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Prologue










Philadelphia

Early December 1821

Spencer Law, the fifth Viscount Ravenswood, drained yet another redware mug of hard cider. It didn’t help. He could still remember what he’d come to the noisy American tavern with his younger brother to forget.

He was going back to England in the morning. Back to the disordered Parliament and disgruntled populace. Back to his demanding duties as undersecretary to the Home Office in his country’s time of turmoil. The weight of his responsibilities, which had miraculously eased during his sojourn in America, already began settling heavily upon his shoulders again.

What he needed was more hard cider.

When he called for it, a laugh erupted from Nat, who lounged on a wooden bench across the table from him. “Perhaps you should slow down, old fellow. You’re getting foxed.”


“That’s the general idea.”

“The great Ravenswood drowning his sorrows in strong drink? Astonishing! Usually you’re too busy running England to overindulge. And too dignified.” Nat planted his elbows on the sturdy oak table. “Though I must admit you haven’t been yourself since we arrived two weeks ago.” He cocked his head to examine his brother. “It’s Dr. Mercer’s daughter, isn’t it? She’s the one making you act so strangely.”

Spencer barely mustered one of his steely-eyed glances. “Don’t be absurd.”

But just that quickly his mind conjured up the image of Abigail Mercer, whom her father called “my wild rose.” A fitting appellation for a woman with leaf-green eyes and petal-soft golden skin and a glorious scarlet bud of a mouth…

“You hummed an aria for her yesterday,” Nat pointed out.

“I told her about seeing The Marriage of Figaro this year, and she wanted to hear some of it. What’s your point?”

“I’ve never heard you hum anything in your life.”

“I never had occasion to do so.”

“You never felt the urge to do so,” Nat said dryly. “Until you met Miss Mercer, that is. Now you spend all your time conversing with a pretty colonial lass—”

“What else is there to do while you discuss business with her ailing father?” Spencer stared down into his empty mug.

“True. And she does seem easy to talk to.”

Exactly. Easy to talk to and artless and utterly American. Unlike all those English misses raised to worship a title and an estate, Miss Mercer treated him as if he were her equal in station.

The woman even had the audacity to tease him whenever he grew too serious. No Englishwoman had ever done that. They were too aware of his position—or too cowed by his sober manner—to be at ease in his presence.

Nor did Englishwomen debate him about politics and such. But Miss Mercer plunged right into every argument with all the fervent optimism of her fellow countrymen. It was maddening.

It was fascinating.

“Mind you,” Nat went on, “I’m delighted that you and Miss Mercer are friendly. It can’t help but soften her father toward my proposal.” He steadied his shoulders. “And speaking of that, have you thought any more about advancing me those funds?”

Since his own mug was empty, Spencer reached across to steal his brother’s. He wasn’t foxed enough yet to deal with this. “You mean, so you can pursue your foolish plan to become a partner in Dr. Mercer’s enterprise?”

“It’s not foolish,” Nat protested. “I know you had reservations about the Mercer Medicinal Company, but you’ve seen the doctor’s records on how well his tonic sold seven years ago—you must admit the numbers are phenomenal. If he hadn’t taken ill, he’d be rich by now instead of hounded by creditors. All he needs is someone like me to rejuvenate the company while he’s incapacitated.”

“Not incapacitated,” Spencer corrected. “Dying. The man’s dying, Nat.”

“But that’s precisely why he might sell to me. I already own the shares I won in that card game. And even you must have thought the business a promising investment or you would never have accompanied me to America for a look.”

Spencer slumped against the wall behind his hard bench. “You said you’d go without me. Couldn’t let you do that, given your past record with other occupations.”

Nat bristled. “Must you always throw my failures up at me? Never mind that I was only doing what you wanted. I told you I’d be no good at the law, but you insisted I study for it, so I did.”

“Apparently not very hard, since you failed your exams. And let’s not forget the navy. After that fiasco, even my influence couldn’t keep you in.”


Nat winced. “I wasn’t cut out to be a navy man. I can’t even steer a carriage straight. I only agreed to try because you went to all that trouble to gain me the berth.” He leaned forward, his voice growing fierce. “The thing is, I know I can do this. I’m good at numbers. That’s why I’ve always won so much at the gaming tables.”

“Always?” Spencer finished off the cider in Nat’s mug. Where the bloody hell was that tavern maid?

“All right, so I got cocky one night. And you had to pay for it.”

“Quite a lot of money, as I recall.”

“I know, I know. But this is different. The old man is in a bind—he won’t leave the Mercer Company entirely to his daughter, because he thinks she lacks the business sense to pull it out of debt. But if he doesn’t find someone to be her partner, he’ll have to leave it to some relative he hates. So I can step right in.”

The sour-faced tavern maid plunked down two freshly filled redware mugs, and Spencer seized his with a vengeance. Now he had something else to drown out—the unsettling image of Miss Mercer working with his brother.

He mustn’t think of that, mustn’t think of the mischievous smile she’d be flashing at Nat instead of Spencer. It wasn’t as if Spencer could stay here while his brother tried out his fool scheme. A summons from the Home Office mustn’t be ignored, and with the sudden resignation of the old home secretary, Spencer was badly needed at home. So like it or not, he had to accept that his pleasant idyll in America was over.

Not that anything could ever come of Spencer’s association with Miss Mercer anyway, no matter how cheerful and appealing he found her.

He scowled. Half the women in England would happily settle for a position as Spencer’s mistress, yet none of them tempted him. No, his idiotic mind had to seize on the respectable Miss Mercer for its lusty thoughts, a woman who’d take nothing less than marriage. So since he couldn’t marry her or anyone else, it was probably just as well he was leaving tomorrow and would never see her again.

Bloody hell.

He drank deeply of his cider, then set the mug down. “How does Evelina feel about all this? Or have you even bothered to tell your future wife about your plan to partner a business halfway around the world with the beautiful Abby Mercer?”

Nat eyed his brother speculatively. “Evelina will understand. It’s only temporary. Once the old man dies, I’ll buy his daughter out. Miss Mercer will have enough money to support herself, and I’ll own Mercer Medicinal.”

“You don’t know how to run a business.”

“You didn’t know how to be a soldier all those years ago when Father bought you a commission in the army, but you learned. You’re good at that sort of thing.”

“I had to be,” he growled, resenting his brother’s freedom to do as he pleased. Spencer had lost that freedom when their eldest brother died unexpectedly.

“And I have to be good at this. What’s left for me? The church?”

They groaned in unison. Even Spencer could see that would never work.

“Besides, I’m not going to run it,” Nat went on. “I’ll hire a manager for that. I just want to own it.”

The growing buzz in Spencer’s head hadn’t turned him into a complete idiot. “And you want me to give you the money for it.”

