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      The problem with being London's most notorious Ice Maiden was that eventually, some fool would attempt to melt you.

      Lady Imogen Caldwell stood beneath Almack's famous chandeliers, her spine as straight as the marble columns surrounding the assembly room, watching Lord Sebastian Wilde prowl through the crowd like a panther among sheep. His evening clothes should have civilized him. Instead, the perfect cut of his black coat only emphasized the predatory grace underneath.

      "He's coming this way," her friend Penelope whispered, fan fluttering nervously. "They say he's ruined three ladies this Season alone."

      "They say many things," Imogen replied coolly, though her pulse performed a most improper skip as Sebastian's dark gaze found hers across the room. "Most of them tedious."

      But there was nothing tedious about the way he moved toward her, ignoring the simpering debutantes who tried to catch his attention. Nothing tedious about those sinful lips that curved in a smile promising exactly the sort of trouble she couldn't afford.

      She needed a husband. Desperately. Before the month was out, or her father's debts would destroy them all. The creditors had given them thirty days—thirty days to find someone wealthy enough to pay off twenty thousand pounds of gambling debts before they seized everything. Their home, their possessions, their good name.

      But she needed a safe husband, a boring husband, a husband who would never guess that beneath her ice lived a woman who dreamed of being thoroughly, scandalously melted.

      Lord Sebastian Wilde was definitely not that husband. He was a rakehell, a seducer, a man who collected women like some men collected snuff boxes. Marriage was the last thing on his mind.

      "Lady Imogen." His voice was dark velvet and aged whiskey, the kind that burned deliciously going down. He executed a perfect bow that somehow managed to feel like a caress. "You look particularly... untouchable this evening."

      "How fortunate," she replied, lifting her chin. "As I have no desire to be touched."

      His laugh was low and wicked. "Liar."

      The single word hit her like a splash of champagne—effervescent, intoxicating, and completely inappropriate for Almack's hallowed halls. Around them, the ton's matrons pretended not to watch while absolutely watching every moment of their interaction.

      "I beg your pardon?" Ice dripped from each word, the tone that had sent lesser men scurrying.

      But Sebastian only stepped closer, still maintaining perfect propriety while somehow making the three feet between them feel like foreplay. "You heard me perfectly well. That ice you wear like armor? It's not to keep others out, my lady. It's to keep something in."

      Heat—traitorous, liquid heat—pooled low in her belly. "Your arrogance is astounding."

      "My accuracy, you mean." His dark eyes held hers with an intensity that should have been illegal in polite society. "Shall we dance?"

      "Absolutely not." She couldn't afford to dance with him. Lord Pemberton had been showing interest—proper, boring, wealthy Lord Pemberton who would make an acceptable husband. He was watching them now from across the room, frowning at Sebastian's proximity.

      "Afraid?"

      The challenge in that single word ignited something dangerous in her chest. Imogen never backed down from a challenge—it was what had earned her the Ice Maiden title in the first place. Three Seasons of refusing every rake, rogue, and fortune hunter who thought they could thaw her famous reserve.

      "I fear nothing, my lord. Least of all you."

      "Prove it." Sebastian held out his hand, and she saw the trap for what it was. Dance with London's most notorious rake at Almack's, and the gossips would feast for weeks. Refuse, and confirm she was afraid of him.

      Behind Sebastian, she caught sight of Lord Westmoreland exchanging money with Lord Hartley. Were they... wagering? On her?

      "What are they betting on?" she demanded.

      Sebastian's smile turned predatory. "Whether I can make you blush before midnight."

      "How juvenile."

      "How lucrative. Westmoreland has fifty pounds saying I can't." He leaned closer, his breath warm against her ear. "I have a hundred saying I can do much more than make you blush."

      The impropriety of it—the sheer, unmitigated gall—should have sent her running to Lady Jersey to report his behavior. Instead, she heard herself say, "And if you fail?"

      "Then I'll leave you alone for the remainder of the Season."

      Now that was tempting. No more of his knowing looks across ballrooms, no more verbal sparring that left her flushed and restless, no more dreams about what those clever hands might do if she let them. She could focus on finding a proper husband without his distracting presence.

      "And if you succeed?" she asked, already knowing she was walking into disaster.

      "Then you grant me one request. Nothing that would ruin you," he added quickly, seeing her expression. "I'm a rake, not a villain."

      "There's a difference?"

      "Oh, my dear Lady Imogen." His voice dropped to a purr that she felt in places a lady didn't acknowledge. "You're about to find out."

      She glanced across the room. Lord Pemberton was still watching, looking increasingly put out. If she danced with Sebastian, it might drive away her only real prospect. But if she refused...

