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  Chapter 1




  Hyde Park, 1845




  “Are you still miffed over Monique’s defection?” Foster asked with an air of disbelief.




  The Earl of Malvern glanced at his riding companion with annoyance. Surely Foster understood no man enjoyed being made a fool of. “She wheedled diamond earbobs out of me three days before she left.”




  Foster poorly concealed a grin. “Ah, well, consider those a wedding gift.”




  Malvern huffed indignantly. “Obviously, she was seeing that penniless Frenchman while accepting my largess. Women have no honor.”




  Foster threw his head back and guffawed. “Not women who become mistresses,” he finally choked out. “Why don’t you keep your dalliances down to brief encounters, as I do? The hunt for new quarry is the real sport.”




  Malvern told himself to drop the subject. This was the first warm day of summer. He should concentrate on the lush greenery the wet spring had left, but he couldn’t stop himself from asking, “Don’t you find hopping from bed to bed rather tedious?”




  The bridle path opened onto Serpentine Road, and they had to stop and wait for an opening in the stream of carriages and single riders who had crowded into the park to enjoy the weather.




  Foster arched one eyebrow. “Don’t you find the same woman night after night tedious?”




  Malvern started to tell him that a peer of the realm couldn’t risk the scandals unwise dalliances might cause, but he didn’t want to emphasize the differences between his friend and himself. After all, Foster had been elected to Parliament, even though his father was nothing more than a common tradesman.




  There was a break in the traffic and Malvern led the way onto the road. When the two horses were again side-by-side, he said, “Until you get to know a woman, she’s pretty much like all the others.”




  Foster looked at him with a frown. “The only woman I need to know is the one I marry. Are you thinking of settling down?”




  Malvern stiffened. “Certainly not. A man who marries before he’s sown his wild oats will never be a faithful husband.”




  “What about your title? You need an heir.”




  “There’s no hurry on that score. Lord Halsey is nearly sixty and his young wife just had a baby.”




  Foster smirked. “I hope you haven’t told your mother you intend to imitate Halsey.”




  “I’m not foolhardy.” Malvern chuckled at the thought of his mother’s reaction to such an announcement.




  Something in the road ahead caught Foster’s attention. “Is Weathersby driving that cabriolet?”




  “Weathersby doesn’t own a carriage.”




  “Well, he must have rented one. Who’s the beauty with him?”




  Malvern scanned through the traffic until he spotted the drab, single-seated vehicle pulled by a sway-backed horse.




  After satisfying himself that his friend, Neil Weathersby, was indeed driving, he swung his attention to the passenger. Her black clothing suggested she was in mourning, but the white of her collar and of the rucking that lined the brim of her bonnet showed it was not the deep mourning of a widow.




  The white material surrounding her face gleamed in the bright light, forming a halo around her delicate features. Her lips moved as she spoke to Weathersby and her smile broadened at his reply.




  Malvern knew she must be laughing and wished he could hear her. Who was this lovely young woman and where had Weathersby found her? Anxious for an introduction, he tightened his knees against his horse, urging it into a canter.




  The carriage jerked to a stop, and Malvern shifted his attention back to the driver. Through the traffic separating them, Weathersby met his gaze but instantly looked away, yanked on his reins, and turned the cabriolet hurriedly, causing several riders to scramble out of its way.




  Malvern stopped his horse and stared after the disappearing carriage in amazement. He looked over and saw a stunned expression on Foster’s face too. “By God, the man cut us!” Malvern said.




  Foster shrugged. “Evidently, Weathersby didn’t want to introduce the lady. Perhaps he feared a rich earl would outshine a duke’s poor relation.”




  Feeling a twinge of regret, Malvern asked, “Do you think she’s the heiress he’s been looking for? I didn’t recognize her.”




  “That doesn’t mean much. You tend to avoid entertainments that include marriageable women. Besides, hasn’t Weathersby been out of town lately? Maybe he found a rich, country squire’s daughter.”




  Foster twitched his reins and started his horse forward.




  Malvern followed his lead. He hoped Weathersby had found an heiress. The man was a good companion when men were out and about, but his lack of blunt could be awkward at times. He needed a rich wife, while Malvern didn’t want a wife of any kind in the near future. Still, the sunshine didn’t seem quite as bright as it had while shining on the unknown woman’s angelic face.




  * * * *




  That night, Malvern went to the Carlton Club. He preferred to keep up with the doings of the Conservative Party through the club founded for its members rather than spending long hours listening to boring speeches in the House of Lords.




  He moved about the hazy smoking room, joining one group after another, seeking an interesting conversation, but tonight everyone seemed to be talking about some new blight attacking the potato crop. Malvern tried to pay attention. Some of his fellow Members of Parliament said the blight presaged a famine, especially if it reached Ireland. The opinion seemed extreme to him.




  Actually, he couldn’t get involved in the conversations swirling around him because he kept glancing at the doorway, looking for Weathersby. Why had his friend avoided him this afternoon, and who was the mysterious lady?




  At last Weathersby stood in the doorway, glancing about the room as if searching for familiar faces. Malvern stepped into his line of vision, determined to see if Weathersby would snub him again.




  With a small nod, Weathersby acknowledged Malvern and started toward him.




