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This book is dedicated to
 the memory of my grandmother,
 Mildred Berry.


Unswerving in her devotion and
 in love with my grandfather till the last,
 Nanny B. treated life like a dance
 and dance she did.


It did not matter if she knew all the steps,
 she would make up her own.


It did not matter if she had rhythm,
 she got her groove on regardless.


It did not matter that she lost the only partner
 she wanted 20+ years earlier.


She learned to waltz alone.


And most importantly, Nan danced
 like no one was watching
living life on her own terms.


I was blessed to have shared
 her dance floor for 32 years
 and, thanks to her instruction,
 am unafraid to cut a few rugs myself.


Thank you, Nan.


Save one for me.
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Chapter 1





Once upon a time


He was drunk.


Not drunk in a silly manner, or even drunk in a vaguely belligerent fashion, but head-spinning, world-whirling, out-of-his-mind drunk. He hadnt meant to get so foxed; it had simply happened. One brandy had led to another and then another, until his feet became as heavy as lead and his entire body was engulfed in woozy numbness.


He liked being numb.


Still, his inebriation wasnt so consuming that it kept him from remembering the promise he had made earlier that day. He had asked the fair Eleanor to marry him, and she had agreed. All that was left was to tell her father, and as the earl was a friend of his own papa, there would be no obstacles to the union. The license would be procured, and Eleanor would be his. Soon he would kiss her sweet lips, feel her luxuriant body against his, and make her his in a way that would seal his claim to her. The very thought of it caused him to stiffen with desire. Perhaps he wasnt as drunk as hed thought.


Tossing back one more glass, he decided it was time to leave the company of these amiable gentlemen, who seemed more than happy to pour brandy down his throat by the barrelful. He could stay there all night, drinking. It made him feel so very free. Eleanor made him feel free as well. And Eleanor didnt make his head ache the next morning.


The image of her face swimming in his mind put a spring in his step as he made his way through the darkened corridors of the manor house, up the stairs to his chamber. Country house parties were always such fun.


In his room he kicked off his boots and tossed his coat on the floor. Waistcoat and shirt followed. He tripped taking off his trews and fell onto the bed with a gleeful Oops! He kicked at the offending garment until his limbs were finally free and lay on the bed gloriously naked and gloriously warm, as a soft summer night breeze drifted through the windows.


The world wasnt spinning, but it swayed a bit as he closed his eyes, and he gave himself up to the sensation. It was like being in a boat on gently rippled lake. He liked boats. He liked this rocking feeling. It lulled him toward the uncompromising darkness of a spirits-induced slumber. No thoughts, no insecurities, no dreams. Nothing but sweet blackness.


He was on the verge of slipping under when something touched his thigh. His brow wrinkled with the effort of trying to will his eyes open. Reluctantly the lids parted slightly, revealing the blurred vision of a woman with long blond hair hovering above him.



He smiled. Eleanor. Even her name was calming, an audible representation of serenity. What was she doing there? They hadnt made their understanding known yet. She could still be ruined if anyone found her there in his room. He didnt want their marriage to start off with rumors surrounding it. You should not be here.


Shh, she replied, her soft hand sliding up between his thighs. She stroked his growing erection until he arched his hips in languid arousal. And when she closed her mouth around him, a groan escaped his lips.


Where had an inexperienced virgin learned such technique? Had he been sober, he might have given the question more thought. Had he been sober, he might have given the woman kneeling between his legs with her lips wrapped around his pole a second glance, but he wasnt sober. And he didnt do either of those things.


Later, as he slipped between her eagerly spread thighs, he thought he heard someone gasp behind him, but the sound was drowned out by Eleanors welcoming coos and sighs as he nudged her body open and slid into her warm, welcoming wetness. There was no barrier to his possessiona detail that should have given him pause, but didnt. Right now he didnt care if she was a virgin or not. All that mattered to him was that she belonged to him.


The amazing, wonderful Eleanor was finally his.


London, September 1819


You are not actually entertaining the idea of accepting Burroughs invitation, are you? The question was asked in a tone both incredulous and vaguely insulting.


Over the edge of the invitation, Brahm Ryland flashed an annoyed glance at his brother. He and Wynthrope had been on speaking terms but six months now, and the slightly younger man still knew how to get under his skin like a festering splinter.


Actually, he mimicked dryly, I am doing just that, yes.


Wynthropes tanned brow creased in a scowl that told Brahm in no uncertain terms what the younger Ryland thought of that answer. Are you foxed?


From anyone else, that question would have been the most insulting they could ask. However, Brahm knew his brother was capable of being much, much more obnoxious than that. He leaned back in his chair, crossing his freshly polished boots on the top of his desk. I am as sober as Aunt Jane.


His brother blinked. Aunt Jane is dead these past twenty years.


Brahm smiled condescendingly. I imagine it has been a while since she had a drink, then.


Prior to her death, she was sauced every day of her lifeexcept for Sunday, of course.


Of course. Closing his eyes, Brahm stifled a sigh. Was his brother deliberately provoking him, or was Wynthrope truly stupid? It had been so long since theyd had a brotherly relationshipnot that they had one nowthat there were times when he really didnt know what to think of his sibling. He loved himsometimes he even liked himbut most of the time he thought of Wynthrope as the wind; the only thing constant about him was that he was never, ever constant. Not with Brahm, at least. Not with their brothers either. Brahm couldnt speak for Wynthropes wife, Moira, but if the smile on the womans face counted for anything, his brother was pleasing in marriage at least.


He didnt have the patience to verbally dance with Wynthrope this morning. The invitation from the Earl Burrough had come like an unexpected guestnot necessarily wanted, but not entirely unwelcome. And above all else, it had come as a surprise. Why would Burrough invite him, of all people, to his home? Surely the old man couldnt have forgotten what Brahm had done the last time hed been in his house?


