





FIRST COMES PASSION



“Kiss me, Avis. We’ll only go as far as you wish,” he whispered.

She had no control of her head as it slowly lowered toward him. Using only the slightest of touches, she caressed his lips with hers. But it wasn’t enough. She wanted the fire. She wanted to be seared by his passion if only to prove to herself that plain, old, spinster Avis could indeed flame Banning’s desires.

As she parted his lips with her tongue, he groaned. He tasted like scones and chocolate…or was that her? Either way, it was delightful.

Banning deepened their kiss as he rolled her over onto her back. She stiffened and then forced herself to relax. No easy task when he trailed hot kisses down her neck. A moan escaped her. Never in her twenty-six years had she imagined a sensation as exciting as Banning’s lips on her body.

As he undid the pearl buttons of her nightrail, cool air swept over her right breast. His kisses stopped. Avis peeked at him through her lashes. He stared down at her breast with a sensual smile on his face.

He skimmed a finger down her chest until it reached the tip of her breast. Tremors coursed through her body at his light touch. She wanted him to do more than just tease her like this. But what? What more did she want?

Everything.
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Chapter One



London, 1816

“Let me love you.”

The shadowy figure moved over her, not quite touching her. Yet she felt him with every fiber of her body. His heat, his strength, his desire. Or maybe it was her desire. She burned for him, ached for his touch.

Helplessly, she writhed, begging with her body for his touch. Her body understanding more of what she wanted than her mind did. The shadow shifted. He was closer. Right there, his body nearly grazing hers. Each barely there touch, making her throb with this uncontrollable need. His warm breath caressed her skin, his rich, almost spicy scent making her dizzy. His lips, strong yet velvety soft, brushed the side of her throat. She whimpered, reaching for him, wanting to feel the pressure of his body. She needed something more substantial than this shadowy lover. But when her fingers would have brushed his chest, his shoulders, his dark, spectral hair, his voice stopped her.

“Let me love you.”

This was what she wanted, what she needed.

“Yes. Yes. Please.”

No! Avis Copley sat upright, blinking against the watery light that still managed to make her bedroom seem unbearably bright. Not that dratted dream again. She yanked out the secret volume she’d stashed under her pillow last night and threw the book against wall. This was entirely the book’s fault.

Ever since she found the volume among her late father’s belongs two weeks ago, she’d been plagued by dreams. Not just any dreams. Sensual, erotic nightmares that tormented her with feelings of longing, until she awoke drenched in perspiration and aching for the one thing she could never have—a man.

She groaned and pulled the coverlet over her head, cocooning herself in darkness. In her seclusion, the images of her dream revealed themselves in vivid detail and her traitorous body responded again. Her breasts ached to be touched, and she gave into the need, hesitantly skimming her hands over the cotton of her nightrail. Beneath the fabric, her nipples puckered and became even more sensitive. What would it really feel like to have a man touch her this way? Touch her bare skin? Suckle her breasts and draw her nipple into the hot recesses of his mouth as her dream lover had?

The thought alone made her body tingle, the flesh between her legs pulse. Would it feel as good if she touched herself there? She squeezed her legs together to stem the growing ache but realized her efforts only added to her torment. Wrenching up her nightrail, she lowered her hand and slipped her fingers between the moist folds—

“Good morning, miss.”

Oh Lord, this morning couldn’t get any worse. “Good morning, Bridget,” she mumbled from under the coverlet. Heat scorched her cheeks with the mortification of being caught with her hand between her legs. She quickly adjusted her nightrail but refused to leave her sanctuary under the covers.

“Happy birthday, Miss Copley!”

Her birthday. Clearly, her morning could get worse. It wasn’t horrid enough that she was regularly dreaming of a man in her bed, or that she had nearly been caught in a very private position, now she was reminded that she was twenty-six years old. Twenty-six and she’d barely experienced anything in life.

“Just leave my breakfast on the table, please.”

“Yes, miss.”

Avis listened as her maid placed the tray down and walked out the door. Slowly, she emerged from her hiding place. Staring up at the coffered ceiling, she knew she couldn’t go on like this, playing at really living. It was time.

The time had come to make a decision that could affect her life forever.








Chapter Two



“I’ve decided to take a lover.”