  Foster materialized at Malvern’s elbow. “Now we’ll find out who the beauty in the park is.”




  Weathersby’s steps slowed as though he knew an inquisition awaited him. He’d barely reached them when Foster blurted out, “So, where have you been, and who is your new ladylove?”




  Weathersby’s face reddened. “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”




  “Come now, old sport,” Foster said in a teasing voice. “We saw you in the park this afternoon and from the way you avoided us, it’s clear you want that little plum all for yourself.”




  Weathersby’s neck stiffened. “The lady is my sister. I brought her up from the country to see the city. That’s why I’ve been away.”




  Foster raised his eyebrows. “What’s this? Aren’t we good enough to be introduced to your sister?”




  “Of course, you are. I truly didn’t see you,” Weathersby replied too earnestly.




  Malvern chuckled in disbelief. “Didn’t see us? You almost turned your rented rig over avoiding us. If you had told us she was your sister, we would have behaved ourselves.”




  Weathersby didn’t quite look him in the eye as he said, “Prudence suddenly decided she wasn’t feeling well, and the carriage was unfamiliar. That’s why I botched the turn.”




  Malvern knew that was a lie.




  Foster assumed a thoughtful expression. “Prudence—fresh from the country. Sounds sweet. But I didn’t know you had a sister.”




  “She’s his half-sister,” Malvern supplied, to let Weathersby know he hadn’t forgotten any of the confidences they’d shared while deep in their cups.




  Weathersby nodded. “Yes. She’s a Crump, by my mother’s second husband.”




  “So how do you intend to entertain her while she’s here?” Foster asked. “It’s rather late for a season.”




  “Oh, she’s not here for a season. Our mother passed away only six months ago. So we’re still officially in mourning. I’ll take her to museums and art galleries, perhaps the theater. Pruddy’s been staying with our aunt, Lady Agatha Weston, so I decided to rescue her from the old dragon.”




  Foster sighed as though already bored with the conversation. “It’s still fairly early. Shall we play a few hands of whist?”




  Malvern shook his head.




  “I’m really not in the mood for cards, tonight,” Weathersby muttered.




  “I’ll go to the card room then. See if anyone’s looking for a fourth.” Foster left them.




  Malvern gestured toward a couple of empty chairs. “Why don’t we sit and get the steward to bring us brandies. I had a dull dinner this evening at my mother’s.”




  As they moved to the chairs, Weathersby asked, “How is Lady Caroline?”




  Malvern signaled the steward. “Her usual indomitable self.”




  “Still pushing you to marry?” Weathersby asked, after they were seated.




  Malvern ordered two brandies and then looked at his companion levelly, intent on keeping him from changing the subject. While Malvern preferred to spend most of his time with actresses and opera dancers, he knew how to treat ladies. So he meant to find out why Weathersby thought his half-sister, whose father had been a tradesman, was too good to meet him.




  As if he had read his mind, Neil smiled weakly. “Sorry about the park. I handled it badly.”




  “I presume you’re talking about something other than the cabriolet.”




  Weathersby tugged at his collar as though it were too tight. “The truth is I didn’t want to introduce Pruddy. I should have known you fellows would be out on such a splendid day. I just didn’t think.”




  Malvern was truly offended. “What kind of atrocious behavior did you fear we’d commit in front of your precious sister?”




  Weathersby’s eyes opened widely. “Oh, no, that wasn’t it.”




  The steward returned with their drinks and Weathersby sat quietly until the man left.




  After taking a hurried sip from his glass, he said, “I’m just—just embarrassed about her.” He glanced around, making sure no one was near enough to overhear. “You won’t say anything about this, will you?”




  His interest piqued, Malvern leaned forward. “Of course not.”




  “Well, you see, Pruddy sent for me. Lady Agatha threatened to throw Prudence out after hearing gossip about her. During Mother’s long illness, Pruddy had a bit too much freedom, if you take my meaning?”




  “She didn’t get herself in a family way, did she?”




  “No, thank God. But her behavior was noticed and gossip flies through those country villages. Now it’s reached her aunt, and well, I’m afraid the girl’s ruined.”




  “Can’t the man be persuaded to do the right thing?”




  “Hardly. He’s already married.”




  Malvern gasped. That fresh-faced little innocent involved with a married man—he never would have guessed. “Too bad, but what does she expect from you?”




  Weathersby hung his head. “She wants me to help her find a protector,” he muttered.




  “My God!” The nerve of the chit to ask her brother, well, half-brother, to do something like that. “What are you going to do?”




  “I don’t know,” Weathersby replied in an anguished voice. “I brought her to London thinking I could talk her out of it. In the park, when I saw how eager she was to meet my friends, I panicked. I mean, what if she’d tried to lure one of you into a liaison? I’d have been mortified.”




  Malvern formed a steeple with his fingers and stared into the distance as he recalled his brief glimpse of Prudence Crump. He hadn’t seen much, golden curls peeking from under her bonnet, a straight back, a long, slender neck. Her smile had impressed him the most. It had seemed genuine, as though she thoroughly enjoyed the simple pleasure of riding in the park on a sunny day. No artifice, no pretension. She had looked like an honest, English country lass. So different from the women he was accustomed to.




