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			The first time Joan Bennet met Tristan Burke, he burst into her bedroom late at night wearing only his trousers and holding a single red rose.

			She failed to see the romantic possibilities, but then, she was only eight.

			“Where can I hide?” he demanded without preamble, looking frantically around her room.

			Joan sat up in bed and stared at him with interest. This must be her brother’s friend, the one who had come home with him on holiday from Eton. They’d been expected around dinnertime, but Joan had been sent to her room without supper for using a naughty word. She hadn’t known it was naughty—­she heard her own papa use it often, after all, and even her brother Douglas said it—­but apparently it was very bad for young ladies to say it. Papa had sneaked her some rolls, though, which made it all right. And now someone had come bursting into her room late at night, which was very exciting, and therefore quite all right with Joan. “It depends,” she said. “From whom are you hiding?”

			“Douglas!”

			She frowned. “Why are you hiding from Douglas? And why do you have a rose? Did it come from my mother’s garden?”

			He went still, making furious motions for her to be quiet. Joan closed her mouth and obediently waited. She wondered if Mother approved of this boy; he had long, shaggy dark hair, and was surely almost as tall as Papa, but as skinny as a stick. She could see his ribs, even in the dim moonlight coming through the windows. His hands and feet, by contrast, were too large for his body. He looked rather wild, to tell the truth, and Mother didn’t like wild.

			Abruptly he flung himself against the wall, right behind the door. Joan looked at the door, expecting someone else to come bursting through, but nothing happened. The boy stayed pressed to the wall, barely breathing, his eyes also fixed on the door. Joan frowned again. “Who are you?” she whispered. He ignored her. “I think you should leave my room,” she said again, a little louder.

			This time he faced her, his eyes fierce in the ill-­lit room. Slowly he put a finger to his lips. Joan was more than a little annoyed. “Go away,” she whispered loudly.

			Without warning the door flew open a second time. “I caught you, you ruddy thief!” Her brother Douglas charged into the room and stopped cold. He looked around, puzzled. “Joan?” he asked cautiously.

			“What do you want?” she snapped. “I was asleep.”

			“Uh . . .” Douglas backed up a step. “Sorry . . . I thought I heard . . . Well, you won’t tell Mother, will you—­argh!” He jumped, slapping one hand to the back of his neck. His friend had moved out of the shadows, as silent as a ghost, and tickled the rose down Douglas’s back. In a flash the two boys tumbled to the floor, punching each other in a furious tangle of arms and legs. They rolled back and forth, apparently trying to kill each other, until someone’s foot caught the leg of a chair and sent it crashing to the floor.

			“Douglas,” Joan tried to say. Neither boy acknowledged her; they continued to pound away. Joan listened again. “Douglas,” she said, a little bit louder. “Papa’s coming!”

			That, at least, finally got her brother’s attention. “What?”

			“Someone’s coming,” she repeated, leaning over the edge of her bed to see them. “Most likely Papa.” At least, it was usually Papa who came when she got out of bed and into trouble at night. Joan couldn’t wait to move into a proper young lady’s room far from her parents’.

			“Bloody hell,” said her brother, looking guilty all of a sudden. He twisted to look his friend in the face, a difficult feat since the boy had his arm around Douglas’s throat. “We’ll be thrashed.”

			“Where can we hide?” asked the other boy—­for the second time, Joan thought a little peevishly. He and Douglas jumped to their feet, their fight forgotten, and now looking like the panicked twelve-­year-­old boys they were.

			“Why should I tell you?” she asked. “I don’t even know who you are. You’re both going to get me in awful trouble if I help you, and I already had to miss supper, which was all your fault, Douglas—­”

			“Bother that, Joan,” Douglas interrupted. “Help us this time, and I swear we’ll be in your debt forever.”

			“Hmph.” She crossed her arms. Everyone was very busy telling her what to do today. Besides, she knew forever meant less than a day to Douglas. “Under the bed, I suppose. But you’d better be quiet!” she added as they immediately slid under her bed, pulling the dust skirt down behind them. She heard a bare moment of scuffling from the floor, and then the door latch clicked open.

			“Joan?” Papa peered around the edge of the door, wearing his dressing gown and old slippers. “Are you awake, popkin?”

			“Yes, Papa,” she whispered. “I—­I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you . . .”

			He came into the room. “Why are you awake, child?” He saw the fallen chair, and a slight frown touched his brow.

			She jumped out of bed and began tugging at it, trying to right it. “I’m sorry, Papa, I knocked it over. I couldn’t sleep, and I was—­wasn’t being careful . . .”

			Papa picked up the chair and set it on its feet. He scooped Joan into his arms and deposited her in bed again, tucking the blankets around her. “Why couldn’t you sleep?”

			Joan didn’t have to fake the tremble of her chin. “I was a little hungry,” she confessed in a very small voice. She certainly was, now that Douglas and his friend had woken her up and made her think about the missed supper.

			Her father smiled, his shoulders relaxing. “No doubt. But you shouldn’t have anything to eat now; a full stomach might give you bad dreams.”

			Joan sighed. “I know.”

			He kissed her forehead. “Try to go back to sleep. Tomorrow you’ll have a fine big breakfast, and be right as rain again. Agreed?”

			“Yes, Papa.”

			“Good night, child.”

			“Good night, Papa.”

			He tousled her hair gently and left, closing the door quietly behind him. She listened to his footsteps die away, then hung over the side of her bed. “You go away now, Douglas.”

			Her brother crawled out, a relieved smile spread wide across his face. “You’re an angel, Joan,” he said fervently. “This is Tristan Burke, by the by; he’s a mate of mine from school.”

			The boy got to his feet, too. He was taller than Douglas, and looked even skinnier next to her strapping brother. He bowed awkwardly, and Joan giggled. “Tristan Burke, miss, at your ser­vice.”

			“Why are you hiding?” Joan asked them. “And what are you doing running about in the middle of the night?”

			Douglas looked sheepish. “A wager.”

			“Who won?” she wanted to know.

			For the first time Tristan grinned. His eyes lit up, and a deep dimple appeared in his cheek. “I did.” There was no small amount of pride in the words.

			Douglas scoffed. “You cheated. Must have done.”

			Tristan’s grin turned positively cocky. “Prove it.”

			Douglas grumbled under his breath, but said nothing more of cheating.

