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            Chapter One

         
         Life was always easy for Thomas Sharpe.

         
         He was witty, gracious, and unexpectedly charming. He didn’t enter a room so much as owned it; women wanted to be seduced
            by him, and men wanted to be him. He was tall, handsome, and excelled at everything he did.
         

         
         Life was easy.

         
         Until it wasn’t.

         
         He could recall, to a second, the moment when things shifted. When his father entered the family dining room, his hat in his
            hands, his face ashen.
         

         
         When his mother half rose from her chair, one hand to her throat.

         
         It was a cold, dreary day; one where the idea of the sun was just that—an idea, not reality. A day when you looked outside
            and imagined all the ways the world could go wrong, secure in the comfort of your home and the knowledge that what you were
            imagining was just your imagination.
         

         
         Unless it wasn’t.

         
         His father looked directly at his mother. “It’s gone, Matilda. All of it. Gone.”

         
         His mother’s eyes widened, and she slumped back down in her chair, her hand now clutching her heart. And then her expression changed from one of despair to one of desperate hope. 

         
         Thomas watched, a growing sickening feeling in his throat as his mother’s gaze shifted to him. She had a fierce look in her
            eye, a look that demanded attention.
         

         
         “It’s up to you,” she said. She nodded toward his younger sisters. “What will happen to them? To us?”

         
         Thomas glanced at them, at Julia, who was just about to make her debut, and had been talking about nothing but for weeks.
            At fourteen-year-old Alice, who was excruciatingly shy because of a bad stammer, who would likely never want to be seen in
            public, but would need to be cared for for the rest of her life.
         

         
         At his parents, who were already old. Their children had come late in life, and this investment—the one they’d staked everything
            that wasn’t already entailed on—was supposed to see them through to the ends of their lives. Provide a dowry for Julia, who
            wasn’t blessed with Thomas’s good looks. A poor, plain debutante from a respectable family had as much a chance at making
            a good marriage as Thomas had of going unnoticed at a social gathering.
         

         
         It was up to him. It was all up to him.

         
         He didn’t need her to explain; after all, Alice had pointed out, ladies had done the same thing for their families for centuries:
            marry someone wealthy to enable the family to survive. They had even joked about it, back when it seemed an impossibility
            that they would come to this point.
         

         
         And now the joke had become reality, and it was all up to him.

         
         How could he refuse his mother’s plea? There was no other choice, not one that would provide for his family. Even though it
            made a fierce anger burn in his chest. The inequity of it, having to sell himself in order to ensure his family survived.
         

         
         He nodded as he took a deep breath. “I’ll do it.”

         
         And so, with those three words, Thomas set off on an heiress hunt.

         
          

         It was nearly two years after he’d accepted his future and Thomas was no closer to finding the woman of his dreams. Specifically,
            an unmarried woman with enough of a fortune to keep his family in relative comfort. His earlier dreams—dreams where someone
            would keep his attention long enough for him to develop a lasting affection for them—had fizzled at the same time as his family’s
            money.
         

         
         Julia had made her debut, and had thankfully married a baronet’s third son, a man who had secured himself a vicarage. She
            seemed happy, and had one child with another on the way. She was taken care of.
         

         
         But his parents and Alice were not. And things were only getting worse. Alice was sixteen now, and still painfully shy. His
            father now walked much more slowly, while his mother had never been able to shake last winter’s cough.
         

         
         Doctor visits. Upkeep for the estate, which provided land for the farmers who paid rent, the family’s only source of income now that they had no investments. No money in savings. A few nice things for Alice, who never asked for anything, and who was clearly terrified at having to survive alone when their parents died. 

         
         It all cost money. Money that was just out of reach of Thomas’s grasp. Money that went to other, less comely gentlemen in
            as desperate straits.
         

         
         Despite—or perhaps because of—his undeniable charm, he hadn’t been able to get a lady to commit to him for life.

         
         He was someone with whom they flirted, or sometimes more, but take him as a permanent partner?

         
         No.

         
         It seemed that they thought that he might be so irresistible as to be irresistible to everyone. That a vow of marriage wasn’t enough to halt the perpetual interest he seemed to attract wherever he went.
         

         
         It was wearisome, frankly, to be charming but not too much so; to be witty without being too clever; to be as well garbed
            as any other gentleman without seeming to make it apparent he was far better looking than any other gentleman.
         

         
         Which was why he was on the hunt. Again.

         
         The room was full to bursting with the best Society had to offer: ribald chaperones who insisted on cavorting, drinking, and gambling more than their demure charges; patriarchs who had been forced to attend by their insistent wives and then quickly escaped into a back room to smoke cigars and inhale port; the demure charges whose sole goal was to attract a gentleman they could tolerate for the rest of their lives, and vice versa; and the eagle-eyed mothers, who could sniff out, to a penny, just how much a prospective husband had. The night air was crisp and refreshing, but inside it was stiflingly warm, a testament to the party’s success. 

         
         And Thomas was in the middle of it, navigating through the party’s rough course, adjusting his behavior depending on who he
            was talking to.
         

         
         “Miss Porter,” he said as mildly as he could. The lady stood alone at the edge of the dance floor close to a cluster of chatting
            debutantes. She glanced wistfully toward them as they burst into laughter. One of Miss Porter’s hands held a shaky glass of
            punch, while the other adjusted her hair behind her ear, feeling her necklace, scratching her nose, or simply dangling in
            the air as though waiting for the next task its owner assigned.
         

         
         Miss Porter reminded him of his sister Alice—clearly shy, obviously in a form of mild agony at being in such a large company.