Of course, it wasnt as though Brahms memory of that night was that clear eitherit had happened more than a decade ago. All he knew was that he thought he had been bedding Eleanor, but he had awakened the next morning beside her sister. Of course, Eleanor had refused to marry him. Refused to even speak to him, and Lord Burrough, her father, had him unceremoniously ejected from his country estate. All Burrough seemed to know, however, was that Brahm had broken his daughters heart, not that he had shagged his other daughter to do it.


The next few months that followed were a blur as well, as he had spent them in a stupor, trying to forget Eleanors face. He thought it had worked, but there was that night a few years later when hed seen her at a ball given by Lord and Lady Pennington. Hed watched her dance every dance with some young fop as he himself downed glass after glass of disgusting champagne. One minute he was horribly jealous of the fop, wanting Eleanor to show at least some indication that she was aware of his presence, and the next he was standing on the refreshment table, relieving himself in the cut crystal punch bowl for all to see.


Even through the fog of drink he could plainly remember Eleanors horrified reaction. There could be no denying that she had been painfully aware of him at that moment.


You are going to see her, arent you? His brothers tone was faintly accusatory. You want to see Lady Eleanor.


The sound of her name was enough to send Brahms heart into a shameful gallop.


Eleanor. Over thirty years of age, she was considered an ape leader by many. An old maid to be pitied and whispered about behind fluttering fans. To Brahm she was a painful memory, so deeply imbedded in his mind that her image was burned into the backs of his eyes. Ever since he had given up the drink, she had started taking up more and more of his thoughts. He dreamed about her, thought of her at the strangest times. She was the one person to whom he hadnt apologized for the hurt he had sown. He owed her that. And maybe once he had apologized, once he had proven to her that he was a changed man, she would cease haunting him.


And yes, if he admitted the truth, perhaps shed give him a second chance. God, how weak and pathetic that made him feel, but it was true. There had never been another woman who made him want to propose marriagenever another woman who made him smile the same way that Eleanor had. Their time together had been brief, their courtship practically nonexistent, but those weeks spent in her company had been among the best moments of his life.


And moments such as those had been few and very, very far between.


Your silence is very telling, Wynthrope remarked, bringing him back to the here and now. You do realize you are setting yourself up for a mighty fall?


Brahm nodded as he tossed the invitation onto his desk. I do.


And yet you plan to follow it through?



I would rather fall than continue walking this precipice.


His brother arched a dark brow. How positively poetic.


If his tone were any drier it would have been a desert. Brahm chuckled. Do not be jealous simply because I have a more lyrical manner than you do.


Wynthropes answering expression was dubious. I am simply nauseous over it.


Again Brahm laughed. He should know better than to verbally spar with his younger brother. Wynthrope had a witand a tonguelike a rapier. He could slice someone wide open and the person would never even know he was bleeding. Brahm could have no doubt that his words made his brother ill, and yet he sounded sosincere.


You have, of course, thought of how badly this meeting could go?


Ah, here was Wynthropes genuine sincerity. He didnt know his younger brother that well, and God knew they needed patience and time if they were ever to become friends, but they cared about each other, loved each other. After many years of misunderstandings and resentment, that connection was pleasantly warming.


Of course. In actuality, he hadnt. He did now, however. He had thought only of what seeing Eleanor again meant to him, not what it might mean to her. Were the situation reversed, he would not be so keen to reunite with a woman who claimed to want to marry him and then frigged his brother.


But if she wasnt open to the meeting, why had he received an invitation? She was mistress in her fathers house; the servants listened to her. She planned everything that went on in that house, from menial daily tasks to the grandest parties. She had to know he was invited. Hell, she had to have issued the invitation. Hadnt she?


Wynthrope eyed him curiously, his blue eyes unreadable. Be careful, brother.


It was a warning in every sense of the word, but Brahms throat tightened with emotion at the sentiment behind it. Of course, he repeated. He could be nothing else. He was always careful when sober. It was only when drunk that he was reckless.


Reckless enough to piss in a punch bowl. Reckless enough to allow his father, the former viscount, to enter a carriage race that led to his deathand Brahms limp. And apparently reckless enough to sleep with his betrotheds sister. He mentally shook his head at that one. Of all the things he had doneremembered and notinjuring Eleanor was the one he regretted most, outside of his fathers death.


Wynthrope rose to his feet. Then I shall leave you to your preparations.


Brahm watched his brother. Wynthrope was so elegant, so thoroughly cool and composed. There had been a time when he thought his brother made of ice, but then Wynthrope had met Moira, and the ice melted. Brahm knew, even if his brother would never want it acknowledged, that Wynthrope ran much deeper than he appeared.


I will be fine, Wyn, he heard himself assure the younger man.


He was pinned to his chair by a simple, plaintive gaze. If you find yourself in troubleany kind of troublesend for me. I will come for you.


Again Brahms throat tightened. Wynthrope meant liquor, he was certain of it. I will. Thank you.


Wynthrope only nodded and took his leave. Brahm sat there at the desk for a long time after his brother was gone, staring at the portrait of his father that hung above the fireplace.


Of all his fathers sons, he was the most like the former viscount. He alone had developed the same vices, perhaps even the same virtues. He had his fathers dark hair, the same nose and chin. In one respect, however, he was very much different from the man who sired him. He would never, never marry a woman he did not love simply to increase his fortune and beget heirs. He would not relegate the woman he adored to mistress and allow one of his sons to be born a bastard, as Brahms brother North had been.


No. Brahm would marry the woman he loved, or he would not marry at all. As the years went on, he began to think the latter would be his fate. But nowNow he might have been given a second chance, and hed be damned if hed let it pass him by. He was going to accept this invitation. He would go to Burroughs estate and he would confront Eleanor. He would do whatever was necessary to force her to listen to his apology, to prove to her that he was a changed man. And then he would discover whether her opinion of him had changed. Beyond that, he dared not speculate. There could be no predicting what his reaction would be to her, or if either of them would find anything appealing in the other.