Avis couldn’t believe she had just blurted out her news in such an indelicate manner. It was not quite the way she’d imagined telling her friends.

Jennette held her floral teacup halfway to her lips. Sophie’s mouth gaped open. Hardly the reaction Avis had expected from either of them. Silence filled the small room, deafening her with the empty sound.

“You cannot be serious,” Jennette finally said.

“Think of your reputation,” Sophie added. “You have always managed to keep your reputation intact even when you scorned your cousin’s generosity and decided to live on your own. Taking a man to your bed will ruin everything you have strived to keep sacred.”

“Why would you do such a thing?” Jennette implored.

Avis stood and paced the carpet by the fireplace. “I have given this much thought.” She had thought of little else for the past week. She knew she couldn’t tell them the truth. They just would not understand. Instead, she recounted to them the lie she’d practiced all week. “I never feel I capture the true…true…essence of the relationship between my characters. I don’t understand physical love.”

“Surely you have been kissed before?” Sophie asked.

“No,” Avis denied far too quickly and then turned to avoid Jennette’s prying stare. Only Jennette knew about her one and only kiss. A kiss on a wager, and not her wager.

“Really?” Sophie shook her head as if unable to believe a person could reach the age of six and twenty and never have kissed a man.

“Avis, why now?” Jennette asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You haven’t been yourself since your birthday last week. Is there something you’re not telling us?”

Avis sighed. “I am twenty-six. There are nineteen-year-olds who know more about what happens between a man and a woman than I do.”

Sophie tilted her head and asked, “Can’t you just read a book about it?”

She had tried that already and look where she landed—feeling even emptier than before. “A book will not give me the answers I need,” she finally replied.

“You must rethink this plan,” Jennette started again. “Your reputation would be at risk. Everything you love—your chances of publication, the parties and balls you enjoy, even our friendship. My mother would never let me associate with you again if word of this reached her ears.”

“And if you get with child?” Sophie asked softly.

Avis had to admit this one complication had not crossed her mind. A child. She could never have a baby—a child meant a husband and she would never have one of those. “It will only be one time. I certainly won’t get pregnant the first time.”

Jennette chuckled. “Remember Susanna Lindsay?”

“How do we know she really did that only one time?” Avis asked.

“She swore it was one time in the garden at Lady Wentworth’s ball.” Jennette twirled a strand of black hair around a finger. “One time, Avis.”

“There are ways to prevent conception,” Avis countered. Although she had no idea what that might entail.

“There are ways to prevent an unwanted pregnancy but they aren’t foolproof,” Sophie said. “I’m a perfect example of that. I wouldn’t be here today if these methods were perfected.”

Avis supposed a bastard daughter of an earl and an actress might just know a little about prevention. She sighed and sat back against the sofa, deflated.

“What if you change your mind regarding marriage?” Sophie asked. “Many men would not be pleased to learn you’re damaged goods.”

“I will never marry,” Avis replied with conviction. “I understand my reputation might be at risk, and I understand the other risks. If I get with child I can sell my house and move to the country as a ‘widow.’”

She sipped her tea and continued before her resolve weakened any further. “But I have decided on the perfect man. One who would never let a soul know what we have done.”

“Who is your victim?” Sophie asked.

Of course they wanted a name. “I really shouldn’t say.”

“I daresay she doesn’t wish to kiss and tell,” Sophie said with a laugh. Her comment brought giggles from Jennette.

Her censorious glare did nothing to stop their irreverent laughter. “Very well. Emory Billingsworth.”

All laughter stopped and a strident silence filled the salon. Sophie frowned. Jennette looked concerned and neither of her friends spoke for a full minute.

“Mr. Billingsworth?” Sophie echoed.

Jennette shifted in her seat. “I’d heard a rumor of him with Lady Hythe recently. They have become quite close. Some even speculate she would be willing to accept an offer from him.”

“I am quite certain he would have told me about that,” Avis said with a wave of her hand in dismissal. “He tells me everything.”

“Why would he tell you about another woman when you are—”

“He tells me everything,” Avis said before Jennette could speak of the money Avis loaned Emory when he needed it. Only Jennette knew about the money, and only because she had overheard them one day.

“I know my brother thinks rather poorly of him,” Jennette remarked.