         
         Unlike Alice, however, Miss Porter was of age to make her debut in Society, and she had, it sounded like, several sisters
            who needed their eldest sister to hurry up and get married so they could also make their debuts.
         

         
         This evening she wore the pristine white favored by most of the young ladies in attendance, a signal to the single gentlemen
            that they had not yet been matrimonially acquired. Rather like waving a red cape toward a bull.
         

         
         Thomas had responded to her signaling with paying her particular attention at parties, but not so much that other ladies believed
            he was taken.
         

         
         But Miss Porter either hadn’t noticed or was ignoring Thomas’s gentle hints, and he didn’t want to overwhelm her with his attentions or force her into anything just because she was naturally timid. 

         
         Yes, he needed a wife, and Miss Porter’s family definitely came with enough money, but if she wasn’t in complete agreement
            with his suit, if it wasn’t what she wanted, then he would not pursue her.
         

         
         It shouldn’t matter, the lady’s happiness, not if it meant he could rescue his family, but Thomas wasn’t able to completely lose his humanity in search of a bride. In that he differed from other gentlemen in his situation; he’d lost a few potential
            wives to more aggressive suitors, ones who didn’t seem to care if the lady they’d chosen actually liked them. And had seen
            as those wives had been worn down by their husbands’ indifference, or worse.
         

         
         He would not be that kind of husband, even if his motivations for marriage were the same.

         
         “Yes, Mr. Sharpe?” Miss Porter spoke at last.

         
         “May I take that? I would not want your lovely gown to be ruined.” He gestured toward the hand holding the punch, which wavered
            even more as he spoke.
         

         
         She nodded, a shy smile crossing her face.

         
         Another burst of laughter. Another longing look.

         
         And not at him. Not what he was accustomed to, but it was almost refreshing not to be the focus of attention for once.

         
         “Miss Porter, might I introduce you to Lady Emily?” Thomas nodded toward the clear ringleader of the group, a young lady who was already betrothed to a gentleman back home, but was in London so she “wouldn’t miss out on anything.” 

         
         Thomas had deduced that Lady Emily enjoyed being admired, meaning she had something in common with everybody else in the world,
            but she had a very specific limit to said admiration. Thomas usually counted his compliments on the fingers of his left hand;
            if he reached his thumb, it was likely one compliment too many.
         

         
         “Oh yes, please,” Miss Porter said.

         
         “A moment, Miss Porter.” Thomas lowered his head so he could speak close to her ear. “If you want to tell Lady Emily she looks
            splendid, or any such words to that nature, please observe the rules.”
         

         
         “Rules?” she replied back in a puzzled tone.

         
         “No more than four such thoughts. Otherwise, Lady Emily gets snappish. Rather like when you feed too many treats to a dog.”

         
         She smothered a giggle, turning bright eyes up to him. Thank goodness—she seemed much more relaxed, much less susceptible
            to being unfortunately judged by the group of ladies, some of whom he knew could be quite critical.
         

         
         Thanks to his mission, he’d paid scrupulous attention to each of the possible candidates that might save his family.

         
         Lady Emily was off his list, but she was a valuable asset. Miss Hemingsworth would settle for nothing less than a title, which
            he did not have. Ladies Thomasina and Theodora were nearly indistinguishable from one another, even though they were not related.
         

         
         He’d confused one with the other too many times for either to believe he was serious in his admiration. Both were inordinately
            silly, so a part of him wondered if he had confused them deliberately, so as to avoid having to possibly marry one of them.
         

         
         He held his arm out for Miss Porter, who took it with her hair-adjusting hand.

         
         “Thank you, Mr. Sharpe,” she said again.

         
         “Of course.” He patted the hand that rested on his sleeve.

         
         “Ladies,” Thomas began as they drew up to the group, “might I have the honor of introducing Miss Porter? Miss Porter is desirous
            of making the acquaintance of the most beautiful and charming ladies in London. Naturally I brought her to you.” He accompanied
            his words with a bow, keeping his eyes on Lady Emily, knowing how she reacted would dictate what the rest of the ladies would
            do.
         

         
         “Oh, Mr. Sharpe,” Lady Emily replied with a knowing smirk, “you are too kind.”

         
         “I am not being kind, merely truthful,” Thomas said smoothly.

         
         “Miss Porter, do not believe a word this rascal says,” Lady Emily said. “Come here, let me speak to you a moment. I do not
            believe we have met.”
         

         
         Miss Porter released her hold on Thomas’s arm, but not before mouthing thank you to him as she turned toward her new friend.
         

         
         “If you will excuse me,” Thomas said. “I will leave you to discuss my various attributes.”

         
         Smiles all around, and then Thomas strode over to a more discreet corner than the one Miss Porter had been hiding in, taking a deep breath as he allowed himself to relax. 

         
         It was exhausting. He was exhausted.
         

         
         He turned to see Miss Porter with a delighted smile on her face. His task was arduous, but if he could help someone along
            the way, it was nearly worth it.
         

         
         And he’d promised himself a night off the next day.

         
          

         He stood at the entrance to Miss Ivy’s, a gambling club that had lately begun to host special evenings. Evenings, such as
            tonight, where everyone and anyone could attend, provided they had money to spend and a mask to wear.
         

         
         Thomas relished the feeling of anonymity, even though he knew it was a facade; after all, there weren’t many men in London
            who had his height and grace. He wasn’t vain—it was a simple fact, a fact that was supposed to have gained him a wealthy wife
            long before now.
         

         
         “Good evening,” a voice said as he entered.