  He cleared his throat and brought his gaze back to Weathersby’s face. “Perhaps you should turn to your friends with this problem.”




  Weathersby’s head jerked back in surprise. “You can’t be serious. Unlike you, I’m eager to marry. If it’s even rumored I’m arranging an illicit alliance for my own sister, I’ll be as ruined as poor Prudence.”




  “But if you don’t help her, and she sets out on her own, there’s no telling what mischief she might get into in a city like London.”




  Weathersby’s brow twisted with concern. “You’re right. She might end up in…” He chewed his lower lip. “What should I do?”




  Malvern paused, asking himself if he were about to make a foolish misstep. What could go wrong? He needed a new mistress and was fed up with greedy sophisticates. Even if she had strayed from the straight and narrow, Prudence Crump was obviously a long way from being world-weary. She’d be thrilled a man like himself even noticed her. And it would be nice to have a woman show him a little gratitude for a change.




  “A friend, who found your sister to his liking, would take proper care of her,” Malvern said.




  Now Weathersby looked shocked. “I can’t allow her to become the mistress of one of my friends. Wouldn’t a gossip like Harry Cartland delight in telling that story in every parlor in Mayfair?”




  “I mean a friend who would handle the situation discretely, perhaps buy your sister a little place of her own where she could build up a nest egg and secure her future.”




  Weathersby studied him for a long moment. “Who do you have in mind, Malvern?”




  “Well, I’m in the market since Monique left me.”




  “You? Why, Pruddy’s spent most of her life in a country cottage in Lancashire. This is her first visit to London. She wouldn’t hold your interest for an hour.”




  Malvern smiled wearily. “After the way that French bitch lied and stole from me, I’m re-thinking my taste in women. I’d find one who still has a few things to learn about life quite refreshing.”




  Weathersby stared at him for a moment and then shook his head. “I don’t know. I still feel it would be wrong to arrange such a thing for a sister—even a half-sister.”




  “She seems to have taken a very sensible approach to her situation. Why don’t you?”




  “Well,” Weathersby paused and took a deep breath, “I could introduce you. Most likely you two will not suit.”




  “Absolutely,” Malvern replied. “How about the theater tomorrow night? I’ll get a box and reserve a private dining room for a late supper.”




  Weathersby looked at Malvern as though truly shocked. “I can’t just hand her over to you.”




  “Of course not; you’ll have to come along in case we do not suit. If I like her, and she likes me, you can excuse yourself during dinner. I assure you, I’ll do nothing without her full consent.”




  Weathersby drained his glass. “How will I know if you like her?”




  “Why, I’ll give you a signal. Say something about hunting in Hamptonshire.”




  “Hunting in Hamptonshire?”




  “You don’t like that?”




  Weathersby sighed in resignation. “It will do.”




  * * * *




  Prudence finished brushing Neil’s coat and hung it back in the armoire. She picked up the items that needed mending and went to her room. Good thing she’d brought her sewing basket. Although Neil’s clothes were, as always, fashionable, she had found loose buttons and frayed seams. Perhaps he had let his valet go because of the man’s slovenly service.




  Still, there could be no doubt Neil was short of funds. The neighborhood he lived in and the sparse furnishings of his rooms clearly pointed to it. So why had he insisted she visit him at this time? She could keep his rooms in order, even cook for him, but her presence surely added to his expenses. He’d even rented a carriage to take her for a ride in the park. What a silly extravagance.




  But that was Neil—determined to keep up the appearances of his rank. Sometimes she considered herself lucky to be a tradesman’s daughter. Of course, if her father had been a nobleman, he might have taken better care of his daughter’s welfare. But she wouldn’t fret about that.




  She heard a key in the lock, and then Neil called, “Pruddy? Where are you?”




  “In my room.”




  He stopped at her open doorway.




  She looked up. “Good heavens? What do you have there?”




  He dropped a large, paper-covered bundle on her bed. “I had a stroke of luck today. Passed a little shop that sells slightly used clothing. Saw a perfect dress for you in the window.”




  “Oh, Neil! You know I’m in mourning. I must wear black.”




  “This dress is black. But it’s much nicer than those drab things you wear.”




  “Aunt Agatha had these dresses made for me. Black bombazine is what everyone wears.” Prudence snipped the string around the package with her scissors. Yards of lustrous black silk erupted as she pulled the paper back.




  She found the bodice beneath the skirt and held it up. “Goodness!” Her eyes widened as she saw the revealing neckline trimmed with jet beads. “But this gown is much too fancy for mourning. Where would I ever wear it?”




  Neil extended his arms as though about to make a grand announcement. “Tonight. When we attend the theater as the guests of my friend, the Earl of Malvern!”




  “Are you jesting? The theater? I can’t go. Mother’s only been dead for—”




  “Don’t start on that. I didn’t rescue you from the mausoleum our aunt calls a home to imprison you in my cramped rooms. This is London. Things are different here. You’ll still wear black, just as I’ll continue to wear my armband, but no one expects us to make ourselves miserable for a whole year.”




  Prudence shook her head. “We must honor our mother’s passing.”




