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Chapter 1

London, the third of May, 1819





Dear Aunt Euphenia,

Im so sorry you werent well enough to attend the baptism yesterday, and I hope youre feeling better today. My sweet boy acquitted himself in a manner I dont expect will surprise you, given that Im his mother. He cried loudly throughout. I shall give you a detailed description later in my letter, because first I must tell you that however distressing DArcys crying was at the time, it was nothing compared to what happened afterward.

Lady Diana Westover Terrington



His green eyes twinkling, the Honorable Brixton Smythe-Medway spread his arms across the back of a cabriole sofa in the library of Viscount Adderleys town house. A merry smile on his pleasant face, he surveyed the decidedly masculine room furnished with the aforementioned sofa and comfortable oval-backed chairs, shelves of leather-bound volumes and walls paneled in age-darkened oak. He felt at peace with the whole world and the equal of anybody, including the other gentlemen who were there with him, for he had the special privilege of being the godfather of the son and heir of his best friend, Edmond Terrington, Viscount Adderley.

At the moment, Edmond was upstairs with his wife Diana and, judging from the wails wafting from above, he wasnt having much luck helping her and the nursemaid getting little DArcy Douglas to nap.

Brix glanced at Lord Justinian Bromwell, Buggy to his friends, who was deaf to the babys crying and the conversation in general as he studied the various books on the shelves near the door as if looking for the secret of El Doradoor perhaps an interesting spider, as arachnids were his specialty.

Lieutenant Charles Grendon of His Majestys Royal Navy stood properly at ease in front of one of the tall, narrow windows. He had the air and attitude of a commander and, Brix reflected, the uniforms of naval officers couldnt have been better designed to highlight Charlies impressive physique.

While Charlie didnt lack for female admirers, it was no secret among the group of former schoolmates that Sir Douglas Drury, baronet and barrister, could claim to have conquered more hearts than any of them.

Brix watched the most famous attorney in London as he poured the brandies, finding himself once again slightly perplexed as to Drurys attraction. His sardonic friend wasnt particularly good-looking, and he never dressed with any regard for fashion, preferring plain black wool and white linen. On the other hand, Brix could see that Drurys dark hair and angular features, his propensity to brood since hed returned from being interred in a French prison during the war, and the fact that Drury had never lost a case might render him an object of some fascination to the fairer sex.

Not that he was jealous. Far from it. He had had a few conquests of his own, despite his mop of unruly straw-colored hair that was his valets bane, his average features and lean build. Indeed, he had some cause to wish he was even less attractive, at least in one case.

But this was not the day to have unpleasant thoughts about anybody.

Drury handed round the brandies, and once all the men had their drinks, Brix held up his glass. To the Honorable DArcy Douglas Brixton Bromwell Grendon Terrington!

The toast drunk, Brix set down his brandy on the pedestal side table near him. Hed had a fair bit of wine at the breakfast and didnt want to be foxed.

That name has quite a ring to it, doesnt it? he mused aloud as he made himself comfortable. I did feel for the poor vicar, though, having to remember it all. Id have had to write the names on my cuff.


The other men exchanged rueful smiles, except for Drury, who rarely smiled at anything.

Edmond looked proud enough to burst the buttons on his vest, didnt he? Charlie said after finishing his drink. He set the glass on the console table beside him and returned to his habitual attitude, hands clasped behind his back. Even when little DArcy was screaming fit to wake the dead.

That merely proves the infant has strong, healthy lungs, Buggy noted as he wandered closer, past the large globe.

Brix laughed. Try telling that to the vicar, Buggy. I thought he was going to drop the little fellow in the font.

I appreciate being second on the list of names, Drury remarked in the deep voice that many of his legal enemies claimed was the sole secret of his success. He settled in the chair nearest the marble hearth. But how the devil did Edmond and Diana come up with that spelling of DArcy? I dont recall any family names of DArcy, and as far as I know, neither one of them has a drop of French blood in their veins.

There was a moment of awkward silence before Brix stepped jovially into the breach. Although he appreciated that Drury had suffered at French hands, this was no time for grim denunciations. I daresay it was Dianas idea. Sounds like the sort of name a romantic woman would pick, and she does write those novels, you know.

Drurys broad shoulders relaxed. I suppose the boy should be grateful she didnt name him after that villain in her book. What was he called?

Korlovsky, Buggy supplied.

Egad, yes! Brix seconded. Wouldnt that have raised a few eyebrows among the ton? As it was, I tried to warn Edmond that the boys at Harrow would probably tease the lad no end. I can hear them nowArssy DArcy. He sighed melodramatically. Alas, he refused to heed my sage advice, so the boys stuck with it, Im afraid.

Perhaps the boys in his class at Harrow wont think of that, Buggy suggested.

Brix snorted. If they have an ounce of brains between them, they will. Still, perhaps DArcy will be the stronger for it, eh? Or maybe he just wont care. It never bothered me when anybody called me Middling Medway, but then, they were right, he finished with a broad grin. Middling I was, and middling I continue.