Nat had the good grace to flush. “Not all of the money. I’ve kept some of my allowance aside. And in the past two years, I’ve lived responsibly. I won’t need much.”

With a roll of his eyes, Spencer reached for his mug again, but Nat stayed his hand. “Soon I’ll be married, which is why I want to do something useful with myself, something I want to do, not something you choose for me.” A wan smile crossed Nat’s face. “I know I can make a go of this. So what do you say? If I get Mercer to agree to my plan and I need money, will you send it to me?”

Spencer was still trying to forget Miss Mercer’s kissable lips. The ones he would never, could never kiss, even if he wasn’t leaving. He drained his mug. “Write to me in London, and I’ll do what I can.”

Nat’s face lit up. “Capital, old fellow, capital! I knew you’d come through for me.” Done with his business, Nat attacked his own cider. While he drank, he watched his brother through narrowed eyes. “So you find Miss Mercer beautiful?”

The buzzing in Spencer’s head formed the words, “‘She walks in beauty like the night/Of cloudless climes and starry skies.’”

“My God, now you’re quoting poetry.”

Had he said that aloud? Bloody hell. Spencer brandished his empty mug at his brother. “I always quote verse when I’m foxed.”

“You must be very foxed to quote that idiot Byron. Or very impressed by Miss Mercer’s looks.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” And exactly when had he started slurring his words?

Nat fiddled with his mug. “Some men might find her coloring too dark.”

“Some men are idiots.” Spencer lifted his mug, remembered it was empty, and frowned.

With a chuckle, Nat pushed his own over. “I’m just saying I’m surprised that her being half Indian hasn’t put off the great Ravenswood.”

“Stop calling me that.” Accepting his brother’s full mug, Spencer ignored Nat’s intent stare. “Besides, half Indian or no, she’s of good stock. Her father’s family is prominent in Philadelphia, and her mother’s father was chief of his tribe. The Seneca, I believe.”

“Where did you hear that?”


“She told me herself.”

“Ah, yes. During all those conversations. And is that all you did? Talk?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” A burst of raucous laughter from a nearby table made Spencer’s head pound, and he rubbed his suddenly throbbing temples.

“Yes, you do. You lust after the woman—admit it. You get that look in your eyes whenever she enters a room, as if you’d like nothing more than to sheathe your sword in her scabbard.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” And devil take the scoundrel for noticing so much.

Nat watched him closely. “Considering her background and the likelihood that she’ll never marry, perhaps you should coax her into becoming your mistress.”

Spencer managed a laugh. “That determined American optimism of hers would drive me mad inside a month.” He stared down into the dregs of his cider, only to see Abby Mercer as his mistress. All that cheerful eagerness focused on pleasing him and wanting him and writhing about with him naked in his bed…

Ridiculous thought. Gently bred women did not agree to be mistresses. Anyway, he was done with having a mistress. Being a woman’s protector was too much a parody of the marriage he couldn’t have. Better to have the occasional random liaison when he had the time for it. Which wasn’t often these days.

“So I suppose marrying her is out of the question,” Nat said smoothly.

“Absolutely.”

“She seemed well-bred to me, but I suppose she’s not refined enough for you.”

“Got nothing to do with it. Even if I wanted, I couldn’t marry her.”

“Because you have your eye on somebody else?” his brother probed.


“Certainly not.” Spencer lowered his voice. His head thundered when he spoke too loudly. “Can’t marry her, can’t marry anyone.”

“Of course you can. You have to marry someone. And soon, too. You’re already thirty-seven. You ought to settle down with a wife.”

“Can’t.” Damned nuisance to have his words coming out all fuzzy. “No marriage for me.” He caught Nat’s scowl and added, “That ought to make you happy—you or your son will inherit it all.”

“I don’t want to inherit it all.” Nat sounded panicked. “Evelina and I will be perfectly content with whatever you settle on us, so don’t think you’ll get out of siring an heir. I’ve no desire to gain the title and be responsible for tenants and houses and all that rot. I ran a ship aground while I was in the navy—what do you think I’d do to an estate?”

“But you can run a business?”

“Own it, not run it. I told you.” Nat scowled. “All right, so perhaps I just don’t want to run an estate. It doesn’t interest me.”

“Didn’t interest me, either. But a man does his duty. Yours will be siring an heir.”

“By God, you’re serious. You really don’t intend to marry.”

Spencer nodded, feeling rather wobbly. “Plan to be a bachelor till I die.”

“Why? It’s got nothing to do with Dora, I hope. Just because Father and our stepmother made a hash of their marriage is no reason to think you will.”

There was more to it than that, but Spencer dared not explain. Instead he gazed morosely into the glazed red hollow of his empty mug. Nat called for more cider, and Spencer lifted his reeling head. “Shouldn’t have any more, you know. I’m foxed.”

“Not foxed enough.” Nat flashed him a grim smile. “Let me enjoy the novelty of my perfect brother’s exhibiting the same weaknesses we mere mortals possess.”

“Not perfect,” Spencer muttered. “Not a’tall. That’s the trouble, you see.”

“No, I don’t see.” Two mugs magically appeared, and Nat shoved both at Spencer. “Perhaps it’s time you explain it to me.”









    

Chapter 1


Even the finest butler may blunder when announcing a surprise guest, but he should use the occasion to learn the correct styling. One never knows when a surprise guest may become important in his employer’s household.

Suggestions for the Stoic Servant,

by the Butler to a Very Important Gentleman






London

April 15, 1822

The bride-to-be was here. The groom-to-be was two hours late. As betrothal dinners went, this one qualified for fiasco of the season.

Spencer, reluctant host of the fiasco, surveyed the immaculately appointed dining table in his London town house and sighed. How soon could he call an end to this painful ordeal and retreat to his study and his cognac? Probably not for at least another hour. Anything less would rouse suspicion among his twenty-six guests.

Thanks to his quick thinking and talent for lying, they didn’t even know the dinner was a fiasco. And until he found out why Nat had disappeared, he had no intention of letting them in on the secret.

He glanced over at Lady Evelina, the bride-to-be. Thank God she’d apparently accepted his far-fetched tale. Like a china doll, she perched on her chair in cultivated perfection, blond ringlets framing her flawless brow, her cheeks pink but not rouged, and her gown the ideal hue for her porcelain skin. Only her sparkling eyes hinted at the sweet-natured girl Nat and Spencer had teased while she was growing up.

Catching his eye, Evelina dabbed daintily at her cupid-bow lips with a damask napkin. “I do hope they don’t detain poor Nathaniel at the police offices all night. Did his note say how long it might be?”

That damned fictitious note. “No, but they’ll probably keep him awhile,” Spencer lied with all the practiced ease of a former spymaster. “He’ll have to give testimony against the ruffian he caught snatching that woman’s reticule.”

