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      “You should stay away from me.”


      Garrett took a step closer to Kate, close enough to feel the sweet heat cascading from her body. She smelled of cinnamon and

         pine.

      


      She stood her ground. “I don’t fear you.”


      “I’m dangerous.”


      “Perhaps,” she breathed. “But not to me.”


      “Associating with me will only bring you pain.”


      “How can you say such an awful thing?”


      “I have that effect on people.”


      She reached out and brazenly placed her hand flat on his chest, scorching him through the thin linen of his shirt. “So be

         it. But no matter how much pain associating with you might bring me…” Her words dwindled as he pressed his palm over her hand.

      


      She stared at his hand engulfing hers on his chest. Raising his other hand, he touched one finger to the soft skin beneath

         her chin and pressed upward, forcing her to face him.

      


      “Tell me what you were going to say.”


      Her eyes shone, and she blinked. “I’ll never regret it.”


      Bending his head, he touched his lips to hers.
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      Chapter One


      Kenilworth, England


      September 1823


      A bothersome heat crept into Kate’s cheeks as she hurried through the narrow, dimly lit passageway. If only she could learn

         how to hide her thoughts.

      


      Taking a deep breath, she forcefully slowed her step, squared her shoulders, and lowered her eyes. She was simply a servant,

         finished with her duties for the day, ready to take the three-mile walk home. Not a flustered woman rushing out to a secret

         secluded spot to watch a strange man—no, a god, more like—bathe in the nude.

      


      Kate paused at the threshold of the parlor. “Pardon me, my lady?”


      She bobbed a curtsy as her mistress looked up from the novel she was reading. Lady Rebecca always kept her head firmly tucked

         in a book. A pang of sympathy shot into Kate’s heart when the younger woman’s haunted blue eyes met hers.

      


      “Yes?” Lady Rebecca lowered the thick volume to her lap.


      Lady Rebecca was the sister of a duke, and her breeding showed in her expression, in her bearing, and in her mannerisms. Today

         she wore a plain white muslin gown with a gauze fichu tucked into its rounded neckline, but neither the simplicity of her

         dress nor her relaxed position on the sofa diminished the evidence of her nobility. She’d kicked her shoes off and settled

         on the plum-colored velvet with her legs tucked beneath her. With her slender build, her coal-black hair, and her midnight-blue

         eyes, Lady Rebecca was one of the most beautiful women Kate had ever laid eyes on, but there was a sweetness about her, a

         vulnerability, that drew Kate, that made her want to protect her, even to share secrets.

      


      No, Kate reprimanded herself. A shiver skittered down her spine. Some secrets were best left unspoken. Forever.

      


      Had circumstances been different, she and Lady Rebecca might have been friends. Sisters. But Kate was merely a servant, albeit an unconventional one, given that she slept apart from the rest of the household.

         Still, she wished she had the freedom to sit beside Lady Rebecca and engage in a lively discussion about whatever it was she

         read with such passion.

      


      “What is it, Kate?” Lady Rebecca gazed at her without really seeing her, but Kate was accustomed to it. It was how aristocrats

         always looked at her—as an object rather than a human. She couldn’t blame them, for they didn’t know any better. It infuriated

         Mama, though.

      


      “Might I be dismissed, ma’am? I’ve prepared your bed, brought up fresh water, and set out your nightclothes for Annie.” Kate’s

         smile wobbled. The knowledge that she might see him again had butterfly wings tickling her insides. She fought not to squirm, but the mere thought of the handsome stranger made

         her skin prickle.

      


      Lady Rebecca frowned. “Is it your little brother? Is he very unwell?”


      The lady knew Reggie was the sole reason Kate walked home every night. Her younger brother was a sickly boy, and while Mama

         cared for him well enough during the day, she didn’t like her sleep interrupted, so Kate was there for him through the long,

         sometimes difficult nights.

      


      “Well…” Kate was a horrible liar, but she needn’t exaggerate in order to answer the question. It also wasn’t necessary to

         explain that her reasons for wanting to leave early today had nothing to do with Reggie’s health. “He has been coughing quite

         a lot.”

      


      “Oh, the poor thing.” Lady Rebecca waved her hand. “Of course, Kate. Please do go—I know you’ve a distance to walk, and”—she

         squinted at the drab chintz curtain covering the single square window—“it’s near dark, isn’t it?”

      


      “I think so.” Oh, please, Lord, let him be there today. Let me not be too late.


      “Yes, well…” Lady Rebecca glanced across the room at the door that led downstairs. The hope in her eyes was unmistakable.

         “The master should be home soon.”

      


      Kate nodded. Her elder brother, William, was Lady Rebecca’s husband, and he liked Kate to be gone before he arrived. He found

         it awkward to be with his sister and wife in the same room, and he feared Kate would betray them both. Kate didn’t blame him.

         First of all, it was horribly awkward to her as well. Second, deception was not her forte. From the beginning, she’d felt

         the worst part of this whole arrangement was the duplicity inherent in it. She understood why it must be, but it still twisted

         her stomach.

      


      Lady Rebecca turned back to Kate. “Of course you may go.”


      “Thank you, ma’am. I’ll be here when you wake in the morning.” Kate dipped into another curtsy and tried not to break into

         a run as she crossed the room to the opposite door. Even so, the clack of her shoe heels on the wood floor announced her hasty

         departure, and from the corner of her eye, she saw Lady Rebecca’s brow tilt in bemusement as she watched her go.

      


      The cottage was elegant and expensive, but certainly neither as elegant nor as expensive as a duke’s sister was accustomed

         to. Willy was in financial straits and only employed four servants—Kate, the cook, the maid-of-all-work, and the manservant,

         John. The other female servants lived in the small room in the attic and John slept in a loft above the stable, but Kate walked

         back and forth to her home at Debussey Manor daily.

      


      It was far less help than someone of Lady Rebecca’s breeding expected. Yet she never complained. Kate admired her for that.


      Her cheeks flaming despite all her efforts to douse the fire in them, Kate descended the last step and emerged into the drawing

         room. Glancing up, she stopped in her tracks, stiffening. John lay on the tasseled chaise longue, his stockinged feet crossed

         atop the cream-colored silk and his arm flung over his forehead.

      


      He cracked one lid open to gaze at her with a green eye, and Kate pursed her lips in distaste.


      “Leaving?” he asked.


      “Yes,” she answered curtly. Untying her apron, she spun round and strode to the closet behind the stairwell.


