”

      “Sir Kirby,” Callen panted, “is alive.”

      “Coombs is back?”

      Callen nodded, his throat hoarse from his harsh breathing.

      “But what about Judge Blackwood?” Callen could answer, but he just realized the blazing ship was still moving with them on it, away from England.

      “We have to get off the ship,” he demanded.

      The crewman who'd spoken to him before spoke up again. “We can't.”

      “You can. Name the amount of money that will make you turn the ship around,” Callen returned.

      Captain Marlowe appeared. “What's happening now?” he demanded of everyone, surprised to see Callen on board. “What's this? You're coming too?”

      “No, I'm trying to get my brother and I off. His wife and my bride will be waiting for us.” Callen peered back over the edge, but the two fishermen were too far away to even yell for.

      “We can't do that,” Captain Marlowe said. “We can't just stop the ship. We can try, but we've got a good wind and even if I close the sails, we’re in a swift current. This is a narrow inlet. You go out, you go in, but you don't turn around in the middle of it.”

      Callen regained his breath. “What are you telling me? I'm proposing to the woman I love tonight at the ball that is starting very soon.”

      Captain Marlowe shrugged. “Propose tomorrow,” he said.

      Theo began to chuckle. “How much do you love her, Callen? Because I love Nicolette, and if there is even a slight chance I don't have to leave her behind, heartbroken as I left her, I'm going back. Are you coming with me?”

      Callen nodded. And then in true Theo fashion, he walked to the side of the ship and climbed up onto the railing. He turned back with a grin.

      “Theo, don't—”

      Theo swan dived into the ocean and the crew applauded. Callen shook his head.

      “Captain Marlowe, by chance, will you lower a rowboat?”

      Captain Marlowe grinned and shook his head, flashing a gold tooth. “I can but it won't be nearly as romantic as telling your bride you leapt from the deck of the ship and swam back to shore for her.”

      Damn it, he was right.

      Maybe the first time ever, Callen did something as ridiculous as his brother and leapt from the deck of a moving ship into frigid dark water as the sun was setting.

      Quite possibly to his death. At least that's what he thought as his body slammed into the water.

      This didn't feel romantic at all.

      He kicked to the surface, breaking free and gulping down air. He had to get his bearings and find which direction to swim, lest he swim farther out to sea. He heard Theo shout, and he looked over his shoulder.

      Theo was some ways ahead in the direction of the shore. Callen took another breath and he began to swim.
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        * * *

      

      Luna was dressed, fidgeting with the silk gloves that had been left as a gift on her bed. A gift from Violet to all the sisters, among the many other things they had managed to find in their rooms, including new dresses, new stockings, and boots. But Violet wouldn’t claim those gifts.

      Luna couldn't eat a thing at dinner. And now she was standing in a ballroom, as the dancing was about to begin, with the dance card clutched in her fist. She couldn't help but feel like she'd be waiting here forever.

      Callen might not return in time, but at least she wasn't suffering alone. Nic was with her, just as anxious and hoping that Callen would soon return with Theo.

      “I cannot believe you married him,” she whispered to her sister.

      Nic shrugged. “I have no regrets.”

      “Really? You ought to.”

      Nic looked far happier than Luna, and she couldn’t figure out why.

      “How can you be smiling right now?”

      “If there is a single chance he will return to me, I’ll dance naked across the room,” Nic said.

      Luna scoffed. “I just hope you are aware of the kind of man you married. How long have you been—”

      Nic grabbed her hand and squeezed, her gaze across the room, and her whole body vibrated like a tuning fork. She lit up from her eyes to her skin. The very air around her shimmered. Luna turned to see what held Nic in such thrall.

      There Theo was. He strode across the room, every inch the gentleman in his black-and-white evening attire. His hair slicked back, his gaze unwaveringly on Nic. Nic let go of her hand and floated toward him, and it was then Luna snapped out of the spell those two had somehow cast over the entire room. She turned to find Callen right there behind her, smiling. He was also dressed in evening attire, his hair damp and styled. He winked at her.

      “Did you save me your first dance?”

      She held out her dance card to him. “I saved you all the dances,” she said, her heart leaping into her throat and fluttering like a hummingbird that had found a flower with an endless supply of nectar.