“It was so brave of him to run off after the villain all alone,” she said. “And then to insist on carrying that man to the police himself—how noble of him!”

“Yes, Nat is nothing if not noble.” That lie came harder in the face of young Evelina’s starry-eyed loyalty.

Not that Spencer had any other choice. Engaging in a manly pursuit of justice was an acceptable excuse for not attending one’s betrothal dinner; abandoning one’s bride-to-be was not. Until Spencer knew the reason for Nat’s apparent defection, he had to keep lying. Otherwise, Evelina and her widowed mother, Lady Tyndale, would suffer public humiliation. Which Spencer refused to allow.

Where the hell was he? When Spencer had last seen Nat an hour before dinner, his brother hadn’t mentioned any plans to dash out. And although Spencer’s butler McFee had seen Nat receive a message shortly after that, no one had seen the man leave. But no one could find him, either, not in the house or at any of his favorite London haunts.

Nat had simply vanished, and it looked deliberate. After all, how much trouble could one man get into in only a few hours?

Spencer sighed. Nat had acted strangely ever since his return from America a month ago—he was inordinately interested in the mail, came and went at all hours, had mysterious meetings, and in general acted like a man still sowing wild oats instead of preparing to marry.

Now this. For God’s sake, where was he?

“Well, I for one am surprised Nathaniel even had the presence of mind to send a note at all,” Evelina’s mother commented. “But the man is always so considerate.”

“And noble, too,” the woman sitting next to her added with a hint of sarcasm. “Let’s not forget ‘noble.’”

Wonderful. Now Lady Brumley was putting her nose in it. Why in hell had Evelina’s mother invited a woman popularly known as the Galleon of Gossip? He should have paid closer attention to the guest list.

But with England’s chaotic political situation occupying him, he’d had no time to plan the betrothal dinner Lady Tyndale had expected him to host. So he’d unwisely given that to her, his designated hostess for the evening. Somehow the intimate little affair he’d suggested had exploded into this assembly of London society’s most prestigious—and chatty—members. That’s what he got for trusting a woman with the intelligence of a pea.

And there was still a betrothal ball to get through two nights from now. Fortunately, Lady Tyndale was hosting that at her home. Spencer shuddered to think what sort of production it would be. She’d probably invited half the ton to her ball.

If there was a ball. Given Nat’s disappearance tonight, that was no longer certain.

He scowled. He wanted to see Nat settled, damn it. Twenty-nine was a good age for marrying, and twenty-year-old Evelina was perfect for him. Insane as it seemed, she’d apparently been in love with the idiot from girlhood, which was all a man could ask for.

“That note from your brother,” Lady Brumley commented. “Might we see it for ourselves, Ravenswood? I shall have to write about the event for the paper, and I want all the details of Mr. Law’s noble act.”

What the nosy woman wanted was to uncover scandal. Clearly she hadn’t believed his tale. Just what he needed—the shrewd Lady Brumley voicing her suspicions in that infamous column of hers.

“I thought you had your own sources.” Spencer sipped his claret with a carefully cultivated air of boredom. “Or have you grown tired of checking your facts?”

The woman answered his sarcasm in kind. “I suspect that if I wait until tomorrow for that, I’ll hear only the official story. Since the London magistrates report directly to you at the Home Office, I don’t imagine they’ll tell me anything more than you’ll allow.”

“True.” He set down his glass. “But I’ve already told you all there is to tell.”

Spencer cast a surreptitious glance at the clock and barely suppressed his groan. Two hours and thirteen minutes. Perhaps this was something other than mere defection. Could Nat have landed in trouble? But how? And with whom?

“I should still like to see the note—” Lady Brumley began.

“You know, my lord,” Evelina broke in, “Nathaniel told me and Mama all about his recent visit to America, but we haven’t heard a word from you about it.”

Spencer regarded the girl with surprise. The polite Evelina rarely interrupted anyone, much less a woman of Lady Brumley’s standing. Perhaps she wasn’t as oblivious to the situation as he’d thought.

When everyone else turned their attention to her, Evelina flushed, but kept her eyes on Spencer. “I know you didn’t spend as much time there as Nathaniel, but how did you like it? He seemed to enjoy it quite a lot. He spoke highly of the Mercers and was very impressed with Dr. Mercer’s Medicinal Mead.” She smiled at her listeners. “That’s the doctor’s tonic for indigestion and other ailments. Dr. Mercer’s company produces it.”

“Never heard of it,” Lady Brumley put in. “And you can be sure I know all the tonics for indigestion.”

“It sells only in America right now, my lady.” Evelina served herself asparagus with shaky hands. “But Nathaniel thinks it could sell quite well here. So in exchange for part ownership in the company, Nathaniel is promoting the tonic in England.”

Spencer hadn’t known what Nat was planning. What else had his brother not told him?

Lady Brumley shot Spencer a reproachful look. “Have you gone mad, my lord? Why would you allow your brother to pursue some wild scheme—”

“But it’s not,” Evelina put in hastily. “Nathaniel believes this Mercer fellow’s enterprise is a worthy one. His lordship does, too—he’s agreed to invest in it himself.”

“Really, Ravenswood?” Lady Brumley asked. “You’re encouraging this idiocy?”

“I’m always eager for a good investment.” But Nat hadn’t actually asked him for any money yet, and Spencer only half remembered the drunken night when he’d agreed to invest. “In the brief time I had to observe Mercer’s company, it seemed sound.”

“Nathaniel is determined to make a go of it,” Evelina said. “He has his own stake in the firm, you see.”

Yes. Nat had apparently done the impossible, because upon his return to England he’d assured Spencer that old Josiah had relented and made him a partner.

“Of course,” Evelina went on, “he does have to share the company with the physician’s daughter. But that’s all right, since Miss Mercer is the one who concocts all the medicines. So he needs her anyway.”

Abigail Mercer. Damn, Spencer might have forgotten the American woman for a few hours, but he’d needed only a mention of her to summon Miss Mercer’s image anew—her bright flash of a smile, teasing green eyes, sun-kissed skin. Why couldn’t he suppress that picture? He’d known her only two weeks, yet she’d plagued his thoughts for months since.

“So Nat…er…told you about Miss Mercer?” Spencer ate a forkful of squab pie. What could Nat possibly have said that wouldn’t have made Evelina jealous?

“Oh, yes,” Evelina answered. “Poor thing, to lose her mother so young, then have to face losing her father, too. And still unmarried at twenty-six! She’s unlikely to find a husband even after her father dies. Nathaniel says she’s dark and plain as a crow.”