      Feeling John’s reptilian eye on her, she pulled off her apron and cap, hung them, and after a moment of consideration, decided

         to leave her cloak here overnight. It had been a warm day, so surely it wouldn’t be too cold to walk without it in the morning,

         and it would be a nuisance to carry both ways.

      


      “You look pretty today, Kitty. That color becomes you.”


      She cast a look down at her dull pale brown work dress. How pleasant to know that brown was her color. “Thank you,” she pushed

         out.

      


      He chuckled but Kate didn’t look in his direction. John was negligent, arrogant, lazy, and, with his greased hair and pointed

         beak nose, unappealing. Whenever Willy was near, John’s manner was obsequious to the point of inducing nausea, but when Willy

         wasn’t home, he strutted about the place as if he owned it, even going so far as to be disrespectful to Lady Rebecca. Nothing

         raised Kate’s ire more than to see that man’s disdainful behavior toward her mistress.

      


      She turned from the closet and strode to the front door. Opening it, she stepped into the pleasant late-summer evening. As

         she closed the door, John’s voice drifted lazily out. “Tomorrow, then, pretty Kitty.”

      


      Her lips twisted, and when the door met its frame, she shoved it hard. The tiny slam brought her a small measure of satisfaction.


      If John thought to seduce her with false flattery, he ought to think again. No man had seduced her yet, though a few had tried.

         She’d promised herself long ago to never go down that particular perilous road. And with a man like John… not a chance.

      


      Still, it was best to stay away from him and make certain to avoid being alone with him. He didn’t strike her as the kind

         of man who’d take her rejection to heart.

      


      Kate paused on the tiny landing and took a deep breath. Was she a hypocrite? She shook her head, thinking not. Watching was a wholly different action from doing, after all. And John the skinny, lazy manservant was a wholly different creature from the bronze god at the pool.

      


      Kenilworth’s gently curving High Street was deserted for the moment. The setting sun cast an orange glow across the rooftops,

         and the houses and shops abutting the road shimmered in the haze.

      


      She turned and strode down the street with purpose, her shoes scraping against the hard-packed dirt. Ahead, the shoemaker’s

         widow, dressed in black with a dark shawl draped over her shoulders, emerged from one of the pretty neighboring cottages.

         Kate bobbed and murmured a polite greeting when they passed each other. The woman wished her a good evening as the clatter

         of wheels and the sound of hooves heralded a coach and four coming from behind. Kate glanced over her shoulder to see the

         carriage, a closed, lacquered black beast, approaching, tossing up a billow of dirt in its wake.

      


      She picked up her skirts and hurried across the street in front of it, slipping through a broken slat in the old wooden gate

         and stepping onto a narrow path in the field beyond just in time to avoid a choking spray of dust. Through the gold-tinged

         trees loomed the tall, ivy-covered ruins of Kenilworth Castle. Keeping the castle to her right, Kate followed the overgrown

         trail that led along the bank of the brook. She skirted fallen branches and dead leaves, and before long grime caked her shoes

         and dampness seeped through her stockings.

      


      Her heart thudded with a dull cadence, heavy in her chest. Under the coarse wool of her dress her skin flushed with excitement.

         Would he be there today? He wasn’t yesterday, but she’d seen him four times in the past week, swimming in the small lake created

         by the ruin of a dam that had once formed the castle moat.

      


      The air grew warm and close. Branches cracked under her feet, and leaves rustled. The faint drone of insects hummed in the

         air as twilight approached. She’d taken the long way, and it’d be full dark by the time she arrived home, but she cared about

         that just about as much as she cared about her wet feet and mud-soaked hem. Not a whit.

      


      She slowed as the creek turned northward, and with her lower lip trapped between her teeth, she concentrated on placing her

         footfalls so her steps would be quiet.

      


      A splash sounded in the distance, and Kate halted and looked up. Beyond a thick copse of greenery just ahead, the pool glimmered

         in the gathering dusk, its surface rippling.

      


      Someone had just dove in. He had just dived in.

      


      Kate swallowed hard and crept forward, crouching so he wouldn’t see her behind the clusters of brambles and bushes. She ducked

         behind a particularly dense bush at the water’s edge and peeked around it.

      


      Just as the waves on the pool’s surface began to settle, he emerged from the depths with his back to her. He rose until the

         water lapped eagerly at his narrow waist. For the tiniest fraction of a second, she wished she could be that water.

      


      His thick shoulder rippled with muscle as he reached up to thrust a hand through his glistening blond hair.


      Surely this man couldn’t be human. He was perfectly built—like one of the gods she’d learned about when she spied on Mama

         reading to her brothers. Tall, muscular, his skin bronzed from the sun, as hard and beautiful and intimidating as Apollo himself.

         He shook his head, sending blond shoulder-length curls flying and a cascade of golden drops showering into the water. Then

         he dove again, his taut—and quite shockingly bare—backside emerging from the water before his entire body disappeared beneath

         the surface.

      


      A pleasurable shudder coursed through Kate, leaving a low burn to simmer deep inside her.


      The god-man swam like a fish. Perhaps he wasn’t Apollo at all, though he rather looked like she’d always imagined Apollo.

         Perhaps he was Poseidon—a young, clean-shaven Poseidon. Perhaps this time when he emerged, he’d be carrying his golden trident.

         She held her breath, waiting, frozen.

      


      Kate had been born at Kenilworth and raised at Debussey Manor, and she knew without a doubt this man didn’t hail from these

         parts. What was he doing here? And why did he come here—this place that had been her secret spot for so many years—to bathe?

         The sight of him, and his very strong, very naked body, was so far removed from her realm of reality that it didn’t seem all too farfetched to think that a lightning bolt

         had deposited him straight from Olympus.

      


      He rose from the water again, this time farther away but facing her. She stared in fascination at the jagged scar near his

         waist, and when her gaze traveled up his solid torso and over his rugged face, she saw the second scar, a terrible knot glaring

         red just above his left eyebrow.

      


      The imperfections on his otherwise perfect form emphasized the fact that this was not a god, but a very human man indeed.

         A man who’d seen, experienced, and ultimately survived terrible things.

      


      He rubbed the water out of his eyes and opened them. His sky blue gaze settled directly on her.


      She jerked her head behind the bush, gulping back a gasp. Her heart thundered in her ears. A bead of sweat trickled down the

         side of her face. Controlling her breaths, she froze in her crouched position and squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t move,

         because now he’d surely hear her. Her best option was to remain still and quiet, keep herself hidden behind the bush, and

         pray he hadn’t seen her.