			“What was the wager?” Joan asked. This was interesting enough to keep her from thinking about her rumbling stomach.

			Tristan held aloft the rose, now a bit squashed from the fight and the cramped quarters under the bed. “I got a rose.”

			Joan waited, but he said nothing more. “From where? Why? That’s a silly sort of bet, to get a rose. What’s it for?”

			Douglas growled. “Nothing. It’s not for anything. Let’s go, Tris.” He tiptoed over to the door and eased it open, looking up and down the corridor.

			Tristan glanced at Douglas, then back at her. “It’s for you,” he whispered, handing her the flower. “For saving us from a thrashing.”

			She took it, mildly pleased but recognizing a dodge when she saw one. “Why did you make a wager?” she asked again, but Tristan had joined Douglas at the door. After a moment, they slipped out, with one last whispered thanks from Douglas. Joan put the rose beside her pillow and flopped back down with a sigh. Her stomach grumbled loudly. A flower was lovely, but if he’d really wanted to thank her, he might have brought a teacake at the least.

			The second time she met Tristan Burke was several years later. True to her first impression, Tristan had turned out to be wild, too wild for her mother to countenance inviting him back. Joan would never forget the trouble he and Douglas got themselves into during that holiday; the wager over the rose, which turned out to have been over who could get a rose from the garden without opening any doors, was by far the tamest thing they did. Mother declared Tristan Burke a bad influence within three days’ time, and after that she took care to keep Joan out of the boys’ path. Aside from suppers, she almost never saw him.

			Of course Mother’s disapproval did nothing to prevent Douglas from being firm friends with Tristan, all through Eton and university. Joan heard of him in letters from Douglas, and the occasional story about some adventure that usually ended abruptly with Douglas realizing he was telling her things a girl ought not to hear of. She had a feeling Tristan Burke was even wilder than she could imagine.

			The fall of Joan’s sixteenth year, Lord Burke died, and the family went to pay their respects to Tristan, now the new Viscount Burke. She knew him at once, a tall, thin young man standing with his hands shoved deep into his pockets. While her parents went to condole with his aunt, Lady Burke, Joan sidled closer to Tristan, who was watching everything with a dark, moody expression.

			“I’m very sorry for your loss,” she said softly.

			Without looking at her, he snorted. He still looked slightly unkempt, his long dark hair now bound in a queue. His clothes, though of respectable quality, hung loosely on him. Joan didn’t know how to interpret his response, and hesitated.

			“They hate me,” he said suddenly, with quiet malice. Joan followed his gaze; across the room Lady Burke sat regally stiff and upright on the sofa, dressed in unrelieved black and accepting fresh handkerchiefs from her similarly clad young daughters at her side. She bowed her head as Joan’s parents offered their sympathies. Joan rather thought she looked as though her world had ended. “Aunt Mary. My cousins. They think I’m a heathen wastrel, unworthy of the title, ready to throw them all into the street.”

			“Why would they think that?” Joan could have bitten her tongue as soon as she asked the question; that was not proper, she told herself. She had been trying very hard of late to act like a proper lady, in order not to embarrass herself in her Season next year.

			“Because they listen to gossip and read the scandal sheets.” Finally he turned to face her. His eyes were a glittering green, and she almost recoiled from the intensity in his gaze. “Do you, Miss Bennet?”

			“Of course,” she said pertly, wanting to rattle him. His gloomy brooding-­poet air was annoying. He obviously didn’t care about his uncle’s death—­all he was thinking about was how much his aunt disliked him. “They’re great sport, don’t you think? Everyone knows they’re complete fiction.”

			He stared at her. “Not everyone.”

			“Well, everyone with all their wits,” she said. “No doubt they’ll realize it—­”she nodded toward his aunt—­”once they see you do not throw them into the street.”

			His gaze slid back to his black-­clad aunt and cousins. “It’s tempting.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “Why throw them out? Find your own quarters.” As much as she loved her parents, Joan had always wished she might do this. Douglas had had his own rooms as soon as he left university, when he was barely older than she was now. But she would never be allowed to rent her own townhouse and live a merry life on the town. Tristan Burke should appreciate the advantages he had instead of dwelling on the troubles in his life.

			His mouth twisted. “You don’t understand.”

			Joan heaved a sigh. “No, of course I don’t. I could never possibly understand what it’s like to be a gentleman with my own fortune, able to do as I please with no one to say me nay. Heaven preserve me from such unbearable oppression.”

			He looked at her, perhaps really paying attention to her for the first time. “You’re quite impertinent.”

			She beamed at him, instead of smacking him across the face as her hand itched to do. “Thank you.”

			Tristan Burke stared at her, and then he laughed. His deep green eyes lit up and a wide grin creased his face, sharpening a dimple in his cheek. He looked full of joy in that moment, and Joan’s smile faded away as she stared at him.

			“I’ll remember you, Joan Bennet,” he said. “I like an impertinent girl.”

			“Oh.” Her voice did not sound like hers, rather breathy and soft. “Really? You would be the first . . .”

			He laughed again, looking devilish and tempting. He leaned closer. “I’ll wager I won’t be the last.”

			She almost forgot to breathe. He was not looking at her with amusement or even respect; there was something alive in his gaze as it wandered over her face and hair and even down her figure. Suddenly she wished she hadn’t eaten that extra muffin at breakfast. Was this how gentlemen would look at ladies—­at her? If so . . . Joan felt a tiny shock to realize she liked it, very much.

			The third time Joan Bennet met Tristan Burke was eight years later. She had endured several infatuations, two broken hearts, and one near scandal, but no marriage proposals. She was perilously close to being a spinster on the shelf, while he was very likely the biggest rogue in all of London, grown every bit into the wild, reckless devil he’d promised to be. He had only to walk through a room for tongues to start wagging and ladies to start sighing, and Joan knew without a doubt he was a Dangerous Influence.

			But this time, she fell in love with him anyway.

		

	
		

			Chapter 1
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			London, 1822

			As so often happens at the crucial turning points in life, it began with something very stupid.

			“Lady Drummond informed me they will be attending the Malcolm ball tomorrow evening,” Lady Bennet announced at breakfast.

			“Indeed,” murmured her husband without looking up from his newspaper.

			“She will have her daughters with her, of course,” continued Mother.