      Her heart beat so fast she might be vibrating. The strains of tuning instruments filled the room, and the first dance was announced. Luna didn't hear a word as he presented his arm and she took it. He led her to the dance floor. Luna expected them to line up on opposite sides of the rooms but couples paired together.

      “Is this a waltz?”

      “Yes,” he said, his gaze turning her knees to honey.

      “Theo and I made a special request, and Weirick was very obliging as was his duchess.

      “Indeed.” As Luna looked around, she saw all of her sisters paired on the dance floor, and even the duke and duchess seemed to feel the magic of the moment as they took their place among their guests.

      The music began.

      “Just follow my lead,” he said.

      In between events of the house party, Violet had had the girls practice their dancing so they wouldn't feel quite so out of their element tonight. Luna would be forever grateful as she followed him in the movements, and they came easily to her as if she were floating or he carried her.

      The room spun, everything outside the space between her and Callen turning into a blur of light and sound. He was her world. No, her steadying point, and she'd never felt so safe or secure in her life as she did now in his arms.

      “Is this really happening?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Did you think you were dreaming?”

      “I'm afraid I am. But if so, I never want to wake up.”

      “By the way, I happened to see something on our ride back here.” He drew them to the side of the ballroom, and they came to a stop. From inside his jacket, he pulled out a small green plant and held it out in his gloved palm.

      “I don't know what made me look, but as we reached the castle and night had set in, I glanced down at the bluffs, and it was like stars lit up the ground. So, I reined in and collected a bunch for you.”

      Luna gasped. “Is that Star herb?” She took the little plant and stared at it in wonder. Now that she had this piece, she would be able to identify others in the light of day without having to sneak out at night.

      “But I thought it had to be at midnight. Why weren't they glowing before?”

      “I don't know. But unless there are other herbs that glow, this is the one you were searching for that night?”

      Luna nodded and held the herb to her heart. She stared up at Callen. “This is the most wonderful gift you could have ever given me,” she said.

      “Is it? Would you give me a gift in return?”

      She nodded excitedly.

      The music was coming to an end, and Callen led her back onto the floor, but they did not begin to dance. The music closed with a flourish, and as everyone turned to face them, curious as to why two people were standing there in the middle of the dance floor, he went down on one knee before her. Luna could no longer breathe.

      “Miss Lunette Marsden, will you do me the honor of becoming my countess and my wife?”

      Luna felt her heart slow and then pause, and then it burst into a speed not possible for anybody to bear. She stared down at Callen, and the whole world tilted and then righted itself, and she never felt steadier on her own two feet as she did right then.

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading The Secrets Of The Sixth Night! Please take a moment to leave a review of this book. I sincerely hope you enjoyed Luna and Callen’s love story.

      We are now more than half way through this family saga with only three sisters left to go.

      If you’ve read this far you already know that Nicolette and Theo are married! You may be wondering, dear reader, how and when this happened. Well, you’ll get to read their story next in Seven Lovely Sins.  Turn the page to read an excerpt!
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          Seven Lovely Sins

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Prologue

      

      

      Selbourne Castle, June 20, 1825

      Weirick, Violet, and Roderick sat in a circle around a fresh pot of tea as rain pelted the high windows of the Queen’s drawing room of Selbourne Castle. All the candles were snuffed, oil lamps turned down except for their one nearest them. The glow of the fire provided all other light, which was not insubstantial. Weirick could stand inside the hearth with his arms spread and still not touch walls.

      On this stormy summer night, papers scattered the table before them, and they huddled together to make choices far more serious than Weirick originally thought. But as he looked down on a list of names his stomach tightened with worry. He glanced to his new wife, and he wondered what it was like to give away a daughter to another man. Her father had died some years ago, and in turn, it had been her brother-in-law to give her hand away. But one day they would have their own daughters. Weirick couldn't be sure any man would prove worthy enough of their hands.

      “Lord Densmore is an obvious choice,” said Roderick, Weirick’s younger brother and newly reformed rake and alcoholic. “But his brother, Denham, I'm not sure. He's as bad as I was on my best nights.”

      ‘There is also that trouble with Judge Blackwood,” Weirick said. “Denham is a hothead, and he likes to let his mouth make decisions before his brain.”

      “Then why invite him?” Violet asked. “We want men suitable for the sisters. We can't let them just marry anyone.”

      “He's a second son,” Roderick answered. “He's reckless, but I know he does have some of his own financial holdings. He is smart. And to be honest, it is far more likely that one of the Marsdens marry a second son. But remember, nothing is certain. It's important that we focus on my courtship of Anne.”