         
         Thomas turned and smiled as he saw his friend Octavia. She ran the day-to-day of Miss Ivy’s now that her sister—the titular
            Miss Ivy—was managing the books and the buying and all the other behind-the-scenes work.
         

         
         Since that fateful day two years ago, he’d found himself to be overly cautious, at least in financial terms. He’d seen men
            gain and lose fortunes through gambling, so rescuing his family that way had never crossed his mind. Too risky. Much easier
            to marry well, he’d thought. He would rely on his appearance before he’d count on his luck.
         

         
         Though now his odds on doing that were increasing. Perhaps he should just wager everything as his father had done.

         
         Though he was already doing that, wasn’t he?

         
         Goddamn it, but he was in a foul mood.

         
         “Thomas?” she asked, sounding amused.

         
         “Good evening,” he replied with a bow. “I need a stiff drink and a moment where I’m not obliged to make conversation.”

         
         “Poor you,” Octavia replied in a wry tone. “To have to be charming wherever you go. How is the hunt going, anyway?”

         
         Thomas shrugged.

         
         “That well, hmm?”

         
         He and Octavia were two of a kind: charming, gracious, and sometimes reckless. They had had a brief flirtation, one that had
            even included a few kisses, but they both knew their relationship wasn’t sustainable. They were both flints, capable of striking
            sparks, but unable to manage a true fire.
         

         
         But where Thomas had lost a potential lover—since Octavia wasn’t wealthy enough for him to marry, and she was far too determined
            to remain independent—he had gained a friend. One who understood him, who knew what it was like to have fallen in status.
            Before she was the face of Miss Ivy’s, she’d been a lady, living in the country with her older sister.
         

         
         But things happened, as they did, and now she was here flouting respectability with zeal. He knew it would take a remarkable gentleman to get her to give up even a tiny measure of her independence—she was a whirlwind of forthright opinions and plain speaking. 

         
         Octavia took his arm and led him to the other end of the club to the bar.

         
         The club was decorated in vibrant shades of fuchsia and gold, a bold testament to the Duchess of Malvern, who was one of Octavia’s
            best friends and a woman who appreciated the value of audacious color combinations. The entire effect was both inviting and
            challenging. The guests, for the most part, wore masks that ranged from a simple scarf with eyeholes to a far more complicated
            contraption that looked as though Marie Antoinette might have donned it at the Tuileries.
         

         
         “If only you had enough to afford me,” Thomas said mournfully as he and Octavia walked through the crowd.

         
         “I don’t know that I’d wish to buy you,” Octavia replied. “You’d be far too difficult to maintain.”

         
         Thomas paused, putting his hand to his heart in an exaggeratedly shocked gesture. “I am wounded to the core.” He pointed to
            himself. “All I need from a wife is a healthy bank account, not too many bothersome relatives, and who is a pleasant companion.”
            He paused. “In that order.”
         

         
         “As I said,” Octavia replied archly. “Too difficult to maintain.”

         
         Thomas laughed, as he was meant to, as they reached the bar.

         
         The bartender nodded at him and began to pour him his drink—whisky with a splash of water—and set it on the bar.

         
         He was bringing it to his mouth when he heard Octavia’s intake of breath, and turned to see what had managed to startle his unflappable friend. 

         
         And then he saw her.

         
         Dressed in a gown more suited for a court presentation than a gambling establishment, her golden hair gleaming in the candlelight,
            her enticing lips curling in a delighted smile, her mask barely concealing the beauty of her face and doing nothing to hide
            her identity.
         

         
         Lady Jane Capel, daughter of the Earl of Scudamore. The sister of his best friend. A woman blessed with both beauty and wealth,
            who’d seemed to be on the verge of becoming a duchess two years ago—the same time Thomas’s fortunes had changed so dramatically—when
            her sister had married the duke unexpectedly and Lady Jane had gotten engaged to her next-door neighbor.
         

         
         Jane was still unmarried. Two years ago her life had been upended. Or more accurately, she had upended her own life after
            her fiancé had broken their engagement. She’d left her family home and taken lodgings with her half brother, Percy Waters,
            Thomas’s closest friend, rather than hide out in the safety of her parents’ home until someone else was lured in by her beauty
            and quiet disposition.
         

         
         Thomas had met Jane over the years, of course, but Percy’s sister was far more likely to spend time with a book or at the
            park than carousing with Thomas and Percy. Plus her occasional presence now at social events invariably caused comment, because
            of how she lived, and he could not afford to have anyone question his reputation by spending time with her.
         

         
         It wasn’t fair, but it was their world.

         
         He admired her for her bravery, rejecting the well-trodden path of other aristocratic ladies. He wished he could do the same,
            but his path was what hers had been—marriage to a stranger in an arrangement that would be as transactional as it was based
            on any kind of emotion. A charming husband in exchange for enough money to keep her charming husband’s family afloat.
         

         
         “What is someone like her doing here?” Octavia asked, echoing the question dancing in his mind. People of all sorts came to Miss Ivy’s, of course,
            but few of them were quietly demure bookish ladies. It was as jarring to see her in this setting as it would be for Thomas
            to appear at a meeting for Somber Sorts Who Much Preferred Staying at Home Reading to Going Out.
         

         
         Otherwise known as the Lady Jane Club, if she had one.

         
         Lady Jane was seated at one of the gaming tables, a half dozen or more gentlemen surrounding her. She reached out to pick
            up the cup of dice, shaking it with that same delighted expression on her face. As though the cup was a new book and she was
            just diving into its pages.
         