      


      She should fear this giant, intimidating man, but that wasn’t why she prayed he hadn’t seen her. No, she prayed he hadn’t

         seen her because if he had, she wouldn’t be able to watch his sculpted nude body anymore.

      


      She let out a long, silent sigh through pursed lips. It was the undeniable truth. As much as she’d fought against it, she

         was hopelessly and thoroughly debauched. If not in body, at least in thought. The man could be a murderer or a lunatic, and

         all she cared about was spying on him.

      


      Not only was she debauched, she was an idiot.


      Perhaps he hadn’t seen her. He had just opened his eyes after being submerged in water, and surely it would take a second

         or two for him to focus on an object as far away as her. And with her brown hair and brown dress, she blended into the landscape

         like a chameleon.

      


      She’d remain hidden for a few moments longer, then make a hasty, as-quiet-as-possible retreat.


      Keeping her eyes closed, she hugged her knees to her chest and counted to a hundred. All was silent for a while, but when

         she reached sixty, she heard splashing from the direction of the pond. Clearly he’d resumed his sport.

      


      Ninety-nine. One hundred.


      She released a relieved breath and raised her lids.


      And found herself gazing into his rugged face.


      She blinked several times in disbelief, trying to clear her vision as he stared at her with narrowed blue eyes from his position

         on his haunches an arm’s length away. A frown creased his handsome features. Rivulets of water streamed from his golden hair

         and plastered a white shirt to his broad, imposing shoulders.

      


      He’d been watching her. Spying on her in silence—probably throwing rocks into the water to mislead her.


      With a squeal of fright, Kate stumbled to her feet. Her legs caught in her skirts, but she kicked them free. Brambles clawed

         at her dress, ripping the fabric as she lunged away.

      


      She’d gone no farther than two steps when he clapped an arm around her waist and yanked her back. She stumbled and would have

         fallen had his hard body not ensnared her like a net.

      


      Kate trembled all over. Small, pathetic whimpers bubbled from her throat as she futilely tried to twist away.


      His warm, damp torso pressed against her back. He smelled fresh and clean, like hay drying in the sunlight, with an underlying

         almond scent she instinctually recognized as purely his.

      


      His arm crossed over the front of her chest, pinning her against him. The lock of his embrace rendered her utterly helpless.


      “Who are you?” he demanded. He bent his head, and the trace of beard on his jaw scraped against the shell of her ear. “And

         why are you watching me?”

      


      His voice, low and rough, stroked over her body like a coarse towel, causing every inch of Kate’s skin to explode into flame.


      Panic wouldn’t help her now. She must stave it off, be as brave as a knight battling a rampaging dragon. For several moments,

         trapped in the steel of the stranger’s arms, she worked to control her gasping breaths and to stop her limbs from shaking

         like autumn leaves in a gale.

      


      Finally, she sucked in a lungful of air. Staring straight over the pool, now glowing purple in the twilight, she said, “My

         name is Katherine, sir. I’m very glad to meet you. Lovely evening, isn’t it?”

      


   

      Chapter Two


      Garrett nearly dropped the vixen. He’d expected the shivering and the fear, and he had already concluded she gave a fine performance.

      


      When her trembling had abated, he’d readied himself for a struggle—or perhaps she would yank a dagger or a pistol from the

         folds of her skirt and try to kill him. He didn’t expect polite conversation.

      


      Her words shocked him so thoroughly, he loosened the hand he’d clamped around her bodice and followed her gaze to the horizon.


      She didn’t take advantage of his mistake—another surprise. Instead, she remained as snugly fitted against him as if she belonged

         there.

      


      Layers of clouds drifted across the horizon and the dipping sun lowered behind them, infusing them with red, oranges, pinks,

         and purples, and sending streams of color out over the pond he’d used as his bathing spot for the past week.

      


      He reapplied the pressure round her waist. “Who are you?” Even to himself, he sounded menacing as hell. He clenched his free

         hand, prepared to clamp it over her mouth should she attempt to scream for help from her accomplices. “Why are you here?”

      


      She glanced over her shoulder at him, sparks lighting her dark eyes. Her lips twisted into a rueful expression. “Must I answer

         that?”

      


      “You must.”


      “Can I…?” Her chest rose beneath his forearm as she took a deep breath. “Might I look at you while I do so? I daresay this

         is a rather awkward means of conversing with a person one hasn’t properly met.”

      


      He considered for a moment. “Very well. But I’m not letting you go.”


      “Of course.” Slowly, she turned within the circle of his loosened arm until she pressed against him from chest to groin. She

         tilted her head to look up at him. “That’s better.”

      


      Theoretically she should complain that this was still an awkward way to converse with someone who wasn’t even an acquaintance,

         but Garrett didn’t point out the inconsistency. He was somewhat more concerned with stifling his body’s reaction to her. As

         if he were a long-dormant volcano flaring to life, blood boiled in his veins, and his skin heated from the inside out.

      


      He took a deep breath, trying to calm his raging blood. It made no sense. Few women had this effect on him. The two who instantly

         came to mind possessed elegance and beauty in spades, while this woman didn’t possess either of those attributes. Katherine

         was brown and drab, with pale lips, coffee-colored eyes that seemed too big for her face, and shoots of dark hair poking out

         haphazardly from her cap. Her body was tall and thin—too tall and too thin, perhaps—and her dress plain. All in all, her outward

         appearance reminded him of England in the dead of winter. Dry and somber. Lifeless.

      


      And yet… she was alive. Somehow beneath all that dullness, she sparkled. She was radiant. He couldn’t tear his eyes from her face. From those luminous

         eyes. Her glow must be infectious, because in such close proximity to her, something he’d thought dead deep inside him sprang

         to life.

      


      “I…”


      Her voice trailed off, and he lifted a brow. “You… what?”


      She licked her lips. “This is embarrassing, sir. I’d really rather not tell you.”


      “Embarrassing?” He didn’t understand. Either she was spying on him with the intention of relaying his activities and whereabouts

         to his enemies, or… He couldn’t think of an “or.” There was simply no other reason for the woman to be alone in this lonely,

         abandoned place.

      


      “Well… yes. Quite embarrassing.”


      When he didn’t respond, pink tinted her pale cheeks.


      “Perhaps we could just shake hands and I’ll continue on my way?” She bit her lower lip in anticipation and gazed at him from

         beneath her lashes.

      


      Garrett stiffened. It wouldn’t be so easy to manipulate him. Once, maybe, but not anymore. “I don’t think so.”