      “But if more than one of them marries, it's even better. Will he make a good husband?”

      “I'll make sure he does,” Weirick said. And neither Violet nor Roderick questioned that Weirick could scare any man into improved behavior.

      “Denham has reached his breaking point. I can take care of Judge Blackwood. But it's up to Denham to choose between life and death. This party might be the catalyst he needs. If he should choose to fall in love with a Marsden, I think he'll change his ways. They seem to have a way of drawing out the finer qualities in a man, don't you think Roderick?” Weirick focused on his brother. He looked better than he'd ever seen him after weeks of being ill, purging the liquor from his system, and fighting for his own life. All because of his love for Anne. A love that was not yet returned, and neither of them could be certain that it would be. But for his brother’s life Weirick was willing to try.

      “So, we invite him?” Violet asked, her gaze flicking between Weirick and Roderick.

      “I say yay,” Roderick said.

      “I say yay,” Weirick said. “Every man should get a chance to change.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter 1

      

      

      August 10, 1825
      Selbourne Castle

      The damp sea air permeated his neck cloth and sent a chill down his spine. The moon shined brightly, illuminating the hills and valleys of the sand. Theo stood next to his brother, watching the rowboat come in, his gut tightening the closer the boat came.

      The shadow of a man cranked oars efficiently as the small boat rose up and down with the swells of the ocean.

      Callen remained silent, an air of stern judgment around him, as usual. Even during clandestine meetings, he looked every inch the Earl of Densmore. Theo wished he would say something to cut the tension. His own voice felt like a foreign object in his throat. But Callen never spoke unless he was imparting some lecture. Theo preferred lectures to this strange silence, though he'd never tell his brother that. He certainly didn't want more lectures, but he hated to feel like his presence was something to be ignored, and yet he couldn't think of a damn thing to say to his brother right now.

      His pride choked him.

      The pressure in his chest made him feel as if he couldn't draw a full breath. He stared out at the boat, edging closer and closer, the future as it were, the future he didn't want but he had no control of. It was his own damn fault that he was here pretending to attend a house party and court nine lovely and dreadfully poor sisters when his true purpose was escaping England and the hangman.

      And though he was certain his brother loathed him, there Callen stood, ever the protector, the dutiful brother, guarding Theo's back as he’d promised their parents on their deathbed and ensuring he never saw the noose.

      Even if Theo deserved it.

      What was family worth if not for this moment?

      Am I a criminal? Do I deserve to die?

      No, he wanted to shout.

      “Captain Marlowe is taking a great risk by meeting us like this,” his brother finally broke the silence.

      “I know,” Theo said. “He wouldn't do it if he wasn’t fully aware. Maybe he does things like this all the time.”

      From the corner of his eye, he saw his brother glare at him.

      “Not everyone has a moral compass as skewed as yours.”

      “Perhaps not everyone, but certainly quite a few.”

      “This is no joke,” his brother said, his voice edged with scorn.

      “Who is joking? Theo returned. “Leaving England, you think I take that lightly? I don't want to do this.”

      “I don't want to do this, either. I have to because of you.”

      Theo ground his teeth, his jaw aching. Bloody hell, did every conversation have to result in an argument? He exhaled loudly.

      “Petulant whelp,” his brother muttered.

      The rowboat glided onto the sand, and Captain Marlowe, a swarthy fellow of ambiguous origins—perhaps Spanish or maybe Mediterranean, Theo thought—leapt from the small dinghy. He approached them with a swagger only seen in seamen. They always walk as if the ship rolled under their feet. Would Theo carry the same gait just from crossing the sea? Probably not, the journey would not be long enough.

      Only hours, maybe a day at most.

      He'd have to spend months at sea before he achieved that kind of swaggering stride. Perhaps he ought not to make land anywhere and become a deck hand for Capt. Marlowe. The idea was appealing.

      His mind filled with daring images of a piratical life, wanton women, swords clashing, but the fantasy quickly unraveled. Nothing more than a brief dream as the truth smothered his fanciful imagination.

      “Good evening, Lord Densmore, Mr. Denham,” Captain Marlow said. “I’m delighted to be doing business with you. How can I be of service?”

      “Good evening, Captain. We need to leave England, preferably without being on any ship’s registry as passengers,” Callen replied. “Is that possible?”

