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To my son, in the hope that he too will find his way in the world.
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PROLOGUE


HYDE PARK, OCTOBER 1825


THE MORNING SUN SET THE TREES AROUND THE Serpentine alight in shades of yellow, orange, and red, and reflected them in the mirror-smooth surface of the lake. Bending to pick up another horse chestnut, Emily March decided she had more than enough to teach her two-year-old brother, Danny, how to play conkers. Slipping the chestnut into the pocket of her powder-blue walking dress, she picked up her skirts so she could move faster. The path narrowed among the fall-colored trees. Emily rushed ahead, eager to get to the bridge across the Serpentine, where she was to meet with her friend Eliza for a morning walk.


Emily was almost at the far edge of the wood, the road already in sight, when she was lifted off the ground by a strong arm seizing her around her waist and pinning one of her hands to her side. Just as she let out a surprised shriek, she heard a similar shout from behind her and felt her heart sink. Her maid, Suzie, must have been similarly accosted. Had Emily been at Avon, she would have assumed her cousins were intent on scaring her witless, but this wasn’t her uncle’s estate, and it was unlikely one or more of her cousins had made their way to the capital. Emily realized, just as a rough leather-clad hand clamped over her mouth, that she was once again in trouble. And then she saw the black coach and knew someone was intent on kidnapping her. Truly frightened now, Emily thrashed wildly in hopes of dislodging herself, or at least the hand over her mouth, so she could scream.


“Did you think I would let that arrogant ass rob me of my revenge?”


Emily recognized the Baron Ostley’s voice instantly, a nightmare come to life on this lovely autumn day. She pulled frantically on the gloved hand over her mouth. Not him, not again. Her eyes darted around, hoping to find someone who could help her, but there was no one in sight.


“And did you know his grandfather also has an axe to grind with your father? He has very interesting plans for you.” The words, accompanied as they were by a nasty cackle and the stench of his breath wafting against her skin, made Emily nearly faint with nausea. She kicked with all her might against his shin, which earned her a slap across the face. It stung, but the nasty baron’s hand was off her mouth, so she screamed as loud as she could until the hand stopped her once again.


“Warthon will have fun with you, you bloody wildcat!” Ostley panted with the thrashing girl in his arms. They were out of the stand of trees now and perhaps forty paces from the coach. “Open the door, Charles. And you better hold on to her until I can climb in. Looks like you’re going to have to earn your turn with her.”


Emily was busy pulling, scratching, and making herself as difficult to carry as she could, so when Ostley barked the command over her head, it took her a moment to comprehend the meaning of what he had said. The realization that there were two of them this time made her redouble her efforts.


An angelic-looking blond boy in his mid-teens opened the door to the coach and jumped down. His eyes were wide with horror. “I don’t think she wants to come, Papa. We should go before we attract even more attention.” He pointed toward a nursemaid clasping a crying child to her bosom and running as fast as she could toward Rotten Row, where a few gentlemen were on their morning ride.


Ostley seemed unperturbed by the prospect of a bigger audience and kept dragging Emily toward the vehicle. “Nonsense, no one is going to believe a maid’s word against mine. Get in the coach and hold the door open.”


Emily’s predicament was frightening enough, but the arrogance with which Ostley assumed he would get away with kidnapping her was truly terrifying. And she had only herself to blame. She had been just as arrogant to think she was safe, that she could leave behind Thomas, the guard her father had imposed. She had been a fifteen-year-old fool the first time Ostley had assaulted her, and she was still a fool. After Ostley had been foiled two years ago at the inn by Lord Didcomb, Emily had assumed the baron would simply go back home and leave her be. And he had, for two years. But apparently he had been waiting for the right moment all the while. Emily’s skin crawled as she realized he must have been watching her.


Pulling Emily’s head against his shoulder, Ostley breathed into her ear. “I’m going to let him fuck you before I tell him who you are. We will see what he thinks of his precious mother then. She’s a whore just like you are.”


The words cut through Emily like a knife. Her mother, Lady Ostley, had loved her father; she was not a whore. Tears of frustration gathered behind her eyes. Then it dawned on Emily who the boy was. The monster was going to make her have relations with her brother. Fury burned within her at the injustice of it. How dare this monster make her the instrument with which to punish her mother. Emily wasn’t sure she wanted to meet the woman who had given her up at birth, but she would rather have died than meet her like this.


As the door to her doom loomed closer and closer despite her constant kicking and scratching, the panic engulfing Emily sent blood rushing in her ears, so she didn’t hear the horse approaching until it was almost upon them. But she saw the look of panic on the face of the boy—her brother Charles. Then she was jerked around violently as Ostley turned and shouted, “Take the bint, Charles.” Then louder: “Bob, drop the maid and help the boy.”