Spencer nearly choked. When had Nat become as adept at lying as his older brother? “I believe that Miss Mercer’s spinsterhood wasn’t the result so much of her looks as of her situation.”

“Oh?” Evelina said with interest.

“Her father was ill for many years. As she is his only child, his care fell to her, which allowed her little time for the usual courting.” Not to mention that some gentlemen probably objected to her mixed blood. “But I expect she’ll find a husband eventually. She’s an amiable woman with a good—”

He stopped short. All the women at the table were eyeing him now with rampant curiosity. Bloody hell. He usually knew not to say anything that set matchmaking females to speculating. But Nat’s mysterious disappearance had put him off his game. Too late to undo the damage, judging from the shrewd gleam in Lady Brumley’s eye.

“You seem to know a great deal about Miss Mercer,” the gossip said. “Perhaps she wasn’t as dark and plain as your brother claims. What did you think of her looks, Ravenswood?”

Thankfully, he was spared answering when the door to the dining room opened to admit his butler. When McFee approached the table and bent close enough to reveal an unnatural pallor beneath his ruddy Scottish skin, Spencer knew something was wrong.

“What is it?” Spencer asked in a low tone.

“I must speak to you privately, my lord.”

McFee probably had news of Nat. Spencer rose and faced his guests. “I beg your indulgence, but I must step into the hall a moment.”

Amid murmurs of polite assent, Spencer strode out of the dining room with McFee at his heels, only waiting until he’d shut the door to ask, “What’s happened?”

“There is a female waiting to see you.”

Spencer scowled. McFee only used the term “female” with certain sorts of women. By God, if Nat had sent some tart with a message…“What does she want?”

“To speak to you.”

“About my brother?”

“No, my lord.”

Relief flooded Spencer. “Then tell her to return tomorrow. I have no time for this tonight.”

“She was most insistent. And I believe you should probably speak to her.”

Spencer raised one eyebrow at his butler’s presumption. “Why? Who is she?”

“You see…well…that is…”

“For God’s sake, spit it out,” Spencer said impatiently. “I don’t have all night.”

McFee drew himself up with wounded dignity. “She claims to be Lady Ravenswood. Your wife.”



“My what?!”

The cry echoed down the hall to the magnificent high-ceilinged foyer where Abigail Mercer waited with her servant, Mrs. Graham. Abby pricked up her ears. “I think his lordship has been informed of our arrival.”


“Thank the good Lord.” Mrs. Graham scowled. “That Mr. La-Di-Da of a butler was acting so strange I wondered if he would even announce us.”

Abby bit back a smile. Mrs. Graham had been with the Mercer family for an eternity, first as Abby’s nursemaid and later as general family servant. Though the aging widow could be a grouse at times, Abby couldn’t imagine doing without her. “Well, I feared we had the wrong house, especially with all the carriages in front. His lordship must be having guests for dinner, though why he’d do that on the night of our arrival—”

“I just want to know why he didn’t have nobody at the docks to fetch us. Didn’t you tell him what ship we was coming on, milady?”

“I certainly did. And how odd that his lordship wasn’t more solicitous of our comfort. I thought we should never find a hired coach to carry us here.”

A commotion at the other end of the hall, doors opening and closing and the murmur of various voices, drew Abby’s attention. Lord Ravenswood was probably explaining to his guests why he was being called away.

Mrs. Graham frowned. “His lordship sure sounded surprised to hear of our arrival. But I think, milady—”

Abby burst into laughter. “Heavens, would you stop calling me that? Bad enough that you insisted I wear this ridiculous corset. But the ‘milady’ you drop into every sentence is really overdoing it. I keep looking around to see whom you mean.”

Mrs. Graham sniffed. “Better get used to it. You’re a viscountess now.”

“I don’t feel like a viscountess. I can hardly even think of Lord Ravenswood as a viscount. In America, he was more like a country gentleman. He always made me feel at ease.”

“I say it’s about time some man treated you like the fine lass you are. But I didn’t like that proxy wedding business, and poor Mr. Nathaniel Law having to stand in for his brother—”

“I didn’t mind it so much. This isn’t a love match, you know. I can hardly expect romantic behavior from his lordship.”

Then again, the way he’d looked at her sometimes during his two weeks in America…Just remembering it sent a shiver of delightful anticipation down her spine.

Forcibly she reminded herself of the practical nature of their agreement.

“His letters said he was marrying me because he had ‘feelings of respect and admiration.’ But that’s all right. I have them for him, too.” And his admiration could grow into love in time, couldn’t it?

He might even now have warmer feelings for her than he would reveal in an impersonal letter. Why else would he have gone so far as to marry an American spinster of mixed blood? Seeing his grand house only confirmed her suspicion that the handsome, clever, and amiable Lord Ravenswood could have any English lady he wanted.

But he’d chosen her. Just thinking of it fairly started her heart to pounding.

A door opened and closed again, but this time the murmurs at the other end of the hall were followed by footsteps. “I think he’s coming.”

“Lord have mercy!” Mrs. Graham patted down a stray curl of her graying red hair. “Quick, milady, give me some of that Mead for my breath.”

“Good idea.” Although the Mead was intended for medicinal use, it also made a perfect breath sweetener. Removing her personal vial from the kerseymere reticule that dangled from a cord on her wrist, she handed it to her servant.

Opening it, Mrs. Graham swigged some, winced, and returned it to Abby. “Lordy, that sure is nasty-tasting stuff.”


“But the scent makes up for it, don’t you think?” Abby lifted the bottle to her lips, the heady aroma of rosemary and neroli oil wafting to her as she sipped. She swished it around in her mouth, then swallowed the bitter tonic as she closed up the vial.

The footsteps had stopped halfway down the hall, and more murmuring could be heard. Abby returned the bottle swiftly to her reticule. Why didn’t he just come on?

“How do I look?” Glancing down at her wrinkled traveling gown, Abby groaned. “Oh, I look awful. I hate for him to see me like this.”

“Can’t be helped. Considering you’ve been hauled from pillar to post to get here, you look pretty enough.” Mrs. Graham stepped in front of her, lifted her black bombazine skirt, and rearranged it to drape more naturally. “You should have let me lace your corset tighter. This gown needs tight lacing to fall proper.”

Abby snorted. “If you lace it any tighter, I’ll explode out either end.”

Mrs. Graham clucked her tongue. “You’re just not used to wearing it is all. Your mother, God rest her, shouldn’t have let her strange notions keep you from dressing proper.”

“Strange notions” was Mrs. Graham’s polite term for any of Mama’s Senecan beliefs. “Mama was right about corsets being unhealthy.”

“But refined ladies must wear ’em, especially in England. You don’t want these English thinking you’re some country girl not fit to be a viscountess, do you?”

“What is the meaning of this?” rumbled a voice from just beyond Mrs. Graham.