All he dared hoped was that if she didnt accept that he had changed, he might be able to finally put her in the past where she belonged. That he would stop thinking of what could have been and start concentrating on what was. She was the last person to whom he wished to make amends. After that, he would truly have a fresh lease on life.


Yes, his future and the path it would take relied almost entirely on Eleanor Durbane and her forgiveness. If he still drank it would be a sobering thought.


What was she like now? He knew from the few times he had seen her over the years that she had maintained her looks, maturing into a beauty even more heartbreaking than in her youth. She had never married. Was she bitter? Had he ruined her for other men? Somehow he couldnt bring himself to feel much remorse at the thought. What would his reaction be to her after all these years? Would she still fill his heart with joy? Would she still make him want to be everything she desired?


More importantly, he wondered what her reaction would be when she saw him. Would she be pleased? Or would she want his head on a platter?


Chances were he wouldnt be lucky enough to achieve either.





I must be stark raving mad.


Across the parlor, her sister Arabella looked up from her needlepoint. What was that, dearest?


Good Lord, she hadnt said that aloud, had she? Eleanors cheeks warmed as she met her sisters pale gaze.


Sorry, Belle. I pricked my finger. That was such a lie. Her own needlework hadnt been touched in almost half an hour. It wasnt that she didnt enjoy stitchery, normally she did very much. She had finished numerous projects, and each had given her a great amount of pleasure and peace in her life. Sometimes the days were so long, she needed something to pass the hours, such as the needlework in her hands.


But her task did nothing to take her mind off the fact that she was two-and-thirty and well and good on her way to becoming a spinster. And if by chance her mind did stray to thoughts of spinsterhood, she needed something to keep it from straying to the fact that she could be Lady Creed right now, if only she hadnt gone to Brahms room that night


But she wouldnt think of that awful night, not now. Not with Arabella watching her. Because Arabella did not know that the one man Eleanor had ever entertained thoughts of marrying had bedded their sister Lydia. In fact, to Eleanors knowledge, even Lydia didnt know that Eleanor had seen her in bed with Brahm. Lydia never would have done what she didoh, what she did!if she had known of Brahms proposal to Eleanor. What sister would?


At times Eleanor rather wished her sister had confessed to her. It would have made forgiving her a little bit easier, would have made her resentment a little easier to live with. But Lydia never said a word.


And truth be told, Eleanor sometimes wondered if her sister even cared. Did Lydia ever wonder if maybe Eleanor knew about her and Brahm? Did Lydia make a habit of betraying her husband, or had Brahm truly seduced an innocent woman?


She knew for a fact that Brahm Ryland rarely had to stoop to seduction. Women used to flock to him like flies to manure. Even now, with his tarnished reputation, he was reported to have his share of feminine attention.


Well, there were obviously a lot of women in England with a total lack of morals and taste.


Ellie?


Eleanors head jerked up. Arabella was watching her with a sympathetic smile on her face. What has you so distracted?


Feigning surprise, Eleanor laughedit sounded sharp and disjointed in her ears. Distracted? Why would you believe me distracted?


Arabella nodded at the needlework sliding off Eleanors lap. Because you have been staring into space for a full five minutes.


Eleanor knew when she was caught. Only Arabella would notice that she was out of sorts. Lydia and their other sisters, Muriel and Phoebe, were usually too busy with their own lives to have an interest in anyone elses. Arabella was different. Arabella was happy with her life, her husband, and her situation. The othersincluding Eleanor herselfoften were too distracted by their own problems to have an interest in another.


Surely Eleanor had to take some responsibility for that. After the death of their mother, she had practically raised her four younger sisters. If their lives had turned out less than what they had hoped for, couldnt they blame her for some of it?


So, Arabella prodded when Eleanor remained silent. What has you so addled? Is it this party of Papas?


Unfortunately, Arabellas attention to others often led to her noticing things better left alone.


Eleanor sighed. Yes. She dropped her needlework into the basket at her feet. He is determined to marry me off.


Her sisters smile was patient. She spared a glance at her canvas as she slipped her needle through it. You sound so very displeased at the prospect.


She was. She had only agreed to it because their father was ill and she didnt want to upset him. I do not need help finding a husband.


Arabella shrugged. You never leave the house. Obviously, if you are to find a husband, you need him to be brought to you.



I leave the house! Even as she protested, Eleanor knew there was little point. She didnt leave the estate that often. She went to church on Sunday mornings, to the village once in a while for thread or ribbon. It was only during the Season that she traveled, and even then it was only to London. She didnt even socialize much while she was there, not now that all her younger sisters were married and there was no need for her to play chaperone.


The truth was, she didnt go out much in London anymore because Brahm was becoming more and more of a fixture among the ton. His reputation wasnt as black as it once was, rather a dark shade of gray. Some hostesses even thought him fashionableand the sight of him proved to be more than Eleanors bitter heart could bear.


He invited so many bachelors, Belle. She couldnt keep the whine from her voice. Everyone is sure to guess why. Our guests will all know that hes trying to sell me off like a broodmare at market.


Arabellas flaxen brows knitted in a fierce frown. What an awful thing to accuse Papa of! He is not trying to sell you to anyone! He simply wants to know that you are looked after in the event of his death.


How could her sister speak so matter-of-factly about the fact that their father would one day die? Maybe it was because Eleanor had spent more time with him, had seen him be so dependent on her after her mothers death, that the idea of losing her papa brought a hard lump to her throat.


She refused to feel guilty. I will be looked after. My inheritance will ensure that I never want for anything. Inheritance, it had such a nice ring to it. Much nicer than, unused dowry.


It is not the same, her sister admonished. A lady needs a gentleman to look after her, to share her life with. It is a womans duty to provide her husband with companionship and children.


Eleanor stared at her. Arabella truly believed that. More importantly, Arabella lived it. It was what she wanted, and she had it with her husband. They were expecting their first child, and were one of the happiest couples Eleanor had ever seen. They rarely quarreled, and when they did, it made both of them miserable. They were partners, which was an oddity in itself among their set.


