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        London, England

        September 1803

      

      

      

      It pained Isabella Astley to admit it.

      But her mother had been right.

      Everyone spoke in hushed whispers about the wickedness that took place in the dark walks of Vauxhall Gardens in a way that made them sound more exciting than dangerous. Illicit rendezvous! Moonlit assignations! A chance to be swept off your feet by a dashing stranger!

      What she had found instead was not so much romance as… copulation.

      Another feminine moan, this one sounding decidedly feigned, came from the trees on her left. It was accompanied by a rhythmic slapping of skin upon skin and followed by a strangled male cry.

      Now, Izzie may have been a virginal young miss. But she was a curious virginal young miss who had bribed a housemaid years ago to explain what happened between a man and a woman.

      In other words, the source of all that moaning and thumping wasn’t exactly a mystery.

      She crept along the path, searching for the way out. The dark walks were, for lack of a better term, dark, as they were bereft of the famous colorful lamps that illuminated most of the gardens. But she could make her way along the graveled paths well enough by moonlight, at least right now, when the moon was peeking out from behind one of the shifting clouds.

      Up ahead, a trio of ladies turned the corner, heading straight for her. Izzie quickly ducked off the path, scurrying behind a tree.

      As they strolled past her hiding spot, she saw that they were ladies only in the informal sense of the word. Even by moonlight, she could tell that their lips and cheeks were brightly painted and that the one in the middle’s hair was an improbable shade of red.

      A man—a gentleman, based on the cut of his coat—approached the trio. He took the hand of a woman with curly blonde hair and led her off into the darkness. The cacophony of coupling that ensued was by now familiar. Izzie had seen a half-dozen similar transactions, including two with men she recognized—Lord Ipswitch, whose dissolute reputation was apparently well-deserved, and Andrew Milner, who happened to be one of the Members of Parliament representing her home county of Gloucestershire. Izzie had been surprised to see Mr. Milner there, as he was known for being a high stickler and had won his seat by contrasting his own upright behavior with that of the former incumbent, who was said to consort with the family governess.

      The other two women continued along the path. Izzie was preparing to emerge from behind her tree when a deep voice from the woods behind her made her jump.

      “Are they gone?”

      “I think so,” a man with a Scottish accent answered.

      Izzie was debating whether she should stay put or flee when the Englishman said, “So, how soon can you deliver the guns?”

      That had her ducking back behind her tree. Guns? What did they mean, guns?

      “Look, Cooper,” the Scotsman said, “I havnae decided whether I’m going to do this or no.”

      “Damn it, MacDonald. I promised I would deliver two hundred guns by the first of October.”

      “Well, that’s not my problem, now is it?”

      “I’ll make it your problem,” the first man growled. He paused, clearing his throat, and when he spoke again, it was with a forced joviality. “Come on, now. It’s just two hundred guns. The army won’t even miss such a trifling amount.”

      Izzie clung to her tree with white knuckles. So, they were talking about stealing guns from the army. Wasn’t that… treason?

      “And I’ll pay you a pretty penny for your trouble,” the first man continued. “You’d be a fool to pass up such easy money.”

      The Scotsman gave a bleak laugh. “Oh, yes, such an easy decision, it is. Excepting the fact that now I know who those guns are intended for. That’s the part I can’t stomach.”

      “You’re in too deep,” the first man growled, dropping the effort to sound cajoling. “You’ve already sold me two shipments.”

      “That was before I knew who you were working for!” the Scotsman protested.

      “That’s too damned bad. If you don’t make this delivery, your superiors are going to receive an anonymous tip about where those weapons you wrote off as damaged upon receipt really wound up.”

      “Don’t do this to me,” the Scotsman pleaded. “I made a mistake. I don’t want to be involved with the—”

      “Well, you are involved,” the Englishman snapped, cutting the Scotsman off before Izzie could learn the name of his employer. “And you’re going to deliver those guns tomorrow, or I’m going to ruin you.”

      “All right,” the Scotsman muttered. “But I don’t know that I can come up with the full two hundred by tomorrow.”

      “How many?”

      “I can probably manage fifty.”

      “Fifty. Good. Same point of delivery as last time.”

      “All right.” The Scotsman’s voice was dejected.

      “Good. Now, let’s get out of here.”