         
         The men around her wore expressions ranging from fascinated to intrigued to plain lustful, their emotions not at all disguised
            by the masks they wore.
         

         
         It was the last one that made Thomas place his drink, untouched, back down on the bar, turning to walk toward her. He owed
            it to his friend to watch out for his little sister, even though the little sister appeared to be having a wonderful time.
         

         
         But Thomas knew, more than most, that appearances were deceiving.

         
         He reached her table just as she had tossed the dice, her eyes wide behind the mask as the counters tumbled onto the green
            felt.
         

         
         “Lucky seven!” the dealer called, pushing the stack of chips toward Lady Jane. She leaned forward to gather them toward the
            stack she already had in front of her.
         

         
         “Congratulations,” one of the gentlemen said, placing his hand on the back of her chair in a proprietary gesture. “Let me
            escort you to where there are other, more interesting wagers.”
         

         
         Thomas recognized him as Lord Joseph Callender, another gentleman on the heiress hunt, a handsome man who needed money to
            maintain his lifestyle of expensive horses, expensive women, and expensive wine.
         

         
         In a few years, Thomas forecast, Lord Joseph’s looks would have succumbed to his various vices so that now was his only chance
            to take advantage of his appearance.
         

         
         Not that Lord Joseph likely realized that. He was just desperate for funds and, like Thomas, had recognized that his best
            way out of his financial hole was to marry well.
         

         
         And Lady Jane was no longer an heiress, thanks to being disowned by her parents when she had moved in with Percy.

         
         So Lord Joseph’s intentions were definitely not honorable. Which meant that Thomas would have to intervene.

         
         “My lady,” he said in his smoothest tone as he reached her side, “I believe you have promised to allow me to show you around Miss Ivy’s.” He caught Octavia’s eye and gestured toward the door to her private office. She nodded in understanding, withdrawing a key from her bodice and holding it toward him. 

         
         Lady Jane’s blue eyes blinked up at him in confusion. “I did?” she began, and then her expression cleared as she recognized
            him. At which point she began to scowl. “I did not,” she continued, her gaze returning to the table. “You have done your duty.
            Thank you, Mr. Sharpe.”
         

         
         Thomas froze, unaccustomed as he was to being refused.

         
         “You heard her, Mr. Sharpe,” Lord Joseph added. “I’ll take care of Lady Jane.”

         
         Lady Jane turned her head sharply toward Lord Joseph. “Not you, too,” she said in an aggrieved tone. “I will not be taken care of, thank you very much.” She rose from the table, dropping her chips into a small bag she wore on her wrist. “I believe I will
            try my luck at another table.”
         

         
         Instead of moving to another table, however, she walked briskly to the bar, nodding at Octavia whose face wore the same startled
            expression Thomas knew was on his own.
         

         
         “Let me handle this,” he murmured to Octavia, taking her key. She nodded, and he made his way to the bar, dropping himself
            beside Lady Jane, who seemed determined to ignore him.
         

         
         Fine. As long as she didn’t disappear to back rooms with random scoundrels, he didn’t care.

         
         His drink appeared in front of him, and he reached toward it, only to have her snatch it away.

         
         She lifted her chin in defiance, keeping her eyes locked with his as she began to drink.

         
         And then broke the gaze as she began to cough, one hand going to her throat, the other one placing the glass firmly back on
            the table.
         

         
         He suppressed a smile as well as an “I told you so,” because he hadn’t actually warned her against the whisky. He hadn’t had the chance—she’d snatched it too quickly.
         

         
         “Well,” she said, when she was finally able to speak, “that was unexpected.” Her eyes were watering, and she removed the mask
            to wipe them. Despite her reaction to the whisky, her expression was gleeful.
         

         
         “Allow me to escort you home, Lady Jane,” Thomas said, placing his fingers on her elbow as he rose.

         
         “Home?” she replied, scowling in displeasure. “No, this”—she gestured to the glass on the bar—“means I am definitely not done
            here. I’ll need another, please,” she said to the bartender with a warm smile.
         

         
         And before he could speak, before he could do anything, she picked up the glass again and drank the balance of the whisky,
            slamming it down on the bar with a flourish. This time with no coughing.
         

         
         “There!” she exclaimed triumphantly. “That was much better.”

         
         Thomas could only stare at her, wondering what the hell had happened to turn the meek Lady Jane into this gambling, drinking
            flirt.
         

         
          

         Jane had to bite her lip from laughing in his face. The unflappable Thomas Sharpe, perpetually suave, determinedly pleasing, was staring at her as though he had never encountered her like before. 

         
         Perhaps he had not.

         
         Certainly it had never seemed as though he had seen her, truly seen her, even though they had been in the same house several times—he was Percy’s best friend, his accomplice in all the disreputable
            ventures Percy indulged in. Jane wasn’t certain just what those ventures were—Percy refused to share, irking her by telling
            her she was far too naive to understand—but she had gotten the impression that they involved things like alcohol, exuberant
            parties, and plenty of things young unmarried ladies were supposed to know nothing about.
         

         
         To Jane’s great annoyance, she was one of those ignorant unmarried ladies.
         

         
         Which was why she was at Miss Ivy’s, tossing dice and drinking whisky. Learning things she didn’t know. Trading her naivete
            for something more worldly.
         

         
         And unfortunately running into her brother’s best friend. He was definitely going to put a crimp in her plans if she didn’t
            figure out how to thwart his Lancelot tendencies.
         

         
         “Mr. Sharpe,” she began as the bartender placed another drink in front of her, “there is really no need to keep me company.
            I am doing perfectly well on my own.” She spoke with an assured tone that she’d stolen from one of her mother’s many harangues
            about how Jane had to marry well and soon.
         

