
  
    [image: The Secrets Of The Sixth Night]
  


  
    
      THE SECRETS OF THE SIXTH NIGHT

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        DAYNA QUINCE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Red Rose Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Dayna Quince

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Any sharing of this copyrighted work without the authors express consent including uploads by readers to reader driven sharing sites also known as “pirate” sites is illegal.

      

      It is stealing not only from the author, but editors, cover designers, formatters, and the many other individuals who help to bring books to your hands. An author spends hundreds to thousands of dollars to produce an ebook that is sold for 0.99-4.99 on average. There is no excuse for piracy. Get a library card or enjoy the millions of free books available through legitimate ebook retailers.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Preface

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

    

    
      
        Thank You

      

      
        Excerpt

      

      
        Also by Dayna Quince

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Northumberland Nine series is a late Regency period Historical Romance series featuring nine sisters  and nine aristocratic gentlemen at a house party where there is hope at least one sister will form a match to save the family from poverty. The Northumberland Nine were first introduced in book nine of my Desperate and Daring Series, An Undesirable Duke. In this new series we return to Selbourne Castle  and each book will feature one sister and begin at the start of the house party.

      This large series features popular romance tropes such as: second chances, a secret baby, friends to lovers, enemies to lovers, secret romance, a secret marriage, strong heroines, and noble rogues that will leave you ready to fall in love.

      Happy reading!

      Dayna
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “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 unwilful 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
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