God, how Eleanor envied her sister. She envied her even though she often didnt understand her. Maybe Arabella had turned out so different because she was only two years younger than Eleanor. Arabella remembered their mother better than the other three. Eleanor had been twelve when her mother died. Arabella had been ten, Lydia seven, Phoebe four and Muriel a mere year. Arabella had enjoyed their mothers influence. She even looked the most like her.


Caroline Durbane had been a lovely, graceful woman with pale blond hair and pale blue eyes. Only Arabella was just as fair, just as lovely. The rest of them had darker hair. Eleanor and Lydia shared the same shade of dark and light blond mixed. Phoebe was a brunette, and Muriels hair was honey gold.


But why was she thinking about her sisters when she should be contemplating a way out of this mess her father had gotten her into?


She agreed to the house party because he wanted itand the truth was, she was terrified he was dying. Shed walk to London barefoot if she thought it would keep him with her longer. Odd how she couldnt bear to lose him, even though she sometimes felt suffocated by him.


But then she learned that he was inviting unmarried men to the party. There would be several bachelors living under their roof for the next month, bachelors invited with the hope that one of them would propose to Eleanorand that she would accept.


A broodmare at market, indeed.


She had taken over the responsibilities of running an estate at an age when most girls developed crushes on their dance instructors. She had raised her sistersgranted, she might not have done such a fine job of it. And she had cared for their father. Where had anyone, particularly Papa, gotten the idea that she needed a husband to look after her?


She didnt need anyone. Yes, it was true that she sometimes thought it would be nice to have someone to lean on, but that didnt mean she needed a husband. It simply meant she neededsomeone to lean on.


And she certainly didnt need a husband from her fathers list of potentials. Lord only knew the kind of men he had chosen to show her off to. It had been he who had brought Brahm Ryland into their house all those years ago, and look where that had gotten her.


your attention.


Eleanors gaze jerked to her sister. I beg your pardon?


And well you should, her sister chastised. You have not listened to a word I said!


I heard you. A woman needs a man to look after her. A man needs a woman for companionship.


Arabella arched a shapely brow. And?


It is her duty to provide him with children.


And?


There was more? Oh dear. Um


Arabella waited patiently, despite the pained look Eleanor shot her.


Fine. Eleanor scowled. Sometimes her sister was so cruel. I was not listening.



A smug smile curved Arabellas cupids-bow lipsanother trait that had escaped Eleanoras she deftly pierced the hooped canvas in her lap with her needle. I said that Papa only wants to see you happy, no matter how you choose to see it. You know he will not force you to marry anyone you do not want.


That was true. None of her sisters had been forced into marriage, and Eleanor knew she would be no different. After all, her father had allowed her to refuse Brahm, and he had been Papas favorite of any of her suitors.


Of course, there might be something to be said for allowing her father to choose for hertwo of her sisters were vocally unhappy with the choices they made, and Muriel, married but a year, showed signs of soon joining them. But not Arabella, who had come to Eleanor the night Henry proposed to ask for her opinionand for her blessing. Eleanor had been all too happy to give both.


She sighed. This was all so confusing. I know no one will force me, Belle. It is just so embarrassing. People will gossip about it, you know.


Her sister nodded and added another stitch to her sampler. I know. That is why I talked Papa into inviting some young ladies from the marriage mart.


You did what? Eleanor could not believe her ears. How did you manage that?


Arabella smiled conspiratorially. I told him you might try harder if you thought you had competition.


Eleanor laughed at that. How could she not? Oh, Belle! Thank you.


Her sister nodded. I thought that might make you feel a little less pressured. I saw some guests arrive this morning. Were any bachelors among them?



Eleanor shook her head. Lord and Lady Boothe. You know how they like to arrive early. And a few families came in early to get settled. Her gaze drifted to the clock on the mantel. I suspect others will start arriving soon, however. This afternoon and this evening will be the busiest time.


Another dip of the needle. Does Papa expect you to greet the guests?


Eleanor shook her head. Normally she would, but even she didnt have enough composure to face all those gentlemen, not to mention the ladies and their knowing glances. Muriel and Phoebe offered to take turns doing it. More than likely her sisters had volunteered so they could be the first to get any gossip.


Good. It will heighten their anticipation if they do not see you until dinner.


Anticipation? For her? Eleanor would have laughed if she werent so close to choking on it. She wasnt ugly by any means, but everyone knew she was the least comely of her sisters. She was too tall to be fashionable, and she often thought her mouth made her face resemble a ducks. There was just something about the way her upper lip was wider and fuller than her bottom, and it curved slightly upward, making her look as though she was always on the verge of smilingor quacking.


Why would anyone be anxious to see an old maid? She was past her prime. She wouldnt produce as many children as a girl one-and-twenty. The only thing she had to offer for anyone to get excited for was her fortuneand possibly her maidenhead, if that was all that much of a prize. The poor thing probably had dust on it.


As soon as that ludicrous and entirely improper thought crossed her mind, she knew she was in danger of going as mad as she feared.


I cannot do this! she exclaimed, leaping to her feet and pacing back and forth. I cannot pretend to go along with this. Never mind that it is humiliating, but what if one of them actually wants to marry me? The thought hadnt occurred to her before this. Good God, what if she played along to please her father and one of these men proposed? Worse yet, what if the impossible happened and a gentleman actually became attached to her? It would be too cruel of her.


Arabella looked up from her work. What if you find yourself wanting to marry one of them?


That wouldnt happen. It just couldnt. Could it?


How she wished this party was already over. She had agreed to this scheme of her fathers to appease an ill man, but how much was she expected to endure? How much worse could this debacle possibly get?


Oh my Lord! Eleanors sister Muriel barged into the room, slamming the door behind her and bracing her back against it as though something awful lurked on the other side. Her dark blue eyes were wide, her cheeks blooming with high color. Muriel was young enough still that everything seemed to be worthy of theatrical reactions.


What is it? Arabella cried, her hand over her bosom. Melodrama apparently ran in the family.