         
         Two things she would not be doing. But the tone itself was effective. At least she hoped so.

         
         One of his wickedly intriguing eyebrows shot up from under his mask in a clear expression of doubt. Damn it, why wouldn’t
            he listen to her when she’d insisted she was fine?
         

         
         And why did he have to be so remarkably good-looking? She’d just barely learned how to control her breathing when he visited
            Percy, and then she’d always had time to prepare.
         

         
         His arrival now was so unexpected she had no time to brace herself for the impact. Of those knowing dark blue eyes that were
            both intense and seductive; of the casual grace of his body; of his strong jaw and sensual mouth. Even his hair was alluring:
            dark brown, with a few wavy curls that brushed his shoulders and dangled impudently over his forehead.
         

         
         Sometimes her fingers tingled with the urge to sweep those curls back, and she had to remind herself that it would be exceedingly
            odd for her to actually do such a thing.
         

         
         But she certainly thought of it.

         
         The mask he wore did nothing to hide his allure; if anything, it only enticed someone to see if she could be the one to get
            him to remove it. To reveal himself to her, and only her.
         

         
         She should not be thinking this way about her brother’s best friend. Especially not when said brother’s best friend was trying
            to shepherd her like a lost lamb.
         

         
         She was done being a lamb.

         
         “Does Percy know you are here?” he replied, not responding at all to her explicit request to leave her be. “Because I am guessing he does not,” he continued, not waiting for her answer. Perhaps the answer to her fascination with him would be him trying to control her. That would remove any kind of curl-sweeping impulse. 

         
         “Of course he does not,” Jane said heatedly. “Because,” she said, jabbing an accusing finger toward him, “my brother is a
            perfectly grown person, as am I. I do not ask him where he is going when he is with you, do I?” She crossed her arms over
            her chest and mimicked his eyebrow look.
         

         
         Only if she had to guess, she thought she probably didn’t look as mocking as he did. Lady Jane Capel did not mock, after all; she was accommodating, quiet, acquiescent, modest, and well behaved.
         

         
         She did not, as it turned out, like Lady Jane Capel very much. At least not that iteration of her.

         
         “The two things are entirely different,” he replied in a condescending tone. A tone that bothered her so much she did forget,
            for a moment at least, how handsome he was.
         

         
         “Because I am female?”

         
         His jaw worked, and she suppressed a cheer at finally getting him to notice her—even though he seemed to be noticing she was
            aggravating. But still.
         

         
         “Could we discuss this more privately?” he said, glancing around the club. She saw his eyes narrow, and she turned to look.
            Lord Joseph, accompanied by a few of his friends and a look of determination, was heading their way.
         

         
         “Oh lord,” she said in exasperation. She tossed a few chips on the bar. “Fine.”

         
         Anything to avoid causing another scandal where she was helpless to do anything.

         
         If there was a scandal to be had, she wanted to be the one doing it.
         

         
         Not standing by as the man she thought she was in love with jilted her. Not standing by as people gossiped behind their hands
            about her, and about how she was living. Not standing by as men she’d always thought were gentlemen made inappropriate suggestions
            to her now that they believed her to be vulnerable.
         

         
         Mr. Sharpe got up as well, gesturing toward a door to the left of the bar. She walked ahead of him, slightly placated that
            he hadn’t taken her arm to guide her, or otherwise asserted his right to dominate.
         

         
         She stepped to the side as he withdrew a key from his pocket, unlocking the door and following her into the room, then closing
            the door behind them.
         

         
         It was a small office with a tidy desk and several bookshelves lining the walls. Instead of books, however, there were bottles
            of liquor on the shelves. A candle was burning on the desk, but otherwise the room was dark.
         

         
         It was shockingly intimate. More so because Jane realized that this was the first time she’d been alone with a man since Mr.
            McTavish, the rat in sheep’s clothing who’d broken her heart a few years ago. Though she might want to thank him—if he hadn’t
            jilted her, she’d be married to him, sheep-like.
         

         
         But the intimacy wasn’t anything she needed to worry about. She knew full well—and felt somewhat chagrined—that Mr. Sharpe did not view her as anything other than his friend’s sister. He’d made that absolutely clear on all of their previous encounters, and his motivation now was simply that: he felt some responsibility for her as she was his best friend’s sister, but nothing more. 

         
         She should have been relieved at his lack of interest. After all, she’d been getting noticed by gentlemen since the age of
            sixteen. Her mother had assured her she would make a spectacular marriage, and that all she needed to do was appear. To stand
            by, so to speak.
         

         
         And being the demure Jane she now so desperately wished to shed, she had.

         
         Which had resulted in her getting humiliatingly thrown over by a man who didn’t come close to deserving her.

         
         “Well?” she said in an impatient tone.

         
         “I am genuinely curious,” he said, removing his mask as he moved closer. To see her more clearly in the dim light, she knew,
            though her treacherous heart fluttered. “What made you decide to come to Miss Ivy’s? Alone?”
         

         
         The annoying thing was, he did sound genuinely curious. Not judgmental, or lecturing, or condescending.

         
         She paused, then lifted her chin to stare into his eyes. “I don’t want to be me anymore,” she said simply.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Thomas frowned in confusion.

         
         “Not want to be you anymore?” He peered into her face. “Who do you want to be then?”

         
         She removed her mask and took a deep breath before she answered. “Anyone but me. Someone who does what she wants when she
            wants. Who doesn’t have to ask anyone for permission to just be.” She flung her hands out in a frustrated gesture. “Who isn’t harried into some back room because she has the audacity to
            venture out in the evening.”
         