      She released her breath in a whoosh. “Oh.”


      He tightened his arm around her, wedging her against his body. A pretty rose color suffused her cheeks, and she’d plastered

         her arms to her sides as if she were afraid to touch him—or didn’t know how—and he considered the possibility that she’d never

         been this close to a man.

      


      He ground his teeth. “Tell me.”


      “I… I was watching you,” she breathed.


      “I know that much,” he bit out. “Why? Don’t lie to me.”


      “Because…”


      He held her close, every muscle in his body braced to hear his enemy’s name. William Fisk. The man who had made his life a living hell for the past eight years.

      


      “Because… well, because you’re quite interesting,” she finally said. “And…” Again, she began to tremble.


      “And?” he growled.


      The column of her pale throat moved as she swallowed hard. “And… you’re… you’re so beautiful.”


      Her flush deepened. Garrett stared at her with narrowed eyes, searching for signs of guile. He found none in the wide brown

         eyes that gazed up at him, nor in the flush that now bordered on crimson, but God knew he was no expert at discerning treachery

         and deceit.

      


      She must be lying. He was damn ugly, inside and out. Ruined by the violence of war and betrayal and heartbreak, and of too

         many years of living a lie.

      


      She studied him with eyes that widened minutely as she interpreted his expression. “No. No, you’re wrong,” she whispered with

         absolute conviction.

      


      “What are you talking about?” he snapped.


      “You think I’m playing you false, but I’m not. I am very bad at telling lies. I’ve abandoned lying altogether, for I’m discovered

         every time.”

      


      He shifted his stance. His instincts told him she was innocent of treachery, but his instincts were invariably wrong in such

         matters. And yet, he couldn’t ignore them. Was he playing the fool yet again?

      


      “Please forgive me. It was horrid of me to invade your privacy.”


      “Yes.”


      “But you see, this is my pool.”


      He raised a brow. “Is that so?”


      She nodded. “I come here often.” She gestured with her chin in the direction of the castle ruins. “People often visit the

         castle to explore and have picnics and such, but they never come out this far, and the pool is rather secret, hidden as it

         is. I never encountered another soul here until I saw you.”

      


      He believed her, despite himself. Against his will, his anger faded and his muscles relaxed. “When was that?”


      She hesitated, then answered, “Eight days ago.”


      He’d arrived at Kenilworth eight days ago. He’d set up camp in an abandoned, ruined cottage near the castle, and he’d found

         the pool during his exploration of the area. It had been a fine, summery day, and the cold, clean water had lured him. He’d

         stripped off his clothes and dived in to wash the grime of travel from his body. He’d returned often since.

      


      “And how many times have you spied on me?”


      She broke her gaze from his eyes and dropped her chin to stare at his chest. “Four times. I…” Her voice dwindled.


      He reached up to press his palm against her cheek, forcing her to look up at him. She blinked, and for the first time, he

         saw that her lashes were long, thick, and dark, gracefully framing her vibrant eyes.

      


      He trusted her. He might regret it later, and he thought that likely, but he couldn’t continue to intimidate a woman he innately

         trusted. But he didn’t let her go. Not yet.


      “What is your name?” Katherine asked softly.


      He sucked in a breath. Best not to get too specific. “Garrett.”


      “It’s good to meet you, Mr. Garrett.”


      “No. Just Garrett.”


      She nodded. “Where are you from, Mr….uhm… Garrett?”


      He shook his head slightly. “Where are you from?”

      


      “Kenilworth,” she answered readily enough, but her lips twitched. “Well, I suppose you’ll insist upon being mysterious.” She

         scowled as she studied him. “You almost have a London gentleman’s accent…but not quite. There’s a touch of something else

         there, something I’ve never heard. Something foreign.” She shrugged. “Which means that until you inform me otherwise, I shall

         be forced to stand by my first theory of your origin.”

      


      “What was that theory?”


      “I concluded you must be from Olympus.”


      He choked on a laugh. “Olympus? Why?”


      She groaned, and the flush bloomed over her cheeks again. “My mama is right. I’m a silly chit who shouldn’t speak at all.”


      “I like the way you speak.” The words flowed out of him before he could check them, and he snapped his mouth shut.


      Her lips spread into a wide smile. It lit up her face, infused her lips with color, and made her eyes sparkle and dance with

         mischief. Holy hell—she was beautiful. Incredibly, devastatingly so. She stole the breath from his lungs. Stunned, he dropped his arm, freeing her.

      


      She stepped back, still smiling. “Well, I have the unfortunate quality of being too blunt, I’m told. But I see you and I suffer

         from the same malaise.”

      


      She hadn’t turned and sprinted. In fact, she seemed to have no plans—or desire—to escape from him.


      “What malaise is that?” he asked stupidly. He couldn’t get enough air. His brains had turned to porridge.


      “You didn’t intend to compliment me about the way I speak. The words escaped your mouth before you could stop them. It happens

         to me, too. Incessantly.”

      


      He answered that with a wry smile of his own. “It seldom happens to me. Perhaps your condition is contagious.”


      “Perhaps it is. Perhaps you should run away from me. I could be detrimental to your health.”


      It felt so odd, so foreign, to smile. The realization was enough to flatten his lips.


      Her smile faded, too. “What’s wrong?”


      He paused, studying her. Why not speak the truth? If she was honest, she’d understand. If she was up to something, it would

         serve as a warning. “I cannot be certain you’re to be trusted.”

      


      “Oh.” She cocked her head, and her eyebrows squeezed together. “Is that why you’re alone out here? Because you don’t trust

         anyone?”

      


      His jaw tightened. “Something like that.”


      “Sometimes it can be difficult to trust others, but I do believe most people are good. Though goodness can be near impossible

         to detect sometimes. Don’t you think so?”

      


      Once he might have agreed with her, but now…“I don’t know.”


      She looked down, kicked at the dirt with her mud-caked shoes, then looked back up at him with shining eyes. She opened her

         mouth to speak, but as if she thought better of it, she clamped her lips. Her tongue darted out to lick them.

      


      “What is it?” His voice was a gruff whisper. He couldn’t tear his eyes from her lips. Plump. Enticing.


      “Who betrayed you so terribly that you cannot trust a simple countrywoman?”


      Her voice was soft, sympathetic, and nearly compelling enough for him to respond with the truth. He nipped the compulsion

         in the bud, quickly taking a different tack. “How old are you, Katherine?”