I did inquire about the name, Buggy gravely remarked. Edmond says they simply liked it. He assured me they chose the order of subsequent names not with any sort of ranking in mind. It was all about the rhythm.

Im flattered any way you look at it, Charlie said, rocking back and forth on his heels. To think a viscounts son shares any part of his name with me! My family still cant quite believe it, and neither can I.

Diana looked lovely, didnt she? Brix said, deciding to move away from the topic of names altogether, for in truth and despite the explanation, hed been a little hurt that his name had come after Drurys. A wife who adores you, a fine healthy sonits nearly enough to make a man contemplate marriage himself.

Charlie stopped rocking. Dont tell me you are?

Not at all, Brix assured him. Edmond got lucky when he found Dianaor she found him. Not many people are so fortunate. For most of us, marriage will be no more than a duty or a financial arrangement. He shivered with mock horror at the very notion. I have no desire to tie myself to a woman under such conditions until Im too old to care about, well He gave them a knowing wink. Much of anything. Then Ill find myself a placid little wife to provide me with an heir.

Weve heard this all before, Drury reminded him. You bet us you wont marry until youre fifty, remember?

I most certainly do, Brix replied, straightening. Im glad to hear you do.

A bet of fifteen hundred pounds does rather stay in ones mind, Buggy observed.

Especially since I have every intention of winning it, Brix replied. I have absolutely no desire and no need to tie myself legally to a woman until I have to. Im going to remain free, and carefree, until Im at least fifty.

What about the other part of the bet? Charlie asked, walking away from the window toward the fireplace, where Edmond kept a box of cheroots on the mantel. Youre still adamant youll never marry Fanny Epping?

I can assure you, gentlemen, Brix replied with complete conviction, that no force on earth will ever compel me to marry my annoying little shadow, despite the oft-stated wishes of my family.

Come, Brix, tell us how you really feel, Drury said with a hint of a smirk as he reached for the brandy at his elbow.

I dont understand your abhorrence of her, Buggy said, regarding Brix as studiously as if he were planning to write a treatise on men opposed to marriage with Fanny Epping. She may not be a beauty, but shes quiet and sweet and

Too quiet, and too sweet, Brix declared, smacking his hands on his knees as he hoisted himself to his feet and headed toward the brandy decanter on the mahogany side table to refill his glass. Too bland, too boring.

Unlike those actresses youre always consorting with? Drury asked, one dark brow slightly raised.

Exactly! Brix cried. He went to pour more brandy into his glass, then realized hed never finished the first. Regardless, he topped it up, then turned toward them, grinning and not the least bit embarrassed. After all, Drury was hardly chaste. Rumor had him in a different womans bed every week.

Doesnt it at least flatter you that shes infatuated with you? Buggy asked. She is the daughter of a duke.


Perhaps I might not mind her hounding me if she were a beauty, Brix allowed. But shes not. You dont know what its like to have a woman like that following you about, making a nuisance of herself.

Youre right, I dont know, Buggy gravely agreed. Ive never been so lucky.

Lucky? Brix scoffed. Ask Edmond how it feelshell tell you, and he only had to deal with Diana for a few weeks. Its been damned annoying being shadowed by a mousy little creature without an ounce of vitality for the past fourteen years.

Then perhaps you shouldnt have kissed her, Charlie suggested.

It was only once, and I was just trying to cheer her up because our brothers had been teasing her again, yet she seems to think one kiss means I belong to her for the rest of our lives, Brix explained, regretting that hed ever told his friends about that day in his mothers rose garden when he and Fanny were twelve years old.

At least hed refrained from revealing anything more, such as how hed felt when Fanny had looked up at him adoringly, her big blue eyes still moist with tears, her lips parted, a little breathless. How hed immediately acted on the sudden, overwhelming impulse to press his lips to hers.

He pushed that memory away.

Even though I try to ignore her, she still trails after me at parties and balls and receptions, he went on. Gad, I cant even avoid her at Medway Manor. Mother invites her every year, so Im forced to stay in town or go to Bath or Brighton.

You hate visiting your family in the country anyway, Charlie said, sitting on the wide windowsill. You wouldnt go whether Fanny was there or not.

Brix laughed. Oh, all right. I dont get along with my family, so I probably wouldnt. He gave them a magnanimous smile. If you all feel so bad about the wager, Im willing to end itprovided you concede defeat and give me my winnings.

You dont need the money, do you? Charlie asked warily.

Not a bit, Brix breezily replied. Ive got a fine income from my investments, and you all know I never gamble more than I can afford to lose. But a wins a win, gentlemen, and I do have my pride.

Im not willing to concede defeat, Drury said, twisting his brandy glass in long, somewhat gnarled fingers that had been broken more than once. Im sure youll succumb to a womans charms in the next twenty-two years, and attractive or not, I have every hope that Lady Francesca Cecilia Epping will be the one to reel you in. If she does, Ill consider you fortunate. Shes a sensible young woman wholl do you a lot of good.