      "One dance," she said. "And when you fail—which you will—you'll not only leave me alone, you'll apologize publicly for your presumption."

      "Agreed." He took her gloved hand, and even through the kid leather, she felt the shock of contact. "Shall we begin?"

      The orchestra struck up a waltz—of course it did. The dance that required his hand at her waist, her hand in his, their bodies moving in synchronization. She'd waltzed with dozens of men without feeling anything more than mild boredom.

      But the moment Sebastian's hand settled at her waist, everything changed.

      It wasn't improper—his hand was exactly where it should be, perfectly respectable for Almack's strict standards. But the heat of his palm seemed to burn through the silk of her gown, through her stays, through every layer of propriety until she felt naked beneath his touch. His other hand cradled hers with a gentleness that contradicted everything she knew about him.

      "You're trembling," he murmured as he swept her into the dance.

      "The room is cold."

      "The room is stifling, and we both know it." He guided her through a turn that brought her incrementally closer—still within Almack's rigid propriety, but close enough that she could smell his cologne. Sandalwood and something darker, more dangerous. "Would you like to know what I think?"

      "Not particularly."

      "I think," he continued as if she hadn't spoken, "that you've spent so long being what everyone expects—perfect, proper, untouchable—that you've forgotten who you really are."

      "And you presume to know who I really am?"

      "I know you chose ice blue silk that matches your eyes but makes your skin look like porcelain. I know you've refused fourteen proposals this Season alone. And I know that right now, your pulse is racing."

      She fought the urge to check if her rapid heartbeat was visible at her throat. "Medical observation is hardly scandalous, my lord."

      "No? Then let me be more specific." His hand tightened fractionally at her waist, still completely proper to any observer, but she felt the possession in it. "Your breath catches every time I pull you closer on the turns. Your pupils dilate when I look at you like I'm imagining you naked. And despite your legendary control, Lady Imogen, you've been pressing your thighs together since the moment I took your hand."

      Heat flooded her face so suddenly she felt dizzy. "How dare you⁠—"

      "Eight forty-seven," Sebastian said conversationally. "Thirteen minutes to make you blush. I believe I've won our wager."

      She tried to pull away, but he held her firmly, never breaking the rhythm of their waltz. Around them, she was aware of watching eyes, of whispers behind fans, of her reputation balanced on a knife's edge. Lady Jersey herself was observing from her throne-like position near the refreshment table, those sharp eyes missing nothing.

      "Let me go," she hissed.

      "Not yet. We haven't discussed my prize."

      "Your request. One request that won't ruin me, as agreed."

      "Meet me in the refreshment room in ten minutes."

      Her step faltered. "Absolutely not. That would be⁠—"

      "Improper? Yes. Scandalous? Possibly. But not ruinous. The refreshment room is hardly a private chamber. Anyone might wander in."

      "Exactly why I won't⁠—"

      "Unless, of course, you're afraid you can't control yourself around me for ten minutes without a room full of chaperones."

      The challenge in his voice sparked her pride like flint on steel. "I have more control in my smallest finger than you have in your entire dissolute body."

      "Prove it."

      There it was again—that dare that she couldn't seem to resist. The waltz was ending, other couples already beginning to leave the floor. This was her chance to escape, to return to her safe, boring, necessary hunt for a safe, boring, necessary husband.

      Instead, she heard herself say, "Ten minutes."

      Sebastian's smile was pure sin. "I'll be waiting by the third pillar. The one partially hidden by that hideous arrangement of silk roses Lady Jersey insists on every week."

      He released her with perfect propriety, bowing as the dance ended. To anyone watching, they appeared to part with appropriate formality. But as Imogen walked away, she could feel his gaze on her like a physical touch, promising things that would definitely ruin her if she let them happen.

      She found Penelope immediately, her friend's brown eyes wide with concern.

      "Imogen, what are you doing?" Penelope whispered urgently. "Lord Pemberton was about to approach you for the next set, but now he's heading for the card room looking quite put out."

      "Let him go," Imogen said, though her stomach twisted. Lord Pemberton had been her best hope—wealthy, respectable, and boring enough that he'd never suspect the fire that burned beneath her ice.

      "Let him go? Imogen, you need to marry this Season. Your father's debts⁠—"

      "Are my concern," Imogen cut her off, though Penelope was the only one who knew the full truth. Twenty thousand pounds owed to some very impatient creditors. Thirty days to find a husband wealthy enough to pay them. Two weeks already gone.

      "Lord Sebastian won't marry you," Penelope said bluntly. "He's a rake. He doesn't marry anyone. He'll ruin you and move on to his next conquest."

      "I know that."

      "Then why are you—" Penelope stopped, her eyes widening. "Oh, Imogen. You're in love with him."
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