         
         Thomas folded his arms over his chest. What she wanted—it was just—“It’s not possible,” he blurted out, then felt remorse
            as he saw her face fall. “You have to be you, Lady Jane,” he continued, this time in a softer tone. “You should want to be you. From what I hear from Percy, you are a remarkably loyal sister; you’re both kind and generous.” He hesitated before speaking again. He’d been determined not to notice just how lovely she was because of whose sister she was, and how inappropriate his forming a connection with her would be. And yet here she was. 

         
         “And of course you are beautiful. You cannot change that.”

         
         “I wish I could,” she replied softly.

         
         He wished he could as well—his friendship with Percy was too important to let his reaction to her change anything.

         
         So he’d maintained an aura of indifference to her presence, except when he was surprised by it, as he was tonight.

         
         It didn’t help matters that the gown she wore was an elegant confection of lace and cream-colored satin, likely a remnant
            from her days as a debutante. It sloped over her shoulders to discreetly highlight the gentle swells of her bosom, which wasn’t
            large, but also not small.
         

         
         Perfectly shaped, at least as far as Thomas’s knowledgeable eye could discern.

         
         Everything about her was perfect, in fact. Her golden blond hair that glinted in the soft candlelight, the paler, almost silvery
            strands that made her look ethereal. Her large blue eyes, the blue of a rare summer day, her mouth with its perfectly curved
            lips, the upper one tilted up as though waiting for a kiss.
         

         
         A kiss he could and would not allow himself to give.

         
         “You know what it’s like to be judged on your appearance,” she replied, her tone disdainful. “I would prefer not to be judged
            at all.”
         

         
         Thomas snorted. “You know full well that is not possible for either of us. It’s exhausting, isn’t it?” he asked in a rueful tone. “Believe me, I understand.” He wished it were different for her. For both of them, actually. 

         
         Or not—because if he weren’t blessed with his particular appearance, he’d have even less of a chance to marry enough money
            to rescue his family. So perhaps he should be grateful he looked the way he did.
         

         
         “That doesn’t explain why you’re here, however,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. He needed to maintain his distance
            from her. Not form a sympathetic connection because of their respective gorgeousness.
         

         
         She gave him a look indicating what she thought of his analytical skills. Not much, apparently.

         
         “Because Miss Ivy’s, from what I know of it, is the one place I can go where I won’t be judged. They allow anyone entry, as
            long as they have funds.” She arched her eyebrow at him. “Which makes me wonder—how did you come to be admitted?” Her tone
            was suspicious. “From what I know, you barely have enough money to pay your tailor.” Her gaze raked him up and down, eventually
            returning to his face. “I hope you do pay your tailor, he does excellent work.”
         

         
         Thomas gave her an exaggerated bow, indicating his annoyance. “Yes, I pay my tailor,” he said sharply.

         
         It was an investment, one that his parents were eager to make, since they expected the returns would be worth their while. But his mother’s jewelry would last only so long. Time was running out, and thus far, the only returns on the investment were the admiring glances thrown his way anytime he entered a room. 

         
         And those, he knew, would happen no matter what he wore.

         
         “I hope you know you cannot continue this course of action,” he said, returning his focus to her. “It is true that Miss Ivy’s
            is the only place you could come on your own with a reasonable expectation you would emerge unscathed.” His next words held
            a tinge of regret. “It is unfair, I will give you that, that you cannot do just what you want to. But the reality of our world
            is that you cannot.”
         

         
         She opened her mouth as if to argue, then snapped it shut again, a look of frustration on her face.

         
         “You are right, of course.” She sounded bitter, and Thomas felt his chest tighten at the loss she was so visibly experiencing.
            But he couldn’t concern himself with that, not if it meant she was agreeing to be safe. Secure. Herself.
         

         
         He exhaled in relief. “Then, if I may, can I escort you safely home?”

         
         “Escort me—?” she echoed, and then her expression shifted, her eyes widening as though she’d been surprised. He nearly turned
            around to look at what might have startled her, but he knew full well they were alone.
         

         
         “You!” she exclaimed. As though he were the answer to a question that had been burning in her mind.

         
         “Me?” he said, sounding nearly as idiotic as it seemed she’d just thought him to be.

         
         “Yes, you! Oh, it’s so obvious, I wish I had thought of it before!” She was regarding him with a look of satisfaction. He’d been the answer to ladies’ questions before, of course, but he highly doubted she was searching for that type of satisfaction.
         

         
         “Thought of—pardon me, my lady, but I must be dim-witted. What are you thinking of?”

         
         A feeling of trepidation rose in his chest.

         
         Which only increased when she poked him in the chest.

         
         “You—” poke “—can—” poke “—take—” poke “—me—” poke “—places and show me things.” Her expression grew even more excited. “I want to do everything, everything that Lady Jane
            could never do before.”
         

         
         The feeling of trepidation was now fully developed trepidation.

         
         “Why would I help you?” He didn’t try to disguise his distant tone. This was Percy’s sister—she was not someone he wished
            to help. At least not the kind of help he was most able to give.
         

         
         She nodded before she spoke, a satisfied smile on that lovely mouth.

         
         “Because if you do, I will help you secure a wealthy bride.”

         
         He felt as though she’d just punched him in the stomach. The one thing he needed most in the world, and here she was offering
            it. As though it was as simple as giving him a slice of cake or a compliment. Offering her assistance, which nobody had done
            yet, even though everyone knew his circumstances.
         