      Boots crunched against the bed of autumn leaves carpeting the forest floor. Tamping down a squeal, Izzie scurried on tiptoes in a circle around her tree, trying desperately to stay out of sight as they passed.

      Just as the first man reached the graveled path, she stepped on a stick, which broke with a sharp snap.

      “What was that?” The man who had just emerged from the grove—the Englishman—spun around, facing straight toward her. Izzie had only managed to get halfway behind her tree, but she had no choice but to freeze where she stood. It was dark thanks to the shadows cast by the branches above, but any trace of movement would surely give her away.

      The moon was out, but Izzie couldn’t make out his face beneath the brim of his hat. He was of average height and slightly bulky with sloping shoulders.

      “What was what?” the Scotsman asked, stepping clear of the trees. He removed his hat to wipe his sweaty brow. He was both taller and skinnier than his companion, with light hair and boyish features.

      “Thought I heard something.” The Englishman was scanning the cluster of trees. Izzie held her breath as he turned toward her hiding place. He did not pause while making his sweep of the trees. That meant he hadn’t spotted her.

      Didn’t it?

      “Let’s get out of here,” the Scotsman muttered. “I’ve a long night ahead of me to be alone with my guilty conscience.”

      Grunting, his companion turned and the two of them finally made their way down the path.

      Izzie let out a gasping breath. Overhearing men plotting treason was more excitement than she frankly wanted out of her adventure in the dark walks. An adventure she now wanted to come to an end.

      Izzie counted to twenty before emerging from behind her tree. Shaking a stray leaf out of her skirts, she hurried toward the front of the gardens. She’d had quite enough adventure for one evening, thank you very—

      “Well, well, well,” a reedy voice said. “Would you look who it is?”
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      Izzie stiffened, recognizing the voice. She turned, and surely enough, there was Tristan Bassingthwaighte, regarding her from the middle of the path.

      Two months ago, Mr. Bassingthwaighte had asked her parents for permission to court her. At first, Izzie had been pleased by the prospect. He had a reputation for being a poet of some talent. She had thought they might pair well together—the poet and the authoress of Gothic novels. Although Mr. Bassingthwaighte was not what you would call plump in the pocket and was likely drawn to her at least in part for her handsome dowry, Izzie hadn’t minded. She didn’t need palatial surroundings. The most important thing was finding a husband who would support her writing.

      Unfortunately, that would not be Mr. Bassingthwaighte. A month into their acquaintance, he had asked to read a chapter of her story. She’d had to copy it out by hand, as she’d been preparing to submit the complete manuscript to The Minerva Press, her dream publisher, which specialized in Gothic novels. She’d passed it to him at a garden party. The next morning, when a footman had announced that Mr. Bassingthwaighte was there to call upon her, she’d twisted her hands into knots as she glided down the stairs, anxious about his reaction.

      At least he had not left her in suspense. “Izzie,” he said the second she entered the room, not even bothering to start with a good morning, “tell me you have not been wasting your time on this rubbish.”

      They’d fought about it for a good fifteen minutes. Izzie knew her story wasn’t rubbish. She’d been writing Gothic novels since she was thirteen and could admit that her early works were best left in the box under her bed where they currently resided.

      But she hadn’t given up. She had worked hard, and this book was good. She knew it was—an opinion that would be confirmed one week later when The Minerva Press wrote back offering to publish it.

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte would hear none of it. Gothic novels were not serious literature, a distinction Izzie actually did not mind as writing serious literature had never been her aim. She’d wanted to write something entertaining and enjoyable.

      But, according to Mr. Bassingthwaighte, entertaining and enjoyable were not worthy goals. There was serious literature, and there was rubbish, and Izzie’s manuscript fell into the latter category.

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte was furious when she asked him to leave and even angrier when she refused to receive him after that. He’d attempted to corner her at a ball—not to apologize, mind you, but to explain again why she was wrong. He’d been so persistent that her brother, Harrington, had eventually noticed and come over to run him off.

      That had been two weeks ago. Izzie hadn’t spoken to him since.

      Nor did she have any desire to renew their acquaintance.

      “Mr. Bassingthwaighte,” she said coldly. “Do excuse me. I was just leaving.”

      She turned on her heel and managed to take two steps toward the front of the gardens before she was waylaid by a hand around her upper arm.

      “Don’t play coy with me,” Mr. Bassingthwaighte snarled. “We both know why you’re here.”