      “Anything's possible,” Captain Marlowe answered with a confident cock to his head. “When one commands the sea, one commands their own fate.” He raised a brow and half smiled. “But if it’s a matter of treason, there is extra risk and that means extra cost.”

      His brother stiffened.

      Theo only grinned, seeing something of himself in Captain Marlowe. No doubt it was familiar wickedness and a sense of humor staring back at him.

      “Nothing so damning as treason,” Theo said. “We are good Englishmen through and through, but I managed to shoot a relative of a judge, and if he dies, then so shall I.”

      “Ah, avoiding persecution,” the captain nodded in understanding. “You will be in good company abroad, and I think you'll find that a man can make his home anywhere, even a noble son. Once you cut ties with your home country, the world becomes a lot bigger and far more interesting.”

      It was tempting to believe him. The idea that there was an adventure to find seemed tantalizing. Less judgment, perhaps a bit of happiness for himself, or at least contentment. But the idea of leaving his home country, everything he knew, didn't sit right in his gut. He already missed the familiar cooking of their London chef. What would he do abroad when he didn't know the language being spoken around him?

      “Where are we going?” he asked abruptly.

      “Wherever you'd like,” Captain Marlowe answered. “There's the usual places, France, Belgium, but if it's anonymity you want, something more exotic is recommended. Morocco, perhaps India, Egypt. Even those places still have a very large English presence. Your king certainly likes to put his hand in every cookie jar. If you truly want to get away from the law, you have to go to lawless lands where there is enough sun, sea, booze, and women to make you forget who you were before.”

      Theo’s stomach knotted. If he were drunk, that might sound tempting. If he were sitting at a card table deep in his cups, a dancer of the Fairy Circle lounged on his lap, that might sound like the answer to his prayers, but so much had happened since then. He’d shot a man. His brother had been shot. And it seemed as though his luck had run out.

      “Why don't we start with Europe,” Callen said, and Theo now understood why he wanted his brother to go with him. A brother that could barely stand the sight of him. Callen had the even keel logic that Theo lacked.

      He couldn't believe that Callen was part of this plan. It was Callen who orchestrated all of this, even with the wound in his side.

      Theo had planned to shoot over Kirby's head, as a gentleman ought to do, but what if Kirby hadn’t intended to do the same? If Callen had not stepped in between them, it might be Theo with a bullet hole in his side or maybe even dead.

      “When do you wish to leave?” the captain asked.

      “We’re attending a party here, and it would look suspicious if we left before the end of it. Can you stay in port for a fortnight?”

      “Certainly, if you pay for my time.”

      “We will,” Callen replied. “When we hear news of Sir Kirby, we will inform you when we will need to leave. If we have to leave at all.”

      “They will only persecute me if the lad dies,” Theo said, “If he lives, well, then it was just another poorly executed duel.”

      Captain Marlowe chuckled. “Interesting, very well.”

      Callen withdrew a pouch of money from his cloak and handed it to Captain Marlowe. “The first deposit. You'll receive the remainder when we board.”

      Capt. Marlowe took the pouch and nodded. “As you wish. We’ll anchor in the harbor, and I’ll give my men some leave time. Will that suffice?”

      “Yes,” Theo said.

      “Good, then I believe we’re done here.” The men turned and Theo heard the clatter of a rock falling. He squinted at the dark bank of boulders that bordered the beach and a fist-sized stone rolled onto the sand. He shared a look with his brother, and they bolted to the shadows of the boulders near the path they'd use to reach the beach. They didn't expect anyone to be out here, and they certainly didn't want anyone to have seen them.

      “Do you think it’s a person or an animal?” Callen whispered.

      “We won’t know unless we look.”

      They crept up the path, careful to keep to the shadows. Theo paused as they passed a small crevice between two boulders. He thought he heard someone breathing. He jerked his head to the crevasse to warn his brother. Callen nodded toward the head of the path, and they moved up. They found a spot where they could watch the path and be concealed.

      They didn't have to wait long before a small cloaked form crawled out from the crevice and scurried up the path.

      Theo reached out and grabbed the person, spinning and pressing them against the rock. The slight weight of the person astonished Theo as he held his forearm against their collar bone. As the hood fell back, the last thing he expected to see was a Marsden daughter staring back at him. He bit back a curse.
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