Emily was now facing backwards but still being dragged toward the coach. They were followed by a burly brute, who grinned a gap-toothed grin and had the writhing Suzie flung over his shoulder. At his master’s command, he dropped the maid, but before he could carry out the second command, he was mowed down by the approaching horse. Behind the wild tangle of horse’s hooves and the fallen man, Emily could just make out Suzie struggling to her feet and running for the trees.


Emily’s golden god, Lord Didcomb, Max, the man who had come to her rescue two years prior, jumped off the still-moving horse and landed not ten paces from her and her captor, his riding crop raised high and ready to strike. “Didn’t I tell you never to come near Miss March again? Let her go this instant!” His green eyes flicked to Emily’s for a moment, making her knees weak for an entirely different reason.


Even in her present predicament, Emily had to admire the young lord’s stormy countenance. The scowl on his face suited her romantic hero image of him perfectly, but behind her she could feel Ostley tremble, and she didn’t think it was with fear. “Charles, grab her hair and yank on it hard if she doesn’t do as you say. I must deal with this upstart.”


“Charles, I would advise you not to lay a hand on your sister.” As soon as Max said it and saw the shock on the boy’s face, he knew Charles hadn’t known who his father was kidnapping, and he began to feel just the tiniest bit sorry for the younger Ostley. Max knew all too well how a cruel relative could bend a boy to his will. Only a few short years ago, his grandfather had had Max so far under his control, Max had wanted to hurt Emily March himself.


Lord Didcomb’s voice was icy cold and menacing, making Emily feel sorry for the boy gasping behind her. But she had no time to worry about him. Though Ostley literally vibrated with rage, his voice was oddly calm. “And now you’ve gone and ruined my surprise.” He grabbed Emily by the hair himself so he could free up his right hand.


Out of the corner of her eye, Emily caught sight of a pistol, and panic flooded her once again.


“Gun!” was all she could get out before the shot ripped through the morning air.


At the same time, Emily saw a pistol glint in Didcomb’s hands, and then another shot rang out. The baron fell back, pulling her to the ground with him. He let out a strange little gurgling sound and then went completely limp and still, while a stench worse than his body odor hit Emily’s nose. Realizing Ostley no longer held on to her, she scrambled away as fast as she could. Didcomb was next to her in three long strides and lifted her to her feet.


Emily, shuddering with disgust, stepped into Maximilian Warthon’s arms for the second time in her life. “God, he stinks.”


Max folded his arms protectively around Emily March and thanked the gods he once again had reached her in time. “My father was a soldier and used to say the worst thing about death was the smell.”


Emily chanced a glance at the man on the ground. “Is he dead?”


“Yes, I got him square in the chest.”


“Good.” Emily sighed gratefully and rested against his broad shoulder once more, but then abruptly looked up as a thought struck her. “Did he shoot you?”


Max grinned, which put a dimple in his left cheek, making him look boyishly young. “Luckily the late Baron Ostley was a very bad shot and at eight paces only managed to ruin my jacket.” He nodded to his right shoulder, where the bullet had ripped a powder-burned hole.


Emily stuck her finger in the hole, making sure there was no blood despite Max’s soft laughter at her fussing. She loved the velvety sound and smiled up at him, completely captivated by the man in front of her. He was just as tall, his face as perfectly manly and his blond curls as impossibly golden, as she remembered. His arms around her felt like heaven. And in this perfect moment, she heard the click of a gun being cocked, and then Charles’s voice.


“Step aside, miss. I don’t wish to hurt you, especially if you are indeed my sister.”


Emily froze and then slowly turned around. She was calm enough, but all the blood had apparently drained from her brain. She couldn’t, for the life of her, think of a way to save her rescuer without getting herself shot by the shaking, wide-eyed boy in front of her. And then the second fortunate event of the morning occurred. From around the side of the coach stepped none other than Eliza, the friend Emily had planned to meet today, with a small pistol clasped in both hands. Her gun and her determined dark eyes were trained on the brand-new baron intent on avenging his father.


“Charles Ostley, lower the blunderbuss. Your mother will never forgive you if you harm Emily.”


Charles shot Eliza a surprised look. “Mrs. Strathem, what are you doing here?”


Max used the moment of inattention to pull Emily behind himself, but Emily would have none of it and stepped back in front of Max. Luckily it was of no consequence. Eliza was now close enough to Charles to put her hand on the barrel of the gun and force it lower.


“Stopping you from making a huge mistake, apparently.”


The boy looked stricken and very young. His voice was unsteady. “But this man just killed my father. A gentleman can’t leave that unavenged.”


Max, impatient with Emily’s insistence to position herself in the line of fire, wrapped both arms around her, but before he could swing her around and shield Emily with his body, Eliza took the gun out of the boy’s shaking hands.