      She tried to keep her voice from trembling. “You are mistaken, sir, if you think my reasons for being here have anything to do with you. Now, I will thank you to unhand me.”

      He only tightened his grip. “You’ve been leading me on a merry chase these past few weeks, pretending you wanted nothing to do with me.”

      Izzie tried and failed to yank her arm free. “I don’t want anything to do with you.”

      “But tonight,” he continued, ignoring her, “when you saw me heading for the dark walks, you decided to follow me.”

      Izzie gave another futile pull at her arm. “I most certainly did not!”

      “Was this your plan from the start? To string me along for a few weeks, then make it up to me tonight? Or were you overcome with jealousy when you saw me slip away, knowing what I would be doing back here and that I would be doing it with a woman other than you?”

      “Whoever you met with, she is welcome to you!” she snapped. “I offer her my most profound sympathies. Now, unhand me this instant.”

      He laughed, but not in a nice way. “That’s part of your game, isn’t it? You like to act all high and mighty, don’t you? To pretend you’re too good for the likes of me.”

      “I am too good for the likes of you! And my reasons for visiting the dark walks have absolutely nothing to do with you.”

      “Oh, really?” Mr. Bassingthwaighte looked openly skeptical. “There’s only one reason people visit these dark walks.”

      Izzie happened to know that was wrong. To be sure, she had learned tonight that most people visited the dark walks in order to fornicate, for lack of a better term.

      But based on what she had overheard, there was a small but persistent minority that came there to discuss acts of treason.

      “You wanted an assignation,” Mr. Bassingthwaighte continued, leaning in so she could smell the wine on his breath. “That’s why you’re here.”

      “Not with you,” she said without thinking. She quickly realized her error. A planned rendezvous with any man in the dark walks would be enough to ruin her. It would have been better to claim she’d lost her way and hadn’t meant to be there at all.

      This statement also made Mr. Bassingthwaighte’s lips twist cruelly. “So fickle, Lady Isabella? How quickly your affections move from one man to another.”

      This was patently unfair. She had danced with Mr. Bassingthwaighte a handful of times and had a half-dozen conversations with him. But she had made him no promises, nor had she whispered any words of affection. He had managed to extinguish her budding regard for him when he referred to her book as rubbish.

      But it did not seem wise to say as much when his hand was gripping her arm in a way that seemed likely to leave a bruise.

      “Let me go,” she whispered.

      He responded by grabbing her other arm and slowly drawing her toward him. “Why should I?”

      “My brother will call you out!”

      This was normally a potent threat. Harrington was one of the best shots in all of England.

      But Mr. Bassingthwaighte just laughed. “No, he won’t. What good would it do to shoot me? You would still be ruined. He needs me alive so I can marry you. That will be the only way to quash the rumors.”

      He continued droning on about how he expected Izzie to be more obedient once she was his wife. Izzie paid him little mind. The future he was describing was not going to happen. She would make sure of it.

      He might not be worried about Harrington calling him out. But Harrington was useful in more ways than one and had shown all his sisters precisely where to knee a man for maximum impact.

      She marked the moment he became so involved in his speech that his attention started to drift. As he cast a long-suffering gaze toward the trees, she brought her knee up, taking him square in the groin.

      Harrington’s advice worked better than Izzie could have hoped. Mr. Bassingthwaighte released her at once, clutching his intimate bits with a piteous moan. He crumpled forward, winding up on his knees in the dirt.

      Izzie turned and ran, then stopped as she realized she had started in the wrong direction and was heading deeper into the dark walks.

      She started to turn but saw that Mr. Bassingthwaighte had struggled to his feet. “You’re going to… regret that!” he ground out, staggering toward her.

      Oh, dear. He was blocking her best escape route. Now, she had no choice but to flee even deeper into the gardens.

      Behind her, she could hear a series of pops as the evening’s fireworks display commenced. She came to a crossing and turned left, catching a glimpse of Mr. Bassingthwaighte lurching after her. He was gaining ground in spite of his injury, and she struggled to gather handfuls of her skirts so she could run properly.

      He pulled within an arm’s length, and she made a quick decision. Without warning, she cut sharply to the left, abandoning the path and taking her chances in the wooded thicket.