Oh, yes, thats what we all want in a wife, isnt itsomebody to do us some good, Brix replied, his tone grave, but with a roguish sparkle in his eyes. Especially you, Drury. Youd love some chaste, dutiful nunlike woman to constantly point out the error of your ways, Im sure.


Brixs grin widened when Drury didnt answer. Theres nothing in our wager about a vow of chastity, he said, so I may very well succumb to a womans charms, as long as marriage isnt part of the bargain. As for Fanny, heres hoping shell soon realize how ridiculous she looks and how hopeless her feelings, and leave me alone.

You could have told me.

Definitely exhibiting signs of vitality, Lady Francesca Cecilia Epping stormed toward Brix across the crimson-and-blue Aubusson carpet. Her face was flushed, her plain, Nile green silk gown swished about her ankles and the simple crucifix on a thin gold chain around her neck bounced with each furious step.

Brix wanted to both disappear and stare with fascinated horror at the enraged young woman striding toward him, her blue eyes fairly dancing with rage as she came to a halt in front of him, their noses nearly touching.

You think Im annoying? she demanded, her usually soft and dulcet voice stern and low-pitched, as if she were fighting not to shout. You want me to leave you alone? Why didnt you have the decency to tell me? In private?

Being caught in a tornado might be as disconcerting as being upbraided by Fanny. But surely a harmless agreement between friends didnt warrant this extreme reaction. Fanny, you dont under

She cut him off. Instead of doing the honorable thing, the kind thing, the Honorable Brixton Smythe-Medway decides to make a wager, to both enrich and amuse himself at my expense, as if my feelings are nothing but a joke!

Well aware that his friends were looking on and dismayed by this unexpected turn of events, Brix decided they didnt need an audience. He put his hand on her elbow to steer her out of the room. We can discuss this

She wrenched herself free of his grasp. You saw fit to make fun of me and my feelings in front of your friends, so well discuss this here and now.

Still hoping to placate her, he gave her his very best smile and spread his hands. Its just a bit of sport among the four of us, Fanny. I never meant to hurt you.

Her expression grew even more murderous. And that makes it all right? Four men I considered my friends know that the thought of marrying me is absolutely abhorrent to you, and Im not supposed to be hurt and humiliated? Im supposed to be amused?

Brix didnt appreciate being chastised, by anybody. And it wasnt as if she were completely innocent of wrongdoing. You wouldnt have had your feelings hurt if you hadnt been eavesdropping. You know what they say about people who do that. They rarely hear anything good.

So now its my fault? Fanny cried, her hands balling into fists.

For an instant, Brix thought she might actually hit him, and he took a step back. Fanny, youre getting all worked up over nothing, he said, still struggling to maintain some semblance of calm. It was just a friendly little wager between Buggy, Charlie, Drury and me. Nobody else knows, so theres no need for these theatrics.

Actually, it isnt just between the four of us anymore, Drury noted, standing by the Doric-inspired chimney piece. Somebody wrote the wagers in the betting book at Whites yesterday.

Brix stared at the lawyer with shocked dismay. A lighthearted bet between friends was one thing; a wager that all the ton would hear about was quite another.

Even worse, one of these men, friends he thought he could trust, was responsible for this terrible turn of events. Which one of you wrote our wagers up in Whites?

Buggy immediately shook his head. Not I.

Nor I, Charlie added, obviously taken aback by both what had happened, and the accusation.

Any number of people could have done it, Drury said with a shrug. You talked about the wagers that night in our club after Edmonds son was born.

As dismayed as Brix was to hear that his loose tongue was responsible, he was relieved to think that none of his friends had made those wagers public knowledge.

What does it matter who actually wrote it there, or when people first heard of it? Fanny demanded. Whats important is that this disgusting wager is now known among the ton.


Well, its not as if youve been accused of treason, Fanny, Brix replied, using the same tone as when shed been upset in the past and come to him for comfort. If we just keep quiet about it, Im sure it will all blow over in a few days and be forgotten.

For once, his comforting tone had no effect. Perhaps therell be no serious repercussions for you, she charged. But Im the unattractive, annoying Fanny Epping who the amusing Smythe-Medway has vowed to never, ever marry. While this may be nothing more to you than a lighthearted anecdote to tell at dinner parties, Ive been made to look a complete fool.

She straightened her shoulders and her eyes burned with indignant resolution. Care to make another wager, Mr. Smythe-Medway? Im willing to bet that I, ridiculous, annoying Fanny Epping, can break your heart in a year. No, six months. She thrust out her chin. No, six weeks!

Brix managed to answer with a calm composure distinctly at odds with his inner state. Really, Fanny, you astound me. I would think youd had enough of wagers.

She sniffed derisively as she crossed her arms. I dont call that a very sporting remark.

Fanny, dont be silly.

Whats the matter, Mr. Smythe-Medway? Afraid youll lose?