“Why?” Avis asked, not that it mattered one way or the other what Lord Selby thought of Emory. She had known Emory for three years and he was a perfect gentleman and friend to her.

“I don’t know for certain. I just know he doesn’t have a good thing to say about him.”

“Have you spoken with him yet?” Sophie asked.

“No. The last time he called was on my birthday. He’s been occupied writing his book.”

“Oh,” she said in obvious relief. “Are you certain he is the right man for you, Avis?”

“Of course. He is a writer like me. He’s a wonderful and caring friend.”

“Yes, but do you truly desire him?” Sophie asked softly.

Sophie’s question stopped her short. Emory was quite handsome with his blonde hair and brown eyes. Just because her dream lover appeared to have much darker hair didn’t mean anything. Besides, Emory would do anything she needed and not because he was in wild, passionate love with her, but because they were close friends. She had no need for wild, passionate love. She only wanted to discover what happened between a man and a woman and how it felt. Perhaps then her dreams would stop frustrating her.

“I do think Emory is perfect for me.”

Sophie’s gray eyes bore into hers. “If you say so.”

“I will talk to him at my cousin’s ball tomorrow night. It will be far easier for us to slip away from the crowd unnoticed.” Avis smiled up at her friends. “You will be there, won’t you?”

“I have plans with my Aunt Harris,” Sophie said quickly. Which Avis knew meant her cousin had scratched Sophie’s name off the guest list.

“Yes, my brother said Lord Watton has some business to discuss with him so we must attend,” Jennette replied.

Avis wasn’t surprised. The new Lord Watton had not been pleased when he discovered the title came with the ancestral pile in Wiltshire and not much else. The majority of wealth her father had generated during his lifetime went to Avis upon his death two years ago. More than likely her inheritance provided him some relief from his guilt, not that the money offered a salve to her wounds.

A knock on the door sounded and Lord Selby’s low voice resonated from the hallway.

Jennette glanced toward the doorway then leaned in closer. “Think carefully on what you are about to do, Avis. You might be making the biggest mistake of your life.”

Avis grimaced. “I am quite certain I am not.”

“Only time will tell,” Sophie said in a haunting voice. “Only time will tell.”

Avis looked over to see Jennette’s highly annoying older brother Banning standing at the threshold. She pressed a hand to her stomach at the sight of the Earl of Selby. His black hair gleamed from the drops of rain he hadn’t yet wiped away.

He was wet, dripping water all over her marble floor. Now was her chance. She had waited weeks to get back at his last spiteful comments to her.

“You look like a drowned rat, Selby.”

His lips twitched slightly. “Hardly a rat, Miss Copley. Much more like the legendary selkies of Scotland.”

A selkie! The arrogance of the man astounded her. “Oh but I think the human form of the selkies is supposed to be irresistible.”

“And most women would say that was true of me,” he said with a wink and a smug smile.

“Not all women,” Avis replied tartly.

“I understand you recently had a birthday. So just how old are you now?”

“Still younger than you,” she bit out.

“Also true. But an aging man is seldom looked upon in the same light as an aging, unmarried woman.”

“Banning,” Jennette exclaimed. “That is enough.”

Avis turned her back on him for a moment. She hated how his comments always struck so deep with her and once more, he’d responded only to her waspish tongue. She should have bit her tongue rather than behave like such a shrew. Why after eight years couldn’t she put their animosity behind her?

“So where is the rest of the Spinster Club?” he drawled, leaning a broad shoulder against the door-frame.

The Spinster Club. The name he coined for the five of them years ago, before they were even considered on the shelf. Now most of the ton thought of Avis and her four friends as spinsters.

“Victoria and Elizabeth could not join us today,” Avis replied.

“Banning, I think we should take our leave now,” Jennette said.

“But I would be remiss in not wishing Miss Copley a belated happy birthday,” Selby retorted. “Happy birthday, Miss Copley.” He took her bare hand and gently kissed the top of it.

Sparks leapt up her arm from the brief contact. She tugged her hand back and looked away from him.

He moved back toward the doorway near Sophie but didn’t leave the room.

“I forgot to show you what Mr. Billingsworth gave me for my birthday,” Avis said to her friends. She held out the small pearl chain.

Selby muttered something, which made Sophie’s eyes widen but Avis couldn’t make out his comment. Most likely another derogatory remark about her age.