With a squeak, Mrs. Graham whirled around and Abby jumped. Rounding the staircase with that stuffy Mr. McFee at his side was the viscount himself.

My husband, she reminded herself. And heavenly day, what a man. She’d never seen him dressed so formally, his broad shoulders filling out a double-breasted tailcoat and his muscular thighs straining against the fabric of form-fitting breeches.

And all of it jet-black except his shirt. His black attire, silvery eyes, and rapidly clouding brow made her think of Hino, the thunder god of Mama’s Senecan tales, thunder and lightning and storm all rolled into one.

Then he strode up to tower over her, and she swallowed hard. She’d forgotten his imposing height. And why did he look so sternly upon her? He’d never done so before. “My lord, it seems we’ve taken you by surprise, but—”

“You certainly have.” His clipped words cast a chill over her. Then his gaze flicked down. “You’re in mourning.”

She nodded. “Papa passed away two months ago.”

The stormy brow softened. “I’m sorry. You have my deepest sympathies.”

“Thank you. It was expected, of course, but I still…miss him.”

“Of course you do,” he said, his voice husky with concern.

Thank God. For a moment there, she’d thought him a stranger and not at all the considerate gentleman she’d known in America.

He stepped nearer, swamping her with his familiar spicy scent, thick with bergamot and soap and essence of male. “Death is never expected, my dear, no matter how much one tries to prepare.”

His kindness brought tears to her eyes. She brushed them away, and his face softened even more.

Removing his handkerchief, he pressed it into her hand. “Now I understand why you’re here. You’ve come to England to work out the terms of your partnership with my brother, haven’t you?” When she stopped blotting her eyes to gape at him, he smiled. “Forgive me, Miss Mercer, if I seemed a bit short at first, but my butler erred in announcing you. He said my wife was out here, and I—”


“He didn’t err.” Her fingers tightened convulsively on his handkerchief. He’d called her Miss Mercer. Dear heaven, surely he wasn’t denying…“You know perfectly well that we’re married.”

His smile vanished. “I know no such thing.”

Abby glanced to Mrs. Graham for confirmation, but the woman just stood there gawking at him, apparently struck dumb by his outrageous denial.

Reminding herself she was a descendant of a great Seneca chief, she squared her shoulders. “Then perhaps you’d better explain what you meant in your letters when you said you wished to marry me.”

The clouds rolled back over his brow. “I didn’t write any letters to you.”

“But I have them right here!” Now truly alarmed, she hunted through her reticule until she found them, then thrust them at him. “You see? These are yours.”

He took the letters and scanned them swiftly. When he lifted his gaze to her, his eyes flashed lightning. “I have never seen these before in my life, madam.”

She could hardly breathe, and not just because of the blessed corset either. “But that’s your signature on them!”

“No, it’s not. It’s a very good forgery, I’ll warrant you, but a forgery nonetheless. Besides, it doesn’t even match the writing on the letters.”

His thunderous stare made it clear that he expected her to offer the explanations that ought to be forthcoming from him.

“Of course it doesn’t. Your brother said your secretary wrote the letters, and you only signed them. But Nathaniel insisted that you dictated them yourself and—”

“Nat gave these to you?”

“Yes. They were included with packages he said he received from you.”

He scanned the letters again, and the color drained from his features. “That’s Nat’s handwriting, all right.”


Panic gripped Abby’s chest. “You mean he wrote them? Why would he—I demand to speak to your brother.”

“You’ll have to wait your turn,” he bit out. “He’s not here. He conveniently disappeared a few hours ago, and we’ve been looking for him ever since.”

Dear heaven. Now it all made sense. Nathaniel had been the one to broker the marriage in exchange for part ownership of Papa’s company. He’d been the one to convince her and Papa that Lord Ravenswood was eager for the match. And it was Nathaniel who’d taken her dowry.

Numbly Abby searched for the more official-looking piece of paper in her reticule. When she found it, she held it out with a wavering hand. “I guess that means you didn’t know about this, either.”

Warily, Lord Ravenswood took the paper and examined it. When he lifted his head again, his mouth formed a pained line. “I am so sorry, Miss Mercer—”

“No,” she whispered, backing away from the truth in his eyes. “No, it can’t be. You can’t be saying—”

“I swear I did not authorize my brother to arrange any marriage. I can’t imagine why he’d do so. I’ll admit that he has forged my name a time or two in the past as a joke, but I never dreamed he would do something like this.”

“Oh, Lordy,” Mrs. Graham muttered, fanning herself with the frantic movements of someone watching her dreams disintegrate before her very eyes.

As Abby was watching her own dreams die. Lord Ravenswood had never meant to marry her. The fanciful feelings she’d attributed to him, the sweet fantasies she’d conjured up of their future life together…they were figments of her own imagination. Figments that Nathaniel had used to his advantage.

The complete humiliation of it seeped into the marrow of her bones. She was here in England, having spent nearly all the meager funds left to her, with her dowry and her father’s business stolen—

Spots formed behind her eyes. She tried to breathe, but the blessed corset wouldn’t let her, and suddenly the room spun and the spots joined to form one giant spot blotting her vision, and she sank down into blackness…







    

Chapter 2


Do not allow rude servants from other households to provoke you into bad behavior. Your employer will reward your forbearance, and those other servants will only succeed in annoying their own employers.

Suggestions for the Stoic Servant






When Spencer saw Miss Mercer’s usually rosy complexion pale to the color of milk, he feared the worst. So when her eyes glazed over and her knees buckled, he dropped the papers and lunged for her. He barely caught her in time to prevent her collapse on the floor.

As he lifted her limp body in his arms, her head wobbled back lifelessly. She looked very ill, and it was all his fault.

“Now see what you’ve done, you…you Englishman you!” Mrs. Graham cried, wielding the vile insult “Englishman” like a club. “How dare you act this way to my sweet mistress, who never done a body wrong in her life?”

His concern increasing by the moment, he examined Miss Mercer’s usually vibrant face, which now seemed drained of life. Damn it, she should be rousing by now.

“You changed your mind, is that it?” the angry servant went on. “Or you drummed up some scheme with your brother to steal her dowry—”

“There’s a dowry?” he muttered. This was a nightmare.

“You know very well there’s a dowry!”


“I had no idea. But apparently my brother knew.” Was that why Nat had done this fool thing? For some dowry?

“Aye, he knew all right.” Mrs. Graham’s voice grew shrill. “Your brother ain’t nothing but a common thief, I tell you! And if you think I’ll stand by and watch while you rob my mistress blind, then you—”

“Good heavens, what is all the commotion about?” came a voice from behind him.

Lady Tyndale. Bloody, bloody hell. His nightmare worsened by the moment.