			“Hmm.” Papa was paying no more attention than Joan was. She thought it was little surprise Lady Drummond would be out, dragging her two daughters with her. Felicity was nice enough, but Helena had a vicious way with underhanded compliments. She always managed to say something that sounded as though it should have been kind, but instead made Joan feel overweight and old. She made a vague mental note to be on guard and avoid Helena at the ball.

			“Douglas must attend.”

			This did catch Joan’s attention. “Why?” she asked with a laugh. “Douglas never goes to balls.”

			Mother sipped her tea. “He should be there. Felicity Drummond will be expecting him.”

			“She will?” Joan stared. “Whatever for? Surely Felicity doesn’t expect—­or rather, hope—­or even dream—­”

			“Joan!”

			She winced. “I’m sorry, Mother. I had no idea Douglas admired her, is what I meant to say.”

			“It would be a fine match,” said Lady Bennet with a sharp look, “and Douglas admires her as much as he admires any lady. George, are you listening to me?” she suddenly snapped at her husband.

			“Every word, my love,” said Papa promptly. He still hadn’t looked up from the newspaper.

			“Do you not agree it would be a splendid match if Douglas were to marry the Drummonds’ eldest girl?”

			“Superb.”

			“Then he must attend the Malcolm ball tomorrow night.” Mother smiled as if that settled the matter. “Send word to him this morning, before he makes other plans.”

			Before he finds a solid excuse, Joan thought.

			“Better yet, go tell him yourself, dear,” added Lady Bennet, spreading jam on her toast. “He cannot ignore his own father’s request.”

			That finally got the baronet’s attention. “What, what? Of course I won’t. Douglas is a grown man. By all means send him a note about the ball, but I refuse to order him about.”

			Mother’s face grew stern. “George, please.”

			“Marion, no,” Papa replied in his final voice before turning his attention back to his news­paper. Mother pinched her lips together and said no more, but her face was a study in thwarted will. Joan knew that look too well. Mother would sit and ruminate on it like a kettle building up a head of steam, until eventually it grew too much to bear and she would explode—­most likely at Joan, who, unlike her lucky brother, was still living at home and couldn’t escape their mother’s temper. There were two choices open to her, neither appealing, but she had faced this before and dutifully screwed her courage to the sticking point.

			“I could call on Douglas,” she said, “and ask him if he plans to attend.”

			“Joan, that is very sweet of you,” said Mother at once. She was still glaring at her husband in frustration, and he was still impervious to it. “I would go myself, but I’m sure he will be glad to see you instead.”

			Because he can say no to me, Joan thought. “It’s no trouble at all. You’ve only just got over that cold, and I do adore dropping in on Douglas unannounced.”

			Mother looked suddenly alarmed. “Why, dear?”

			Joan shrugged. “Oh, I might find him still green and buffle-­headed from the night before, and extract any number of promises from him.”

			Mother closed her eyes briefly, then apparently shook off her qualms. She must have her heart set upon seeing Douglas wed to Felicity Drummond. “Then get him to promise he’ll attend tomorrow. Without getting foxed beforehand!”

			Joan had started to rise from her seat, but now she sank back down. “Oh, that is too much. I was willing to wheedle attendance from him, but sobriety? Mother, you cannot be serious.”

			Papa snorted with laughter, and even Mother smiled, though with annoyance. “Go on, you saucy girl. I declare, I always thought you were the biddable child!”

			“But I am,” she protested with a grin. “I’m going to see Douglas, am I not? Douglas, who would otherwise continue drinking and gambling his way through London instead of dancing with Felicity Drummond at the Malcolm ball tomorrow night. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

			“Don’t speak of such things, Joan,” said her mother automatically. “And tell him to be prompt!” The last was called after her as Joan went out the door, blowing a kiss to her father, who winked at her in return.

			Papa, Joan reflected as she went upstairs, was the source of Douglas’s only hope; not only would Douglas someday inherit Papa’s title and fortune, he would grow into Papa’s easygoing ways as well. At least, everyone devoutly hoped so, since Douglas had shown no sign of their mother’s iron-­willed determination. According to legend, Papa had been just as unrestrained a hell-­raiser as Douglas before Mother caught him and tamed him. Now he was the most wonderful man Joan knew, and if her brother could somehow outgrow his outrageous, rakish habits and become like Papa, so much the better for everyone in the world.

			But until then, Joan meant to take advantage of every opening her brother’s wild ways afforded her.

			Since he was sure to be sleeping late under the effects of brandy or port, she dressed quickly. The earlier her call, the more desperate Douglas would be to get rid of her; the more desperate Douglas was to get rid of her, the sooner he would promise anything and everything she asked; and the sooner she secured his promise—­perhaps in writing, which would be a nice touch—­she would be free to do what she liked before her mother missed her. Her mother wouldn’t insist on a maid accompanying her just to her brother’s house, which meant this was an excellent chance at a little independence. Young ladies weren’t allowed nearly the same freedom as young men, and her opportunities to slip out for an hour alone were few and far between.

			Although, Joan thought a little morosely as she walked the few blocks to Douglas’s house, she was hardly a young lady anymore. She was twenty-­four. After four Seasons without a single marriage proposal, and three more Seasons of just being in London, she also wasn’t quite tied down. On the contrary, she had a surfeit of freedom, to her mother’s despair. For a moment Joan had a terrifying vision of her future, running her mother’s errands because, really, what else would she be doing, with no husband or children of her own? There was only so long one could justify new gowns and shoes before it became a joke. Spinsters didn’t need to look beautiful, and Joan didn’t look beautiful even with new shoes and gowns. If they hadn’t landed her a husband by now, how likely was it that they would get her one as she grew older and even less pretty?

			Unsurprisingly, her mood had grown rather sour by the time she reached her brother’s town house. It was really unfair, she groused to herself as she stomped up to the door and rapped the knocker with a vengeance. Douglas was twenty-­eight, and Mother had only just started to hint that he think of marrying. She had all but stopped mentioning Joan marrying, even though Joan was four years younger. Unfair hardly began to cover it. When the door didn’t open after a minute, she lifted the knocker and banged it several more times, hoping each clang struck her feckless brother directly in the forehead.

			“What?”