  He plucked the bodice from her, threw it on the bed, and caught her hands in his. “You faithfully took care of Mother throughout her illness. You deserve a little gaiety in your life. Let me give it to you, Pruddy.” He tipped his head to one side and assumed a pleading expression. “Please.”




  She felt a smile pulling at her lips. She’d never been able to say “no” to her big brother, a fact that had gotten her into trouble when she’d served as his accomplice in childhood pranks.




  This visit to London would probably be her only chance to have any adventure in her life. After seeing the state of Neil’s affairs, she knew she must either return to Aunt Agatha or accept Uncle Oscar’s offer to live with his family in Manchester. She had no idea what life there would be like, so she’d better enjoy herself while she could.




  “I’ll go,” she said, “on one condition. You mustn’t use that horrid nickname while we are with your important friends.”




  He chuckled. “But Prudence is such a stern name. Not at all like my sweet little sister.”




  “Well, I’d rather sound stern than like a fat puppy. Now let me try on this dress. It will undoubtedly need alterations, and you’ll have to pin it for me.”




  He drew back in mock horror. “I’m a gentleman of rank. I can’t serve as a lady’s maid.”




  She placed her hands on her hips. “Well, someone must do it.”




  “All right,” he said with reluctance, “but you must promise never to mention this to any of my friends.”




  “I won’t, as long as you don’t call me Pruddy.”




  He struck the bargain by ceremoniously shaking her hand.




  * * * *




  Prudence stared into the oval looking glass at a woman she did not know. After her hurried alterations, the bodice of the black dress minimized her waist and maximized her bosom, while the silk ruffles of her skirt billowed around her like dark smoke. Seeing Neil’s smiling face over her shoulder, she asked, “Are you sure this dress is proper?”




  He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Would I let you wear it if it weren’t?”




  “If I could just add the fichu—”




  “Absolutely not!” He pulled the lace trimmed neck scarf from her fingers and dropped it on his bed with a grimace. “It spoils the style of the dress. And stop pulling at the neckline. You’re in London and the ladies of society all show décolletage in the evening.”




  “I can’t help being nervous. I’m going to the theater for the first time and meeting an earl. How do I address him?”




  “Say ‘Lord Malvern’ or ‘my lord’ unless he suggests you call him something less formal. He’s had his title for so long all of his friends call him Malvern.”




  “Is he elderly then?”




  “Of course, not. I don’t think he’s thirty yet.”




  “So he came into his title as a child?”




  “Yes.”




  “And what do I call his wife?”




  He shook his head. “He doesn’t have a wife.”




  She gasped in alarm. “Do you mean I’ll be the only woman in the party?”




  “I’ll be there. A brother can serve as a chaperone.”




  “But if I’m the only woman present, I’ll have to converse with the earl. What on earth will I say to him?”




  Neil grimaced with impatience. “Stop being a silly goose, Pru. Remember your mother was a duke’s niece. At least half of your blood is as blue as Malvern’s. Hold your head up, look him in the eye and don’t be afraid to speak your mind.”




  She sighed. No matter the color of her blood, having lived quietly in the country since she was twelve years old had not prepared her to hobnob with nobility.




  The bell on Neil’s front door trilled. “There he is. I’ll get the door. You stay in here for a few minutes. Then join us in the parlor.” He hurried from the room.




  Obviously, Neil was embarrassed by her lack of polish. Then why had he agreed to this evening? Perhaps he had to accept the invitation or risk offending his friend.




  She looked into the mirror and pinched her cheeks to redden them. No need to be nervous. In all probability, the earl would pay scant notice to a woman so far beneath his rank. But noting her image in the new black dress, she couldn’t help but hope someone would notice her. Surely in a city the size of London, there was a man who could overlook the fact she was a tradesman’s daughter without a dowry and make her one dream, a home of her own, come true.




  Remembering she had to greet her host for the evening, Prudence squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and called on her mother’s blood to get her through the ordeal.




  As she entered the parlor, the two men standing in the middle of the room turned toward her. Prudence stared agape at the tall, handsome, perfectly dressed man who smiled at her with brilliantly white teeth. He might be an earl, but to her he looked like a prince straight out of a fairy tale.




  Neil said something. She had no idea what.




  The earl’s lips moved. “…Miss Crump.”




  Speak. Say something. “Ah—pleased to meet you, Mis—ah—Lord Malvern.”




  Neil frowned at her, but the glorious Earl of Malvern continued to smile as if stuttering were perfectly normal. Neil dropped her shawl around her shoulders, and she gratefully lapped it over her partially exposed bosom, wishing she could pull it over her head as well.




  “Shall we go?” The earl extended his elbow. Prudence felt a bit faint, but managed to lay her hand on his forearm with barely a tremble.




  The coach that awaited them had a crest on the door and a footman to carefully hand her inside. She sat on the forward moving seat and the two men faced her. Rather than converse with Neil as she wished he would, the earl looked at her and said, “And how do you like London, Miss Crump?”




  “I’ve only been here a few days, but it seems quite…large.”




  He nodded and continued smiling warmly. “I believe your brother said you are from Lancashire?”




  “Yes, in the countryside near Huffington. But I no longer live there.”




  “Yes, may I extend my sincerest condolences on your mother’s passing?”




  “Thank you.”




  “Are you planning to live in London now?”