“There is nothing to avenge, Charles. You know better than anyone what kind of husband your father was to your mother. You saw what he just tried to do to your sister. Everyone is better off without him.”


The boy leaned into Eliza and began to sob. “What am I to do?”


Eliza handed the heavy shotgun to Max, who had stepped closer, slipped her own gun into a pocket in her burgundy walking dress, and pulled Charles into a warm embrace. “I think we should load your father into the coach and take him to Oxfordshire so your mother can arrange for his funeral.” She then turned to the coachman who had watched the whole scene unfold, doing his best to keep the nervous horses under control. “What do you say, Coachy? Will you help us convey your late master back to his estate?”


The coachman nodded. “Yes, ma’am. And I think we should get the young sir away from here before the law arrives. But”—he pointed to the burly ruffian on the ground—“I’d rather not take him back, he’s a nasty piece of work.”


Eliza nodded and turned to Max. “Can I leave you to deal with Ostley’s man? I think paying him off will be sufficient.”


Max regarded her for a moment, a look of quiet admiration in his eyes, then bowed. “Thank you for your timely intervention, Mrs. Strathem. You may depend on me. I will also convey Miss Emily safely back to her father.” He then bent to help the coachman pick up the late baron and carry him to the coach, where Charles held a somber watch over the proceedings.


At last, Eliza turned to Emily and pulled her into a tight embrace. “I was worried about you when you weren’t on the bridge at the appointed time. Are you well, poppet? It seems you found yourself a reliable champion.”


Emily gratefully returned her friend’s embrace and sighed her relief. “My golden god, you mean? Yes, he has proven himself twice over now.” Considering her friend, she asked, “You are in contact with my mother, are you not?”


Eliza kissed both her cheeks. “Yes, poppet, I’m acquainted with your mother. Your father couldn’t contact her for fear of bringing Ostley’s wrath down on her, but I struck up a friendship with your grandmother some years ago. She timed her visits during Ostley’s absences whenever possible and took me along on a few of them with me posing as her companion. That’s how I got to know your brother, too. Let me take him home and get the baron under the ground, and then, if you wish, we can arrange for you to meet your mother.”


Emily couldn’t help feeling conflicted at the prospect of meeting the mother who had condemned her to the life of a bastard, to never quite belong. It had been done to protect her, but still. She was glad Eliza was there to wipe away the tears rolling down her cheeks unbidden. These weren’t the kind of tears she wanted to shed in front of a near stranger, no matter how beautiful he was, or how safe his arms felt. By the time Max had caught his horse and was striding toward her, Emily had herself under control again. At the same time, Emily’s footman, Thomas, leaning heavily on Suzie, emerged from the edge of the wood, and her landau arrived, convincing Emily that she was finally safe. She urged Eliza into the coach, to take Charles away from the gathering crowd of onlookers. Then she went to help Thomas to the landau, while Max dealt with the deceased baron’s now conscious servant.


Before Emily stepped into her conveyance to make her way home, she sent Max a relieved smile. “Thank you, my lord.”


Max nodded his acknowledgment. “You are most welcome, Miss March.” He held her gaze just long enough to make her blush, then returned to dealing with the bruised brute.


Before long, they were on their way across the bridge. Leaning back into the comfort of the carriage seats and surrounded by people she could trust, Emily had to admit even her taste for adventure was satisfied for some time to come.





CHAPTER ONE


MAYFAIR, MARCH 1826


“BUT PAPA, WE SIMPLY MUST INVITE HIM. HE saved me twice!” Emily, a flush of annoyance staining her porcelain cheeks, stood in the middle of the back parlor, facing her father, who held up the envelope she had neatly addressed to Lord Didcomb.


Sir Henry frowned at his eldest daughter. “I told you repeatedly, I expressed my gratitude to the man at the time, so there is no need for you to associate with him on any level. He knows my feelings on the matter and doesn’t expect an invitation.”


The light of battle sparked in Emily’s deep blue eyes, eyes that were so much like her father’s. “My dearest papa, you may know how to keep me safe, but when it comes to social graces, an eligible bachelor I owe a depth of gratitude to should most definitely receive an invitation to my ball. Just ask Grossmama.”


Invoking Grossmama’s authority was a valid point since Emily’s come-out ball was to take place in the ducal palace on St. James’s Square. Henry found his wife’s blue-green eyes across the room, seeking her counsel.


Isabella smiled, serenely dandling their baby daughter on her knee. “Darling, Didcomb never attends balls for fear of matchmaking mamas, so I really don’t see the harm. Emily is right, it would be rude not to send him an invitation.”


Knowing they were both right, and aware resistance would be futile when his wife took his daughter’s side, Henry sighed and put the invitation back on the mantel with the other addressed envelopes. “Let’s hope he stays true to form.”