      


      “Will you call me Kate?”


      “Kate.”


      “Thank you.”


      He liked the sound of her name, so he said it again. “How old are you, Kate?”


      “Two and twenty. How old are you?”


      She wasn’t as young as he’d thought. Still, she was far too young for him. Too sweet for him. Too innocent. Too… different.

         He had no intention of selecting a bed partner anytime soon, but when he did, he’d make certain the woman was experienced.

         And as jaded and cold as himself.

      


      “Far older than you,” he said quietly.


      She smiled again, and his blood surged. Tamping down his lust, he pushed his hand through his wet, tangled hair. He resisted

         the urge to command her to stop smiling.

      


      “How old?” she demanded.


      “Thirty-four.”


      She released a breath through tight lips. “Pfft. Hardly too old to befriend someone such as me.”

      


      “Befriend?” he asked with a raised brow.


      The suggestion in his tone escaped her. “I don’t have many friends.” She clasped her hands together in front of her brown

         skirt. “But I believe I should like to be a friend of yours.”

      


      “You’re too trusting,” he said in a low voice. If he were any other man, her virtue would be in peril. Hell, her virtue was in peril.

      


      “Am I?” She studied him, her eyes seeming to dive into his soul. Surely if they could do that, she would see the blackness

         residing there and flee for her life.

      


      “Yes.”


      Slowly, she shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. You won’t hurt me.”


      His lips twisted. “You think not?”


      “I know it,” she said in a low voice.


      “You are too naïve.”


      Her eyes darkened at that, and they flickered away. “You’re wrong about that.”


      He clenched his hands into fists, stifling the protective instinct that overcame him at her words. He wanted to demand to

         know who’d caused that shadow to pass over her face, and then he wanted to go beat the hell out of that person.

      


      It had been a long time since he’d felt much of anything. Surely these sudden, strange emotions weren’t natural, nor were

         they logical. Garrett felt as if he was awakening from a months’-long slumber and was struggling to reassimilate into the

         world of the living.

      


      She had done this to him. As they spoke, she brought him to life. How was it possible?


      He pushed out a measured breath, reined himself in, and tried to conjure the response of a gentleman from his fractured memories.


      “You don’t understand,” he said as gently as he could. “You cannot sneak up on a man, watch him bathe, speak to him the way

         you’ve spoken to me…”

      


      “I wouldn’t,” she said. “I wouldn’t sneak up on any man, nor would I speak to him the way I’ve spoken to you. I’m not stupid.”


      “I could be dishonest. I could be a criminal, a murderer.” He said the words through clenched teeth as a shudder of revulsion

         slithered down his spine. “A rapist.”

      


      “But you’re none of those things.” A frown line appeared between her eyes as she gazed at him. “Are you?”


      “I could be.”


      “You aren’t.”


      The thought of this guileless woman stepping into the path of some predator made him want to grab her and shelter her. He

         might possess some honor, but not many men would resist this kind of temptation. Out at twilight beside an abandoned pool,

         a beautiful woman blatantly flirting with him…

      


      He ground his teeth. “How can you know?”


      “At first… I wasn’t sure. Or maybe I was. I think maybe I always knew, deep inside. But now, after having spoken to you—”

         She shrugged. “—I just know.”

      


      “You shouldn’t be out here alone, ever. It could be dangerous.”


      “I’ve come out here alone for my entire life, and I’ve never been in any sort of danger whatsoever. Not once.” She tilted

         her head at the pool shimmering silver-orange in the decreasing twilight. “This is my private place. My thinking place.”

      


      He swallowed, imagining her stripped bare, swimming in the pond. Imagining swimming with her, touching her, making her shudder

         in his arms…

      


      Damn. He rubbed his temple to expel the images. Those thoughts were wrong. Depraved. Hell, the ink wasn’t even dry on his

         divorce and he was already debauching a maiden in his dark fantasies.

      


      “I apologize,” he said tightly. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”


      “I’m glad you did.” She shifted from foot to foot. “As I said, I think you’re very… interesting.”


      “You should stay away from me.” He took a step closer to her, close enough to feel the sweet heat cascading from her body.

         She smelled of cinnamon and pine.

      


      She stood her ground. “I don’t fear you.”


      “I’m dangerous.”


      “Perhaps,” she breathed. “But not to me.”


      “Associating with me will only bring you pain.”


      “How can you say such an awful thing?”


      “I have that effect on people.”


      She reached out and brazenly placed her hand flat on his chest, scorching him through the thin linen of his shirt. “So be

         it. But no matter how much pain associating with you might bring me…” Her words dwindled as he pressed his palm over her hand.

      


      She stared at his hand engulfing hers on his chest. Raising his other hand, he touched one finger to the soft skin beneath

         her chin and pressed upward.

      


      “Tell me what you were going to say.”


      Her eyes shone, and she blinked. “I’ll never regret it.”


      Bending his head, he touched his lips to hers.


   

      Chapter Three


      You seduced this poor man. You’re a wicked, wicked woman.


      The words flowed through Kate’s mind like the cod liver oil Mama had always tried to force down her and her brothers’ throats.


      The good thing about cod liver oil was that once swallowed, it was gone, leaving only a fishy residue, which could, in theory,

         be ignored. Or obliterated completely by a spoonful of honey.

      


      That’s what Garrett’s kiss was like. The softest, sweetest, smoothest, warmest honey that had ever crossed her lips.


      Kate’s eyelids fluttered shut. Tiny shudders began at the tips of her toes, worked through her legs, and spread up her torso.

         She raised trembling arms and grasped his shirt, curling her fingers in the damp white linen and fitting herself against his

         body. His big, warm hands cupped her cheeks, holding her face tilted up so that their lips aligned perfectly, his callused

         fingertips gently scraping her skin. He sipped at her lips as if he were the bee and she the nectar.

      


      It was unfathomable that such a large, hardened man could touch her so delicately. As if she were fragile, precious, something

         to be revered.

      


      Kate gripped his shirt even tighter and released a shaky breath. His nose bumped hers gently as he adjusted position, and

         his tongue brushed the inside of her lip in the tiniest of caresses.

      


      Slowly, he pulled away. Keeping his hold on her face, he tilted her head so that they were nose to nose, their foreheads touching.


      “Kate.”


      Kate opened her fists and flattened them against his shirt. The muscles running up and down his sides vibrated against her

         fingers.

      


      She couldn’t talk. All the places her body made contact with his tingled.


      She wanted this man. How could it be?