  Prudence fingered her shawl’s fringe. “I’m not sure. I have an aunt in Northamptonshire and an uncle in Manchester. I’ll live with one of them.”




  Undeterred by her halting replies, the earl pressed on. “Did you like living in Lancashire?”




  She looked up from the fringe. “Oh, yes. We had a lovely cottage and a large garden, and there were woods nearby.”




  Neil sighed and she smiled at him. “Of course, Neil hated it. But he was away at school much of the time. Then he took up residence in London.”




  “I can see why Weathersby wouldn’t have liked it. He craves the city’s excitement. Didn’t you find the bucolic life dull?”




  “There were always things to do and neighbors to visit. And I could go about with far more freedom than I can in a city.”




  The earl’s eyes narrowed and the hazel color seemed to deepen. “How did living in the country give you more freedom?”




  “I had my own pony cart and could drive myself to the village or to neighbors’ houses. A woman wouldn’t dare do that in a city like London.”




  “Certainly not a lady,” the earl agreed with a half smile.




  Was he implying something with his smile? She stared at him in perplexity, but he resumed asking questions about her life in the country until she forgot her shyness. When she mentioned raising partridges, he seemed genuinely interested. He even chuckled when she told about the brick-like scones she had baked when she had used the tiny partridge eggs.




  As their carriage moved into the queue in front of the theater, Prudence marveled over being able to converse so easily with a handsome, titled man like the Earl of Malvern.




  Chapter 2




  Malvern found everything about Miss Prudence Crump charming. Her tawdry affair with a married man had not tarnished her fresh from the country, innocent air. Not truly innocent, but obviously she still saw life as a joyous adventure. She’d been so enthralled at the theater he’d feared she might fall from her chair during the violent final scenes of Hamlet. And she’d actually cried over Ophelia’s fate—real tears that had required her to dab at her eyes with a hanky. He didn’t know when he’d enjoyed Shakespeare more.




  She was a pretty thing, like a spring morning. Blushes often enhanced her rosy complexion. Imagine, blushing at her age. She had to be in her twenties. As they made their way toward the hotel dining room, he studied her profile and elegant neck. What a perfect place to display the Malvern rubies. Of course, he couldn’t give her the family jewels, but he’d certainly consider giving her a ruby pendant. He could just imagine it twinkling between those creamy breasts.




  He reminded himself not to make plans before he knew if the lady was amenable. But he’d seen the look she gave him when they first met. He’d drawn enough female admiration in his time to easily recognize it. She definitely liked his looks. And once he had overcome her awe of him, she’d lapsed into a pleasant chattiness, even showing a decent sense of humor—something a lot of women in his circle lacked. Yes, indeed, he thought they would suit very well.




  The maitre’d recognized him and rushed to usher them into the private dining room Malvern had reserved. Before sitting in the chair a waiter held for her, Prudence removed her shawl, and Malvern couldn’t stop himself from staring at the tantalizing mounds of flesh rising above the low neckline of her dress. He longed to rest his head on those soft pillows.




  Impatient to get the dinner over with, he snapped his fingers at the waiter and signaled for him to start serving the preordered meal. First, of course, the waiter served the champagne.




  Malvern watched Prudence take a cautious sip, wrinkle her nose at the bubbles, and giggle.




  “Pru’s never had champagne,” Weathersby explained.




  Charming, absolutely charming.




  * * * *




  A growing warmth from the French wine added to Prudence’s excitement. This evening would surely live in her memory as the most wonderful of her life. The theater had been a true spectacle, with the audience rivaling the actors for lavish costumes and extravagant behavior. But the most exciting element of the evening was the man by her side, the Earl of Malvern, who behaved as though her comfort and enjoyment were his only concerns.




  After Neil had moved to London and assumed his rightful position in society, Prudence had thought him most dashing, but the earl made Neil seem like a callow youth. While they both wore nearly identical black evening clothes, they presented the clothing quite differently. The earl’s broad shoulders and the relaxed, yet confident, way he moved made his clothing seem far more elegant than Neil’s. His sable brown hair and lively hazel eyes were more dramatic than Neil’s fair coloring.




  She had hair and eye color similar to Neil’s, so she must look as colorless as he, especially in her black dress. And the earl couldn’t possibly be interested in her silly stories about the charms of country living. His treatment of her, undoubtedly, stemmed from his friendship with Neil, or perhaps, from true nobility. Whatever the cause, he made her feel special.




  The waiter brought a platter of roasted partridges to the table. Lord Malvern raised his hand with a look of alarm. “Does this dish offend you, Miss Crump?”




  “Why should it offend me?” she asked.




  “Since you once keep partridges as pets, I thought you might be averse to eating them.”




  Through her delighted smile, she managed to say, “That was long ago, my lord. I’m sure I never knew any of these birds personally.” He had remembered the story she’d told on the way to the theater. Wasn’t he dear?




  * * * *




  Malvern wondered what was wrong with Weathersby. He’d hardly said two words through the first part of the evening; now he chattered away like a magpie. The meal was almost over, and sweet Prudence obviously wasn’t used to spirits. He couldn’t keep serving her wine or she’d be too tipsy to think clearly, and he wanted her to understand exactly what he offered.