Henry had managed to keep his daughter away from Lord Didcomb for three years, but she was now eighteen, more beautiful than ever, and about to be brought out into society. If he was letting her into the lion’s den of fashionable London, perhaps it was time to trust her to make good choices without his dictating to her.


Isabella lifted the baby high above her head, which made young Dorothea squeal with delight. Beaming up at the baby, she gently chided her husband, “You worry too much.”


Perhaps he did. Henry crossed the room and kissed the baby, then his lovely wife. “Speaking of worry, where is Danny?”


“In the garden, with his nurse,” supplied his wife, her ivory cheek dimpling, and offered her lips for another kiss.


Emily, her blond head bent over the next invitation, added, “He is decapitating daffodils. For a two-year-old he is pretty good with that wooden sword.”


Henry obliged Isabella with another kiss. “I suppose I better erect a training dummy away from anything that blooms.”


“If we are to enjoy any flowers this summer, that might be wise. Your son is singularly focused on smiting them all.” Isabella gently extricated her dark curls from the baby’s grip and held her up so her father would take her.


Chuckling, Henry settled Dorothea on his hip. Not too long ago he had carried Emily like this; now she was seeking a husband. Time marched on relentlessly. He inhaled the baby’s soft scent. “Come on, sunshine, let’s see if the ground is dry enough for you to crawl in the grass.” Holding out his free hand to help Isabella up, he led her to the open French door. “I suppose that is why we had daffodil blossoms floating in a bowl on the dinner table instead of a bouquet last night.”


“No point in letting them all go to waste.” Turning to Emily, Isabella inquired, “Do you have much more to do, dearest?”


“I just finished the R’s. Maybe another hour, then I’m done.” Emily smiled at her stepmother, then returned her focus to the invitations as Henry and Isabella stepped out onto the terrace to survey the damage to the spring flowers.


Emily worked to the sound of her brother and sister squealing with delight as their parents played with them in the sunshine. This was what she wanted for herself, a husband who loved her like her father loved Isabella, and a family of her own. It was worth braving the ton for.


Once Emily had set the last invitation on the mantel, she rifled through to find Lord Didcomb’s envelope. Smiling to herself, she took it to the piano by the tall windows overlooking the garden, set it on the ledge right above the keys, and paused for a moment. Having settled on the right piece of music in her mind, she placed her hands on the piano and closed her eyes to let the music flow from her heart into her hands. She put all the longing she felt into the simple succession of notes forming Beethoven’s Für Elise and let the music drift through the air. When the last note had shimmered away, she opened her eyes, brought the envelope to her lips, and kissed it. “You will come to my ball; I know you will.”


Emily took the envelope back to the mantelpiece and arranged all the invitations on a silver tray. Then she rang for William, their majordomo, and charged him with delivering them. “Make haste, William, my grandmother is most anxious they should reach everyone before they can make other plans for the appointed day.”


It was more than three weeks until the day of her ball, and half of the ton had not even officially arrived in town, but William was aware how important Miss Emily’s come-out was to his master and the Dowager Duchess of Avon, and so he promised all eighty-seven missives would be delivered before nightfall.


Satisfied that her father couldn’t change his mind again about inviting Lord Didcomb, Emily took herself to her room on the second floor of the house, opened the windows so she could hear her father’s young family playing below, and flung herself on her bed to daydream about the love she hoped she would soon find.


And why shouldn’t the object of those dreams be Lord Didcomb? He had proven himself twice over, had he not? The first time he had come to her rescue had been almost three years ago, at a small inn along the Brighton Road. She had run away from her father’s house, thinking herself the obstacle to her father’s happiness with Isabella. Ostley had tricked her into accompanying him to a private room, and the cretin had tried to do unspeakable things to her. Isabella had come after her and done her best to fight off the fiend, but it had been Didcomb who had rescued them both. Add to that all the young lord had done for her in Hyde Park the previous October, and Emily failed to understand her father’s objections to the man.


Her father might not like it, but she intended to get to know Lord Didcomb over the course of this season, and should he not be ready to wed by summer, she would wait for him. But having made that decision, she also intended to enjoy every moment of her season. Her favorite horse was in the stable so she could ride out at the fashionable hour, tickets to concerts and the theatre had already been purchased, and invitations fluttered into the house every day. Despite her illegitimate birth, it seemed high society was eager to look her over, and she had her grandmother and her stepmother to thank for that. Both women had talked about her beauty and her talent for the past two years and expressed their regret when her come-out had to be postponed because of her stepmother’s difficult second pregnancy. The fact that she was an heiress added to her appeal, but she knew society wouldn’t have deemed that sufficient if her father had not married in time and if her stepmother had not been so universally liked.