“Has Nathaniel arrived?” asked another younger voice.

Spencer glanced back to see both Lady Tyndale and Evelina staring at him and his armful of woman. “No. Go back in the dining room.”

“Who is that woman?” Evelina asked.

“His lordship’s wife,” Mrs. Graham offered with a determined glint in her eyes, “newly arrived from America.” She picked up the papers Spencer had dropped, then handed them to Evelina.

Torn between caring for the still alarmingly unconscious Miss Mercer and making explanations he didn’t know how to make, he opted for the more immediate problem.

“McFee,” he barked, “you and Mrs. Graham see that the ladies’ bags are brought in. The rest of you return to the dining room, if you please. This is a private matter. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

He stalked down the hall. He had to get Miss Mercer somewhere warm to revive her—he couldn’t do it in this drafty foyer built more for intimidation than for comfort. But his study was close by, and the fire would be burning.

Thank God. Her shallow breathing and the sickly cast of her generally healthy complexion worried him. He’d never made a woman faint in his life. And to have it be this particular woman, who’d always seemed to robust and happy in America, turned his stomach.


But damn it, she’d taken him by surprise. Forged letters? A marriage license? A stolen dowry? What in bloody hell had come over his brother?

The answer came to him in a flash. It must have something to do with Nat’s determination to gain that partnership. Why else had the scoundrel vanished earlier? He must have heard about Miss Mercer’s arrival in England and scurried off to hide.

As well he should. When the idiot eventually showed up, Spencer was going to thrash him within an inch of his life.

As Spencer entered the haven of his study, he heard Mrs. Graham explaining to anyone who would listen about how he’d married Miss Mercer by proxy. Good God, what a mess.

Still, his first concern must be Miss Mercer. He carried her motionless body over to a chaise longue. But when he laid her on it and she didn’t even moan, his concern exploded into alarm.

Smelling salts. He needed smelling salts, but where was he to find them in a bachelor household? He could call for his housekeeper…No, there wasn’t enough time.

Then he spied Miss Mercer’s reticule, miraculously still attached to her wrist by its cord. Jerking it open, he was relieved to find a bottle inside. He twisted off the cap, then waved the bottle under her nose.

Just as a sweet herbal scent wafted to him, making him wonder if this was smelling salts after all, she gasped and her fragile eyelids fluttered open. Thank God. He set the bottle on the floor, then chafed her hands in his, alarmed by how frigid her fingers were.

“Miss Mercer,” he said in a low voice, “are you all right?”

“Wh-what happened?”

Her voice sounded far too reedy and weak to him. “You fainted. What can I do to make you more comfortable? Fetch you some wine? Or brandy perhaps?”


“C-corset,” she whispered, licking her lips.

Good God, had she lost her wits when she’d lost consciousness? “What?”

“Can’t breathe,” she rasped. “This…corset. Not used to…wearing one.”

When she unhooked the fastenings at the front of her gown, he realized what she was trying to tell him. He watched speechlessly as she unhooked her gown, then wriggled out of the restrictive bodice, shoving it down to her waist so she could reach the laces of the corset tied at the back. For a moment, all he could do was gape at the golden female flesh that showed above the lace of her chemise.

Then she glanced up at him as she struggled to catch her breath. “H-help me,” she pleaded.

That spurred him into action. First he closed the door to the study, then returned to shift her onto her side. But when he started on the laces, he found them knotted.

“Just cut them,” she whispered. “Get it loose!”

Grimly he drew out his penknife, but cutting through the too tight laces of her corset wasn’t all that easy. No wonder she couldn’t breathe. He had to work his knife into the fabric just to get under the strings. Even then it took some sawing before the annoying thing gave way.

With a satisfied “Ahhh,” Miss Mercer relaxed and dragged in several deep breaths.

“I cannot fathom why you women wear such torture devices,” he muttered as he pocketed his knife.

“I don’t generally.” She rolled onto her back again, her bodice now crumpled down about her waist and her corset loosely covering her chemise. “But Mrs. Graham insisted that a viscountess should wear a corset, so—” She took a shuddering breath. “Anyway, she thought it appropriate.”

For a viscountess. A pang of guilt shot through him. Nat might have deceived her about Spencer’s desire to marry her, but she’d had good reason to believe him. The American courts would consider both the letters and the marriage certificate valid until Spencer proved otherwise. Now what the hell was he to do about it?

He felt rather than heard someone enter the room behind him.

“Is she all right?” Evelina asked timidly.

Lady Brumley’s arch voice answered, “She looks more than all right to me.”

Spencer groaned. Lady Brumley had intruded into his study, too? Damn, the last thing he needed was that sharp-tongued creature in here, stirring the pot.

“Really, Lord Ravenswood,” the Galleon of Gossip went on, “you could have waited until your guests were gone to…er…exert your husbandly right.”

Bloody hell. He hadn’t thought how it might look with his “wife” lying here prone, her gown half undone, her corset unfastened, and him hovering over her like some lecher. He jumped to his feet.

“His lordship was merely trying to make me comfortable,” Miss Mercer explained.

“I’m sure he was.” Lady Brumley stooped to pick up the bottle Spencer had left on the floor. “What’s this? Something to enhance your…er…comfort?”

“It’s smelling salts,” Spencer snapped as Miss Mercer said, “It’s the Mead.”

Then Mrs. Graham burst into the room. “Oh, my lady, are you all right?” She caught sight of her mistress’s state of undress and cast Spencer a horrified glance. “What has this monster been doing to you?”

“Out!” He’d had enough of this farce. “All of you, out! I need a moment with Miss…with my…Just get out, will you? And give a man some privacy.”

“My lord, you must let me explain to them—” Miss Mercer began as she sat up.


Then her corset fell completely off, revealing a chemise so sheer that the dark buds of her nipples showed through it with startling clarity.

For a moment they all stood frozen, Spencer included. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the astounding picture of Miss Mercer bursting free of her corset like a bachelor’s erotic fantasy.

Then Lady Tyndale cried, “My dear, your clothes!” and that snapped him out of his shock.

Stepping in front of the chaise longue to block Abby from their view, Spencer whirled to face the growing audience crowding into his study. “Get out now! All of you! You, too, Mrs. Graham. I’ll tend to your mistress.”

Reluctantly, the servant retreated, as did the others, who looked thoroughly scandalized. Even that nosy Lady Brumley, after casting a sly glance at Spencer, pocketed the bottle she’d been examining and walked out.

A blessed silence descended on his study. Then a small voice behind him broke it. “I-I can’t make it work.”

He turned to find Miss Mercer sitting up. She’d tossed the corset aside, had wriggled her arms through the sleeves of her gown, and was now futilely attempting to refasten it.