      It was pitch black in the trees. Izzie couldn’t see where she was placing her feet, but she knew she couldn’t stop. She stumbled once… twice… but somehow managed to keep her feet. She could hear Mr. Bassingthwaighte crashing through the underbrush behind her, cursing all the while, but she couldn’t see well enough to determine how close he might be.

      Somehow, she managed not to fall, and after what seemed like an eternity of stumbling blindly through the darkness, she detected the faint red glow of the fireworks display filtering into the woods up ahead.

      Surely enough, the path appeared before her. She could have wept with gratitude as moonlight fell upon her face.

      And then, after having somehow floundered through the trees in total blackness, that was the moment she managed to trip.

      What a disaster this night was turning into! She braced herself, expecting to fall face-first in the dirt.

      Instead, a pair of strong hands caught her about the waist. Rather than feeling the gritty path against her cheek, she collided with a warm, firm wall covered in soft wool. But no, not a wall.

      A man.

      Oh, God. It was probably Mr. Bassingthwaighte, and she was out of the frying pan and straight into the fire. Although… Mr. Bassingthwaighte had smelled of cheap wine and sweat. This man smelled clean, like plain white soap and fresh linen that had been dried in the sun.

      She tentatively lifted her head and peered at him in the moonlight. “Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy?”

      “Y-yes,” answered a familiar, deep voice.

      Izzie sagged with relief, clinging to him for purchase. “Oh, thank goodness it’s you!”

      On one level, almost anybody was better than Tristan Bassingthwaighte. And it was true that she scarcely knew Archibald Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy.

      But her entire family held him in high esteem. Her sister, Anne, thought the world of him.

      Surely, he would help her.

      “Are you all right?” his rich baritone rumbled in her ear.

      She answered honestly. “I am, now that you’re here.”

      That must’ve flummoxed him because he didn’t answer. What he did was stand there, steady as an oak, not pawing at her, or dragging her about, but giving her a moment to catch her breath. His hands, warm and gentle, remained at her waist, but strangely, she found their presence reassuring rather than threatening.

      She had almost recovered her equilibrium when the sound of someone crashing through the underbrush behind her sent her reeling again. She squealed, glancing over her shoulder, but couldn’t tell how close Mr. Bassingthwaighte had drawn in the darkness.

      Suddenly, her feet left the ground. Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy lifted her and turned, reversing their positions so he could shield her with his big body.

      Her heart gave a squeeze. After the assortment of vices she had encountered in the dark walks, it was good to remember that there were some decent men left in the world.

      Still, if Tristan Bassingthwaighte was going to come crashing out of the underbrush at any second, she needed to take action. She had told him her purpose in visiting the dark walks was to meet another man.

      There was another man right here.

      “I must ask you for the most terrible favor.”

      “Anything,” he whispered, his breath carrying a hint of cinnamon.

      Although… perhaps he was not the right man to ask to help her stage this scene. He was courting Cecilia Chenoweth, after all, and had just taken her off in order to propose marriage when the Duke of Trevissick had arrived at Vauxhall and announced his intention to do the same.

      It occurred to her that the fact that he was here in the dark walks, alone, almost certainly meant that Ceci had accepted the duke’s proposal, not his.

      Still, she found herself asking again, “Are… are you sure?”

      “Anything,” he said firmly.

      The sounds from the underbrush were growing louder. She didn’t have time to hem and haw. And, after all, he had said anything, not that depends, or what, exactly, did you have in mind?

      Who was she to question him?

      So, what she said was, “Oh, thank you!”

      And she looped her arms around his neck, rose up on her toes, and kissed him.
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      So, she does know my name.

      That was the last coherent thought to emerge from Archibald’s brain before Isabella Astley pressed her lips against his.

      He hadn’t been sure. When he first made her acquaintance, at the wedding of one of her sisters to Viscount Thetford, he was introduced not to her but to “the twins.” Her sister, Lady Lucy, had been the one to say the requisite greetings and carry the conversation while Lady Isabella stared across the room, her lips curved into a bemused half-smile and her thoughts clearly a thousand miles away.

      She hadn’t been the only one struggling to attend to the conversation. Seeing Isabella Astley for the first time had felt like getting run over by a brace of oxen. She was that beautiful. She had the large, dark blue eyes that were an Astley family trait. But, unlike most of her sisters, her hair was not blonde but a rich, dark brown, which, combined with her pale, creamy skin, made her eyes all the more striking. She was tall for a woman, only an inch shorter than him, and quite slim with only the barest hint of a bosom. She had a delicate quality about her that made him nervous to even bow over her hand out of fear that he might break her with his meaty paw.