Fanny, Brix, I think you ought to reconsider Buggy began, but she interrupted him.

I dont. Well, Mr. Smythe-Medway, do you agree to accept my wager?


Brix felt his friends eyes upon him, especially Drurys. He couldnt back down now without it looking as if hed been intimidated by a slightly hysterical young woman, even if she sounded quite determined. Besides, the idea that he could lose such a wager was laughable, so he decided to play along. Far be it from me to refuse a lady. I accept your wager.

He stuck out his hand, then raised a brow when she stared at it as if it were a poisonous snake. We ought to shake hands on it.

Fannys gaze darted to his face. Her lips turned up into a smile, and she got what Brix would have described as a devilish gleam in her eye if itd been anybody but Fanny.

She grabbed his hand with a remarkably firm grip and tugged him forward. Pulled off-balance, he half stumbled, half fell. She put her arms about him to steady him, or so he thought, until her mouth captured his as if she needed his lips to live. That was shocking enoughbut then she thrust her tongue into his mouth.

Excited and overwhelmed in spite of himself, his embrace tightened around her, and he returned her kiss with equal fervor. Holding her lithe, trim body against him, he inhaled the sweet scent of her skinroses. She smelled of roses, and she kissed likethe most intoxicatingly passionate woman in England. His blood throbbed with heated urgency, and he hardened, his whole body anxious for closer, more intimate contact.

The memory of that first kiss arose, unbidden. The first time hed ever kissed a girl. The first time hed ever felt desire, although he hadnt realized what it was.

The firstand only timehed been embarrassed by his bodys response. Because it was Fanny, his innocent little acolyte.

This passionate woman wasnt his juvenile admirer, the girl with the perpetually worried expression whod come to him in tears so many times.

Nor was she the gawky adolescent, all eyes and legs and skinny arms, whod trailed after him at parties like a wraith.

This was a Fanny who stirred his desire as no woman ever had in his life. Hed made love with experienced courtesans who didnt make him weak at the knees, yet he was certainly weak at the knees now.

Fanny finally broke the kiss. Panting, she stared at him, her lips slightly swollen, her eyes glowing. Hed never have guessed in a hundred years that Fanny could look like this.

Or kiss like that.

So we have a bet, then, Mr. Smythe-Medway? she demanded.

Although he wasfor oncespeechless, he managed to recover enough to nod his agreement.

Good! She headed for the door, then hesitated on the threshold and looked back over her slender shoulder. And good day to you, gentlemen.

She went out, slamming the door so hard, the windows rattled.


The sound was like a thunderclap, releasing the men from their stunned, motionless state.

My God, Brix, what the devil have you done? Buggy whispered.

Words still failed Brix as he tried to regain his internal equilibrium. Hed seen Fanny upset, distressed, sad, but never enraged. He wouldnt have believed it was even possible for her to get so angry, let alone so fiercely angry she would raise her voice.

As for that kiss

Hed never experienced anything like the passionate sensations she aroused, or the overwhelming urge to pick her up in his arms and carry her to the nearest sofa. To caress and touch her and make love.

Thank God they hadnt been alone, or he wasnt sure what he might have done.

And for Fanny to make him feel that wayIt had to be the unexpectedness of it, the surprise when he felt her tongue in his mouth, the sheer shock of being kissed in that bold, wanton way by a fiercely angry Fanny. To think that she could kiss like that

Good God, wherever had she learned to kiss like that?

There for a moment, I thought our little Fanny was going to murder you, Drury observed, cutting into Brixs ruminations. Or sue you for slander.

Brix would rather spend a year in the country than admit he could be flustered by a woman, so he managed to put a genial smile on his face. Oh, its not as bad as all that. Not that I blame her for being upset. I wouldnt be delighted if somebody bet that I couldnt marry until I was fifty. But there was no need for such hysterics.

He sat back down on the chintz sofa and resumed his usual casual posture. Im sure shell realize that and be absolutely mortified when she calms down and realizes what shes done. Shell probably be desperate to call off that wager and forget it ever happened.

I wouldnt be so sure of that, if I were you, Drury said, strolling over for another brandy. She looked fairly determined to me, and I understand a woman scorned is a terrible enemy.

Trust Drury to make everything sound like a matter of life and death.

Brix inclined his head. In general, I bow to your superior knowledge of the fairer sex, but I dont think general rules apply to Fanny, and I ought to know. Ive been acquainted with her since we were both babes in our mothers arms.

So you werent at all surprised by that kiss? Drury asked, as if daring Brix to deny it.

Brix blushed and wished he wasnt. After all, it wasnt as if he hadnt been passionately kissed before, and by women more seductive than Fanny could ever be. Well, naturally I was surprised. I mean, to think little Fanny would ever do anything so bold as to kiss a man in front of other peopleits like discovering Englands not really an island.


He grinned, to show he was more amused than anything else by her uncharacteristic action. I must say, if Id been aware she could kiss like that, I might have let her catch me alone now and again.