“Without the corset, I can’t bring the bodice together over my…well…”

Struggling to keep his eyes off the twin endowments preventing her from fastening her gown, he quickly removed his coat and draped it over the front of her. He got a whiff of that same herbal scent, but this time it came from her—sweet, lilting, sensual…

Good God, he must stop thinking of her like this.

“Thank you, my lord,” she murmured. “I was beginning to feel…exposed.”

“That’s my fault. I shouldn’t have cut up your corset.”

She cast him a wry smile. “If you hadn’t, I’d have expired on the spot.” Then her smile faded, and she dropped her head. “I feel very stupid. I’ve never fainted before.”

With a sigh, he sat down beside her on the settee. “Under the circumstances, it was understandable. My brother has much to answer for.”

“You mean, because he arranged a marriage to a man who doesn’t want me?” she burst out. Throwing her legs over the edge of the chaise longue, she arranged her skirts. “How stupid I was to believe all his claims. I should have known that men like you do not marry American nobodies, but your brother was so very convincing—”

“Yes, Nat can be quite convincing when he wants.” He should correct her assumption about her suitability as a wife. But that would mean telling her that he never intended to marry at all, thus inviting the usual questions. Since he had no answer but the truth—which he refused to reveal to anyone—it was better not to raise the subject.

Besides, it would only muddy the waters. The woman had come halfway around the world because she wanted this marriage. If he even hinted at how appealing he found her, she would dig in her heels when he attempted to extricate them from this mess.

No, he couldn’t tell her. But he must figure out exactly how legally entangled he was. And that meant getting answers from her.

He examined her face, but her color seemed much improved and she didn’t look as if she might faint again. Now was as good a time as any to probe the matter. “Mrs. Graham mentioned a dowry. Is it true that my brother took it?”

She met his gaze evenly. “Yes.”

Bloody hell. He’d hoped that was just the babbling of an outraged family retainer. “How can that be possible? Surely your father would have made the bank draft out to me. And Nat couldn’t cash it without my cooperation.”


She winced. “Unfortunately, my dowry was in gold coins that Papa had saved up. If anything happened to the business, he didn’t want his creditors to be able to touch it. So he kept the money secreted away at home until I married.”

Spencer scrubbed his hands over his face. Could this night possibly get any worse? “I’m almost afraid to ask, but how much were these coins worth?”

“Papa had it assessed in English pounds for your brother, and I believe it was five thousand pounds, give or take a few.”

Yes, the night could get infinitely worse. Five thousand pounds was certainly enough blunt to tempt a man whose yearly allowance was nowhere near that. “Miss Mercer, perhaps you’d better explain how this…er…marriage came to be.”

“All right.” Though she held herself rigid, he glimpsed her vulnerability in the trembling of her chin. “After you left Philadelphia, Nathaniel was very attentive to Papa.”

His brother’s Christian name on her lips inexplicably sparked his temper. “And to you, too, apparently. You speak of him quite informally.”

She thrust out her chin. “He asked me to. Because I was soon to be his sister.”

Spencer sighed. “Right. Go on then.”

“Papa had always planned to leave half his business to my husband, whoever that ended up being. He hoped your brother would marry me, but Nathaniel claimed that his affections lay elsewhere.” Her pretty eyes flashed. “I suppose that was another lie.”

Devil take Nat for making this perfect creature doubt her attractions for even a second. “Actually, that was true. His fiancée is here tonight, as a matter of fact. She was the one who first entered the study a few minutes ago.”

“Oh.” She stared down at her gloved hands. “The elegant young blond woman.”


“They’ve been intending to marry for some time.” He rose to pace the room, too restless to sit still. “Tonight was their betrothal dinner, but Nat never showed up.”

A delicate frown creased her lovely brow. “Could he have heard somehow of my arrival in England?” She thought a moment. “Oh, of course—I wrote a letter to you giving all the details of our expected arrival. He must have intercepted it.”

“That would certainly explain his recent obsession with the mail. How many letters did you write me?”

“Two. One after we first married and the one about the ship. There was no time for more.” She winced. “But I sent the first one with him when he returned.”

“Ah. And once he confiscated the second letter, he must have posted somebody at the docks to watch for your ship, then notify him.” He swore a low oath. “Which would explain the note he received just before he disappeared.”

The intricacy and thorough planning of this scheme alarmed him. What purpose could Nat have had? To steal her dowry and the company? Nat had done some foolish things in his life, but he’d never been a thief.

Spencer sat down at his desk and steepled his fingers. “You were telling me about our proxy marriage…”

“Oh, yes. When Nathaniel realized Papa would only leave the business to my uncle or my husband on my behalf, he tried changing Papa’s mind.” A bitterness crept into her voice. “I could have told him that wouldn’t work. Papa has always been set on my marrying well. He was determined to show his family that my Senecan blood didn’t matter. He hired me tutors and dance masters and bought me guides to deportment…”

She sighed. “But since Nathaniel wouldn’t marry me, Papa insisted on sticking to his plan to leave the business to his own brother. So to gain any part of my inheritance, I’d have had to go live with my uncle.”

“Not an appealing notion, I presume.”


A bleak look shadowed her dark eyes. “Papa’s family disowned him years ago for marrying Mama. I’m sure my uncle would take me in just to have my help with Mercer Medicinal, but I would be treated like…well—”

“A poor relation. Or worse.”

She nodded. “Papa didn’t really want that, but he didn’t think I could run the business on my own, either. That’s why he was so eager to see me marry.”

“So when Nat couldn’t assuage him, I was offered up as the sacrificial lamb.”

“You could look at it that way, I suppose,” she said testily. “Anyway, two months after you left, Nathaniel claimed to have received a letter from you in which you sang my praises.” Fiddling with his coat, she added in a soft voice, “I suppose I shouldn’t have believed him, but…well…you and I did have some pleasant conversations, you must admit. And I thought…that is…”

“Yes, I can see how you would have.” Though he’d never made romantic overtures to her, he’d certainly been friendly enough to give credence to Nat’s tales.

“Of course, there was also that time when you teased me about how my ‘naive American optimism’ might one day lead me into ruin.” She glanced away, a faint flush staining her cheeks. “It appears you were right. Congratulations.”

“I assure you I don’t like being right in this instance, Miss Mercer. Especially when my brother was the instrument of your ruin.”

With a dismissive wave of her hand, she went on. “Anyway, Nathaniel told Papa that in exchange for half ownership in the company—with the other half to be yours as my husband—he would arrange our marriage. But the wedding would have to take place by proxy, given Papa’s dire illness and your difficulty with leaving England.”

“Your father agreed to such an odd proposal?”

“Apparently he, too, suffered from a ‘naive American optimism.’” When Spencer scowled at her sarcasm, her tone softened. “I suspect he felt he had no choice. He was determined to see me taken care of before he died. And he approved of you.”