      All of this combined into an otherworldly quality. He remembered thinking that she did not look human. She looked like the daughter of the fairy king.

      Up until that moment, Archibald had spent precisely zero minutes of his life thinking about the daughter of the fairy king. His thoughts tended to be consumed with cannons and coal, steam engines and screw-cutting lathes.

      Yet, there he was, pining after Isabella Astley like a lovesick schoolboy.

      But then, at the wedding breakfast, it got a thousand times worse. Because that was when he finally heard her speak.

      She was so clever. He had been seated at the next table over, only a few feet away and at such an angle that he could just see her out of the corner of his eye. His assigned dining partner had decided to ignore him in favor of trying to flirt with Lord Graverley across the table. With nothing to distract him and seated in such close proximity, he hadn’t been able to help but overhear Isabella Astley’s every remark.

      She was different from any young lady he had ever encountered. She stated her opinions with an assurance most women twice her age did not possess. She seemed to have little knowledge of the latest gossip. Apparently, she read Gothic novels obsessively and was even trying her own hand at writing them.

      When Mrs. Whitcombe informed her that the Gothic novels she loved were “tawdry,” Lady Isabella had squealed, pulling a pencil and a little bound notebook from her reticule. “You must have read some very good ones to lead you to such a conclusion. Please, won’t you tell me their titles and describe their most tawdry elements?”

      Later, Lady Iveson pointedly told her that it wasn’t decorous for young ladies to wear bold colors, a thinly veiled criticism of Lady Isabella’s red gown.

      “Should I meet a decorous young lady,” she replied with grave sincerity, “I will be sure to mention it to her.”

      Then, during the dessert course, Lady Hering complained that the Ancient Egyptian artifacts decorating the bridegroom’s family home were “ghastly” and anyone who would choose such a garish theme was “immoral.” Lady Isabella replied, “At least my new family-by-marriage’s decorations aren’t a dead bore, unlike your conversation.”

      Archibald had to feign a bout of coughing to cover his laughter. She was like a solitary streak of oil paint, vivid and confident, on a sun-faded watercolor. Even though he knew next to nothing about her favorite topics, he could have sat listening to her all day, feeling nothing but delight at the extraordinary sentences that emerged from her rose-pink lips.

      She never seemed to notice him over the months and years that followed, not even when he had come to stay as a guest at her family’s home. He didn’t blame her. How could he expect this ethereal creature to notice the likes of him, a glorified blacksmith who spent his days laboring either in his family’s iron forge or his own machine shop? It was as ridiculous as expecting Aphrodite to notice Hephaestus.

      Well, of course, Aphrodite had noticed Hephaestus. Hell, she had even married him.

      But everyone knew how that had turned out.

      So, Archibald had contented himself with admiring Isabella Astley from afar and dreaming about her each night, never expecting her to look at him, much less speak to him.

      So tonight, when she threw her arms around his neck and pressed her lips eagerly against his?

      His brain ceased functioning, immediately and completely. That was the only explanation for the extreme impropriety of what he did next.

      He did not kiss her the way a gentleman should kiss a lady—a restrained, closed-mouth meeting of the lips designed not to unsettle her delicate sensibilities.

      Instead, a primitive growl emerged from his throat. Mine was the word that echoed through his skull. He proceeded not to kiss her so much as to devour her. She tasted of cherries, sweet and tart and utterly delicious, and he could not get enough of her. She felt so, so perfect in his arms. She was slight compared to his own hulking frame, but it would be a mistake to call her weak, for her kiss crackled with a vivacious energy that left him breathless.

      He must have kissed her in thoughtless abandon for some minutes, for when Archibald was next aware of anything, he saw that he had pulled her close, pressing his body against every inch of hers, from throat to thighs. One of his burly arms was wrapped around her waist, and the other snaked across her upper back. His meaty hand was tangled in her hair, depriving her of any chance to escape.

      He pulled back, regret and shame flooding him. He was ten times as strong as she, and he had just forced himself on her. “Lady Isabella, I… I’m so sorry.”

      Her eyelids fluttered open. She was so dazed that she looked almost drunk, but her eyes slowly came into focus.