Eleanor would have rolled her eyes at Arabellas dramatics if Muriel didnt seem truly out of sorts.


Yes, Muriel, she added, hoping that her voice would push their sister to replying. What is it?


Muriels shocked gaze locked with hers. Viscount Creed is just arrived.



Eleanors heart came to a lurching halt in her chest. Viscount Creed?


Brahm.


Now she knew the situation could not possibly get any worse.













Chapter 2





The minute Brahm saw Muriel scamper away, he knew he was in trouble. No one was that anxious to run off and report the arrival of an expected guestnot even an anticipated one. He might have received an invitation, but Muriel hadnt known it, and he was willing to bet that Eleanor hadnt issued it.


Muriels evacuation left him standing in the hall with the other onewhat was her name? Phoebe, one of the younger sistersthe brunette. She watched him with an expression of wary curiosity in her blue eyes. She was a pretty girl, but then Lord and Lady Burrough hadnt produced anything but comely children, which was fortunate considering they had all girls. Pretty heiresses were just that much easier to marry off than homely ones.


So why had Eleanor not married? Surely he hadnt left her with such an awful view of his sex, had he?


He was opening his mouth, about to make inane chitchat, when the pitter-patter of hurrying little feet echoed through the hall. Muriel was returning. Would she be armed with a pistol to drive him out of the house? A rapier perhaps?


Neither, actually. She came into view with no defense other than a mischievousno, malicioussmile. She was far too young to be able to smile like that.


Lord Creed, would you be so kind as to come with me?


Ah, so she was going to lure him to his death, was she? Take him somewhere quiet and do him in with no one the wiser? He should be so fortunate. No doubt she was taking him to face either her father or her eldest sister. If his luck ran par for the course, then the entire Durbane family would be waiting to tear him limb from limb.


Still, he followed after the blond woman anyway, his gaze casually drifting over his surroundings. The house looked the same as it had the last time he had visited. Oh, perhaps there were a few new draperies, one or two newer pieces of furniture, but the floor was still Italian marble and the portraits were still of pompous ancestors, and the air still smelled of beeswax and fresh flowers.


Perhaps the most marked difference was with himself. The last time he entered this house it was with nothing to prove and no thought as to whom to prove it to. Now he sought to prove to one woman that he was a changed man. He would have better luck trying to prove to Parliament that England did not rule the world.


Muriel stopped beside a door and turned to face him. Her pink lips curved into a peculiar smile, anticipatory and a little bloodthirsty. She was going to take pleasure in watching her sister slowly dismember him, the little wench.


Wait here, she commanded.


While I get my ax, Brahm silently added for her. If he was going to turn tail and run, now was the time to do it. Instead he returned Muriels smile with a wolfish one of his own. If she thought he was going to run scared from her and her sisters, she was going to be sadly mistaken. He had fought hallucinations, trials, and demons far more frightening than the Durbane sistersand all of them had been of his own making.


Besides, he couldnt run anymorenot just figuratively, but literally as well. The best he could manage was a fast limp.


Muriel did seem somewhat taken aback by his smile, which afforded him some degree of pleasure as she slipped into the room and quickly closed the door behind her. She hadnt allowed him even the slightest glimpse inside. Prepared for a long wait, Brahm leaned most of his weight on his good leg and studied the portraits on the walls.


A few excruciating minutes later, as he was contemplating one particularly amusing likeness of an old lord with a crooked wig, the door opened once more. Smiling at the askew hairpiece, Brahm glanced over his shoulder and was rewarded by Muriels scowl.


It was then that he noticed that the other sisterPhoebehad followed them from the hall. He hadnt heard her, hadnt even been aware of her presence. Odd, he would have thought a sharp stinging between his shoulder blades would have accompanied her. Fortunately for him, she seemed to have forgotten to bring a dagger with her.


You may come in, Muriel informed him, displeasure twisting her otherwise pretty mouth. There was a hardness about hera trait that elicited sympathy for one so young.


Eleanor had been about this girls age when he met her, but Eleanor had the look of someone much sweeter and more innocent. When he saw her now, would he find this same hardness in her features? And if so, how much responsibility would he have to take for it?


Brahm bowed his head in acquiescence. Squaring his shoulders, he entered the room with both sisters behind him, feeling very much like a hapless fly stepping onto a spiders web. Eleanor was in this room. Was the other one? How much did the other sisters know of his stupid indiscretion? He had always assumed that Lydia had confessed all to Eleanor, but what about the others? Did they know as well, or had Eleanor kept the truth from them? He would choose the latter. There had never been any gossip about why Eleanor had cried offnone that had been that accurate, at any rate. Quite a few loose-tongued matrons had hinted that his penchant for drunkenness played a part, but that wasnt so much a speculation as it was a simple truth.


He had been in this room before. It was still decorated in shades of blue, rose, and gold. The carpet beneath his feet was the same Aubusson that had welcomed him years earlier when he set his gaze upon Eleanor Durbane and his heart gave that mighty thump that told him she was the woman he wanted as his wife.


He found her instantly, his gaze locking with the cool blue of hers. She stood in the center of the room, with one of her sisters behind her. The two that had followed him into the room moved from behind him to come around and flank their sister. Cold they might be, ignorant of his betrayal perhaps, but these women knew he had done something in the past to injure their sister, and they werent about to give him a chance to do so again. He could respect thathe had three brothers, after all.


But her sisters meant nothing to him. Only Eleanors reception mattered. She stood there, surrounded by her sisters, but untouched by them. Her spine was iron stiff and straight beneath a gown of cream muslin with blue ribbon around the scalloped hem and beneath her lovely breasts. As always, Eleanor was fashionable but not fussy, another trait that set her apart from her sisters. Her rich blond hair was pulled back from her face and knotted high on the back of her head.


Simple and unadorned, she stood as still and fair as a statue, just as delicately chiseled and smooth. Eyes of silvered blue watched him warily beneath hooded lids. That sharp little nose lifted ever so haughtily, and her mouththat unusual mouth with its fuller upper lipwas unforgivingly grim.