“I’m sure he did,” he said tightly. “I suspect you don’t get many wealthy viscounts passing through Philadelphia.”

She gazed at him with the betrayed look of a wounded doe. “I thought you knew us better than that, but apparently not.” She tilted her chin up at him. “I’m not a fortune hunter, my lord. I do have a dowry…or I did until your brother took it.” The longer she talked, the higher that proud chin of hers rose. “Papa was less interested in your title and wealth than in your character. He approved of you because he thought you were a nice man. Little did he know. I’m sure if he had realized—”

“I am suitably chastened, Miss Mercer,” he said, faintly amused. “Pray continue.”

Giving a little sniff, she hesitated. When she finally went on, she wouldn’t look at him. “We had the proxy wedding, and your brother stood in for you.”

“Nobody questioned it?”

Her head shot up, and fire sparked in her eyes. “Why should they? Everybody had met you. There were the letters proposing marriage. Your own brother championed the match. What was there to question?”

“I see your point.”

Only slightly mollified, she pulled his rapidly slipping coat back up to her chin. It occurred to Spencer that she might be cold. He rose and went to stoke up the waning fire.

“Shortly after the wedding,” she went on, “your brother said he was leaving, that he’d been away from his intended too long. He said that Mrs. Graham and I should follow him as soon as Papa passed on. Then he took the coins and left.”

Spencer turned from the fire to stare at her. “Your father didn’t find that suspicious?”


“He didn’t know.” She gave a thin smile. “By then he was very ill and I didn’t want to worry him. He died shortly after your brother left.” Her voice grew choked. “I think Papa only hung on until he saw me settled. He was stubborn that way.”

“Many parents are.” Spencer glanced over to the massive desk that had once belonged to his own stubborn father. After Spencer’s eldest brother, Theo, had died, their father had contracted pneumonia. But the old man had clung to life as long as he could, hoping to see Spencer return from the war to take Theo’s place as heir. Unfortunately, Spencer had already become a spy—by the time anyone could notify him of his brother’s death and his father’s illness, his father was dead.

Without ever hearing of Spencer’s inadequacy to be the heir.

“After Papa passed on,” Miss Mercer continued, dragging him from his somber reflections, “I arranged for the burial, disposed of our goods, and closed up the house, which Papa had left to my uncle. I wrote you a letter about all this. Then we came here.”

Her tale explained a great deal, but not everything. “I see why your father agreed to the match, but why did you? What made you leap willingly into a proxy marriage with a man you barely knew?”

With a sigh, she dragged his coat back up to her chin. “Did you happen to read those letters I handed you, my lord?”

“No.” He patted his pockets for them, then remembered dropping them on the floor. Bloody hell. No doubt the harpies in the hall were having a fine time poring over them. “Why? What did they say?”

“You’ll be pleased to know you were very convincing in explaining why I’d be better off married to you than living like a cast-off at my uncle’s.”

“Ah. A practical decision, was it?”

She kept her eyes on the carpet, which she dug at with the toe of one dainty boot. “Um…not entirely. Your brother is a particularly talented liar, you see, and wrote some very…nice things about me. I should have caught on when he actually waxed poetic in one letter—writing that I ‘walked in beauty like the night of starry climes and cloudy skies.’” Light from the now leaping fire shown on her pained smile. “But I’m unused to such extravagant compliments, so I suppose I wanted to believe him.”

Spencer caught his breath. Devil take Nat for remembering what Spencer had half forgotten from the night they were drunk. “Actually, I did…er…quote that line of poetry to him in reference to you.”

Her gaze shot to his. “Oh?”

Bloody hell, he probably shouldn’t have revealed that little tidbit. “I was making a point about how other gentlemen might regard you.”

Her eyes glinted with humor. “I see. And you used poetry to do so?”

“I was foxed, all right?” he grumbled. “It was my last night in Philadelphia, and Nat and I were drinking. Men often speak nonsense when they’re foxed. But apparently my brother decided to use my nonsense to further his own ends.”

Her amusement faded. “You mean, to steal my dowry and Papa’s company?”

“I suppose.” Spencer shook his head. “Though this seems an extreme method for gaining funds, not to mention doomed to failure. He must have realized you would come here and expose him eventually.”

“Of course he did. He’s the one who paid for our passage to England.”







    

Chapter 3


The wise servant puts his employer’s needs first, for when the master prospers, the servant prospers.

Suggestions for the Stoic Servant






Judging from how he gaped at her, Abby had shocked his lordship yet again. It was becoming a habit. Well, he deserved it. He’d certainly done his share of shocking her tonight.

“My brother paid for your passage?” Lord Ravenswood echoed.

“How do you think we got here? Papa left me little money—he thought I was married, remember? And he didn’t have much to leave anyway. So after I paid for the funeral and settled his debts, there was barely enough left to buy essentials for the trip.”

“But why would Nat pay your passage here after stealing your dowry?”

“How should I know?” She dragged his coat back up to her chin, trying not to notice that it smelled thickly of him. “Maybe he had a crisis of conscience. Maybe he hoped you’d make up for my loss. He’s your brother—why do you think he did it?”

“I have no earthly idea.” Lord Ravenswood marched back and forth across the costly Turkish carpet with his hands clasped behind his back in a decidedly military stance. “I can’t even begin to fathom my brother’s twisted logic.”

“Are we being unfair to him by assuming the worst? Maybe he had good intentions. Maybe he wanted to rescue me from my dire situation.”

“By encouraging you to marry a man who didn’t want to marry you?”

She flinched. “Are you sure he knew? Lord knows I was too dense to see it.”

His lordship halted to snap, “That’s because you were too busy listening to my idiot brother build fanciful castles for you and me in the air.”

Whenever she started to remember why she’d liked him initially, he up and said something annoying like that. “I had no reason to think your brother was making this up. Amazing as it may be for you to believe, I actually thought you liked me.”

His heavy sigh contained a lifetime of exasperation. “I did. I do. I just don’t want to marry you.”

“Which you’ve made extremely clear. Several times, as a matter of fact.”

Eyes like cool summer rain flicked over her. “I’m sorry, Miss Mercer, this has taken me by surprise. I assure you my grumbling has naught to do with you personally. You’re an amiable woman whom any man would be delighted to marry, but—”

“You’re not just ‘any man,’ are you? Don’t worry—I understand.” Now that she’d seen him in his own environment, she understood only too well. “You’re a viscount of great social standing and political power. Marriage to an American physician’s daughter wouldn’t exactly enhance your position.”

“That has nothing to do with it.” Walking back to his imposing desk of carved mahogany, he stood there arranging papers and replacing a quill pen
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