  Malvern interrupted Weathersby’s comments about horse racing with, “But what about hunting?”




  Weathersby blinked at him. “Hunting?”




  “Yes, I find hunting far more exciting than watching a race. In fact, I’m quite looking forward to this season. They say the hunting in Hamptonshire was splendid last year. I’d very much like to go there.” Malvern hoped the man wasn’t too foxed to remember the signal.




  “Oh, yes, hunting is nice.” A look of uncertainty came over Weathersby’s face.




  Malvern watched him anxiously. Had he changed his mind?




  Then his smile snapped back into place. “Gads, I promised to meet Turnbull and Cartland in the public room for a drink. I’d better pop out and see if they’re waiting for me. Would you mind entertaining my sister for a few moments? I’ll think up some excuse and beg off from them.”




  Malvern smiled in relief. “Not at all. Be glad to.”




  Prudence felt a jolt of alarm as Neil started for the door. She shouldn’t be left alone with the earl. Before she could speak, Neil said, “I shan’t be long, Pru. Try not to bore Lord Malvern with more of your stories about the joys of country living.”




  He closed the door behind himself, and she turned toward the earl. Neil had said her chatter was boring. What on earth would she talk about now? “I’m sorry if my stories have been tedious, my lord.”




  “Not a bit.” Lord Malvern eased his chair closer, as though he wanted to be sure he heard her every word. “I’ve spent a good deal of time in the country myself. Malvern Manor has extensive woodlands.”




  “Then I’d think the hunting would be good there.”




  “It is. But it’s always exciting to try something new, don’t you think?” He leaned closer and braced one arm against the back of her chair, as if eagerly awaiting her response.




  She leaned forward to avoid any contact with his arm, and his gaze shifted, making her realize she’d thrust her cleavage under his nose. She looked away from him in embarrassment. “My…my visit to London is certainly exciting.”




  His voice seemed to flow over her like warm honey. “I hope I’m adding to your excitement in some small way.”




  Imagine a man as wonderful as Lord Malvern fishing for a compliment. She found his insecurity appealing and wanted him to know how much she appreciated his hospitality. “Not in a small way, my lord. This evening has been the most wonderful of my entire life. I’ll treasure the memory forever.”




  He leaned so close she felt puffs of his breath on her cheek when he spoke. “But you make this evening sound so final. I’d like to spend many evenings with you. There are so many things to see and do in London.”




  Good heavens! Was the Earl of Malvern attracted to her? She turned to him so quickly their noses almost touched. “Oh, Lord Malvern, I don’t know what to say.”




  “Please call me Malvern. No need for formality between us.”




  “But that wouldn’t be proper,” she managed to say in a strained voice.




  “Our being alone in this room isn’t proper, but isn’t it exciting? That’s what makes the improper so appealing.”




  He stroked the side of her neck with the tip of one finger. “I’ve been wondering about your beautiful neck all evening. It looks as if it were carved from ivory by a great sculptor, but now I find it’s soft and warm, like you, dear Prudence.”




  “Oh, Malvern!” She stared at him in wonder until he came so close she had to shut her eyes.




  He gently touched the end of her nose with his lips. “Adorable nose.” He lightly caressed her lips with his own. “Precious lips.”




  She opened her eyes in surprise.




  “Your eyes are as blue as the deepest sea.” His fingers toyed with one of her curls. “Your hair has captured the sunshine.”




  Oh, dear! What was she to do? This wasn’t at all proper. But it was definitely exciting. She had wanted to attract a man while in London, but this was more than she’d ever hoped for. Tentatively, she held up her hand, knowing she should stop him but not wanting to.




  He caught her hand with one of his and massaged her palm with his thumb. “I know we’ll be good together, and I’ll take care of you. I promise.”




  What was he talking about? Before she could ask, his lips settled firmly on hers in a kiss that sent her into such a spin she grabbed his shoulders to steady herself. She felt his arm go around her, pulling, lifting. She jerked away from his mouth, mewing in alarm.




  Then, in a mound of black silk ruffles, she found herself sitting on his lap. Her mouth gaped open in shock as she stared down into his intent face. One of his hands cupped the back of her head and pulled her into a kiss very unlike the others. His tongue went inside her mouth, stroking, imploring, beguiling. She sagged limply against his chest. His embrace tightened. The pressure of his lips increased. He touched the top of one breast. His fingers slipped beneath her clothing, moving closer and closer until he touched her nipple, turning it into a fiery point of pleasure.




  The door to the dining room suddenly opened and Neil’s voice boomed out. “When the fellows found out you were here they insisted on meeting my— My God! What are you doing with my sister?”




  * * * *




  For a second, Malvern was too stunned to move. Then he yanked his hand away from Prudence’s breast and pushed her back to her own chair. He looked up to see Weathersby glaring at him with an outraged expression while Foster Turnbull and Harry Cartland leered over his shoulder. “Now see here, Weathersby—”




  “I have seen—seen a man I called friend, a man I trusted, dishonoring my innocent sister. How could you, Malvern?” He fairly screamed the last part—the name—?and Malvern understood what a fool he had been.




  Weathersby rushed over to the still dazed Prudence and hurriedly draped her shawl over her bulging breasts. “Cover yourself, sister,” he said in a voice that sounded truly shocked.