This was the woman who had haunted his dreams of late? She was the one person whose forgiveness he craved? This woman, who watched him with such disdain, who looked so cold and remote, he thought he might have fabricated the memory of her smile? Was this bitter-looking woman the same one who had once made him entertain the notion of becoming a better man just so he could see adoration in the mirrored depths of her eyes?


Yes, it was, because his heart gave that same damn rolling, twisting, painful thump when his gaze locked with hers.


She was no longer that girl who had made him believe waking up with the same person for the rest of his life might be tolerable. He was no longer that arrogant boy who believed himself happily immune to a womans charms. Until Eleanor hed believed himself a good catch, a lofty trophy for any husband-hunting young woman, who would be more than happy to stand by, silent and docile, while he lived his life exactly as he wanted. Then he had met Lord Burroughs oldest daughter, Eleanor, and he began to entertain the notion that there might be such a thing as a happy marriage and that he just might find that kind of friendship, support, and passion with her.


But then he had gone and ruined that, well and good. And now she looked at him as though he were something she had just scraped off the bottom of her slipper. But there was something else in her gazea touch of wariness that told him his cause was not lost yet.


This uncomfortable silence had dragged on long enough. One of them had to speak.


Hello, Eleanor. He winced. That hopeful whining wasnt really his voice, was it?


For a split second, her cool mask of composure and contempt cracked, and she looked almost as vulnerable as he felt. Perhaps her forgiveness was too much to ask. Until now he had only thought of what this opportunity might afford him, not what discomfort it might offer her. If she still harbored ill feelings toward him for what he had done years ago, then perhaps her feelings for him had been deeper than he first thought. Perhaps he had wounded her so greatly, she would never find the ability to forgive him. He had bedded her sister after pledging her his troth. Were the situation reversed, he didnt know if he could be man enough to forgive such a betrayal, no matter what the circumstances.


Lord Creed. Her voice was huskier than he remembered, and her formality brought the sting of shame to his cheeks. And yet


If she was still so bitter after all these years, perhaps there was a chance she too retained some secret regard for him. Perhaps he still had a hold on her heart as she did on his. They were connected in some twisted wayshe as the one who rejected him and he as the one who broke her heart. Too many unanswered questions, too many regrets and doubts. Youthful hope combined with youthful heartbreak.


And then there was the fact that she was a woman and he a man, and all he had to do was look at her to know he wanted her, and his past hope of making her his viscountess had nothing to do with it.


Lord Creed, the sister behind Eleanor began in a musical, yet firm voice, We were not expecting you.


He smiled at that blatantly polite understatement. I apologize for anyinconvenience my arrival proposes. That was an understatement in itself. So what transpired now? Was he to be tossed out without so much as a chance to explain himself to this woman, this phantom of his heart who had become an obsession? He could not go back to wondering what might have been, not after coming this far.


He would not go back. He would ask for her forgiveness as they dragged him out the door. Whatever happened after that didnt matter.


Eleanors gaze remained locked with his. Neither of them had looked away since he entered the room. How much longer could they go on simply staring at each other before one of them cracked?


Would you mind leaving us? Eleanor asked. For a moment Brahm thought she had directed the question at him, as her gaze never wavered. Only the warmth in her tone told him otherwise.


Her sistersthree blue-eyed women wearing the same expression of surpriseturned to her. Eleanors attention remained where it was. It was all Brahm could do not to lose himself in her eyes. They were pools of cornflower blue that reflected so muchmore than he wanted to see. Eleanors eyes werent just windows, they were mirrors. Once he had seen himself as she had, and it had pleased him. Now he was glad she was so far away so he couldnt see himself as she did.


No, Muriel replied resolutely. We are not leaving.


The soft-voiced sisterArabella, if memory servedplaced a hand on Muriels arm, but her gaze went to Brahm. He was dimly aware of her scrutiny out of the corner of his eye, as he was determined not to be the one to break the contact between himself and Eleanor. If Eleanor wants us to leave, we must respect that.


Yes! Alone with Eleanor. It was a small victory, but a victory all the same.


Arabellas hand went to Eleanors shoulder. We will be in the corridor if you need us.


Apparently Eleanor wasnt going to be the one to look away first either. She held his gaze as she covered the hand on her shoulder with her own. Thank you, Bella.


The three Durbane sisters each shot him a look of warning as they reluctantly left Eleanors side. Thank God Lydia hadnt been present. Her presence would have been a barb for both him and Eleanorand might have made it all the easier for Eleanor to toss him out on his arse.


Brahm didnt look at the sisters as they filed out, but he knew the minute they were gonenot because he heard the door close, but because the air thickened when he and Eleanor were left alone. Suddenly his mouth became a little dry and the skin beneath his collar a little damp.


He opened his mouth to speak, uncertain of what to say.


Eleanor beat him to it. You were not invited to this party.


Brahm closed his mouth and tried again. I was. It wasnt as eloquent a statement as it could have been, but it served its purpose.



Her slender arms folded across her chest. Did she realize that belligerent pose pushed her breasts upward in a most enticing manner? Probably not. Prove it.


He slipped his hand inside his jacket and withdrew the invitation. He paused before giving it to her, enjoying the heightened emotions playing across her face as she waited. When he offered it, she snatched it from him as though she was afraid his touch might burn. He should have been offended, but he wasnt.


She had to lower her gaze from his to read the invitation, something she was loath to do, he could tell. What did she think he was going to do, pounce on her while her attention was diverted? It wasnt an entirely unpleasant thought, but he preferred willing flesh to unwilling. And he wanted Eleanor willing. So willing he was ashamed of it.


The vellum crumpled in her fingers as the hands holding it clenched into fists. She knew his claim was true. He had been invited. Someone other than he had betrayed her this time.


Those silvered blue eyes flashed, almost blinding him with the force of their emotion as her gaze snapped to his. How dare you accept.


