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      Lady Cecily Marchmont had three weeks to escape, and the man leering at her across Lord Whitmore's ballroom was the reason why.

      The crush of silk and perfume pressed around her, a hundred beeswax candles casting golden light over London's finest while champagne bubbles burned her throat with each desperate swallow. Her ivory gown—modest neckline, her mother's pearls, everything proper—suddenly felt like a shroud. Like burial clothes for the woman she'd been before tonight's announcement.

      Lord Wessex—her betrothed as of tonight's announcement—raised his glass to her in a mockery of a toast. Sixty-three years old, with hands that trembled from palsy and a reputation for cruelty that made servants weep. His last wife had died under "mysterious circumstances." The one before that lived in a Swiss sanatorium, too broken to speak.

      He'd cornered her earlier, before the announcement, his spotted hand settling on her bare shoulder like a corpse's touch. "Such soft skin," he'd whispered, breath hot and sour against her ear. "I'll enjoy breaking you in, my dear." She'd felt his fingers tighten, testing, promising. Her stomach had revolted even as her face remained placid. That's what ladies did—smiled while monsters claimed them.

      In three weeks, those spotted hands would have legal right to her body.

      Cecily drained her champagne and decided she'd rather burn.

      "Smile, darling." Her father appeared at her elbow, his own smile fixed like a corpse's. "Lord Wessex is watching."

      "Let him watch." She took another glass from a passing footman. "I'm done performing."

      His fingers dug into her arm through silk and stays. "You'll marry him and be grateful. Twenty-eight years old, refusing every decent offer—you're lucky he'll take you at all."

      "Lucky." She yanked free. "How much did he pay you, Father? What's the going rate for spinster daughters?"

      The slap would have come if they weren't in public. She saw it in his eyes—the violence barely leashed.

      "Dance with your betrothed," he ordered. "And remember, you have nothing without me. No inheritance, no future, nothing."

      He was wrong. Her godmother's fortune waited in trust until her thirtieth birthday. Two more years and she'd inherit enough to live independently, to escape to Italy or France where English scandals mattered less than English pounds. Two more years of freedom if she could just avoid marriage.

      But Wessex wouldn't wait two years. The special license was already procured. And based on what had happened to his last wife—the bruises the undertaker couldn't quite hide—Cecily wouldn't survive long enough to see thirty anyway.

      She needed scandal. Fast. The kind that would make her completely unmarriageable.

      That's when she saw him.

      Lord Christopher Greystowe lounged against a marble pillar like sin made flesh, dark hair falling rakishly over his forehead despite whatever his valet had attempted. A thin white scar cut through his left eyebrow—souvenir from a duel two years past, according to gossip. Something about a married viscountess and her husband's poor aim. Kit had won that duel, and the viscountess's bed, if rumors were true. His evening clothes were perfectly cut but worn with careless elegance—or perhaps he'd already been somewhere wicked before arriving. His cravat was tied in the Mathematical, but slightly loosened, as if he'd been tugging at it. Or perhaps someone else had been tugging at it.

      Kit Greystowe. Second son of an earl, first in every scandal. Three duels, all over women. A dozen ruined reputations. Rumors of what he did in private that made even courtesans blush.

      Perfect.

      Cecily grabbed another champagne and headed straight for him, ignoring the shocked whispers that followed. Silk rustled as ladies turned to watch, fans snapping open to hide scandalized mouths. She felt the weight of society's gaze like chains she was about to shatter.

      Every eye in the ballroom tracked her progress. The Dowager Countess's scandalized gasp. Lord Pemberton's raised eyebrow. Even the musicians seemed to falter.

      She should have been mortified.

      Instead, heat prickled across her skin—awareness, not shame. All these people watching her break the rules. Watching her choose scandal. Her heart hammered, but not entirely from fear. There was something else beneath the terror. Something that made her steps more deliberate, her spine straighter. Something almost like... exhilaration.

      A lady didn't approach a gentleman. Certainly not Lord Greystowe.

      But she was done being a lady.

      His eyes tracked her approach—dark blue, almost black in the candlelight. Gold flecks caught the light when he tilted his head, assessing her with the lazy interest of a predator watching prey walk straight into his reach. A slight smile played at his mouth as if her boldness amused him.

      "Lord Greystowe." Her voice came out steady despite her hammering heart. "I have a proposition for you."

      One dark brow arched. The one with the scar, making him look even more dangerous. "Lady Cecily." He straightened, giving her a bow that was just this side of mocking. "I wasn't aware we were acquainted well enough for business discussions."

      "We're not. That's why you're perfect."

      "Perfect for what, exactly?" His gaze traveled over her slowly, making heat crawl up her neck. "You'll forgive my confusion, but ladies of your impeccable standing don't usually approach men like me."