			Her mouth dropped open as the door suddenly flew open, and the question was shouted at her. The man holding the door was not a butler, or even a footman. He was barely clothed. Although, she thought with reviving interest, that wasn’t such a bad thing. She’d never seen a man’s bare chest before, and now here was one, right at eye level. It looked to be a fine specimen as well, lean and rippled with muscle—­nothing soft or squashy about it—­and with a thin line of dark hair running right down the middle into his trousers.

			“What?” the man growled again. She tore her eyes off his nipples—­goodness, she’d never thought about men having nipples before—­and looked him in the face. “Are you trying to wake the dead?”

			She considered it. “Perhaps. But if he is dead, I have to kick his body personally to be sure. My mother will insist.”

			A variety of odd expressions flickered across his face. Shock, amusement, pain, and finally comprehension. “You’re looking for Bennet.”

			“Indeed I am.” She knew who he was by now. It had been a while since they’d met, but she’d heard plenty of him in the meantime. Tristan, Lord Burke, was infamous. There was no bigger rake in all London, no more profligate gambler, no greater womanizer . . . and no greatest object of interest to the gossipmongers. And now he was standing in her brother’s doorway, wearing only a pair of half-­buttoned trousers that threatened to slide down his lean hips at any moment. How very intriguing. “Do ladies come by every day, asking to kick Douglas?”

			He glanced behind him into the house. “Not every day, no.”

			She smiled thinly. “No. I expect they come to do something else entirely.” And they weren’t ladies, either. If she happened to walk in on her brother in bed with a strumpet . . . she would never, ever, let him hear the end of it.

			Tristan Burke hadn’t invited her in, but she was tired of standing on the front step like a bill collector. When he leaned backward a little bit more, obviously trying to look up the stairs, she squeezed past him into the narrow hall.

			It was dark within. Joan knew her brother had proper servants, but they must have learned by now not to admit visitors, light, or fresh air before three in the afternoon. She peeled off her gloves and raised one eyebrow at the man still holding the door open, now staring at her in amazement. “How do you do, Lord Burke?”

			Slowly he closed the door. “Very well, Miss . . .”

			She closed her eyes for a moment. Was she that forgettable? Or was he that dense? “Joan Bennet. I’m Douglas’s sister. We’ve met a dozen times at least.” Well, perhaps more like half a dozen, and none at all in the last ­couple of years, but he didn’t look in any state to contradict her.

			“Have we?” He folded his arms, and managed to look rather austere and forbidding, despite his state of undress, unshaven face, and the wild tangle of his hair. He still wore it long, she noticed, right down to his shoulders . . . which were far broader and more muscular than she had remembered.

			“You always seem to be unclothed when we meet,” she blurted out, then smiled sweetly as his jaw dropped. “But perhaps you don’t remember that time you burst into my bedroom?”

			His eyes narrowed, and color washed up his face, visible even in the gloomy hall. “Now I remember you,” he said in a low voice. “The impertinent girl.”

			She beamed. “Yes, that’s the one. Shall I show myself up? I assume Douglas is still abed.” She turned toward the stairs and started up.

			“Where are you going? Bloody—­dash it all, you can’t burst into a man’s bedchamber at this hour!” He bounded after her.

			Joan stopped and turned to face him. Three stairs down, he was shorter than she was, so she had the pleasure of looking down at him and his naked chest. “But that’s what you did to me. In the middle of the night, no less.”

			Deeper color roared across his high cheekbones. “We were children.”

			She pointedly looked down. “Obviously not anymore.” To her immense delight, he actually crossed his arms as if to cover himself. Joan bit her cheek to keep from bursting into snickers. “But my mother sent me to see Douglas, and the longer I argue with you about it, the less time I shall have for myself after doing my duty. Don’t worry,” she said as he opened his mouth to argue. “I know where his room is.” And she turned her back on him and hurried up the rest of the stairs, listening to his footsteps thunder up behind her a moment later.

			Douglas was, as expected, sleeping off a drinking binge. Joan studied the lump under the blankets for a moment. Once she decided it could only be one person, she went to the windows and threw open the drapes. The blankets didn’t stir. She opened a window, letting in a gust of spring breeze and the rattle of carriages and carts in the street below. The blankets were still. Perhaps it was all blankets and even Douglas wasn’t there. That would be grossly irritating, since she would either have to find her brother or go home and tell her mother he hadn’t been in. There was one way to know for sure. She grabbed the end of the covers nearest her, and yanked.

			Douglas raised his head and blinked at her, his eyes bloodshot and unfocused. “Bloody hell,” he said in a muffled voice. “Who the devil are you?”

			“Your sister,” she said briskly, tossing the blanket back over most of him. A fleeting glimpse of her brother’s bare arse was more than enough. “Mother sent me.”

			Douglas pulled the blanket over his head, and said something that sounded very vulgar. Joan filed it away for future reference—­in private, of course. Her fascination with bad language would land her in so much trouble if her mother ever discovered it.

			“She wants you to come to the Malcolm ball tomorrow evening.” She made a great clatter shoving things off the only chair in the room and dragging it to the side of the bed. “Shall I ring for tea?”

			“Go away,” he said beneath the blanket.

			“I’m very sorry, I can’t do that until you promise to attend the Malcolm ball. Do you promise?”

			“No,” her brother moaned.

			Joan reached for the bell cord and pulled it, hard. “I braved your half-­naked friend downstairs. What is he doing here, by the way? He really should let the footman answer the door; it was quite alarming to come face-­to-­face with his bare chest. Also, he shouted at me when he opened the door. Douglas, are you listening?”

			“No,” he moaned again.

			“Good,” she told him. “I have plenty more to complain about, and might as well do it to you.”

			Douglas flipped the blanket away from his face. “What will it take?” he asked desperately, “to make you go away?”

			“Your promise, in writing, to attend the Malcolm ball.”

			“In writing?”

			“So I can prove to Mother that I did, in fact, secure your promise, and that it is not my fault when you don’t show up anyway, despite having given said promise.”

			Her brother stared at her for a moment, finally focusing his gaze. “I despise you, Joan,” he said at last. “I really do.”

			She seized the blanket when he tried to pull it back over his head. “It’s not my idea that you go to the Malcolm ball. Even Papa doesn’t care. But Mother has it set in her mind that you would make a handsome ­couple with Felicity Drummond, and she’ll be at the ball tomorrow night.”

			“Felicity Drummond?” Douglas’s face was comically blank. “Who?”