Brahm chuckled. He couldnt help it. Did she honestly think that he could have refused such an opportunity? It would have been rude of me not to.


It was cruel of you otherwise. A catch in her voice sliced at his heart and robbed him of his smile. I never told anyone what a blackguard you are, and this is how you repay me?


Repay her? Did she expect him to believe that he had been the one she sought to protect?


If you want retribution for your silence, then speak to your sister. I neither expected nor asked for your secrecy. The only thing I owe you is an apology, which I am here to give.


She looked as though she might choke. An apology? After all these years? I do not want it. I would not believe it.


What about what you owe to me?


Eyes widened, then narrowed to angry slits. I owe you nothing. The words fairly seethed out of her.


Did she not? A few moments ago he might have believed that, but heightened emotion now had him thinking otherwise. You owe me the chance to explain. You never gave me that when you broke our engagement.


Explain? A quick glance at the door lowered her tone. There was nothing to explain. I know what you did.


You know what your sister told you.


She took a lurching step forward, as though she wanted to strike him but managed to stop herself just in time. I know what I saw.


Saw? Oh dear God. What did you see? He had no memory of that night, nothing except waking up beside Lydia and knowing with awful certainty that they had shared more than just pillows.


Her clear skin flushed a deep rose, but she held his gaze. She looked so angryangry with a touch of humiliation as she obviously remembered with perfect clarity what she had seen that made her reject him. He had thought Lydia had told her what happened. Why had Eleanor not told him this before?


I saw the two of you together, she replied.


Brahm raised a brow. That statement could mean so much, especially in polite companywhich he was not. Together? Before, after, or during?


The crimson of her cheeks deepened. Her entire neck and upper chest matched in hue. She was a proper lady, not used to such talk, and it was cruel of him to taunt her so, but since he had no memory of that night, hers would have to suffice for the both of them.


You were naked, she informed him in a low, hoarse voice. My sister was naked. And you were on top of her. Is that description enough for you, or do you wish me to continue? I assure you I remember every detail most acutely.


Brahm swallowed. The hurt in her voice bruised him. The accusation in her eyes stung. There was a hollow feeling in his chest, as though someone had reached in and pulled something out. He could not deny it because he didnt know anything different. If she had nothing but her sisters word, then there was a chance that he could deny it, both to himself and Eleanor, but if Eleanor had seen, then he had no other choice but to believe.


How could he have done something so awful to her? And how was he ever going to even begin to make amends for it?


Eleanor, I am so sorry.


She made a scoffing noise. Of course you are. But she didnt sound as if she believed it at all. I have no idea why you are here, and Im sure I do not care, but I am going to discuss this with my father, and he will rectify the situation. She thrust the crumpled invitation back at him, and after a moments hesitation he took it.


Their gazes locked once more, and this time she was close enough that he could see himself in her eyes. He looked lost, stupefied, and very much like the blackguard she knew him to be.


Until then, Lord Creed, she continued flatly, please know that I have given you the explanation you sought and therefore owe you nothing.


Brahm could only watch as she swept from the room, her spine still so straight and regal, while his was surely slumped with shame.


No, Eleanor Durbane owed him nothing. But he certainly owed a great debt to herone he had no idea in heaven how to even begin to repay.




Eleanor stormed up the stairs to the next floor where her fathers bedchamber was located, her sisters scurrying after her.


What did he say?


What are you going to do?


Eleanor, say something!


They were at the landing. To the left were the stairs to the family rooms. To the right were the stairs to the guest quarters. Eleanor spared Arabella the briefest glance as she willed her clenched jaw to relax enough to reply. Papa invited him.


A collective gasp rose behind her as she neared the top of the stairs. Her sisters were, of course, suitably horrified. Eleanor, however, wasnt horrified. She felt hurt, confused, and more than a little betrayed. There was also a traitorous part that had leaped with excitement at the sight of him, but she wasnt going to address that now.


What the devil had her father been thinking?


Her father, like her sisters, didnt know the truth behind Eleanors rejection of Brahm years before. Until today not even Brahm himself had known. She hadnt meant to reveal that she had seen him and Lydia engaged in their sordid liaison, but he had made her so angry. Normally she wasnt the kind to lose her temper, but Brahm Ryland brought out the worst in her.


Hed always held the ability to make her act out of character. It was an odd ability for someone she hardly knew. True, she had known enough of him to accept his offer of marriage many years ago, but the offer came after but a few weeks acquaintance. Neither of them had been exactly green, but their courtship had swept both of them away on a giddy tide. It happened so quickly, but it had felt so right.


Which made finding him with Lydia in such a shocking manner all the more painful.


And now he wanted to apologize? Now? What was he, mad? Whatever had possessed him? And why would he possibly think shed want to hear his explanation after all these years? There was no explanation he could offer.


The change of his countenance when she informed him that she had seen him and Lydia was so horrific, it could mean only one of two things: that he had been foxed and had no recollection of the night, or that he had meant to lie to her about what had happened, and she had ruined it by revealing the truth.


It was no doubt the latter, even though a tiny voice in her head suggested the former. No matter that he had betrayed her in the worst possible way, some small part of her never missed a chance to defend his actions. She didnt like to think ill of people, even those who deserved it.


Well, if Brahm Ryland had something to prove, he could prove it elsewhere. If she had her wayand as mistress of the house she always didhe would be gone before the hour.


Her slipper caught at the carpet as she misstepped, almost causing her to tumble to the floor. Her sisters, chattering like magpies behind her, luckily didnt notice, otherwise Eleanor would have to think of an explanation for her stumble. The truth would not do, for the thought that had occurred to her was something she could never voice without revealing everything.


What if the invitation hadnt come from her father, but from Lydia? What then? What if her sister had orchestrated his appearance? What if Brahm and Lydia planned to continue their affair? Eleanor would not stand for itnever mind that what they did was none of her concern.


But if she confronted her father and he hadnt sent the invitation, he would want to know who had and why


And that would be Lydias problem, not hers. Eleanors jaw tightened with conviction even as her insides warred against it. Shed been like a mother to her sisters and just as sheltering, resolutely doing all she could to keep them from harm.


