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      For the first time in six years, Victoria chose her own gown.

      The sapphire silk matched her eyes perfectly, skimming over her skin like a lover’s whisper, cool and decadent against flesh that hadn’t felt a man’s reverent touch in far too long. Every rustle of the fabric as she moved sent a shiver racing down her spine, a reminder that tonight she belonged to no one’s expectations but her own. Five years of marriage to the duke had taught her exactly what she never wanted again—his whiskey breath, his fumbling hands, his pathetic attempts at dominance that left her bruised and empty.

      Tonight was different. Tonight, she was free.

      The gown hugged curves that childbearing had made fuller, more lush. Her copper hair caught the candlelight, and for once she didn't care about the freckles across her nose or the way her hips had widened. She had spent years shrinking herself into silence, but not tonight. Let them all look. Let them whisper. She would let them choke on it.

      "My God, Victoria." Arabella swept into the room, eyes widening. "You look positively sinful."

      "Perfect." Victoria turned from the mirror, noting how Arabella's gaze lingered on the low neckline. "I intend to be."

      The Rycroft ballroom blazed with scandal barely contained beneath polite conversation. Victoria moved through the crowd, the silk of her skirts whispering against her thighs with each deliberate step, a soft secret only she could hear. Heat and candlelight shimmered around her, gilding every hungry male gaze that followed her as if she were a prize they had no right to touch. Whispers rippled through the throng—speculation about the wealthy young widow finally out of mourning.

      And then she saw him.

      Henry Rupert, Earl of Abingdon, stood across the ballroom like a dark promise. The sight of him stole the air from her lungs, her heart giving a traitorous, stuttering leap as if recognizing a familiar rhythm it had been starved of. Five years collapsed in an instant. He'd grown into his power—broader shoulders, sharper jaw, eyes that held secrets she'd once dreamed of sharing. The boy who'd courted her with tender persistence was gone, replaced by a man who looked like he could devour her whole.

      The man she'd been meant to marry.

      Their eyes met across the room, and pain sliced through her chest. She was nineteen again, standing in her father's drawing room with ten suitors vying for her hand. Henry had been the most persistent, the most charming—the one who'd made her heart race with just a smile.

      "The duke will settle my debts," her father had announced. "You'll marry him within the month."

      The memory still haunted her—how she'd been preparing to accept Henry's proposal that very afternoon, how her world had shattered with her father's pronouncement. She'd had no choice. Her father's gambling had condemned her to five years of hell, but she could tell no one that—the shame would destroy what little family honor remained.

      Henry's mouth curved in a smile that held no warmth as he began moving toward her, and her heart clenched with longing and dread. The crowd seemed to part before him, as if sensing the predator in their midst.

      "Lady Devonshire." His voice was exactly as she remembered—rich, cultured, with an undertone that still made something flutter in her chest. "You look magnificent. Sapphire suits you far better than black ever did."

      The familiar timbre sent an unwelcome rush of warmth through her, followed immediately by the chill of reality. "Lord Rupert." She inclined her head, proud that her voice remained steady. "I wasn't aware you were in attendance."

      "I wouldn't miss Lady Rycroft's gatherings. They're always so... illuminating." His dark eyes traveled deliberately over her exposed décolletage before returning to her face. The slow drag of his gaze felt like a caress, leaving behind an almost physical ache, as if he’d stroked her with his hand instead of just his eyes. "Besides, I've been waiting for this moment for five years."

      Heat flooded her cheeks as memories threatened to surface—stolen kisses, whispered promises of a future together, the way he'd looked at her like she was his entire world. "I'm sure I don't know what you mean."

      "Don't you?" He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell bergamot and something darker, more masculine. It hit her like a memory made flesh—the scent of late spring evenings spent in stolen embraces, the warmth of his hands sliding over her gloved wrists. She had to steel herself against the wave of longing it evoked. "You chose poorly, Victoria. We both know it."

      The words hit her like ice water because he was right and so terribly wrong, and he would never know the difference. "You forget yourself⁠—"

      "Do I? Tell me, did Devonshire ever make you feel the way I did during our courtship? Did he ever make your pulse race with just a look?" His voice dropped to a whisper that somehow carried more impact than a shout. "Did he ever make you wet just by saying your name?"