      


      Mama would say she was silly and wanton. Willy would be horrified—he’d probably duel Garrett for her honor. Protocol demanded

         she slap Garrett for his forwardness, then flee for her life and pray no one would discover her depravity. For if any outside

         observer saw her at this moment, he would cast one glance at her and denounce her as a brazen whore.

      


      Yet she didn’t care about any of it. All she cared about was how Garrett made her feel. Unbelievably safe, warm, comforted.

         She wanted to explore him. Remove his breeches and shirt, and taste every single hard inch of him. Crawl right into his body,

         curl up and stay. She never wanted to let him go.

      


      “You must go home now.”


      “No,” she breathed. “I want to stay here… with you.”


      “You cannot.”


      She didn’t want this impossible, beautiful dream to end. She didn’t want to return to the harshness of her life. Not yet.


      Every evening for the past eight days, she’d hurried to the pool to see if he had come, and if he was here, she’d watched

         him raptly, silently. Later at night, she’d dreamed of touching him, of those big arms closing around her body. Holding her.

      


      The reality of him, however, was so much more than her fantasy. When he spoke to her, when he looked at her with those sky-blue

         eyes, all the muscles in her body melted like butter, and when he touched her, every one of her nerves sang with pleasure.

      


      The pads of his thumbs stroked over her cheekbones, and her cheeks warmed. She clutched him tighter.


      “You must go. It’s almost dark. Your family will worry.”


      He pulled back. His hands dropped away from her face and gently disentangled her fingers from his shirt.


      She opened her eyes, tasting the bitterness of his rejection. But one glance at his face told her the decision cost him as

         much as it cost her. Maybe more. He didn’t want her to go, either.

      


      She forced a smile. “Why are you such a gentleman? I almost wish you were as bad as those men you tried to warn me about.”


      His face darkened, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. “No. You don’t.”


      He was right, of course. From the beginning, something had told her he wasn’t a bad man. It was that duality in him, that

         rugged body and those scathing blue eyes contrasted with an innate honor that shone around him like a nimbus. She felt as

         if she already knew him, but she wanted to know him better. Understand how he could be so hard and scarred, and yet remain

         so tangibly gentle, so honorable.

      


      She gave a rueful shake of her head. She hadn’t known him long enough to be so confident in her assessment of him. Yet she

         trusted herself. As willful and as lacking in common sense as she’d been, she truly wasn’t as stupid as her behavior might

         lead one to believe. If she’d sensed danger, she would have run the first time she’d seen him, and she wouldn’t have returned.

      


      “I just…” Her voice dwindled. She licked her lips nervously. “I wish to let you know…I’m usually not so… uhm…” She pushed

         out the last word in a whisper. “Ardent.”

      


      “Is that so?” He seemed mildly amused. She stole a glance at him from beneath her lashes and saw a lightness in his expression

         she hadn’t seen before. She relaxed a little.

      


      “It’s true,” she confirmed. “It’s just that you’re… you’re…” She swallowed down the lump in her throat and gazed down at the

         muddy toes peeking from the mud-crusted hem of her dress. “Well, as I said before, you’re interesting to me. I… like you.”

      


      A knuckle grazed her cheek, but she couldn’t look up at him. Her cheeks burned with mortification, but it seemed important

         to let him know she wasn’t prone to gallivanting about in the woods and kissing every stranger she met. Not that she’d ever

         encountered a stranger out here before.

      


      “I find you interesting, too.”


      That made her look up at him in surprise. She was the least interesting person she knew. “Truly?”


      “Truly.”


      His voice and expression were solemn, but Kate released a shaky laugh. Happiness unfurled in her chest like a bright, blooming

         flower.

      


      “Will I see you again?” she asked breathlessly.


      His pause was infinitesimal, but she sensed it nevertheless. “Yes. Perhaps once more.”


      She let out the breath she’d been holding and resisted the compulsion to jump up and down like a child being offered the sweetest,

         most delicious sugary treat in the world. “Here?”

      


      “Yes. Tomorrow.”


      To prevent herself from emitting a squeal of joy, she bit down hard on her lower lip and gave him a crooked smile. Quick as

         a flash, he reached out, grabbed her hand, and pulled her against him. He pressed his lips to the top of her head.

      


      “Go.”


      He released her just as quickly. With her teeth still clamped on her lip, Kate raised her hand in farewell, collected her

         torn and muddy skirts, and turned toward Debussey Manor.

      


      Garrett watched her hurry away until she disappeared behind an oak tree with leaves just beginning to darken into bronzes

         and golds.

      


      He felt lighter than he had in months. Years, maybe.


      He strode to the bank of the pool where he’d left his jacket, his weapons, and his dinner—a jug of ale, a loaf of bread, and

         a generous chunk of hard cheese. His most recent injury—a bullet in the thigh—had healed well during the warm summer. He rarely

         limped, and as he lowered himself to sit on a flat rock, he hardly felt a twinge. It only pained him late at night, when the

         air was at its most cold and damp.

      


      He tore a piece of bread from the loaf, alternating between bites of cheese and bread and swigs of the warm, frothy ale as

         he watched the sunset and thought of beautiful, vivacious Kate who hid behind her disguise of drabness. How just about every

         word that emerged from her mouth surprised him. How she reminded him he was a man, that he was alive.

      


      Did she know what she’d done to him? Surely she was aware of the sheer audacity of her behavior, of the blatancy of her flirting,

         but he didn’t think she comprehended the power she wielded. Any man would see it once he looked past her outward severity.

         And when she smiled, he’d be lost.

      


      Garrett scowled at the darkening water, crumpling the cloth that had held his dinner in his fist. The thought of another man

         wanting her—touching her—disturbed him.

      


      He pushed out a breath. Christ, he didn’t even know who she was, really. It was foolish, not to mention ridiculous, to be

         having these proprietary and protective thoughts after having known the woman for less than an hour. She hadn’t even told

         him her surname.

      


      The sun dipped beneath the horizon once and for all, and Garrett rose as more dark thoughts put an end to the surprising pleasantness

         of the evening.

      


      Ultimately it didn’t matter how Kate made him feel. He was nearly finished with his task in Kenilworth, and once it was over

         he’d return to Calton House to see his daughter. After Christmas, he planned to travel to Belgium. He had some unfinished

         business there to attend to. Kate, as beautiful and potentially addicting as she was, had no place in his plans.

      


      Garrett gathered his things, strapped on his pistol and sword, and trudged toward Kenilworth Castle where his horse awaited

         him.