I dont think this is a joking matter, not anymore, Buggy said as he wandered over to the window overlooking the square. He kept his back to them as he spoke. In fact, I wish wed never made that wager at all. It was cruel.

Brix refused to feel guilty for a harmless bit of fun. Thats a bit harsh, dont you think? As I said, I didnt do it to hurt her.

Buggy turned around and regarded them all with a woeful expression. No, none of us did. Thats the worst thing of all. We werent thinking of her as a person, with feelings to be hurt.

Charlie stared at the buckles on his shoes, and Drury silently drank his brandy.

Oh, theres no need for these long faces, gentlemen! Brix cried, sitting up straight. Its just a tempest in a teapot. Shell get over it. Really. Ill have a word with her in the next few days. Smooth things over, as it were.

You sound sure shell forgive you, Drury said as he returned to his chair by the hearth.

Ive jollied her out of her little sorrows plenty of times before.

Drury didnt seem impressed. Dont you think this is a bit different?

In a way, Brix supposed it was. This time, he was the one whod upset her. But he still refused to believe this was a serious problem. Granted, it may not be so simple as a few little compliments and jokes, but Im sure shell come round.

Well, whatever happens, Drury dryly observed, youve accomplished one thing. I dont think Fanny will be following you around anymore.

Brix smiled as if hed just been given his hearts desire. And thats the way I want it.

What the devils going on in here? a voice demanded from the door.

Damn, Brix thought as he jumped to his feet, knocking over his brandy. Fanny must have said something to their host, the father of DArcy Douglas Brixton Bromwell Grendon Terrington, who was now standing on the threshold.

Brix pulled out his handkerchief and started to mop up the spilled drink.

Fanny just ran past me on the stairs, Edmond said as he entered the room, his handsome face sternly concerned. Shes very upset.

She obviously hadnt spoken to Edmond. That was a relief, even if Charlie and Buggy were exchanging guilty looks. Drury didnt look guilty; he looked mildly interested, which for him was the same as another mans avidly curious stare.

Ignoring them, Brix tossed his damp handkerchief on the side table, then strolled toward the brandy decanter to pour Edmond and himself a drink.

Its like this, Edmond, he began, speaking as if telling his friend a funny story hed heard at Almacks or Whites. Last year on your wedding day, we four got to talking about marriage, and somebody questioned my resolution not to wed until Im fifty. Well, of course I couldnt let that pass, so one thing led to another, and I made a wager that I wouldnt.

I see, Edmond said, slowly crossing his arms over his broad chest, his expression betraying his certainty that this was not going to be an amusing anecdote. Go on.

Well, Brix continued, trying to steady his slightly trembling hands as he poured, somebody said Fanny would get me sooner or later. You know how I feel about Fanny, so of course I denied that possibility. One more thing led to another, and there was an addition to the wager, that I wouldnt marry Fanny. We were joking about it here, and Fannywho must have been listening at the doorheard us.

Drinks in hand, he started toward Edmond, noting that Drury had returned to his chair, and Buggy and Charlie had taken seats on the sofa. She was a little upset

A little? Edmond interjected. He hadnt moved at all, but still stood like some sort of irate king. She was a damned sight more than a little upset. I had to look twice to make sure the young woman dashing up the stairs even was Fanny.

All right, Brix conceded as he held out Edmonds brandy. She was very upset, because it also seems that somebody has written the bet in the book at Whites.


Edmonds eyes widened. Gad. He took the drink and downed it in a gulp, then sat in an upholstered oval-backed chair close to the sofa table. No wonder she was so distraught.

Its hardly the end of the world, as I tried to explain to her, although Ill admit our little joke has gotten a bit out of hand, Brix said as he sat in the nearest chair, which was beside the table inlaid with a checkerboard pattern holding Edmonds chess set.

Theres more, Drury remarked, his expression as enigmatic as usual. She made a counter wager. Shes bet Brix she can break his heart in six weeks.

Edmond stared as if he couldnt believe it, which wasnt so surprising, Brix thought. He could hardly believe it himself, and hed been here.

And then she sealed the bet with the most astonishing kiss, Edmond, Charlie said.

She kissed you? Edmond asked Brix incredulously, as if it was a shocking thing that any woman should want to kiss him.

To be sure, Brix wasnt known for his sexual conquests, but he was hardly repellent to the female sex.

Nevertheless, hed caused enough dissension that day, so he subdued any annoyance, and replied with his usual jaunty good humor. Right on the lips, my friend. I confess you could have knocked me over with a feather.

It didnt look that way to me, Drury said, regarding Brix with his intense, dark-eyed stare. You seemed quite involved in the proceeding.

What would you have had me do? Shove her off? he protested. That wouldnt have been very gentlemanly. I was only trying to be polite.

I dont think etiquette was uppermost in your mind.

Youve become an expert on reading minds now, have you? Brix answered, struggling not to get angry.