      She gasped, stepping backward only to find herself trapped against the wall. Her spine pressed to the cool paneling, the contrast of its chill against the heat spiraling through her body making her knees weaken. Her body’s treacherous response—nipples tightening, a hot pulse low in her belly—proved his point even as her heart broke a little more. “How dare you⁠—"

      "I dare because I know the truth. Five years married to a man who couldn't satisfy a whore, let alone a woman like you." His eyes glittered with dark satisfaction. "You chose his money over pleasure, Victoria. How did that work out for you?"

      Each word was a lash that stripped away her defenses. Part of her wondered if she should have fought harder, refused the match, run away with him when he'd begged her to elope that final, desperate night. Anything but submit to her father's demands and pay for it every night for five years.

      "What do you want?" she whispered.

      "What I've always wanted." His hand settled on the wall beside her head, caging her in without quite touching. The nearness of him—his heat, his scent, the sheer male weight of his presence—wrapped around her like a snare, pulling taut with every breath she took. "You. In my bed. Screaming my name while I give you everything that old bastard never could."

      Her knees nearly buckled as desire and heartbreak warred in her chest. The crude words painted images of everything she'd dreamed of during their courtship, everything she'd lost.

      "Meet me tonight," he said. "The gardens. Let me show you what you threw away when you chose him over me."

      The proposition hung between them, heavy with years of regret and unspoken desire. Victoria stared up at him, at this man who offered everything she'd sacrificed for duty—the man she'd been ready to choose before choice was stolen from her.

      Then sanity crashed back.

      "Absolutely not." She pushed past him, her whole body trembling with outrage and unwanted longing. The brush of his sleeve against hers as she fled left her skin tingling, humiliatingly aware of how badly she wanted to turn back. "I'm not some conquest to be claimed because you're still nursing wounded pride."

      "Wounded pride?" His laughter followed her across the ballroom. "Oh, Victoria. This isn't about pride anymore."

      She fled, her face burning with humiliation and something far more dangerous. The audacity of the man! To think she would throw herself at him after all these years, to assume she'd had a choice at all.

      But even as indignation filled her thoughts, her heart whispered a terrible truth—that she would have thrown herself at him in a heartbeat if she thought for one moment, he still cared for her rather than merely wanting to use her for revenge.

      Her skin felt too tight, her breath came too quickly, and between her legs she ached with a need she barely understood.

      Because he was right about one thing—she had chosen wrong. But not in the way he thought.

      And now he was offering her a chance to discover what she'd lost against her will.

      
      Henry watched Victoria flee across the ballroom, his cock straining against his breeches as he imagined chasing her down and taking her right there against the wall. Every nerve in his body screamed for it—the rough feel of her pinned beneath him, the taste of her lips after five years of going without. The restraint it took not to follow her was a razor scraping against his skin.

      Five years. Five fucking years, he'd waited for this moment.

      He could still remember the day she'd chosen Devonshire—standing in her father's drawing room like a prize to be auctioned, weighing his offer of love against the duke’s offer of gold. He'd begged her to elope with him that final night, promised to find a way to pay her father's debts himself. She'd kissed him with tears in her eyes and said it was impossible. Love had lost, as it always did with the ton's daughters.

      But he'd been patient. He'd waited while she married that decrepit old bastard, waited while she bore his children, waited while she played the dutiful duchess. And when Devonshire finally had the courtesy to die, Henry had waited through her year of mourning.

      Now she was free. And she was going to pay for choosing money over passion.

      Though seeing her again—the way her eyes had widened with what looked almost like pain when she'd first spotted him—made something twist uncomfortably in his chest. That look had undone him more than he wanted to admit; it hadn’t been calculation in her gaze, but something softer, almost wounded. For one dizzy second, he’d almost believed she still wanted him.

      He'd seen the way her pulse had jumped when he'd cornered her, the way her nipples had tightened beneath that sapphire silk. Her body remembered what her mind was trying to forget—that he'd been the only one who'd ever made her feel anything.

      "She turned you down." Lady Uffington appeared at his side, blonde and willing and exactly what he needed to make his point.

      "For now." Henry's smile was predatory as he watched Victoria disappear into the crowd. His
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