“It’s lovely, Avis,” Jennette said.

“Yes, lovely,” Sophie concurred, and then sent another strange glance toward Selby.

“Happy birthday, Miss Copley,” he said. “We really must take our leave now.”

“Good day, Lord Selby,” Avis said. She breathed a sigh of relief as his footsteps echoed down the hall.

 

Banning climbed into the carriage after Sophie and Jennette. The two women seemed unusually quiet after their visit with Avis. But after calling on Lady Ledbury’s daughter, Anne, and listening to her endless prattle about the musicale she attended last night, the silence of the carriage was more than welcome. There wasn’t one young woman currently out that made him want to consider marriage. His father had always spoken of the importance of finding the right woman for a wife. She must come from a good family, no scandals attached to her name, and wealth would only be a plus.

Lady Anne had all those qualifications, but the idea of spending the rest of his life with her set his stomach roiling. He had promised his mother he would seriously pursue marriage this Season. At one and thirty, he knew it was long past time to settle down and have children. The idea of children made him smile. The idea of a wife set his lips in a downward position.

Sophie’s light cough drew him out of his musing. Banning glanced at both women and knew something was going on between them today. Instead of talking, they kept giving odd looks to each other, which they appeared to understand, but he certainly did not. He wondered if he should ask them about their lack of conversation and then decided it was best to let the normally chatty ladies stay quiet.

Until Sophie could no longer hold her tongue and blurted out, “We can’t let her do this.”

“This is not the time,” Jennette warned, with a quick nod toward Banning.

“This may be the perfect time. Your brother might just be able to help us.”

Help them? With what? Instead of asking, he decided to wait to see what they would do. He leaned back against the velvet squabs of the carriage and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Sophie, she needs our help. Banning could never help her.”

Sophie raised an eyebrow. “Tell me, Lord Selby. What do you know of Emory Billingsworth?”

Warning signals flared throughout his brain. Was there more to Billingsworth and Avis’s relationship than friendship? “He is not a man I would want a friend of mine associating with.”

Sophie gave Jennette a smug smile.

“Why not?” Jennette asked.

“He’s not a man to be trusted,” Banning said.

“Could you give us a little more information?” Jennette complained. “Why can he not be trusted? What has he ever done to you that leads you to believe he is not a good man?”

Banning grimaced. Dreadful memories flashed through his mind. He couldn’t tell them everything he knew about Billingsworth, but he could give the women a reason to warn Avis if she was indeed the reason they were worried.

“Emory Billingsworth has a sordid past. His last three books have not sold. He is living on handouts and not just from Miss Copley.”

Sophie played with the folds of her gown. “So Mr. Billingsworth is using Avis for his own gains,” she concluded.

“I believe you understand me.”

The carriage pulled to a stop in front of Selby House in Grosvenor Square. Banning climbed down and held out his hand to assist both women from the carriage while a footman attempted to cover them all with an umbrella. Assuming their conversation finished, he walked inside his home, handed his wet greatcoat to Battenford and headed straight for his study. He didn’t need to know any more about what Avis Copley had in her head. In fact the less he knew, the better…at least for him.

Banning flexed his fists in frustration as he paced in his study. The woman made him insane.

What was she about? And how was Billingsworth involved?

Bloody hell. Avis Copley meant nothing to him.

Instead of thinking about her any further, he walked to the decanter on the corner cabinet and poured a brandy to chase away the chill from the cool June rain. The smooth liquid eased his irritation and warmed him. He dropped into the leather chair behind his mahogany desk, determined to put the infinitely frustrating woman out of his mind.

He stared at the papers in front of him. Only a few more weeks of Parliament then he could leave London and Avis behind for a few months. He shuffled through the missives and invitations until he heard a delicate cough. Glancing up, he saw Sophie standing there but looking behind her as if she wanted to make sure no one saw her.

“Miss Reynard?” He stood up, waiting for her to say something.

She turned her head back toward him. “Lord Selby, I must speak with you in private.”

“Where is Jennette?”

Sophie walked into the room and closed the door behind her. “Your mother needed her upstairs. I don’t have much time before she returns looking for me.”

“What is the matter?” He waited for her to take a seat across from him before returning to his chair.