      She stared at him for ten agonizing seconds as he sheepishly disentangled his fingers from her hair.

      Just as he was preparing to step back, she said it.

      “I’m not.”

      And then she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him back to her.
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      Why had she never noticed how gorgeous Archibald Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy was?

      Perhaps gorgeous was the wrong word. He certainly wasn’t pretty, like so many men of the ton who flitted about worrying about their meticulously windswept hair or spending a significant proportion of their waking hours trying to transform their cravat into a waterfall.

      He was better than pretty. He was powerful. Manly.

      Virile.

      And the way he kissed?

      Being a fan of Gothic novels, Izzie knew certain things about kisses. They were supposed to change your life, for one. When you kissed your one true love, you would know it at once.

      And a real kiss would make you feel things.

      Being eager to experience these things for herself, she had specifically sought out opportunities to have one of those magical kisses. She had, in fact, kissed five young men before tonight.

      And she had felt things, all right.

      Primarily disappointment. But also, upon occasion, boredom, righteous indignation, and the desire to wash her face and hands with lye soap.

      But Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy’s kiss was completely different. She loved the way it felt to be cradled against his muscular chest, to have his strong arms surrounding her. Moments ago, she had literally been running for her life, but in his arms, she felt safe. He was the sort of man who made you feel absolute confidence in his ability to protect you. And, unlike so many men, he didn’t grab and paw at her. Only after she pressed herself against him had he enfolded her in his arms. He took no more than she was willing to give, and there was a reverence in the way he touched her, as if she were a precious treasure. His was a kiss that gave instead of took, that venerated instead of plundered, and it was exactly what she needed after her frightening encounter with Mr. Bassingthwaighte.

      And dear lord, the man could kiss! He kissed her as if the explosions going off around them were cannonballs rather than fireworks. As if the world was about to end and kissing her was the last thing he would ever do, and he wanted to make it count.

      Everyone sneeringly said that he was little more than a blacksmith. He was built like a blacksmith, but he reminded Izzie more of a Viking, and she suddenly found herself wishing he would ransack her.

      She couldn’t seem to stop touching him. God, but his chest was broad, and his shoulders? Magnificent. Every place her hands strayed was so firm, so warm. It made her wish they weren’t separated by so many layers of fabric…

      Suddenly, he growled, hugging her body against his chest and lifting her off the ground as easily as if she were a rag doll. He carried her to one of the faux Greek ruins along the side of the path. This one looked like a cluster of columns, but, as this was Vauxhall, they were really logs with a little paint slapped on.

      One of them had been sawed off at waist level, with a flat, smooth top. As he set her down upon it, it struck Izzie that it looked like an offering table, just the kind of place where the Ancient Greeks might have made a virgin sacrifice. The thought should have terrified her, but suddenly, the notion of sacrificing her virginity to Archibald Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy on a pagan altar in the moonlight did not sound like the absolute worst idea she’d ever had.

      Without breaking contact with his lips, she tugged her skirts up so she could get her knees out of the way. He immediately stepped into the cradle of her thighs, and now things were getting interesting. Her pulse was flying, and her breath was coming in pants. She made a mewl of protest when he tore his lips from hers, but then he started kissing his way down her neck, which was equally delicious.

      She could feel a hard ridge beneath the falls of his trousers. Having snooped through her brother Harrington’s room thoroughly enough to find the book of scandalous prints he kept hidden beneath his mattress, she had a fair idea what that was, and the notion that Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy was having those sorts of thoughts while kissing her made her purr with satisfaction.

      She scooted even closer to the edge of the column, her curiosity getting the better of her, as usual. He did not retreat but began to circle his hips, grinding his hardness against her softness, and… and… She did not have any words for that.

      She was gasping for breath as his hand slid up the silk bodice of her dress, his fingertips stroking her nipple through the cloth, and that was when she cried out.

      And ruined everything.

      “Isabella?” a reedy voice called from within the grove of trees behind them. “Isabella, is that you?”

      The voice was familiar.

      Familiar, and irritating.

      Surely enough, a few seconds later, Tristan Bassingthwaighte came stumbling out of the woods.

      Izzie buried her head in Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy’s neck. It wasn’t that she was embarrassed for Mr. Bassingthwaighte to discover them locked in an intimate embrace. She dimly recalled that this had been her original purpose, what felt like a thousand years ago.