Emily was going to have the most wonderful ball in her ducal uncle’s ballroom, and she would play at recitals, where she would outshine even her father. All the while, Maximilian Warthon, Lord Didcomb, would be at her side and have eyes only for her. She would dance with him at every ball, and he would escort her out onto cool moonlit terraces, where he would pull her gently behind columns or topiaries and kiss her passionately. Oh, she couldn’t wait. Her life was about to begin, and she was more than ready for it.


WHILE EMILY DREAMT OF HER adventure-and-romance-filled future, a servant presented a courier-delivered missive to Lord Didcomb. His Lordship was blessed with intelligent green eyes in a handsome face surrounded by golden-blond curls and anchored by a strong chin. His tall, athletic frame marked him as a sportsman, but he was more interested in his various business ventures than in hunting anything.


Comfortably established in his favorite armchair in his study, Didcomb took what looked like an invitation off the presented tray and turned it a couple of times. The back bore Avon’s crest, but a female hand had addressed the envelope. Sudden anticipation made him break the seal and pull out the card. The cardstock was embossed with a rose and printed. Obviously, no expense had been spared. But below the cordial invitation to Miss Emily March’s ball to be held at her uncle, the Duke of Avon’s, mansion on Friday the seventh of April, there were three handwritten words in the same hand as the address on the envelope.


They said: “Please come. Emily.”


Max had the fanciful notion he could hear music and smiled. Emily March had sent him an invitation over the objections of her father, who had made it abundantly clear that he wanted his daughter to have as little as possible to do with him. Max had known she was to have her season this year and that she had arrived in town. He always knew where she was, was always ready to come to her aid. He had promised Emily and Sir Henry she would be safe from the Baron Ostley, and he had kept his word; the baron was now dead. But Max still needed to keep Emily safe from his grandfather. He knew firsthand what cruelty the Earl of Warthon was capable of, and that he held a grudge against Sir Henry. Max knew the earl would use Emily to extract his revenge, given half a chance.


But that was not the only reason he was keeping an eye on Emily. Miss March was impulsive to the point of recklessness, but she was also the only female Max had ever encountered who set his heart racing. Standing the invitation on the marble mantel above the fireplace, Max moved to the desk to mark the occasion on his calendar. Pulling out an elegant card, he wrote his acceptance of the invitation, but then thought better of it. He would send the acceptance at the very last minute and directly to Avon. He had no wish to give Sir Henry a chance to uninvite him out of concern for his daughter. Best not to move in her circle until then either.


THE FOLLOWING THREE WEEKS WERE spent shopping for Emily’s and Isabella’s wardrobe and preparing for the ball, the official starting point of Emily’s season. Madame Clarise was charged with creating the majority of Emily’s wardrobe, but Isabella, an artist who liked to design her own gowns, had found an Italian seamstress in a little side street off Piccadilly. The relatively unknown dressmaker stocked the loveliest fabrics and was happy to make Isabella’s designs to her exacting specifications. Naturally, on hearing about the woman’s existence, Emily insisted Isabella should design her gown for the ball, and they spent several afternoons getting the design just right.


Emily and Isabella attended a few early dinners and dances designed to give the debutantes a chance to get used to being in society. Most of Emily’s cousins had come to town to be present at her come-out ball, so she had friendly faces at every gathering. The young men of the ton flocked to her because of her beauty, and the matrons admired her skill at the piano, but they were still cautious to keep their daughters away just in case a friendship with Sir Henry’s illegitimate daughter should harm their charges’ chances of catching a husband. While Isabella; Henry’s godmother, Lady Greyson; and the dowager duchess worked hard to overcome this social hurdle, Emily was unconcerned. She never lacked for a dance partner or an invitation to ride out, and that was all she required to enjoy herself.


The only discordant note, as far as Emily was concerned, came in the form of a letter from Lady Ostley, Emily’s mother. Cecilia, as she had asked Emily to call her on the first of their two visits, wished her a happy come-out and a most successful season, but begged her to understand her absence. Emily’s mother and brother were still officially in mourning, so attending the ball would have been unseemly. Ostley’s death had been ruled a tragic accident, and all involved were cleared of wrongdoing. Sir Henry had succeeded in keeping Emily’s name out of the affair, but the late baron’s friends were still suspicious, hence the caution. Lady Ostley also feared her presence might remind the ton too forcefully of Emily’s illegitimacy, so they would opt to remain in the country. It was a nice letter, but all it did was remind Emily of the many places she didn’t belong. Evidently, she didn’t belong with the woman who had birthed her either.


Emily handed the letter wordlessly to Isabella.


Her stepmother read the missive and finally nodded. “I agree with her, her presence would stir gossip. Are you sad?”


“No, not really. I like my mother well enough, but I don’t know her well. It’s you I want at my side.” She leaned her head on Isabella’s shoulder. “And it’s Grossmama who has been there for me from the beginning and always.”


Isabella pulled Emily into a tight hug. “Of course, darling.”