  He pulled her to her feet, wrapped an arm protectively around her, and then looked at Malvern. “I have no choice but to call you out. Cartland, please serve as my second and make arrangements for our meeting on the field of honor.” He swept from the room, dragging Prudence along with him.




  Harry and Foster exchanged glances with each other before turning troubled faces to Malvern. “Ah—what would you like for me to do about this?” Harry muttered. “I’ve never served as a second. Didn’t volunteer for this assignment.”




  “Perhaps you should go to the continent,” Foster said. “Avoid any to-do over the laws against dueling.”




  Malvern ran his hand through his hair and fought to control his boiling temper. “I can’t fight a duel over a woman’s honor, and Weathersby damn well knows it.” At the moment, he desperately wished he could fight. He’d befriended the young cub when he had first come to the city, had told him who the best tailors were, had introduced him to the right people, and this was the way the worthless whelp repaid him.




  Harry cleared his throat. “Oh, I see, the thing about your father! But what shall I tell Weathersby?”




  Through gritted teeth, Malvern forced himself to say, “You may tell him I will call on him and his sister tomorrow afternoon to discuss further arrangements. But wait until the morning to do so. I’d like for him to sleep as poorly tonight as I shall.”




  * * * *




  Despite his bubbling glee, Neil forced himself to frown as he hailed the nearest hack and helped Prudence inside. After calling out his address to the driver, he swung in beside her.




  She looked at him with large, frightened eyes. “You mustn’t do this, Neil. You mustn’t fight Lord Malvern.”




  He patted her arm. “Don’t worry, sister. Everything will be all right.”




  Tears began to course down her cheeks. “But you—he—one of you might die.”




  He wished he could tell her the truth and calm her fears, but her rustic scruples would undoubtedly spoil everything. “I’ll do my best to only wound.”




  She looked even more aghast. “It—it wasn’t all his fault. I did nothing to stop him.”




  He was well aware of that. He’d rushed Foster and Harry back to the private room expecting to find his naive sister fighting off the randy earl, not sitting in his lap in a near swoon. Of course, he wouldn’t complain; the more blatant the liberty, the tighter the noose around Malvern’s neck.




  Then he noticed how Prudence hung her head and the spots of red on her pale cheeks. He couldn’t allow her to accept the responsibility for tonight’s little scene. “Don’t blame yourself. Malvern is a notorious womanizer. An innocent woman like you would be defenseless against his charm. I would not have left you alone with him, except I thought he would treat you respectfully because of our long-standing friendship. So this is really my fault. I must seek redress.”




  Dabbing at her tears, Prudence said, “But a duel? Nothing really bad happened. Can’t we just forget it?”




  Neil looked at her in surprise. Didn’t she realize how serious her position was at this moment? “Pru, you were seen in a state of dishabille in a public house with a well-known peer. This story will be all over England in no time. If I don’t defend your honor, everyone will assume you are nothing more than a lightskirt. In fact, no matter what happens to me, you must insist Malvern forced his attentions on you.”




  A visible tremor ran through her body. He put a consoling arm around her shoulders. “Don’t be frightened, dear sister. I’m really quite handy with a pistol.”




  With a small cry of horror, she buried her tear-streaked face against his shoulder. He disliked frightening her with all this nonsense about a duel, but for now, it was the only way to impress upon her the desperate nature of their situation.




  As a woman, she’d been cared for by others all her life. She didn’t understand how difficult it was to make your own way in the world. A night of worry about the duel’s outcome would make her eager to accept an alternative: Malvern’s offer of marriage.




  And he would surely offer. He couldn’t afford to bring more scandal down on the family name, could he? Neil felt a bit of a tremor run down his own spine. Malvern had taught him everything he knew about dueling pistols. Could the student best the master?




  * * * *




  Malvern had been pacing in his mother’s downstairs salon for at least thirty minutes. Did she keep him waiting just to irritate him? By God, how much was a man expected to bear? He had a good mind to simply barge up the stairs bellowing.




  Before he could follow his impulse, the butler marched haughtily into the room. “The countess will see you now, my lord.”




  “Where?” Malvern barked and started for the doorway.




  “Her personal sitting room.”




  He took the stairs two at a time and entered the room adjacent to his mother’s bedroom without knocking. She sat on a divan, still in her dressing gown, but with her hair neatly coiffed. As he’d expected, a tray with tea and pastries sat on a table in front of her. Looking at him with disdain, she said, “I trust you have a very good reason for disturbing me at such an hour?”




  “It’s nearly eleven o’clock,” Malvern replied.




  “You know I’m not an early riser.”




  “I also know you don’t like surprises, so I had to get to you before your gossiping friends.”




  She placed her hand against her nearly wrinkle free brow as though suffering from a headache. “What now? No, wait. Let me fortify myself first.” She reached for a cup of tea.




  Malvern sat in a chair across from her and forced himself to take deep breaths. Years ago he had accepted the fact that the Countess of Malvern always made the most of life’s dramatic moments. If he hoped to win her cooperation, he had to exercise patience.




  Finally, she lowered the cup to the saucer and turned her full attention on him. “And what will the gossips be saying?”