      But Izzie’s nerves were raw, and her emotions were alarmingly close to the surface. She didn’t think she could bear to meet anyone’s eye at that moment when she was feeling so vulnerable.

      Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy seemed to understand, for he pulled her securely against his chest, cradling her head in one of his marvelously capable hands. She immediately felt comforted.

      It appeared that Tristan Bassingthwaighte had not yet spotted them, as they were in the shadow of the archway. “You can stop playing coy, Isabella. You wanted me to chase you, and I did. But now you owe me a favor. And I don’t mean just a kiss.”

      Isabella cringed. That was why she’d been running away, all right.

      Beside her, Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy’s brow descended into a ferocious scowl.

      “Aha! I recognize those red skirts,” Mr. Bassingthwaighte called. “I’ve found your hiding spot, and now… Oh.”

      From over Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy’s shoulder, she saw him stop short as he noticed that she was not alone.

      The poet scowled. “What are you playing at, Isabella?”

      She drew herself up, willing her voice to sound haughty and not terrified. “As I told you earlier, my reasons for visiting the dark walks tonight have nothing to do with you. Now, if you will excuse us.”

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte scowled. “Oh, no. You cannot possibly expect me to believe that you are in any way interested in this crude—”

      “He’s not crude!” Izzie snapped. “Now, I would appreciate it if you would leave me alone.”

      “I won’t,” Mr. Bassingthwaighte said, advancing on her. “Not until I’ve had my turn.”

      His turn? To think, he had the absolute gall to imagine that he was entitled to a turn when she had just told him no!

      “She’s not a bowl of nuts, and I’m not going to hand her to you when I’ve had my fill,” Archibald snarled. “If she doesn’t want your hands on her, then you’re not going to put them there. Full stop.”

      She’s not a bowl of nuts. They weren’t the words of a poet, such as Mr. Bassingthwaighte.

      But Izzie found the sentiment behind them more affecting than the most polished sonnet.

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte stopped, his face turning pale in the moonlight. Although he was an inch taller than Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy, he looked positively scrawny by comparison. He held his hands up, placatingly. “Come, Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy—let’s not get all worked up over a bit of muslin.”

      “A bit of muslin?” Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy’s voice was quiet. Quiet, and dangerous. “Did you just refer to Lady Isabella as a bit of muslin?”

      Izzie sensed that an explosion was about to occur.

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte did not seem privy to his impending doom. “You know what I mean.”

      Archibald snarled. “You will never speak about her that way again. In fact”—he glanced down at Izzie—“do you wish to speak to this man again?”

      “Never,” she confirmed.

      He returned his menacing glare to Mr. Bassingthwaighte. “You will never speak to her again. If you are standing in a ballroom and she enters, you will fabricate an excuse to leave. You will do everything within your power to make sure that she never has to clap her eyes upon your worthless carcass ever again.”

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte seemed to have finally comprehended the danger he was in. He was trying to put on a brave front, but his eyes were darting around as if looking for a route of escape. In a nasal voice, he asked, “And if I don’t?”

      Leaving Izzie sitting on the faux column, Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy took a slow step toward Mr. Bassingthwaighte, then another.

      Izzie could see the whites of Mr. Bassingthwaighte’s eyes in the moonlight. He retreated three steps, bumping into one of the columns.

      Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy seized the lapels of his coat in his right hand. Lifting him off the ground with one arm, he slammed him against the faux ruin, holding him in place with his feet dangling off the ground. “If you don’t,” he said, his voice terrifyingly quiet, “then I will break every bone in your body.” His voice crescendoed to a roar as he said, “Which also happens to be what I will do if you breathe a word to anyone about her presence here tonight! Have I made myself clear?”

      “Yes!” Mr. Bassingthwaighte squeaked.

      “Good.” Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy tossed him to the side.

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte stumbled but managed to keep his feet. “Lady Isabella, I—”

      “Don’t talk,” Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy ordered. “Just leave.”

      Mr. Bassingthwaighte complied, scrambling back into the grove of trees from whence he’d come.

      Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy hurried back to the column where Izzie still sat. An image flashed across her mind of him dressed not in an evening suit but in plate and chainmail.

      My knight in shining armor.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I am. Thanks to you. He was the one I was running away from when I crashed into you.” She swallowed. “He assumed I had come back here looking for him. I panicked and told him I was meeting someone else. So, when I saw you, I… I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have… you know…”

      She trailed off, wondering how he would react. She had admitted that the reason she had kissed him was to stage a scene for Mr. Bassingthwaighte. And it had certainly started off that way.