			“I suppose you could ignore Mother’s summons and stay away, but then you run the risk of finding yourself betrothed to Felicity without having ever met her. She’s sweet enough,” Joan added conscientiously, leaving out any mention of Felicity’s snide sister and grasping mother.

			At that moment a servant stumbled into the room, breathing hard and looking as if he’d just fallen out of bed. “Yes, sir, what can I do for you?” he asked in a rush, then stopped and looked at Joan in bewilderment. “And miss,” he added uncertainly.

			“Tea, please,” she said.

			“Throw this woman out, Murdoch,” croaked Douglas. “She’s assaulted me in my bed!”

			Joan ignored him. “Very strong tea,” she said to the servant, whose gaze was swinging between her and the lump in the bed that was her brother. “With muffins, if you have any.” The servant hesitated, then fell back on his training and bowed to her.

			“And brandy!” Douglas called after his departing servant. “Don’t forget the bloody brandy!”

			“Douglas, you’re a sot.”

			“You’re a nag!” he returned indignantly, shoving himself up on one arm to glare at her. “I never woke you at the break of dawn and started yammering on about balls and betrothals and Mother! God, I’m going to have a beastly headache all day now, thanks to you.”

			Joan went to the small writing desk, tossed a crumple of discarded cravats off it, and got out a piece of paper. She uncapped the ink and wrote a brief line, promising to attend the Malcolm ball, then carried it and the pen over to the bed. “Sign this and I shall leave.”

			Douglas eyed it as if it were a poisonous snake. “You can’t mean it!”

			She sighed. “Then I must stay. Perhaps you can help me decide which color my new dress should be. Blue, do you think? But I’ve got a number of blue ones. Mother thinks pink is my color, but I really don’t like it. Yellow is even worse”—­Douglas wrenched the blanket back over his head—­”and that leaves green. But I look like a shrub in green. I suppose there’s also orange . . . What do you think?”

			“Gold,” said a familiar voice from the doorway. “You should wear gold.”

			This time Joan was prepared, having expected him to return eventually. So much the better that he’d got right to it; having a quarrel with his friend could only make Douglas even more anxious to appease her. She turned in her chair, a delighted smile on her face, and then stopped cold.

			Tristan Burke was quite a sight when surly, half-­asleep, and barely dressed. But with his hair slicked back and a deep green dressing gown wrapped around him, he was the essence of seduction. And he was watching her with his heavy-­lidded, intent gaze as if she were as fascinating to him as he was to her.

		

	
		

			Chapter 2
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			By the time Tristan located his dressing gown, the invading Fury had found her quarry. Gutted and filleted him as well, to guess by the sound of Bennet’s increasingly desperate voice coming from under the covers. For a moment he stood in the open doorway and let the scene amuse him. Douglas Bennet, the devilish brawler destined to inherit a fortune and an ancient baronetcy, was cowering beneath his blankets like a sniveling boy as the Fury—­his sister, if she could be believed—­sat calmly beside his bed and talked about dresses.

			She didn’t look like a Fury. She looked rather ordinary, to Tristan’s eyes. She was taller than average, with a generous figure that wasn’t at all suited to the current women’s fashion. It made her look . . . fat, he thought unkindly. Well, not really fat, but a little more than could be called plump. Her breasts, where a woman ought to be quite plump, were all covered up by an acre of lace, and the petticoats under her pink-­striped skirt gave her quite a girth. Her hair was a nice color, but she wore it in those tight ringlets he hated; they looked like a child’s hair, in his opinion. Her face . . . her face was handsome, he decided, and interesting, but perhaps that last was due to the unholy glee that sparkled in her eyes as Bennet tried in vain to escape her chatter.

			But when she said orange, he cringed. Never orange. Orange was a beastly color on most women, and on her it would be hideous. Tristan considered himself something of a connoisseur of women and their clothing. He loved women, especially beautiful women, and if a woman wasn’t actually beautiful, she could at least look her best. “Gold,” he said. “You should wear gold.”

			She twisted to look at him, her face bright with delight. Her expression froze a split second later, but not before Tristan registered the color of her eyes. Deep, rich brown, like fresh coffee, glinting with golden streaks. She should definitely wear gold, a rich warm shade that would play up her admittedly fine complexion. If she would change the style of her hair and wear something flattering, she might be passable, he thought before he could stop himself.

			But stop himself he did. First, because she was a Fury, and he didn’t need any more of those in his life. His aunt and cousins were more than enough. Second, because she was Douglas Bennet’s sister, and one didn’t trifle with the sisters of drinking mates unless one wanted to marry them—­and even then it was a risky business. But mostly he stopped himself because she was decidedly not his kind of woman, with those fussy little ringlets and lace-­shrouded bosom and the way she banged that door knocker like Hephaestus at his anvil. God almighty, no man needed a woman like that.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, finding her tongue. “Have you taken up residence?”

			“For two months,” he said. “Until my roof is repaired.”

			“Ah,” she said. “How lovely that Douglas will have a companion in vice so conveniently at hand.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “Vice? How interesting you would seize on that so quickly.”

			“It is the first thing that comes to mind when one considers my brother.” She looked him up and down. “And you, I imagine.”

			“Good heavens,” he drawled. “It must have been the first thing to come to your mind, then, when I opened the door for you. Should I be flattered?”

			The golden flecks in her eyes glinted. “Probably not,” she replied. “I imagine the two of you, thoroughly foxed, unable to walk, lying in your own filth as you sleep it off—­no doubt snoring viciously and twitching every few moments.” She flashed him a coy smile. “Are you flattered?”

			“You sound as if you know the state well.” He leered at her. “Have you been with us on a bender? I can’t recall seeing you drunk as a lord, but a description such as that is no mere flight of imagination.”

			“Oh, but it is,” she assured him. “I have a vivid imagination.”

			His gaze dipped again, sweeping over the lace at her neckline that didn’t hide the quick pulse in her throat. Was it anger—­or something else? Tristan found himself oddly taken by the Fury’s sharp tongue. “So do I,” he murmured.

			“I don’t doubt it,” she said. “Especially if you believe I shall leave without securing my dear brother’s promise to attend the Malcolm ball tomorrow night.” She leaned forward and poked the blankets on the bed again. “Douglas, think how happy Mother will be to call on you this afternoon, and tomorrow morning, to remind you. I shall make a point of telling her you invited her specially.”