      


      His enemy was close. Living in a cottage at Kenilworth, where he kept Garrett’s sister locked like a prisoner away from the

         public eye. Nevertheless, Fisk’s reappearance in the town of his birth had sparked gossip. Garrett doubted he’d stay much

         longer, for rumors of their presence here would soon spread, and Fisk knew Garrett was after him.

      


      The man was slippery as an eel. For three days in a row, Garrett had prowled Debussey Manor from late morning to early evening—he’d

         been informed Fisk visited his mother there daily. But Fisk never showed. Last night, Garrett had covertly watched the inn

         where Fisk usually ate before returning home to the cottage he shared with Rebecca, but Fisk had never come.

      


      Garrett hated the thought of having to confront the man in his sister’s presence, but it was beginning to look unavoidable.


      He could only pray Rebecca would someday forgive him for what he had to do.


      “You’re late,” Mama announced as Kate dragged herself into the kitchens of Debussey Manor. After one glance at her mother,

         it was all Kate could do not to spin around and rush back to Garrett. She didn’t, only because Reggie sat in the frayed brown

         armchair beside the fire, and he needed her.

      


      As Kate took each step farther from Garrett, it seemed a rope tightened between the two of them, tugging at her, pulling her

         back to him. Yet she had resolutely trudged onward, removing her cap and her pins and letting her hair go free and wild. When

         she’d reached the arched alcove at the side entrance of Debussey Manor, she’d paused to kick off her mud-caked shoes and remove

         her dirty stockings, which she now held dangling from her fingers.

      


      “Sorry, Mama.” The apology emerged sounding small and false. But how could she even pretend to be repentant for her tardiness

         today, because goodness, she certainly wasn’t!

      


      Mama’s lips tightened in disapproval as she took in Kate’s unkempt state.


      “Katie!”


      Kneeling, Kate gathered her little brother into her arms as he jumped from the chair and scampered to her. “Oh, sweetheart,

         you know you shouldn’t run. How did you breathe today?”

      


      A harsh paroxysm of coughing made him double over, preventing him from answering. She held him, looking over his head at Mama,

         but the older woman’s face was still pinched into a frown. “You are filthy.”

      


      Kate sighed. “I know. I’ll sew the tear and brush out my skirts before bed.”


      “I don’t see how you’ll have time. Reggie is exhausted. Now you shall embarrass yourself before your brother’s lady wife tomorrow.”


      “Lady Rebecca will hardly notice my dress, Mama,” she murmured as she thumped Reggie gently on the back. “She hardly notices

         me at all.”

      


      “Honestly,” huffed her mother. “I doubt that. She is merely too polite to point out your shortcomings, Katherine.”


      “Whereas you are not.” Kate winced and clamped her lips shut so no more disrespectful, petulant words would emerge.


      “I cannot fathom what is the matter with you,” Mama sputtered. “You’re twenty-two years old, and yet you refuse to respect

         your superiors. You still tramp about like a low-bred hoyden.”

      


      Kate was a low-bred hoyden. She’d always been. She’d learned long ago that there was no point in denying it.

      


      “I raised you to be a lady, in hopes you could someday be respectable despite the position in which we’ve found ourselves.

         I’ve prayed you could be as respectable as William. Perhaps you could have made a decent marriage. But no, you insist on being

         a nobody and a nothing.”

      


      Mama spat “nobody” and “nothing” as if they were terrible curses.


      “I’m sorry, Mama.” She buried her face in Reggie’s soft blond hair, still stroking her fingertips up and down his little back.

         This time, her apology was heartfelt. Kate had tried all her life to make Mama as proud of her as she was of the twins, Willy

         and Warren, both officers in Wellington’s army. But nothing she’d ever done was good enough. And it seemed the harder she

         tried, the farther she fell in her mother’s regard.

      


      The ever-present wound had begun to fester when Willy returned home smelling like lavender and married to the Duke of Calton’s

         sister. As happy as Kate was that her dear brother had returned after so many years, little had she known that Willy’s excellent

         match would only highlight her own failure to marry anyone at all.

      


      “Reginald cried for you for hours.”


      Kate’s heart clenched. “Oh, Reggie. What’s the matter?” She tugged him away from her and ran her thumb over the dried tear

         streaks running down his pale, thin cheeks.

      


      “It hurt,” he said somberly, tapping his chest. “Bad.”


      “Oh, sweetheart. I’m sorry I was late. Did you take another dose of the medicine the doctor gave you?”


      “Yes, but it was so awful. I was scared, Katie… I thought it wasn’t going to help…”


      “Shhhh. I’m here now, and it sounds like you’re breathing easy.”


      “Better now,” he agreed.


      She glanced around the quiet kitchen, looking for the sole other servant now that Lord Debussey had passed away and the rest

         of the help had been relieved of their duties. The vast grounds of Debussey Manor remained old Bertie’s responsibility, but

         he was so ancient and frail, he scarcely was capable of making a dent in all the work that needed to be done. The groundskeeper

         lived in his cottage near the edge of Lord Debussey’s lands, but he always dined with them before collecting his lantern and

         hobbling home for the night.

      


      “Where’s Bertie?”


      Her mother released a breath through pursed lips. “Bertie didn’t come tonight. Likely he went into Kenilworth to sup at the

         inn.”

      


      “Oh.” Bertie did that sometimes, when he grew lonely for company other than theirs. Kate gazed at the long, planked table

         in the center of the room, but it was bare. “Have you already eaten?”

      


      “Of course,” her mother snapped. “I ate your portion myself since you were nowhere to be found.”


      Ignoring the low, rumbling complaint in her stomach, Kate took her brother’s hand. “Come, Reg. I’ll read to you for a while

         and we’ll go to bed, all right?”

      


      “Yes, Katie,” Reggie agreed in his breathy voice.


      Reggie didn’t fare well when he slept without her. It was why she’d agreed to work for Willy on the condition he allow her

         to return to Debussey Manor nightly. If Reggie woke, Mama was more inclined to leave him crying than to soothe him. The truth

         of it was that the bulk of Mama’s maternal nature had been bestowed on her two eldest children—her twin sons—which left little

         remaining for Kate and Reggie.

      


      Kate didn’t mind that Reggie needed her, nor did she mind the six miles she walked every day so she could be with him at night.

         They shared a special bond, she and Reggie. They were the children Mama lamented. Kate could never measure up to Mama’s ideal

         vision of a daughter, and Reggie… well, the fact that he was the old Marquis of Debussey’s son was little consolation in the

         face of his illegitimacy.