Whatever you were thinking at the time, this is a bad business, Brix, Edmond declared, steepling his fingers and laying them against his chin. To make Fanny the brunt of one of your jokes

While your treatment of Diana prior to your engagement was exemplary? Brix demanded as he shot to his feet. Its not as if youre a saint, you know. If I recall correctly, you werent exactly a model of chivalry when you first started pursuing your wife.

His friend colored, as well he should. Youre absolutely right. So Im very aware of the serious, unforeseen consequences of something that seems no more than a harmless bit of fun.

Brixs gaze swept over his friends, who suddenly seemed like a jury there to condemn him. You all seem determined to put the blame solely on me, but I wasnt the one who wrote it in the book. I wasnt the one who made the counter wager. All I did was make a joking wager with my friends. It wasnt intended to publicly humiliate Fanny, and it wouldnt have, if it had remained between us.

Edmond rose. Nevertheless, dont you think you ought to reconsider? Remove the bet from the book at Whites and ask Fanny to nullify your wager.

Im not a child, Edmond, and I resent being scolded like one, he retorted. If you all want to concede a lossand Fanny, toothen Ill gladly call an end to these bets. Otherwise, I wont withdraw my wagers. I do have my pride, the same as any of you, even if I dont flaunt it most of the time. So Ill stand by my bets, come what may. I will not marry until Im fifty, I will never marry Fanny Epping and she will not break my heart in six weeks.

He bowed stiffly to his host. Im sorry if Ive cast a pall over the celebration of your sons baptism, Viscount Adderley, and to ensure I dont cast more, Ill give you good day!

With that, he walked out of the viscounts library, slamming the door behind him.







    

Chapter 2

Letter of the third of May





I was simply astonished. I had no idea quiet, demure Fanny possessed such a temper. I daresay neither did Brix, or the others. Unfortunately, that was not the end of it.

Lady Diana Westover Terrington



Fanny stood silently on the threshold of the gaily painted nursery. Despite her distress, she hesitated to disturb the peace of this comfortable chamber that seemed the embodiment of Dianas determination to be a good, and present, mother, not a distant maternal figure with little involvement in the life of her own children.

The nursery was near the master bedroom, instead of on another floor entirely. Painted a lovely, light peacock blue, pictures of storybook characters hung on the walls. The furniture was light wood, or painted white, and the carpet was thick and as green as grass.

Diana had also decided to nurse her child, unlike most mothers of the ton, and she was doing so now, sitting in a low white rocking chair. Illuminated by a beam of afternoon sunlight that poured in through the muslin-curtained windows, her dark hair loose about her shoulders and cradling her dark-haired son, they looked like a Renaissance portrait of a Madonna and child.

Fanny had often pictured herself in just such a pose, except that the baby in her arms would not have black hair like little DArcy, but blond locks that wouldnt fall flat, just like his fathers.

What a little fool shed been. How simpleminded. How blind. To care so much for a man only to discover he thought her nothing but a nuisance, a silly chit

She quietly turned to go. She would go home, back to her brothers house, and wait for the storm that was likely already brewing.

Diana looked up and saw her. Oh, hello, Fanny.

Fanny couldnt ignore her, so she turned back into the room. I didnt mean to disturb you, she said softly, still on the threshold.

She couldnt bring herself to ruin this quiet time for mother and son. I just wanted to say thank you again for asking me to be DArcys godmother, before I went home.

Diana regarded Fanny in a way that made her want to squirm. Dianas intense gaze was nearly as disconcerting as Sir Douglas Drurys stare.

Somethings wrong, Diana declared quietly, but firmly. She gently laid her sleeping son in the cradle beside the rocking chair, then folded her hands in her lap and regarded Fanny expectantly. Youre upset. Whats happened?

As much as Fanny wanted to tell Diana about the wagers, she still hesitated. What good would it do to burden Diana with her troubles on this festive day?

Yet Diana was going to hear about it anyway. Shed been obviously upset when shed run past Dianas husband on the stairs. The men in the library might be telling Edmond their version of what had happened even now.

If she told Diana what had happened, she could try to explain the feelings that had made her behave as she had. Surely Diana, being a woman and her friend, would be sympathetic.

In spite of her belief that Diana would be on her side, Fanny nervously entwined her fingers. I heard something very upsetting, and I did something rather outlandish as a result, she confessed.

Diana frowned with puzzlement. You did something outlandish?

Fannys hands dropped to her sides as she started to pace. Yesbut I was driven to it by Brixton Smythe-Medway.

Oh, dear, youd better tell me all about it, Diana said with a sigh, as if to say, Whats he done now?

Considering this was Brix, who was notorious for his pranks at Harrow and in the years since, Fanny wasnt surprised by her friends tone.

She also wondered if Diana had already heard about the initial wagers from her husband.


Turning on her heel, she started across the room again, staying on the carpet so her footfalls would be muffled and not wake up the baby. Did you know Brix has bet his friends that he wont marry until hes fifty, and he wont ever marry me?