  He looked her in the eye. “Last night I was seen in a private dining room of the Metropolitan Hotel in a compromising situation with the half-sister of Neil Weathersby. He has challenged me to a duel.”




  The countess blanched, and the cup and saucer clattered to the floor. Despite the thick carpet, the delicate china shattered. “Just like your father!” Her voice rose to a shriek. “I warned you your reckless lifestyle would lead to ruin. Why didn’t you confine your debaucheries to actresses and slatterns as you usually do? How could you let this happen?”




  When she paused to take a breath, he took the opportunity to speak, deliberately keeping his voice low, hoping to calm her by example. “How it happened doesn’t matter. It has happened, and I will do the only honorable thing and offer for the girl.”




  “Oh.” A bit of color came back into her cheeks. “You said she’s Weathersby’s half-sister. Who is her father?”




  “The man is deceased. He was a tradesman named Crump.”




  The countess groaned and placed her hands over her heart. “A tradesman’s daughter! And you could have married into the finest families. Why didn’t you listen to me? I begged you to marry early.”




  “Like you and Father did?” He knew that was a cruel thing to say. His father’s death had been the great tragedy of her life, but he had no intention of letting her continue this tirade. He didn’t have the time or the patience.




  She drew a perfumed handkerchief from her cuff and sniffed at it.




  Hoping to forestall a fainting spell, he hurried on. “Even if she isn’t from a fine family, at least I’ll have a wife and can produce the heir you’re always harping about.”




  A rosy glow rushed into her cheeks, and she drew an indignant breath. “Harping? You bear an old and—until your father’s debacle—honorable title. You are the last male heir. I don’t consider urging you to live up to the responsibilities inherent with your position harping.”




  He waved his hand impatiently. “To save the Malvern name from further scandal, I’m about to go into a marriage I do not want. I can think of no greater sacrifice for the family honor. Now, will you help me?”




  Malvern had made it a practice since reaching his majority to never ask his mother for anything. His sudden request for aid obviously surprised her. “You’ve already decided on your course of action. What do you want from me?”




  “The gossips will still make much with this sudden marriage. Your apparent approval will help douse the talk.”




  A thoughtful expression deepened the wrinkles around her eyes. “Do you intend to get a special license?”




  “I’d rather not. Miss Crump’s mother passed away six months ago. She’s still in mourning. I thought we could use that as an excuse to have a private wedding. Read the banns at Malvern village church.”




  “How soon?”




  “Immediately.”




  She shook her head. “I can’t possibly have Malvern Hall ready for a wedding in four weeks.”




  “There’s nothing to prepare, Mother. The cleric and a few witnesses are all who need attend. Miss Crump has only been in London for a few days. Aside from her brother, she knows no one here. Other relatives live somewhere in the north. There’s no need to invite them.”




  She waved her handkerchief as a signal of distress. “But you are an earl. People will expect—”




  He interrupted her. “This is no love match. I want no violins played or doves released. Understood?”




  She nodded reluctantly. “Can I at least prepare an announcement for The Times? What is this Crump person’s full name?”




  “Prudence.”




  She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “An obvious misnomer.”




  Malvern couldn’t withhold an indignant huff. “It depends on how you define the word. For a tradesman’s daughter with no dowry, she’ll be marrying quite well.”




  His disgruntlement obviously brightened her mood. “Is she just too terrible?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye.




  “If she were terrible I wouldn’t have gotten myself into this fix. There’s something else I’d like to ask of you. Miss Crump is staying with her brother in rented rooms in Chelsea, hardly a fitting address for a future countess. I wondered if she could move in here until we leave for the country.”




  “Hmmm.” His mother pursed her lips in thought. “The poor girl’s manners are probably lacking, not to mention her wardrobe. I suppose the sooner I get to her the better.”




  “This is only a marriage of convenience, Mother. No need to put yourself out over it.”




  Her chin firmed with determination. “Convenient or not, she’ll still be the Countess of Malvern. I won’t have her disgracing the title I’ve carried with dignity despite the most trying of circumstances. Get her to me as soon as possible.”




  Assured of his mother’s cooperation, Malvern breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, she’d complain every step of the way, but there was nothing the Countess of Malvern liked better than correcting other people’s faults. Miss Prudence Crump would pay a price for the riches she was about to acquire. His mother would see to it.




  Now all he had to do was inform those scheming siblings of his plans. He didn’t imagine they’d raise any objections. Forcing marriage on him had obviously been a carefully thought out plot. At least on Weathersby’s part. Prudence had seemed as genuinely distressed last night as Malvern had been. Although, she could have been acting. If so, she’d missed a brilliant career on the stage.




  Chapter 3




  Neil kept his expression blank as Cartland delivered Malvern’s message. Then he nodded and said, “Very good. I’ll look forward to settling the matter this afternoon.”




  He could see by Harry’s shifty eyes that the man was torn between wanting to leave and wanting to stay in the hopes of gathering more gossip. Neil didn’t consider Harry a particular friend. He’d only included him in his plan because Harry’s reputation for carrying tales among the ton would destroy any hopes Malvern might have of keeping last night a secret. Deciding Harry now knew enough to win him a month of dinner invitations, Neil stood, signaling the meeting over, even as he continued to thank him.
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