			Bennet lunged out from under his refuge and across the bed to seize the pen and ink pot. Spattering ink everywhere, he dashed his signature across the bottom of the paper she thrust at him. “There! Will you leave me in peace now?”

			She smiled in triumph and waved the paper in the air to dry the ink. “Of course! I told you I would go as soon as you gave your promise—­and now Mother will see proof that I obtained it. Thank you, Douglas, it’s been a pleasure seeing you again.” She folded the paper and put it in her reticule. “Don’t forget: the ball is tomorrow evening. I should hate to have to come back to remind you of it.”

			“Just go,” snarled Bennet, diving back beneath his pillows and blankets.

			His sister just smiled again, wagging her head a little from side to side. Gloating. Tristan frowned. God save poor Bennet, growing up with her.

			She got out of her chair and turned to leave, but paused when she saw him standing in the doorway. The pleased look faded from her face. “Pardon me, sir.”

			“For badgering a poor man still in his bed? No, I will not,” said Tristan.

			Her brown eyes narrowed. “You are blocking the door,” she said, in tones that questioned his mental competence.

			He grunted. “You should have thought of that before invading the house.”

			“Oh yes, I forgot you live here now—­perhaps as the butler, questioning the guests?”

			“You’re utterly charming,” he said.

			“Is that why you don’t want me to leave?” she cooed, batting her eyelashes. “I confess, I never thought my brother would witness me being assaulted and insulted by a half-­naked man!” She raised her voice and gave each word a dramatic inflection worthy of Mrs. Siddons. “I vow, he’ll have to challenge you to a duel from the impropriety of it!”

			“Let her go,” bellowed Bennet from under his pillow. “For God’s sake, Burke, get her out of here!”

			“Thank you, dear brother,” she told him, swatting the covers. “I shall see you in two nights’ time.”

			This time Tristan stepped away from the doorway as she approached. “Good day, Miss Bennet.”

			She gave him a sunny smile. “Isn’t it? Good-­bye, Lord Burke.” She swept past him, leaving a wisp of fragrance in her wake. It was lovely—­soft and warm without being insipid or sickly sweet. Tristan revised his opinion slightly: a woman who smelled good was a step prettier than someone who didn’t.

			He transferred his gaze to Bennet, huddled in bed under a mound of blankets. He still felt mostly pity, for growing up with that virago in the house, but part of him also wondered why she clearly had more spirit and spine than her brother. Bennet, for all that he was a capital fellow, was easily led. Just witness how easily he signed that paper, indenturing himself to a night among the hungry lionesses of London’s marriage mart. Tristan would have torn up the paper and set it on fire as Miss Bennet watched, and he would have smiled at her while he did it. He could just imagine how she would respond to that . . .

			“Burke.” Bennet’s voice sounded dazed, with an undercurrent of panic. “Burke, I signed that bloody paper.”

			“Damned foolish thing to do,” Tristan agreed, dropping into the vacant chair by the bed.

			“I can’t go to the Macmillan ball.”

			“Malcolm ball,” Tristan corrected him.

			Bennet sat up, throwing off his covers. “It’s the opening night of the new opera—­there’s an entirely new ballet corps. From France.”

			“So it is.”

			“So you see I can’t possibly go to the bloody ball!” Bennet exclaimed. “The best girls will be taken by the end of the week.”

			Tristan shrugged. “So don’t go to the ball.”

			“No.” Bennet looked almost fearful. “You don’t understand. Now Joan’s got my promise in writing—­if I don’t go to the ball, there will be severe consequences.”

			“Your sister will come back?” Tristan was appalled. “Someone needs to rein her in—­”

			“No, it will be much worse.” Bennet shuddered. “It will be my mother. She’ll have me at tea. At balls. Cotillions. Musicales. Philosophical meetings.” He might as well have been describing the circles of hell, from his expression. Although, to Tristan’s ears, those were the circles of hell.

			“You should go to the ball, then.” Tristan got up and turned toward the door. This was not his problem, after all.

			“God, no! I just need to get that paper back from Joan before my mother sees it.”

			“You’d better run,” said Tristan dryly. The sound of the door closing had echoed up the stairs just a moment ago. “She’s already gone.”

			“Christ!” Bennet leapt out of bed and scrambled for his trousers. Tristan was almost out the door when he called, “Burke, wait! You’ve got to help me.”

			“Why?” Tristan scratched his chin. “You should have put her in her place and ordered her from the house.”

			Bennet gave a harsh laugh as he pulled a shirt over his head. “You don’t know Joan if you think that’s the way to deal with her. Help me, man, or I’ll be cut to pieces.”

			“No more than you deserve,” he muttered, but he threw up his hands. “How am I supposed to help? She obviously didn’t approve of me, if you didn’t notice.”

			Bennet was yanking on his boots. “You know how to talk to women. Just . . .” He waved one hand in the air. “Talk her out of the paper.”

			He’d much rather talk her out of an orange dress and into a gold one. Yes, a rich gold silk, cut low across her bosom and shoulders—­without a shred of lace—­and swathing her hips and waist closely. He wondered how small her waist was; with a bosom like hers, a small waist would be just the thing. There could be a true Venus under those wretched ruffles.

			“Burke, I’m begging,” said Bennet. “Help me, this once, in my time of desperate need.”

			It didn’t really matter how small her waist was, or what her hair would look like unbound. She was a blackmailing Fury. One couldn’t abandon a fellow man to the manipulations of such a creature, even if it was his sister. Tristan gave in. “Very well. Let me dress.”

			By the time he was clothed, Bennet was pacing in the hall, raggedly knotting a cravat around his neck. “She’ll be almost home by now,” he said. He shoved his hands through his hair, not for the first time from the looks of things. “Good God, what a plague!”

			“She can’t be that bad,” said Tristan, thinking of his aunt and cousins. They were a plague, with all of Miss Bennet’s sharp-­tongued temper and none of her wit. All of her interest in ugly dresses and none of her bosom. All of her boldness and none of her dash.

			“You’ve never had to live with her,” muttered Bennet as he threw open the door.

			Sunlight blazed into the hall. Bennet squinted and cursed some more, but clattered down the steps to the edge of the street. Then he stopped, turning from side to side. “Devil take me. Which way would she go?”