Returning the embrace, Emily confided, “No one was ever unkind to me at Avon, and I always had Grossmama and Bertie, but the duchess went out of her way to make it clear at every turn that I didn’t belong, could never have the same expectations as my cousins, and should be grateful for her tolerance of me.”


“I’m so sorry you were not happy there.” Isabella’s hand stroked soothing circles on Emily’s back.


“Oh, it’s not that I was unhappy.” Emily lifted her head, a little smile on her face. “That’s not what I wanted to say.” Her brows drew together as she rallied her thoughts. “These last three years, living here with you and Papa, have been wonderful. You can’t know how lovely it is to have siblings of my own and to be made to feel as if I belong.”


Isabella brushed a loose strand of hair out of Emily’s face and tucked it behind her ear. “You do belong here with us.”


Smiling, Emily reached for her stepmother’s hand and held it. “I know, but it’s a temporary kind of belonging. What I mean to say is, now I know what it feels like, and that is what I want when I marry. When I have a loving husband and my own children, that’s when I will truly belong.”


Isabella smiled and squeezed Emily’s hand. “That’s what I want for you, what your father wants for you too.”


THE PREPARATIONS FOR HER BALL continued. At last count, more than three hundred guests had accepted their invitation, and Grossmama was quietly optimistic the child would be a success despite the society matrons’ reluctance to encourage their daughters to befriend Emily.


Meanwhile, Emily spent many hours being fitted for the most marvelous gowns and daydreaming about the look in Lord Didcomb’s eyes when he saw her in them. She knew he had not yet confirmed his attendance with either her parents or Grossmama, casting a shadow over the preparations. Perhaps she had mistaken his gallantry in rescuing her for interest in her person, but no matter how disappointed she would be by his absence, this was still her ball and the prospect of being introduced into society was exciting.


In this fashion, time flew by, and before they all knew it, it was time to move to Avon House on St. James’s Square for the day and night of the ball.





CHAPTER TWO


IT WAS AN EXTRAORDINARY FEELING, EMILY thought, to stand at the entrance to the most opulent venue imaginable, between her uncle, the Duke of Avon, and her father, greeting guests who had come specifically to watch her make her first public appearance. Below, the brightly illuminated ballroom, decorated with garlands of pink and white roses, was beginning to fill. The orchestra was hidden behind a veritable forest of potted trees, and the crystals on the three chandeliers and countless wall sconces sparked rainbows all over the polished parquet dance floor.


Emily curtsied to guest after guest, the names and titles jumbling in her brain. Whether all these people had come out of respect for her uncle or curiosity about her, Emily did not know, but they were here, and she would enjoy her moment. How could she not? She was wearing the most beautifully shimmering cream-colored satin dress, embellished with the sheerest organza, overlaid onto the bodice and the deliciously puffed sleeves and peeking from beneath the hem of the gown. The broad waistband was embroidered with seed pearl roses, and seed pearls decorated her dancing slippers. Lustrous pearls shone from around her neck and in her shiny hair, where they held three pale pink roses in place, and the most marvelous three-tiered pearl bracelet was clasped around her wrist over her elbow-length cream satin gloves. Papa had presented her with the pearls in honor of her come-out, and they complemented her outfit beautifully.


Her father looked handsome, standing next to her in a white satin waistcoat and dark blue velvet suit, and her cousin Bertie supplied scandalous gossip about the young bucks falling over themselves to kiss her gloved hand. The overblown efforts of those young men to get their names onto her dance card made her giggle, but she had no more dances to give. She was keeping the supper waltz open. She couldn’t very well tell Lord Didcomb she had forgotten about him when he came to claim his dance, and she hoped fervently he would come.


MAXIMILIAN WARTHON, LORD DIDCOMB, STOPPED in the shadows under the Doric columns separating the foyer from the mezzanine with its broad staircase, and took in the picture before him. Emily March stood by the railing next to the stairs into the ballroom. She was flanked on one side by her uncle, the Duke of Avon, on the other by her father, and listened to something evidently amusing Bertie Redwick was whispering into her ear. A bolt of jealousy shot through Max. He wanted to be the one whispering secrets to her.


Most guests had already arrived and descended into the great room below, so the receiving line had thinned considerably. The orchestra was in the process of retuning their instruments, and soon Emily’s father would lead her down for the opening quadrille, but for now Max could drink in the sight of her. Someone very clever had dressed Emily head to toe in softly shimmering cream satin and organza, bringing out her stunning ocean-blue eyes and blond tresses to best advantage. The gown’s neckline was modest, as befitted a debutant, but that somehow made her all the more alluring. Emily March had been lovely at fifteen, and beautiful when he had rescued her from Ostley the second time last October, but now she took his breath away. Her eyes sparkled with excitement, and her hair shone like spun gold. Her skin was pale and luminous with just the right amount of color in her cheeks, and her previously lanky frame had filled out into perfect curves. She was slender without being thin and had the most beautiful bosom he had ever seen: high and proud, and he was willing to bet firm. When he caught himself speculating on the color of her nipples, he called himself to order and stepped forward to make his bow.


