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      Cecily Craven pressed her ear to her bedchamber door, straining to catch every word of the hushed conversation drifting up from her father's study below. The floorboards creaked beneath her bare feet as she shifted closer, her heart hammering against her ribs.

      "—settlement will be most generous, Lord Pemberton assures me," her father's voice carried through the thin walls, heavy with relief she hadn't heard in months. "Enough to satisfy all creditors, with a comfortable sum remaining."

      "And Miss Cecily?" That was Mr. Whitmore, their long-suffering solicitor. "She's agreed to the arrangement?"

      A pause. Then her father's weary sigh. "She will. She must. There are no other options, Whitmore. The shipping investments are a complete loss, and the textile speculation..." Another pause. "We're ruined. Utterly ruined. Without Lord Pemberton's intervention, we'll be in debtor's prison within the month."

      Cecily's knees gave way, and she slumped against the door. She'd known things were dire—the dismissed servants, the reduced meals, the way her father had aged a decade in the past year. But hearing it spoken so baldly, so hopelessly, made it real in a way that terrified her.

      "The betrothal announcement will be made at week's end," her father continued. "The wedding at Season's end. Lord Pemberton is eager to... that is, he wishes the arrangement finalized quickly."

      Cecily's stomach lurched. Lord Pemberton—sixty if he was a day, a widower whose previous two wives had died in suspicious circumstances. She'd met him twice at social functions, and both times his watery eyes had lingered on her figure in ways that made her skin crawl.

      "Very good, sir." Mr. Whitmore's voice was carefully neutral. "And the young lady's dowry?"

      "Lord Pemberton will provide it himself. Quite generous, actually. He seems... particularly taken with Miss Cecily's youth."

      The words sent ice through Cecily's veins. Youth. That's what she was being sold for—her nineteen years, her unmarked skin, her untouched body. A broodmare for a man old enough to be her grandfather, wealthy enough to buy her outright.

      Cecily stumbled away from the door, her vision blurring with tears of rage and desperation. This couldn't be happening. There had to be another way, some alternative her father hadn't considered.

      But even as the thought formed, she knew it was futile. She'd heard the desperation in his voice, seen the creditors gathering like vultures. Their London townhouse was already mortgaged to the hilt. Her mother's jewelry had been sold months ago. There was nothing left but her.

      A soft knock interrupted her spiraling thoughts. "Miss?" Jenny, her maid, peered around the door. "Your father wishes to see you in his study."

      Cecily's throat constricted. So it was to be now. The formal arrangement of her sale.

      "Thank you, Jenny." Cecily's voice came out steadier than she felt. "Please tell him I'll be down directly."

      She caught sight of herself in the looking glass as she smoothed her skirts—dark hair escaping its pins, green eyes bright with unshed tears, cheeks flushed with emotion. She looked young, innocent, exactly what Lord Pemberton was paying for.

      The study felt smaller than usual when she entered, thick with cigar smoke and the weight of masculine decision-making. Her father sat behind his desk looking haggard, while Mr. Whitmore occupied a chair nearby, papers spread before him like battle plans.

      "Cecily, my dear." Her father's smile was strained. "Please, sit."

      She remained standing, chin lifted in defiance she couldn't quite suppress. "I know why you've summoned me, Papa. I heard."

      Her father's face crumpled slightly. "Then you understand our situation. The... necessity of this arrangement."

      "I understand that you've sold me to Lord Pemberton like a prize heifer."

      "Cecily!" Her father's voice cracked like a whip. "You will not speak of your betrothal in such terms. Lord Pemberton is a man of means and standing⁠—"

      "Lord Pemberton is a doddering old lecher who wants a child-bride to warm his bed." Cecily's voice was ice-cold. "Don't pretend this is anything more than a business transaction."

      Mr. Whitmore cleared his throat uncomfortably. "Miss Craven, perhaps if you considered the alternatives⁠—"

      "The alternatives?" Cecily laughed, a sound devoid of humor. "You mean debtor's prison? Social ruin? Believe me, Mr. Whitmore, I've considered them all."

      Her father leaned forward, his eyes pleading. "Then you'll agree? You'll marry Lord Pemberton?"

      Cecily stared at him for a long moment, this man who'd raised her, loved her, and was now prepared to sacrifice her for his own mistakes. The investments that had seemed so promising, the speculations that had consumed their fortune—all his choices, and yet she was the one paying the price.

      "Do I have a choice?" she asked quietly.

      "Of course you do." But her father's voice lacked conviction. "That is... the family's welfare must be considered..."

      "Then I suppose I must marry him." The words tasted like ash in her mouth. "When?"

      Relief flooded her father's features. "The betrothal will be announced at the Worthington ball this Friday. The wedding at Season's end, as is proper."

      Friday. Four days to accept her fate, to reconcile herself to a life of servitude to a man who saw her as property.

      Four days to find another solution.