Dianas expression revealed that this was news to her. Either Edmond wasnt involved in that odious business, or he hadnt told Diana. Given the close relationship between Diana and her husband, Fanny guessed it was the former.

Its true, and thats not all, she continued, relieved to think her friend hadnt been keeping secrets from her. The wagers have been written up in the betting book at Whites.

Are you sure? Diana asked after a moments shocked silence. Its not that I doubt you, Fanny, but Ive never heard a whisper of such a thing.

Fanny perched on the end of a chair across from the cradle. Drury said they were written up in the book at Whites yesterday. He wouldnt joke about something like that. Indeed, he never jokes about anything.

What optimism had been on Dianas face disappeared. No, he doesnt. Her eyes filled with sympathy. I dont really know what to say, Fanny. Ill talk to Edmond and see if hed heard about this, although I think he would have told me if he had.

I just learned of it today myself, Fanny said. Id left my shawl in the dining room and was going to get it when I passed by the study. Brix and the others were there, and I heard them talking. I stopped when I caught my name. I know its wrong to listen at doors, but I couldnt help it.

As the feeling of shame and horror returned, she struggled to keep her voice low so that she wouldnt disturb DArcy. Oh, Diana, Ive never been so mortified in my life!

Brix can be rather heedless, Diana agreed, but I never thought he could be soso She spread her hands as she searched for the right word.

Heartless? Fanny supplied. Callous? Cruel?

Diana grimaced. Thoughtless certainly comes to mind.

Its not just the wagers, although thats terrible enough, Fanny said as she rose to pace once again. Brix must hate me. He must have hated me for a long time.

Oh, Im sure he doesnt hate you, Diana protested.

Why else would he make fun of me in such a way? Fanny demanded, her voice rising as her anger and dismay grew. Why else would he say Im annoying and a mousy little creature without an ounce of vitality?

Little DArcy gave a short cry.

That doesnt mean he hates you, Diana said placatingly as she gently rocked the cradle with her foot.

In spite of Dianas attempts at comfort, Fanny heard doubt in her voice.

She regarded her friend steadily. If he doesnt hate me, she said, keeping her voice low so she wouldnt wake DArcy again, why did he make that hateful bet?

Perhaps he was embarrassed by something Drury or one of the others said, Diana proposed. Maybe they teased him, or goaded him in some way. Maybe it started out as some jest or joke and went too far.

Fanny crossed the carpet toward her. That doesnt excuse him. If he thought I was such a nuisance and my company such a bother, he should have told me to my face.

I was simply trying to envision how this could have happened.

Little DArcy began to cry.

Im sorry I woke him, Fanny said, distressed by this, too.

Its all right, Diana assured her as she bent down and picked him up. Putting him against her shoulder, she started to rock. Hell settle down again in a moment.

Im so taken aback by this, Fanny, she continued softly. I didnt think Brix had a malicious bone in his body.

Until today, I didnt, either, Fanny replied as Diana began to sing softly to her infant son.

What else had she been wrong about when it came to Brixton Smythe-Medway?

Like Diana, shed been convinced that Brix was the most genial of men. He was always pleasant and agreeable, an amusing companion and entertaining host. Shed rarely heard a cross word pass his lips, at least since hed become an adult. He was well respected by his servants and the tenants of his familys estate, even though he was the younger son. Many times when shed visited Medway Manor shed come upon tenants telling him their concerns and worries, instead of his older brother, Humphrey, or his father.

It wasnt hard to guess why: Brix was known to be fair and to care about their welfare. His father only worried about his horses and hounds; his brother only wanted to make money and increase the size of the estate.

She would also have agreed with any woman who found Brix a very attractive man. To be sure, he didnt have the viscounts classical good looks, or Drurys air of mystery, or Charlie Grendons commanding presence. She even supposed some women might prefer Buggy Bromwells studious demeanor and lean, sharp features.

But Brix had something more, and rare among the men Fanny knew: when she was with him, he made her feel comfortable and completely at ease, as if her troubles would all disappear, and nothing bad could possibly happen.

Until today.

Perhaps its not as bad as you think, Diana offered. Perhaps Drury was mistaken, or somebody only told him about the wagers being written up

Her words trailed off when she saw Fannys expression.

I wish I thought you could be right, Fanny said grimly, but I dont. Sir Douglas Drury isnt known to make mistakes, so I think we have to assume the wagers are now common knowledge.

She decided to tell Diana everything. She couldnt keep the worst a secret anyway. And theres more, Im afraid.

Diana paused in the middle of laying DArcy back in his cradle. More? she mouthed.

Fanny nodded. She walked to the other side of the room, as far away from the cradle as she could get, then waited until Diana joined her. When she did, she spoke in a whisper, to be sure she wouldnt wake the baby.

I didnt simply skulk away, she admitted. I was so angry, I walked into the study and confronted Brix. And then I made a counter wager. I bet him I could break his heart in six weeks.

Diana looked utterly flabbergasted.