         
         “But how?”

         
         She shrugged. “It would be easy. A few dropped comments about you in the privacy of the ladies’ washroom, about how you try to hide your goodness behind your charming facade. Perhaps how I have tried to secure your interest, but you are focused on another”—she waved her hand in the air—“and of course I wouldn’t say who, so every lady would imagine it was them.” She met his gaze. “That would quash any rumors about your eventual loyalty, would it not?” She gave another careless shrug. “I would refine it as I went along. These are only the rudiments of the plan, but as I said, it would be easy.” 

         
         It was such a simple idea Thomas was astonished he hadn’t thought of it himself. But then again, he hadn’t had a gorgeous
            accomplice, unless you counted Percy, who was as excessively handsome as Thomas was, albeit in a far more forgetful-poet kind
            of way. And Percy wasn’t one to frequent ladies’ washrooms.
         

         
         “And in return?” he said tightly.

         
         Her tone made it look as though what she was about to say was nothing. A trifle to be dealt with and then forgotten.

         
         Only Thomas very much suspected that was not to be the case.

         
         She had the same expression on her face that his mother had had when she’d pinned a mission to him. A fierce determination
            that would not be denied.
         

         
         “You’ll take me wherever you go with Percy. I want to see it all.” Her eyes sparkled in the dim light. “Places like Miss Ivy’s, only places where I would be safer with you as my escort.” She flung her hand out. “I want to drink whisky, and laugh, and share my opinion.” They sounded like such humble desires. Things Thomas did every day without thinking about it. He could do it, couldn’t he? If it meant he’d finally secure a bride? 

         
         “And,” she said, taking a deep breath as she lifted her gaze to his, “I want to do it all.” She bit her lip and images began
            to speed through his brain, images not at all suitable for him to have about the sister of his best friend.
         

         
         “You mean—?” he began, not sure he should say it. Because if that wasn’t what she meant she would be horrified. And if it
            was what she meant, he would be horrified.
         

         
         And tempted. The one thing he could not be, not with Percy’s sister.

         
         “I mean,” she said slowly, “I want you to show me the things that ladies and gentlemen—that women and men—do together.” She
            exhaled. “I don’t think it is fair, having to miss out on the same experiences you have had. Just because I am not married.”
            A shrug. “And there will be no obligations on either side when we have fulfilled our bargain.” He saw her swallow in the dim
            light, saw how she lifted her chin and kept her eyes locked with his. “I mean I want to do all of that. Or at least most of
            it,” she corrected quickly. “We will take precautions, of course. The one thing I know neither of us wants is to have to marry.
            Which is fine, since I have the feeling you could not stand my independence, and I could not tolerate your condescension.”
         

         
         He wouldn’t respond to that. Though she was likely correct. “So everything but—?”

         
         She nodded again, this time much more vigorously, God help him.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         She made it all seem so simple—a bartering of talents, a trading of expertise.

         
         But this was his best friend’s sister, a lady he knew to be gentle and quiet. A lady who found pleasure in books and walking
            in the park. Who couldn’t possibly know what she was asking of him.
         

         
         But if she were able to assist him in finding a bride, how could he refuse? At least not without negotiation?

         
         “What about Percy?” he asked.

         
         She arched an eyebrow at him again. As though in challenge. “What about Percy?” And then folded her arms over her chest, giving
            him a questioning look.
         

         
         His mind ran through several possible answers—Percy was protective of his sister. Percy wouldn’t want her to be exposed to danger. Percy might think it was odd for his
               best friend to keep company with his sister—but all of that made it seem as though she herself was not to be trusted with her own wishes.
         

         
         And that was not at all what he wanted to say. Not because he didn’t want to say it, but because he could see that that would
            not persuade her. If anything, knowing what he had just discovered about her, it would encourage her even more.
         

         
         “You see?” she said triumphantly. “Anything you might reply diminishes my choice in the matter. I am my own person, or at least I want to be. This is my choice.”
         

         
         Mr. Thomas Sharpe, the smoothest conversationalist in Society, was at a loss for words.

         
         “Oh,” she said, now sounding apologetic, “but I did not ask you if that aspect of our agreement would be acceptable. Now I
            am as bad as some of those gentlemen who’ve insisted on taking advantage—”
         

         
         “You’re not taking advantage of me,” Thomas bit out. This was the most bizarre discussion he’d ever engaged in. Certainly
            nobody had ever asked him if he minded being used for his skills in the bedroom.
         

         
         Her face brightened. It was a good thing she hadn’t been playing cards earlier—every one of her emotions showed on her face.

         
         “So you think you would want to—?” she asked. He could see her cheeks turn pink, even in the dim candlelight.

         
         “Yes.” The truth. Even though he would not allow himself to act on the truth. No matter how tempted he was. And despite how
            much she seemed to relish arguing with him.
         

         
         “Oh good.” She looked delighted, and it was hard for him not to share her enthusiasm—after all, she was asking him to take
            her to the most entertaining places he knew of in London plus show her what pleasure felt like.
         

         
         Why wouldn’t he be pleased?

         
         Well, Thomas, a stern voice said in his head, because if you do anything with her, you would likely lose your best friend. If you do anything with her, it is more than likely one or the other of you would become emotionally entangled, and there is to be no sustainable future.

         
         Because while she said she wanted to experience those things, he knew she was entirely innocent, and he didn’t want to take
            advantage of that innocence, even if she was offering it.
         

         
         And because if he did anything with her, he’d still end up being married for the rest of his life to a woman about whom the
            only thing he knew for certain was that she was wealthy.
         