			“Home?” Tristan followed more slowly, pulling his hat low on his forehead. Gads, it was bright out here. “I absolutely refuse to chase her into your parents’ house.”

			Bennet inhaled a long breath. “Right. Home. Although Joan is fond of sneaking off on her own—­she thinks I don’t know, but she slips out to bookstores and millinery shops every chance she gets.” He paused. “You go that way”—­he pointed east—­”and I’ll go this way. If she’s made it home . . .” He shuddered. “My father will have to step in.”

			Tristan wondered why he’d never noticed this spineless side of Bennet before, but he just nodded. Bennet nodded back before taking off to the west, striding down the street as though he longed to burst into a run.

			He turned and strolled east, toward the shops. Where would a young lady go, alone? He hadn’t noticed a maid waiting on the steps, and no servant had accompanied her into the house, where chaperonage was most needed. Most likely she’d gone home to lay the spoils of victory at her mother’s feet. And if Bennet was such a coward to sign that damned paper at all, Tristan privately thought he deserved whatever he reaped.

			But still. Bennet had offered him a place to stay in town where he could easily and conveniently supervise the repair of his roof, allowing him to get the work done without causing a stir. His aunt would seize any opportunity to upbraid him about his management of the estate, even though in this case he was repairing a century-­old roof that his uncle couldn’t be bothered to replace. If Uncle Burke had properly seen to the roof, it wouldn’t have leaked for the last ten years, quietly rotting the upper story of the house before collapsing under a heavy rain last month.

			He turned into Bond Street, halfheartedly looking for a flash of pink-­striped skirts. God knew they were wide enough, he should be able to spot them from half a mile away. How on earth was it that women didn’t learn how to dress themselves well? Why must they go like sheep after the latest style, whether it flattered them or not? Gold was definitely Miss Bennet’s color, and richer, darker tones that would reflect well with her dark hair and creamy skin. Not pink, for certain.

			And what the devil was he supposed to do once he found her? She wouldn’t surrender that paper without a battle royal, and Tristan had no intention of engaging her in the middle of a milliner’s shop. He told himself he wouldn’t want to face her in private, either, no matter how satisfying it would be to take her down a peg.

			He paused outside a display window, and studied the bolts of silk temptingly draped there. That shade of blue would also suit her, he thought—­and then swore under his breath. A virago. A she-­devil. And the sister of a mate. Not a woman who would look good in any shade of blue.

			He turned away from the window, striding down the street at a brisker pace. It wasn’t his fault Bennet couldn’t stand up to her. It wasn’t his concern if Bennet found himself bundled off to the Malcolm ball or the Macmillan ball or any other ball to dance with half the girls in Britain. Judging from the way he’d cowered before his sister, Bennet would be married off within a few months anyway, likely to another Fury; females like that tended to stick together. Lady Bennet no doubt already had the girl all chosen, and would bend her son to her will the way a stiff breeze bowed a spring sapling. It would be a pity, of course, to lose so jovial a companion, but Tristan had no desire to get between a Fury and her object. Bennet would have to save himself. It was ridiculous to take orders from a woman—­any woman. Really, if Tristan wanted to help his friend, he would do better to find him and tell him to be a man, and put his sister in her proper place.

			And then, from the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of pink stripes as she vanished into a small bookshop. His steps slowed, and a slow smile spread over his face. Quite forgetting that he had just pledged to avoid her like a deadly plague, he flexed his hands and followed her.

		

	
		

			Chapter 3
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			A little bell above the door tinkled as Joan stepped into the cramped bookshop. She paused on the threshold to take a deep breath in delight. It wasn’t just the smell of books—­that dry combination of paper and printing ink—­that reminded her of the library at Helston Hall, her family’s Cornish estate. The library had been the only place she was free to indulge her passion for adventure and scandal, even if only in her mind. Today it was more than that; today it was the smell of freedom. For the next hour, she was free to wander where she liked. True, Bond Street was hardly a wild and dangerous adventure, aside from the risk of being spotted by one of her mother’s friends. But in the confined life of a wellborn spinster . . . any escape was intoxicating.

			Especially when one had a particular errand one was quite keen to fulfill. Keeping her eyes discreetly lowered, she found the shopkeeper and quietly cleared her throat.

			“Yes, madam, may I help you?” He smiled and bowed, patting his hands together. “Are you looking for something special?”

			“Yes, sir.” She smiled prettily. “Is there a new issue of 50 Ways to Sin, by chance?”

			There was a reason she had come to this shop; the proprietor didn’t blink an eye at her request, nor cavil at all. In fact, he might have winked at her. “I just received several copies this morning. Shall I wrap one up for you in the back room?”

			“Yes, thank you.” Joan resisted the urge to twirl around in glee. A new issue, just in this morning! It must be fresh from the printing press. She’d have time to read it at least once before handing it off to her friends the next night. Abigail and Penelope were expected at the Malcolm ball as well. The only thing better than reading the latest issue was discussing it in exhilarated whispers behind their fans. Balls had become quite tolerable since 50 Ways to Sin had appeared.

			The shopkeeper disappeared through the draped door behind his counter, and Joan walked further into the store, piously stationing herself in front of a shelf of thick, dull-­looking books with a thin rime of dust. To wander too near the novels at the rear of the shop would be dangerous. She would only end up pining for a book she could neither buy nor sneak into the house. Thankfully, 50 Ways to Sin was printed as a pamphlet and could be concealed under a shawl or even—­as Joan had once done in desperation—­inside her garter.

			The bell above the door tinkled again, and she hurriedly faced the shelf, tilting her bonnet brim to hide her face. For a moment all was silent, then slow, measured footsteps sounded, heading right for her. Joan pressed her lips together and sidled a few steps to the side, keeping her eyes glued to the shelves without registering any titles in front of her. It was a man’s tread, which meant she should be well nigh invisible to him, unless by some hideous mischance he was a friend of her parents. Somehow her mother was acquainted with every prying busybody in London, and word of Joan’s illicit visit here would wend its way back to Lady Bennet’s ears sooner or later.

			The steps came nearer, pausing at the end of the aisle where she stood. Hastily she plucked a book at random from the shelf and opened it, at the same time she casually turned her back to him. Even though she told herself she had every right to visit a bookshop, her heart thudded hard and fast against her ribs. Visiting Hatchard’s would not alarm her mother overmuch; visiting this bookshop, on the other hand, let alone in search of the contraband she wanted, would see her locked in her room for a month. She made herself breathe evenly, listening with every fiber of her being for those footsteps to turn and walk away.