      "Very well, Papa." Cecily curtsied with perfect propriety. "If you'll excuse me, I find myself rather tired."

      She left the study with measured steps, but once in the corridor, she all but ran to her chamber. Her mind raced as she climbed the stairs. There had to be something, some way to escape this fate without destroying her family entirely.

      It was Jenny's voice, drifting from the servants' hall below, that provided the answer.

      "—Lord Ravenhurst's masquerade tomorrow night," the maid was saying to cook. "They say it's to be the most scandalous affair of the Season. Masks and mystery, and behaviors that would make a decent woman blush."

      Cecily froze on the landing. Lord Ravenhurst's masquerade. She'd heard whispers about his gatherings—debauchery disguised as entertainment, where the ton's most adventurous members indulged in pleasures that would ruin them if discovered.

      "Mrs. Henderson's niece works there," Jenny continued. "Says the things she's seen... well, a lady oughtn't repeat such tales. But they do say that more than one reputation has been thoroughly compromised at his lordship's parties."

      Thoroughly compromised. The words echoed in Cecily's mind as she slipped into her chamber and closed the door. A compromised reputation would make her unmarriageable to Lord Pemberton or anyone else of his ilk. A proper scandal would destroy the betrothal entirely.

      But it would also destroy her family's only chance at salvation.

      Cecily sank onto her bed, mind churning. If she were caught in a truly compromising situation, Lord Pemberton would certainly withdraw his offer. No man of his standing would marry damaged goods, no matter how desperate her father's circumstances.

      The plan that formed in her mind was reckless, dangerous, and utterly scandalous. It was also her only hope of escape.

      Lord Ravenhurst's masquerade was invitation only, but she knew her father kept such correspondence in his study. A simple theft, a hired hack, and she could be there tomorrow night. All she needed was to be discovered in a compromising position—kissing a stranger, perhaps, or caught in some other impropriety that would make marriage to Lord Pemberton impossible.

      The scandal would free her from the betrothal, but at the cost of her family's financial salvation. They would face ruin, poverty, perhaps even debtor's prison.

      But they would face it with their souls intact, rather than with the blood money from her sacrifice.

      Cecily moved to her escritoire and began composing a letter to her cousin in Bath. If her plan succeeded, she would need somewhere to retreat while the scandal died down. If it failed...

      Well, she would face that consequence when it came.

      The next evening found Cecily dressed in her finest gown—deep emerald silk that brought out her eyes—with her mother's pearl necklace around her throat. She'd told her father she was indisposed and taking dinner in her room, a fiction that would buy her several hours before her absence was discovered.

      The stolen invitation crackled in her reticule as she settled into the hired hack. The direction was infamous—Ravenhurst's estate on the outskirts of London, where scandal bloomed like night flowers.

      "You certain about this direction, miss?" the driver asked, eyeing her respectable appearance with obvious doubt. "Ravenhurst ain't the sort of place for a young lady."

      "I'm quite certain," Cecily replied, proud that her voice didn't shake. "And there's an extra sovereign if you ask no questions."

      The drive seemed to take forever and yet pass too quickly. Cecily's courage wavered with each mile, but the memory of Lord Pemberton's wandering eyes and her father's defeated expression steeled her resolve.

      She was going to ruin herself tonight. Thoroughly, completely, and irrevocably.

      The question was whether she'd have the nerve to see it through.

      As the carriage turned up the long drive to Ravenhurst's mansion, ablaze with lights and alive with music, Cecily took a steadying breath and prepared to embrace her scandalous fate.

      After all, what was the worst that could happen?
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      Cecily stood frozen in the marble foyer of Ravenhurst's mansion, her courage deserting her with each scandalous sight that greeted her eyes. Through the open doors to the ballroom, she glimpsed masked figures in states of undress that would have sent her former governess into apoplexy. A woman in diaphanous silk pressed against a pillar while a man's hands roamed freely over her barely concealed curves, his mouth devouring her throat. Another couple disappeared into an alcove, their urgent whispers and soft moans carrying across the perfumed air.

      This was madness. Pure, unadulterated madness.

      The invitation had specified masks, and Cecily's—a confection of emerald feathers and black silk that matched her gown—provided blessed anonymity. But it did nothing to calm the thundering of her pulse as she witnessed behavior that made her sheltered imagination seem positively innocent.

      Perhaps she should leave. Return home and accept her fate with Lord Pemberton. Surely marriage to a doddering old lecher was preferable to... to this den of iniquity.

      "Having second thoughts, little dove?"

      The voice was dark velvet, cultured and amused, speaking just behind her left ear. Cecily spun around to find herself face to face with a man who seemed to embody every wicked fantasy she'd never dared acknowledge.

      He was tall, imposing, dressed in impeccable black evening wear that emphasized the breadth of his shoulders. His mask was elegant black silk that revealed a strong jaw, sensual mouth, and eyes so dark they seemed to absorb light. Everything about
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