I know. Its ridiculous, Fanny said, running her hand over her forehead. Fanny Epping break any mans heart in six weeks? Impossible! She regarded her friend woefully. Im going to be the laughingstock of the ton. I can see them now, laughing and tittering behind their fans.

Gossip doesnt last forever, Diana said soothingly. The scandal around Edmond and me has been forgotten.

Because he married you after pursuing you. He wasnt going around telling people he wouldnt ever marry you. He wasnt making wagers about it.

Fanny looked down at her feet. I didnt just make the wager. She raised her eyes to look at her friend, silently pleading for understanding. Instead of shaking his hand to seal the wager, I kissed him. And it wasnt a little peck on the cheek.

She wasnt going to go into more detail, such as how shed impulsively stuck out her tongue mid-kiss, as she used to do when shed pretended to be annoyed with Brix when they were children.

Shed had no idea that doing so while kissing would feel sowould have such an effectwould make him hold her closer and move his mouth with such slow, intoxicating languor

She covered her blushing face with her hands. I dont know what I was thinking!

Diana reached out and gently pried Fannys hands away from her burning cheeks. I cant say that I know what you were thinking, but I can guess what you were feeling. You were hurt and angry. Your pride was wounded, too. You reacted on those feelings, and in that, youre no different from most of us.

I dont think this is the end of the world, Fanny, truly. Ill talk to Brix, or get Edmond to. Im sure we can convince him to see your side of it, and hell be glad to forget this wagering nonsense. All will be well. Youll see. Now let me call the nursery maid to watch DArcy. Well go to my morning room and have a nice cup of tea.

Im not anxious to face Brix again today, Fanny confessed. I should be on my way.

Diana put her arm around Fannys shoulders. As you wish. And you know if theres anything I can do for you, Fanny, about this or anything else, you have only to ask. I was very lonely when I came to London as Edmonds bride, and I havent forgotten that you were the first to visit me and make me feel welcome.

Fanny was warmed by those words, and she tried to smile, but it wasnt easy.

Diana didnt have to face an older brother who had mentioned going to Whites that very afternoon.


Fanny paused in the hallway of her brothers London abode and glanced at her reflection in the large and ornately framed pier glass. Being just over five feet tall, she had to look through the enormous bouquet of lilies set on the rosewood pier table below the mirror.

Upon returning from Dianas, shed changed into one of her day dresses, a simple buttercup yellow muslin frock without any trim, something that didnt require any thought or concern. She had quite enough on her mind without worrying about wrinkles in her skirts, or catching a bit of trim on one of her sister-in-laws chairs. Elizabeth preferred her furniture with as much ornamental carving as possible, and pointy acanthus leaves were a particular favorite.

Fanny smoothed her slightly disheveled hair, patting down the few errant curls that had come loose. She didnt want any hint of a disheveled appearance, which might signal that shed been upset or distraught. Questions were going to come, of that she was sure, but she didnt want to inspire any sooner than necessary.

Frowning, Fanny scrutinized the rest of her reflection. No mode of dressing her hair was ever going to change the fact that she wasnt pretty. Her nose was hardly classic, her eyes were too large, her lips too full. To be sure, shed never been described as ugly, but she was certainly no beauty, either.

She lowered her gaze to her bodice and sighed. She had a noticeable lack there, too.

Oh, Fanny, is that you? Her sister-in-laws lazy drawl wafted toward her from inside the sitting room. Come and tell me all about the christening.

After pulling a face at her reflection, Fanny put on a smile and entered the drawing room. As shed expected, Elizabeth was reclining on the Grecian couch covered in expensive gold brocade. The damask upholstery on the couch matched the gold brocade swag draperies edged with long fringe and tied back with heavy tassels. They matched the gold velvet upholstery on the oval-backed and Bergere chairs. The various side tables were made of satinwood and harewood, some inlaid in intricate patterns. A Savonnerie carpet in crimson and gold covered much of the floor. There was a pianoforte in the far corner, and a gilded harpwhich Elizabeth hadnt played since the day she wedstood beside it. The walls of the large room were covered in very expensive wallpaper, also in varying shades of gold, and the white plaster chimneypiece was ornately decorated with festoons of leaves.

Whenever Fanny was annoyed with Elizabeth, which happened with some frequency, she tried to think of her sister-in-law as a bird in a gilded cage and feel some pity for her.

That rarely worked, because Elizabeth had eagerly thrown herself into her gilded chamber. The duke of Hetley had been considered quite a catch. Not only was he of high rank, Albert was not an ill-favored man, and he could be generous, as the decor of this room illustrated, for that had been all Elizabeths doing.

Elizabeth had been considered quite a catch herself, a fact she never forgot, or let other people forget, especially Fanny.

As Fanny approached, Elizabeth raised herself slightly on her elbow. Bangle bracelets jingled with her languid movement. The amethyst broach she wore at the neck of her high-cut bodice caught the last rays of the sun, and more purple sparkled in her ears. Her gown, of mauve silk, was high-waisted and cut to
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