			Instead they came closer, one loud echoing step at a time. Joan turned a page in the book she held, as nonchalantly as possible. Where was that shopkeeper? She would be wildly irked at him if he turned out not to have 50 Ways to Sin after all.

			“If you give back the paper Bennet signed, I won’t tell anyone I saw you reading prurient poetry in here,” murmured a terribly familiar voice.

			Joan froze. Her heart jolted into her throat for one terrified moment. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, turning another page. This time she forced her eyes to read a few lines; it was not, thank the Lord and all his saints in heaven, prurient poetry. “And it’s rude to interrupt someone reading.”

			“No?” A long arm reached past her, above her head, and drew a dusty, battered book from a shelf. “Isn’t it rude to accost someone in his bedchamber and blackmail him into sacrificing his freedom?”

			“How dare you accuse a lady of such unspeakable crimes.” She turned another page. “It would be quite slanderous of you to say such things.”

			Lord Burke leaned one shoulder against the bookcase in front of her and flipped open his book. “I saw it with my own eyes, not half an hour ago.”

			“Indeed?” She batted her eyes at him. “When you tell the tale, be sure to mention your own shocking state of undress. My brother will demand satisfaction before the end of the day.”

			He gave her a slow, simmering smile. As Joan had feared, the dratted man cleaned up very well. His bright green eyes glinted with deviltry, and when he smiled like this, a dimple appeared in his cheek. She’d forgotten the dimple. “He already demanded satisfaction. Why do you think I’m here? Hand over the paper and we’ll go our separate ways with no one the wiser.”

			“Lord Burke, my actions are none of your concern. My brother is a grown man, in body if not in mind, and I daresay if he needs a keeper, you are the last man in England fit for the post. He signed the paper of his own free will.” She gave him a smile of her own, rather smug and superior.

			“And you shall hand it right back to me, of your own free will.” He continued smiling at her in that wicked way that hinted of languid seduction. She had dreamed of a man looking at her this way, as if he meant to pursue her to the ends of the earth, only she hadn’t thought it would be over a silly piece of paper.

			She snapped her book closed and replaced it on the shelf. “I don’t think I’d give you anything of mine, of my own free will.”

			He raised one eyebrow. “No?”

			“Never.”

			“Never?”

			She tipped back her head and widened her smile. “Never.”

			He leaned forward, lowering his face until they were mere inches apart. “I could change your mind,” he whispered.

			Joan heaved a sigh, even though her pulse jumped at the way he was looming over her, almost as if he meant to kiss her senseless. One part of her was strongly tempted to goad him into doing it. Shouldn’t every girl be kissed senseless by a dangerous man, just once in her life? But on the other hand, it was often better not to know what one was missing, so as not to feed sinful longings. Why hadn’t Tristan Burke’s dissipated lifestyle ravaged his looks? This would be much easier if he were fat or pockmarked.

			“Never,” she repeated, telling herself it was true. Even if he did kiss her—­which she doubted he could bring himself to do, no matter what he’d promised Douglas—­it wouldn’t change her mind, because she would know it was only to win back that paper. If Joan were to let herself fall into a swoon over a kiss, it would be a proper kiss, given in passion and meant to seduce, not to trick.

			For a moment he didn’t reply. His gaze narrowed and roved over her face. “You’re still too impertinent for your own good.”

			“Why, thank you!” She batted her eyelashes at him. “I have achieved my life’s ambition.”

			“And you’re too much trouble to be let loose on the poor, unsuspecting men of London.”

			Her own eyes narrowed. He trod on shaky ground now. “You seem to be the only one troubled. Even Douglas will get over his fit. The paper means nothing, you know; my mother will have him at that ball one way or another, and he knows it.”

			“Then give it back.”

			“No.”

			“I could take it from you.” Again his eyes drifted down, his long eyelashes dark against his cheeks. His gaze seemed to sweep over her figure like a cool breeze, and she fought off a shiver. “No,” he murmured. “I’d much rather you give it to me.”

			“Not as long as you live, Lord Burke.” Her dratted voice broke on his name, so it came out breathy and soft. “Besides,” she quickly added to cover it, “the ball is tomorrow night. If it means so much to you, I shall send it to you the day after next, done up with a bright pink bow.”

			His mouth curved again. “I imagine you have quite a lot of pink ribbon. Pink isn’t your color at all, though.”

			“That is none of your concern,” she said coolly.

			“Well, I must confess it made you easier to track just now. I could see those stripes from two streets away.”

			Joan knew she wasn’t pretty. Her dress had looked so fetching in the dressmaker’s sketches, and then somehow so ordinary on her, no matter what her mother said. But it was the height of indignity to have him point that out. Never mind her previous fascination with his bare chest, or the way he loomed over her like a lover. He was an ass. Even worse, he had spoiled all her joy at being free for a few stolen moments. The shopkeeper had vanished, and not even 50 Ways to Sin was worth spending another moment with Lord Boor—­and for costing her that, she could have smacked him. “Thank you for that unsolicited and unwanted observation,” she said through her teeth. “I hope you and Douglas drive each other mad. And you may tell him I will see him at the Malcolm ball tomorrow evening.” She turned on her heel and stalked out the door, pulling it shut with a slam behind her.

			Tristan scowled as she marched away from him for the second time that day. Bennet had obviously gone wrong decades ago with her; his sister was clearly set in her willful ways. Worse, the way her eyes sparkled when she defied him conveyed a gleeful pride in her obstinacy. His first thought about her was absolutely correct. She was a Fury and should be avoided.

			He tried not to wonder what she would have done if he’d attempted to persuade her in earnest.

			His gaze fell to the book in his hand. What had brought Miss Bennet into this shop? he wondered. It was a far cry from Hatchard’s selection of dry improving works and silly Gothic novels. He decided she’d probably had no idea and wandered in by chance, and turned to replace the book of very prurient poetry on the shelf. For a moment there, he’d been dangerously tempted to read her a selection, just to see how brightly pink her fine complexion could turn.

			“Here you are, madam.” A short, balding man in a shopkeeper’s apron came from the office behind the counter, a package in his hand. He stopped
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