EMILY SAW MAX THE MOMENT he handed the footmen his cloak and hat and came walking toward her. Her heart leapt in her chest at the sight of his sheer masculine allure. He moved with strength and grace, and his height was accentuated by his perfectly tailored charcoal-gray evening attire. The cravat expertly tied around his neck in a complicated pattern was snowy white and brought out his slight tan. In contrast, his golden-blond curls were just a touch too long for current fashion and ever so slightly mussed. His green eyes were fixed on her despite the fact he was about to make his bow to the Duke and Duchess of Avon. Emily blushed and lowered her gaze. It felt like her destiny had just arrived, but given her father’s attitude toward Lord Didcomb, she hoped he wouldn’t notice her reaction.


Evidently Max, Lord Didcomb, had remembered himself sufficiently, because when she looked up again, he was greeting her aunt and uncle with due respect. Moments later she was formally introduced, sank into a curtsy, and granted him her hand in greeting.


Max brought her gloved hand to his lips and bowed very properly, but his voice was low and smooth and just for her. “Miss March, I hope I find you well. May I have the honor of a dance with you later?”


Emily smiled with all the joy she felt at seeing him. “I’m very well indeed,” she murmured, and despite her father’s put-upon sigh, she handed Max her dance card. He filled his name in the last space available, the supper dance she had saved for him.


Realizing the dance was a waltz, Max held on to the card as he asked, “Do you have permission to waltz?”


“Yes, my grandmother secured it for me.” She indicated the ballroom below, where the Dowager Duchess of Avon held court, comfortably established on a sofa along the far wall, with Henry’s godmother, Lady Greyson, by her side.


Max handed the card back with a bow. “I’ll be sure to express my gratitude.” He turned to Henry and Isabella. “Your servant, Sir Henry. Lady March.”


They both eyed him warily but greeted him with all the civility called for. Henry shook Didcomb’s offered hand. “Welcome, my lord.” And Isabella added a polite, “We are so glad you are able to attend.”


Bending over Isabella’s hand, Max lifted his startlingly green eyes to her. “But of course. I couldn’t miss Miss March’s grand party.” He then waited for the footman in charge to announce his name and title to the assembled guests and made his way downstairs without a backward glance, just as he ought.


Once Lord Didcomb was out of earshot, Henry let out a frustrated huff and mocked, “‘But of course.’ Mark my words, Emily’s ball will be the only one he attends all season, singling her out by his mere attendance, the crafty bugger.”


Isabella didn’t quite know what Henry had against a future earl singling his daughter out. Lord Didcomb’s attention could only help with finding Emily a suitable match. But then she saw the way Emily’s gaze lingered on Lord Didcomb’s perfectly proportioned back as he gracefully descended the stairs into the ballroom. Emily was still watching when he made his bow to the dowager duchess, and Isabella started to foresee a whole host of complications herself. It would not do for Emily to set her cap exclusively at Lord Didcomb, whose grandfather was not likely to favor a match with Henry’s daughter. They never had found out why the Earl of Warthon felt such animosity toward Henry, but neither Henry nor Isabella doubted that he did.


But no matter, this was Emily’s night, and the musicians were done tuning their instruments for the opening quadrille. Isabella gently nudged her husband. “Time to lead Emily out.” When he still grumbled, she whispered, “Don’t worry Emily’s head about it. This is her night. Let her enjoy it.”


Henry favored his beloved wife with a reluctant smile. “You are right, tomorrow will be soon enough to worry about what Didcomb’s game is.” He brought both Isabella’s hands to his lips and kissed them one by one, holding her gaze. “The first waltz is mine.” With that he kissed her cheek for good measure, then took Emily’s hand to lead her down to the dance floor.


Emily knew her father had objections to her golden god, but Lord Didcomb had come, and that made her happy. She laid her hand on her father’s arm and smiled up at him as they descended the stairs to the first strains of the music. Father and daughter took their place on the dance floor, and moments later other couples lined up behind them. When all were in place, Henry led Emily into the first formation, starting the quadrille and thereby the ball. Emily was an excellent dancer and confident enough to truly enjoy herself. It didn’t take long for Henry to be convinced she was more interested in dancing than in Lord Didcomb, so he relaxed and enjoyed his dance with her. They acquitted themselves with skill and flair, and before they knew it, they had performed their last formal bow and curtsy of the dance. Henry had barely led Emily to the edge of the dance floor when a young man came up to claim her for the country dance which followed the quadrille, and the enthusiasm with which Emily followed the puppy back to the dance floor convinced Henry further that he had nothing to worry about.