But Lydia was a grown woman now, not a young girl. Eleanor had protected her younger sister once where Brahm Ryland was concerned. She would not do it again. For once, she was going to ignore her maternal instincts.


Just as she had ignored them when she noticed that Brahm was still using a cane to walk. Many men used canes as fashionable accessories, and when she first saw him in public she thought perhaps he was just another affected fop, but then she remembered that his leg had been shattered in the accident that had claimed his fathers life. Brahm was very fortunate that he had managed to survive. She tried not to remember her own relief when she heard that he had recovered from the ordeal. For a while it had been unclear whether his wounds would kill him, and as much as she resented him, she had secretly prayed for God to spare him.



Her prayers had been answered. Why couldnt God have been so obliging when she begged him to make Brahms betrayal nothing more than a bad dream?


And why had her heart given such a traitorous leap when their gazes met? Shed wished shed worn a better dressto make him see what hed lost, of course. Shed wished that the years had been as kind to her as they had to him. He was such an unfairly handsome man. He had the kindest face, marked by the humor and bitterness of life. There were lines of laughter around his whiskey brown eyes and lines of sorrow around his always-poised-on-the-brink-of-a-smirk mouth.


His eyes. His mouth. His hair. His hands. She had forgotten none of it. Sheltered and closeted away from society as unmarried women were, she had suffered twice as long as she should have under the weight of his memory. Cloistered as she had been, he had been the first man to truly turn her head, the first man to make her see her appeal and worth as a woman. Whether he had meant the words hed said, she didnt know. She thought he had. He seemed to genuinely like her, and she had been genuinely infatuated with him. In fact, shed been on the verge of falling in love with him, so much so that when she caught him with Lydia, she tried to make up a thousand excuses for him. She had wanted to forgive him for betraying her with her own sister. What did that say about her own character? She had to be defective to be sure.


His hair was longer now. It made him look a bit like a pirateor the hero of one of Byrons poems. Oh, it would be so much easier to hate him if he were ugly! But she was so tired of despising him. She was so tired of carrying this secret, and it had felt so good to reveal the truth to himas if that huge weight had finally been lifted from her shoulders.


It wasnt hate that drove her to her fathers room now. It was fear. She was so very, very afraid that if Brahm remained in their house, she would start wanting to forgive him again, that she would want to believe that he was sorry and that he might have become a different man. She was afraid that she might like him. Worse yet, she was still a cloistered, sheltered woman. Older, yes she was, but she was terrified that she might yet be that naive girl at heart.


She was afraid that if she gave up her hate, if she let it all go, it might turn toward her sister, and she could not hate the child shed practically raised, not for that mannot for any man.


If she gave up her hate, if she believed in him, then he would have the power to hurt her again, to make a fool of her trust once again. That would not happen. Could not happen.


She wanted Brahm Ryland gone. Now.


Her sisters gathered around her as she knocked on her fathers door. God bless them, they looked so outraged on her behalf. There had been many times in the past when they acted as though they resented Eleanor and her dual role as oldest sister and surrogate mother, but on the odd occasion when she needed themor they thought she needed themthey flocked to her, doing whatever was necessary to protect and support her.


From behind the heavy oak door, Eleanor heard her father call for her to enter. She turned the doorknob before her courage could desert her.


Jeramiah Durbane reclined on his bed, a great mountain of pillows supporting his impressive frame. At almost seventy years of age, he had pale hair that was more white than blond, but his blue eyes were still bright with life and his physique impressive with youthful vitality.


That was, he had been vital until this illness struck. It was only because of this illness that Eleanor had agreed to this foolish house party. If her father wanted to dress in a frock and walk into town, shed agree to it if it might keep him with her just a little longer.


He hardly looked like a man with one foot in the grave today, however. He eyed his daughters with a suspicious wariness that only the father of five girls could conjure.


Good God, he muttered gruffly. There is only one thing that could bring the lot of you bursting in here like that. I must be deador I shall soon wish I was.


Eleanor might have chuckled at her fathers wit were she not so prepared to be angry with him.


A guest has just arrived that I thought you might be interested in, Papa, she informed him, choosing her words carefully.


That her father didnt look surprised sent a tremor of welcome unease down her spine. It had been he, not Lydia.


Which meant that Brahms arrival would be a surprise to her younger sister as well.


Good.


And who might that be? her father finally asked after a few seconds silence.


Eleanor frowned at his feigned innocence. He wasnt fooling anyone, especially not her. Viscount Creed.


Her fathers attempt at astonishment failed miserably. Really?


Stop it, Papa. I know you invited him. You fairly reek of guilt.



Her father sniffed the air. Thats liniment, Ellie, not guilt. Trust me, I know what guilt smells like.


Someone snickered behind herArabella, no doubt, Eleanor didnt bother to look. Why?


Her father knew what she was asking. I was good friends with the boys father, and one must hold loyal to such connections.


What hogwash. What about family loyalty?


Her father smiled. Do not fret so, Ellie. I still hold you above all others.


Eleanors cheeks warmed. How did he know what she was thinking like that? I want you to ask him to leave.


I cannot.


Whyever not? Surely her father wasnt going to hold to propriety in such a situation? You invited him. You can uninvite him, she insisted. It is very simple.


He admonished her with a gentle look. Not that simple. Besides, I see no reason to toss the boy out on his ear.


His ear wasnt the body part Eleanor imagined Brahm Ryland landing on.


Papa, Arabella began in a reasonable tone before Eleanor could begin a litany of reasons. Viscount Creed and Eleanorsunderstanding ended badly. That should be cause enough to not welcome him into the house.


Eleanor gave a satisfied nod. She couldnt have put it better herself.


Their father dismissed the statement with a wave of his hand. That was a long time ago.


Papa! Eleanor couldnt believe her ears. Could he shrug off her disappointment just like that? Of
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