         
         Best not to think of that now. Better to concentrate on what she had proposed. And figure out how to delay fulfilling his
            end of the bargain, the scandalous part, until she realized that she didn’t need him, after all. Make the decisions hers,
            her choice, as she wanted. And then, when he had secured his wealthy heiress, he could walk away knowing he had treated her
            honorably.
         

         
         He held his hand out to her. “I agree to take you to places you wouldn’t normally go, and you agree to help me find a wife.”

         
         “And the other thing, too,” she said as she took his hand.

         
         “Yes,” he said, unable to resist a wry smile. “I will also take you to places you wouldn’t normally go.” He lowered his voice as he spoke, imbuing it with his customary seductive charm. While
            also desperately attempting to keep himself from reacting to her.
         

         
         She shook his hand, a myriad of emotions skimming her face: delight, anticipation, and desire. “When do we start?”

         
         Everything he’d just thought, as well as the prickles of gentlemanly conduct, the standard to which he held himself and those around him, would never allow for him to school her in passion. In pleasure. Despite how much the idea intrigued him. Tantalized him. 

         
         But he couldn’t tell her he was planning not to fulfill that part of the agreement, or she would refuse to help him. Or worse,
            she’d find another less reputable gentleman to teach her, and he could not allow that. He owed it to Percy, for one thing,
            and he owed it to her as well.
         

         
         So the trick would be to lure her close to the edge of safety, tempt her into the forbidden, and make it seem as though it
            was her idea when she pulled back.
         

         
         She didn’t know what she was asking for. But when she did, she would understand that this was far more than just not being
            herself. She would understand she could be herself without compromise—in every sense of the word.
         

         
         He met her gaze. “Why not now?”

         
          

         Why not now?

         
         Oh. Jane felt her whole body react to his words, to the touch of his hand on hers. He still held her hand, and as they stood
            there, looking into one another’s eyes in the dim light, he slowly turned his palm so it rested underneath her hand, his fingers
            touching her wrist. His touch tightening ever so slightly as he tugged her toward him. So gently that if she wished to she
            could have resisted.
         

         
         She did not wish to.

         
         She found herself within a few inches of him, staring up into his handsome face, his eyes locked with hers, his fingers making slow swirling movements on her inner arm. She was terrified. She was intrigued. She was excited. 

         
         “The first lesson,” he said in a low rumble that made her shiver, “is that the moments before are as important as the reality.”
            His voice got even lower. “Anticipation, Lady Jane.”
         

         
         Her breath caught at the intensity of his gaze. And his tone.

         
         He stroked her skin, sending shivers through her spine. His mouth curled up in satisfaction as though he were pleased at her
            reaction.
         

         
         “Were you thinking about this when you said you wanted not to be you?” he asked, those sly fingers still touching her arm,
            making her wonder what it would feel like if his fingers went elsewhere. Did fingers go there, for example?
         

         
         She had no idea. She cursed her own ignorance, but then reminded herself that she had just negotiated a means of education.
            She would no longer be the kind of woman who had no idea about things.
         

         
         And then her future would unfurl before her with possibility—not binding her with its limitations.

         
         She raised her chin in defiance as she answered his question. “No.” He was altogether too conceited. Even though it was merited.

         
         His smile was smug. “So you just thought of it because it was me?”

         
         Her lips curled up into a matching smile. “Tell me, Mr. Sharpe, are you always this arrogant?”

         
         He chuckled as though caught off guard by her words. “Always, my lady. With good cause,” he replied, shifting his position as if on display. “And with plenty of confirmation that everything I promise—that everything I’ve made someone anticipate—is well worth the wait.” 

         
         “And speaking of that,” he continued, raising her wrist up toward his mouth, “this is the end of the first lesson.” He placed
            his lips on her inner wrist, kissing it softly, and then releasing her, stepping back as he did so.
         

         
         Well. It wasn’t as though she thought he would ravish her here, in the back room of Miss Ivy’s.

         
         Even though a tiny part of her—or more than a tiny part of her—wished he had.

         
         “It’s late. I’m certain Octavia wants to reclaim her office, and I want to escort you home so you can speak with Percy before
            he hears about you being here.”
         

         
         “Speak with Percy?” She scowled. “Why would I need to speak with my brother?”

         
         He exhaled as he glanced up at the ceiling. She’d seen people do that before, but it had never been directed at her. Normally
            it was in response to her sister, Lavinia, who seemed to be able to nettle even the most sanguine of people.
         

         
         She was definitely getting better at this making a choice thing. Because while she hadn’t deliberately chosen to annoy him
            in advance, if she had been asked if she wished to, given what he was saying, she would have replied with an emphatic yes.
         

         
         “You will want to tell him what you’ve planned.” He spoke as if it was so obvious she was slow for not comprehending it. He truly was condescending. And conceited. And overly confident. “I will leave all the details up to you, but I would expect Percy would wish to know that you will be safe on your adventures. The adventures you’ve chosen to have.” He paused. “Unless you wish me to speak with him?” 

         
         “No!” she shot out. She would never have another man speak for her. She’d had enough of that already, thank you very much.
            But he did have a point—she couldn’t hide something like this from her brother. She took a deep breath. “You are right. I
            should let him know we have made an agreement. Not that I will share the specifics with him, you understand.”
         

         
         Because even though Percy was one of the most accommodating brothers, she thought even he would balk at her spending that kind of time with his notorious

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780063011014_tpimage.jpg
FRAMPTON
GENTLEIR?N

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA





9780063011014_coverimage.jpg