      "No, they approach you for other things entirely." The bold words surprised them both. "Usually in gardens. Or alcoves. Or private rooms at establishments like Madame Rosalie's."

      His smile widened. "Someone's been listening to gossip."

      "Someone's been studying her options." She glanced around the ballroom, noting the shocked faces. Good. "Walk with me. We need privacy."

      "Giving orders already?" His voice dropped lower, intimate. "I usually prefer to be the one giving orders. Though I might make an exception for you."

      The implication sent unexpected heat through her belly. But he offered his arm, and she took it, feeling solid muscle beneath expensive fabric.

      As they walked toward the card room, she felt every gaze following them. Curious. Shocked. Delighted by the scandal unfolding before them.

      "You're aware of them watching," Kit murmured, his lips close to her ear. "The way your breath just quickened. The flush in your cheeks. That's not embarrassment, is it?"

      "I don't know what you mean."

      "Don't you?" His hand tightened on hers where it rested on his arm. "Most women would shrink from such attention. But you... you're walking taller. Like you want them to see."

      She wanted to deny it. Couldn't find the words.

      "Where are we going?" he asked as she guided him toward the card room.

      "Somewhere we can talk."

      "About?"

      "My ruin."

      His step faltered for just a moment before he recovered. "I beg your pardon?"

      The card room was mostly empty—just two elderly gentlemen playing piquet in the corner. Green baize covered the tables, crystal decanters gleaming in the lamplight. The room smelled of tobacco, brandy, and masculine privilege—a space where women rarely ventured. Cecily led Kit to a table partially hidden behind a potted palm.

      "Sit," she said.

      "So commanding." But he sprawled in his chair with casual grace, gesturing for a footman to bring brandy. "Now, what's this about ruin?"

      Cecily leaned forward. "I need you to ruin me. Thoroughly, publicly, completely. As soon as possible."

      To his credit, he didn't choke on his brandy. His eyes sharpened, losing their lazy amusement. "Why?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "Yes." He leaned forward too, close enough that she could smell sandalwood and something darker. "Despite gossip, I don't make a habit of destroying innocent ladies."

      "I'm hardly innocent. I'm twenty-eight."

      "You're blushing from sitting this close to me." His gaze dropped to her mouth. "That's innocent enough."

      Heat flooded her cheeks, proving his point. "My father announced my engagement tonight. To Lord Wessex. He's procured a special license. The wedding could happen any day now."

      Something dangerous flashed in Kit's eyes. His jaw tightened, and for just a heartbeat she saw something raw beneath his rakish mask—fury, and something that looked almost like pain. His hand clenched on his glass hard enough that she feared it might shatter. "Wessex."

      "You know him?"

      "I know what he is." His voice had gone deadly quiet. "His last wife died under mysterious circumstances. Before that, the Swiss sanatorium. I saw her once, before she left England. She couldn't meet anyone's eyes. Flinched when her own maid moved too quickly." He trailed off, jaw tight. "And the servants... a housemaid was found in the Thames last year. Supposedly suicide, but the marks on her body suggested otherwise."

      "I know." Her voice came out smaller than intended. "That's why I need to make myself unmarriageable. Publicly. In a way even Wessex can't overlook."

      Kit studied her for a long moment. "And you chose me because?"

      "Because your name attached to mine would destroy my reputation completely." She met his gaze. "Because you're exactly the kind of man my father would hate. And because I'd rather choose my own ruin than have it chosen for me."

      His expression softened slightly. "You're braver than you look."

      "Desperate, not brave."

      "Sometimes they're the same thing." He set down his glass. "I have conditions."

      Hope flared in her chest. "You'll do it?"

      "I didn't say that." His fingers drummed on the table. "Ruin needs planning. It can't be a fumble in a garden—that's too easily hushed up. It needs to be public, witnessed, undeniable."

      "Yes, exactly. I thought perhaps⁠—"

      "It needs to look real." He leaned closer, and suddenly the small table felt like no barrier at all. "Like I'm desperate to have you. Like I can't control myself around you."

      Her mouth went dry. "How do we make it look real?"

      "We make it real." His hand moved to cover hers on the table, and the touch sent electricity up her arm. "At least, real enough that your body believes it."

      "I don't understand."

      "Come here." It wasn't a request.

      Cecily's heart hammered as she stood, moving around the table. He pulled her down onto his knee—not straddling him but perched awkwardly on his thigh in a position she'd never been in with any man. Her heart raced against her ribs.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Testing you." His hand settled on her waist, and even through layers of silk and stays, she felt the heat of it. Shocking. Inappropriate. Her body didn't seem to care about propriety—it leaned into his touch without her permission.

      "Testing what?" Her voice came out breathier than intended.

      "Whether you can convince an
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