      But by the end… By the end, everything had changed.

      Which was exactly what was supposed to happen when you kissed the right man.

      Izzie bit her lip, wondering if Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy really was the right man for her and if she had just given the impression that she hadn’t really wanted to kiss him.

      He didn’t look angry. He nodded sympathetically. “It’s all right. He won’t bother you again. If he does”—his face turned dark—“just let me know.”

      Izzie took his hand and pressed it. “I will. Thank you.” She wanted him to touch her, wanted him to kiss her again. But it seemed that the usual rules of how a gentleman was supposed to treat a young lady had somehow crept back into place, and she wasn’t sure how to overcome them.

      The fireworks display had ended, so that you could once again hear the night sounds of the garden.

      And other sounds, too. From the front of the gardens, she heard her twin sister’s voice. “Izzie?”

      A deeper voice. Her brother, Edward. “Izzie, where are you?”

      “Isabella Astley, you had better come out of there right now, or with God as my witness—”

      Izzie bit back a smile. The last one was definitely her mother.

      “Come,” Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy said. “You’ve been missed.”

      He scooped her off the column as if she were as light as a cushion and gently set her on the ground.

      She straightened her skirts. “Do I look all right?”

      He tilted his head, looking baffled. “Do you look all right? You always look…” He suddenly turned his head, dropping his voice to a whisper as he added, “… beautiful.”

      Izzie’s heart gave a little squeeze. Maybe he did like her. Maybe she stood a chance.

      Maybe she hadn’t already ruined everything.

      “I meant, are there any obvious signs that we were… you know…”

      “Oh.” He circled around her, his gaze checking her from head to foot. “Your hair is a little, um…”

      She reached up to pat it, and surely enough, her coiffure was listing to the side. “I’ll say I snagged it on a tree.”

      He nodded. “That will serve.”

      He offered her his arm, and they headed toward the sound of the voices calling out for her. As they neared the front of the gardens, Vauxhall’s famous lamps began blinking at them through the trees, making it easier to see.

      As they emerged into the crossing of two paths, Isabella saw her mother and sister, Lucy.

      Her mother stalked over, steam all but shooting from her ears. “There you are! I told you to stay away from the dark walks!”

      “I’m sorry, Mama. I got a bit turned around, and—”

      Her mother cast her eyes heavenward. “A bit turned around, my foot. You’ve been missing for half an hour!”

      Izzie was opening her mouth to make some excuse when Archibald laid his hand upon her arm, which was linked with his.

      “I came upon Lady Isabella toward the back of the gardens. Her hair was badly snared on a branch.” He nodded toward her ruined coiffure. “Even with me there to help, it took some minutes to disentangle her. I am so sorry that you were worried.”

      Izzie glanced up at him in surprise. He had covered for her. She doubted her mother would have believed the excuse had she uttered it.

      But Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy’s reputation was much more upstanding. And everyone was feeling warmly toward him right now for his willingness to offer for Cecilia Chenoweth when her reputation had been in shreds.

      Surely enough, her mother’s posture eased, and Izzie could almost see the indignation go out of her. She rubbed her brow. “If there is trouble to be found, my Isabella will always manage to find it.”

      “I’m sorry, Mama. I was actually quite scared when I realized where I was. You cannot imagine my relief when I saw that Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy was the one who had found me.”

      She held his eye as she said this, hoping he would see it was the truth.

      “Thank you, sir,” the countess said. “You have performed yet another great service for us.”

      The rest of her family had drifted up. Toward the back of the group, she saw the Duke of Trevissick with Cecilia Chenoweth on his arm. They were gazing at each other, lost to the world around them.

      Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy’s arm stiffened beneath hers. She glanced up, and his mournful expression confirmed her suspicions that Ceci had accepted the duke’s proposal over his.

      He cleared his throat. “Well, then. I’ll turn you over to your family.”

      He started to withdraw his arm, but Izzie instinctively clung to it. She did not like the idea of him being left alone when he was feeling low.

      Her mother’s expression was arch. “I think it would be better if you walked out with us.”

      Mr. Nettlethorpe-Ogilvy kept his eyes fixed on the ground. “All right, then. Thank you.”

      They left the gardens together.
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