Bertie partnered Emily for the first waltz, then it was her cousin Julian’s turn. Emily danced every dance, talked to all her partners, and seemed to have an equally good time with each. The assembled guests concluded that Emily March was not only a graceful dancer, but also a happy, good-natured sort. That she was beautiful was plain enough to see.


By the time the supper waltz was announced, Henry, Isabella, and Grossmama had every reason to believe Emily’s come-out to be an unmitigated success. Several matrons had promised the dowager invites to their balls, and Isabella was being congratulated on how naturally her stepdaughter took to society.


In short, everything was going to plan until Lord Didcomb, who had created quite a stir when he had first descended into the ballroom, reappeared from the cardroom and bowed over Emily’s hand. As the heir to an earldom, Didcomb was the highest-ranking bachelor on the premises, if one discounted Julian Redwick, who had eyes only for his fiancée. As such, every mama present had noted his entrance, then rolled her eyes as he made his way to the cardroom as soon as the dancing started. But here he was, leading Sir Henry’s illegitimate daughter out for the supper waltz. Few knew what to make of it.


EMILY HAD JUST CURTSIED TO her last dance partner when she felt him at her elbow.


With the lightest of touches to her arm, Lord Didcomb bent close and whispered, “Are you ready for our dance, fair Emily?”


She pirouetted toward him, her eyes sparkling with pure joy. “I’ve been looking forward to it all night.”


Max was stunned for a moment. Apparently, it didn’t occur to Emily to hide her enthusiasm for his company, and it charmed Max in a way not even her beauty had. It seemed Emily March never prevaricated; she said what she felt, and amongst the ton, that made her rarer than an orchid. He bent over her hand, then offered her his arm.


Emily walked out onto the dance floor with him. She had dreamed of this moment for three long years, and still she was unprepared when his arm encircled her rib cage. He felt both forbidden and safe, sinful and utterly right. Emily had no idea where this would lead, but she knew she would never tire of the feeling. His hand was warm and strong in the center of her back as he swung her into the first turn of the waltz, followed by many more as he danced her down the length of the ballroom. The feeling of him matching her every movement and the music flowing through them both was too precious to spoil with words, so she locked eyes with his and leaned into his arms with a smile.


Max had held Emily on two occasions before this day, so he had some notion of how it might affect him. And still, he was unprepared for the sheer pleasure. Emily moved like a dream and smiled at him like he was the only man in the world, and all he could do was smile back and keep holding her. Max had known Emily’s eyes were blue, but he had never before realized the depth of the color in them. They reminded him of the ocean three days out to sea, when you looked straight down into a thousand-league depth on a sunny day. Like the ocean, her eyes sparkled and shimmered in a hundred different shades. He didn’t find his tongue until the last strains of the waltz had rung out and he was forced to let her go or make a scene in Avon’s ballroom. All he could do was to step back, bow, and give her a moment to catch herself. Emily did wake from her happy trance, curtsied, and gushed, “That was lovely. You are an amazing dancer. Do you play any musical instruments?”


Again, not a hint of pretense or any attempt to check her enthusiasm. It was utterly charming. With her hand on his arm, he led her toward the supper room and told her something he had never told another soul. “My mother insisted on piano lessons before I moved to Warthon Castle, but I always preferred to feel the music and move to it rather than making it myself. Do you play?”


“I do indeed. My grandmother is rather famous for her skill on the pianoforte. She taught me.”


Having had the pleasure of hearing the dowager play on several occasions, Max was impressed. “In that case, I very much look forward to hearing you play.”


“You could have that pleasure tomorrow at Lady Melchior’s musical. Both Grossmama and I have been asked to perform.”


Max looked down into her eyes once again and discovered there were golden specks collected around the inner edges of her irises. “I will have to find a way to get myself invited, then.”


They had reached the room adjacent to the ballroom where supper was readied. Four long tables covered with pristine white tablecloths and decorated with arrangements of pink and white roses awaited the guests, while the food was laid out buffet style on a table pushed against the wall. All around, men were trying to find appropriate seating for the lady in their charge, and those who had already found their lady a seat were busy selecting food to bring back to their partner. Max pointed across the room. “There are still several seats at the third table.”


Emily had a better idea. She led Max along the length of the first table to a row of windows half hidden by potted palms. “The seats by the windows are the best seats in this room.”


Max followed her without hesitation. The first window was already occupied by Julian and his Miss Brockhurst, but the second window seat was free. “This is marvelous. So much more comfortable than the tables.”


Emily grinned up at him. “I know all the best places in this house. I lived here with my uncle and grandmother until my father’s marriage three years ago.”


Max chuckled. “Of course you do. Shall I fetch us a tray? What would you like?”


“Just a little roast beef with creamed horseradish for me. And I’m partial to eclairs.”
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