      


      Mama lived and breathed for Willy and Warren. War heroes, both of them. Everyone thought they had perished eight years ago

         at Waterloo, but Willy had recently returned home. Kate had never seen Mama so blissfully happy as when she’d first reunited

         with her long-lost son. Even when she’d believed Lord Debussey madly in love with her, Mama’s happiness was nothing compared

         to the discovery that Willy still lived.

      


      And Mama had glowed with pride when she heard Willy had married the Duke of Calton’s sister.


      Never in a thousand years would Kate achieve what her brother had. She was proud of him, too, and she understood completely

         why he’d disassociated himself from his family for so long. He’d been making his way in London as a gentleman. He would never,

         ever have made so fine a match for himself if society learned he was the son of a mere housekeeper. Lady Rebecca remained

         ignorant that Kate was Willy’s sister—Willy and Mama had agreed that their deception was for the best.

      


      Kate also understood why Willy couldn’t risk employing anyone from Kenilworth—if he did, gossip about him and his new wife

         would spread like wildfire, and no doubt Lady Rebecca would soon learn Kate’s identity. After so long a separation, Kate and

         her mother wanted Willy to remain close for as long as possible. Lady Rebecca required a servant, so the reasonable solution

         was for Kate to take on the duties of lady’s maid.

      


      Kate understood all of it, truly she did, even if the deceit made her ache inside. Although Willy would never say he was ashamed

         of her, the mere fact that he took such pains to hide her identity told her he was.

      


      Garrett hadn’t seemed ashamed of her, though, and she was fairly certain he was a true gentleman. Perhaps an impoverished,

         foreign one—as his clothes were well-made but rather shabby and his accent not quite purely English—but he spoke and held

         himself as only a true gentleman did.

      


      Nor did he seem to think she was inadequate. He seemed… taken with her.


      It was really rather unbelievable.


      “Yes, go,” her mother snapped. “Enough dilly-dallying. And don’t dribble mud all over the steps on your way down, if you please.

         I just swept them today.”

      


      Kate bit back a retort. Perhaps, after twenty-two years of living with her mother, she was finally learning. “Yes, Mama.”


      Reggie dutifully kissed Mama good night as Kate took a lantern and a warm brick from beside the fire, and then she led him

         down the narrow back stairs to the cellars. Mama had always slept in the fancy bedchamber designated for the housekeeper on

         the third floor, but most of the servants had slept in the cellars. These passages had once bustled with activity, but now

         Kate and Reggie occupied the first chamber at the bottom of the stairs, and the corridor and rooms beyond had grown cold and

         dark. Kate didn’t like to venture into the other rooms, and she especially avoided the wine cellar at the end of the passage

         and the series of dungeons leading from it. Originally built in the sixteenth century, the dungeons had last been used to

         imprison Roundheads nearly two hundred years ago. Warren and Willy had rediscovered the dank chambers as boys and had often

         played in them, bringing their discoveries of ancient weapons and torture devices upstairs to show Mama.

      


      In their small, windowless chamber, Kate changed her brother into his nightgown, then watched him say his prayers and tucked

         him into the narrow bed they shared. She stared at him for a long moment. He looked so pale and tiny with the patchwork quilt

         up to his chin.

      


      His colorless lips turned up as he watched her study him. “Fables?” he asked hopefully.


      “Just one or two. It’s late, and you need your sleep if you’re to get better.”


      But poor Reggie never got better. From birth, his lungs had been weak, and with every year that passed, they seemed to grow

         weaker.

      


      “Katie?”


      “Yes, sweetheart?”


      He plucked the thoughts straight from her head. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get better.”


      She smiled at him. “Of course you are. You’re going to grow big and strong and you’ll never be ill again.”


      “Do you really think so?”


      She prayed to God it was so. “Of course I do,” she said quietly.


      With the fables book lying on her chest, she lay beside him, staring at the uneven white plaster ceiling. Already, her encounter

         with Garrett seemed far distant—an impossible dream. She could scarcely believe it had happened.

      


      “Katie?”


      “Sorry, sweetheart.” She opened the book to the page she’d marked. “Do you remember where we were?”


      “ The Lion and the Mouse,” Reggie said sleepily. “The tiny little mouse saved the great big lion from the cruel hunters.”

      


      She smiled, thinking of Garrett and his blond, shoulder-length hair. The lion. Today he’d elected not to eat her alive, though she’d all but served herself upon a silver platter. Yet she couldn’t quite

         imagine herself a mouse. And how on earth could she ever conceive of coming to the rescue of someone as powerful as him?

      


      “That’s right, Reg.”


      He drifted off soon after she began reading. She finished “The Countryman and the Snake,” in which a simple, trusting man saved the life of a near-dead snake. The man took the snake into his house and nursed it

         back to health, but as soon as it recovered, it struck out at the poor man’s family, nearly killing them all.

      


      Kate glanced at Reggie, assuring herself that he was asleep. She closed the book and set it aside, her thoughts troubled.

         Was she the simple countryman putting too much trust in a stranger? Would Garrett be the snake that would terrorize those

         she loved?

      


      She shook her head wryly. She was relating her own life too closely with the fables. Yet wasn’t that what one was meant to

         do? Still, the more she tried to convince herself to be cautious, the less she believed Garrett could have anything in common

         with a deceptive snake.

      


      He was simmering heat and honor, darkness and light, and goodness and roughness all bound together inside one man who fascinated

         her as no one ever had. He exuded danger and power, possessed a crushing strength, and yet, miraculously, she’d never felt

         safer with anyone. Even now, the memory of how he looked at her with those soulful blue eyes sent skittering warmth through

         her body. She was enamored of him—had been since the first day she’d seen him. But conversing with him, touching him, and

         kissing him today had taken her infatuation to greater heights than she ever could have imagined.

      


      By the light of the lantern, she carefully sewed the tears in her skirt. Then she brushed out her dress as best she could,

         which wasn’t very well—there were some stains that simply could not be removed without soap and water.

      


      For a long while, she watched Reggie sleep. Beyond that first coughing fit, he’d breathed well tonight. Perhaps he was getting better.

      


      Finally, she snuffed the light. She lay on her back, thinking about what had happened to her, how radically she had changed

         in the space of one evening.

      


      When she did fall asleep, it was to dream of a shimmering man swimming like a fish in the crystalline waters of Kenilworth

         Castle’s abandoned moat.
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