“It’s Avis.”

“I assumed that from our conversation in the carriage. What about Miss Copley?”

“She plans to take Emory Billingsworth as her…her…”

“Her what?”

“Lover,” she whispered. Her cheeks reddened in embarrassment.

Banning’s blood went cold. “I had no idea she was in love with Billingsworth,” he said, staring at the desk.

“I don’t believe she is. They act far more like friends than lovers or even people in love with each other. If they love each other at all I fear it may be only in a sibling manner.”

“Then why?”

“She told us she believes this will help her write more realistic characters.”

Bloody hell it would. Yet something in Sophie’s voice gave him pause. People said she had visions and read futures. He wondered idly if perhaps she sensed the truth about Billingsworth.

“But you don’t believe her, do you?”

“No.” She raised her head slowly and looked him square in the eye. “But I don’t know her true reason. It might come to me in time, as in a dream. But for now…” Sophie shrugged.

“So why are you bringing this matter to me?” Avis Copley could do whatever she wished with whomever she wanted.

“Because I believe you have information that could stop her.”

He might, but Avis would never believe him. She thought far too highly of Billingsworth.

“And you must stop her,” Sophie whispered.

“Miss Copley and her love affair is none of my concern,” Banning replied harshly.

Miss Reynard glared at him. “Indeed? She is your sister’s dearest friend. Do you want Jennette’s reputation sullied by her association with Avis if she takes that libertine as her lover?”

Banning clenched his fists on the desk. As much as Jennette might not care if her reputation were tainted, he cared.

Miss Reynard continued to glare at him. “You will stop her.”

“Why me? You should stop her. After all you are her friend, not I.”

“I have no information about Mr. Billingsworth that would influence her. I’m quite certain you do. Tell her what you know about the man.”

“It is highly unlikely that Miss Copley would even believe me.”

“You must try,” she implored in a quieter tone. “If not for Avis, then do this for your sister.”

“Very well.” He stood to his full height and crossed his arms over his chest. “Miss Copley despises me. How exactly do you propose I prevent her from involving herself with him?”

“I am certain you shall devise something,” she answered sweetly. “If all else fails, lie to her.”

She rose and quickly headed for the door. Before she reached for the knob, she looked back at him.

“She intends to slip away at her cousin’s ball tomorrow night with Mr. Billingsworth. He normally leaves for his crumbling estate in Devon as soon as the Season ends. Prevent her from asking him before he leaves. Hopefully by the time he returns, she will have forgotten her mad idea.” She inclined her head toward him. “Good day, my lord.”

He mumbled something as she shut the door behind her but it certainly wasn’t “goodbye.”

One day.

He had one day to determine the best course of action. How had he allowed himself to be pulled into this? He did not even like Avis Copley. Well, that wasn’t exactly the truth. But like and lust were two very different emotions. It was the lust that always caused his frustration with her. Every time they were near each other they bickered. It kept the desire at bay and seemed a much better course of action than carrying her to his bed and keeping her there until their attraction waned.

Keeping her away from Billingsworth would not be easy. She would be wary if he suddenly followed her around at a ball. And Billingsworth would be suspicious if Banning attempted to befriend him after all that was between them.

Banning would have to make certain she never had the opportunity to speak with Billingsworth alone. It sounded like a simple plan, but everyone in the ton knew he despised Billingsworth, and everyone in the ton knew Avis Copley despised Banning.

The Ice Maiden had a long memory.

“Excuse me, my lord,” Battenford said from the doorway. “Lord Kesgrave is here.”

“Show him in.” Perhaps Trey could help him.

“Banning, I have news you might not want to hear,” Trey said upon entering the room. He sank into the nearest chair, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped the droplets of rain from his face.

Banning poured a brandy and handed it to Trey before picking up his own snifter and slipping into the leather chair across from him. “All right, go ahead.”

“I stopped by Tattersall’s this afternoon and discovered Arthur’s Pride has been purchased in a private sale. It’s a damn shame. He would have made a great addition to our stables.”

“Yes, he will make a wonderful addition to our stables. Mate him with Delilah when she is ready.”

Trey shook his head. “Damnation, Ban. Do you get your way in all matters?”

“I certainly try,” he said with a smile. “Besides, I couldn’t let you get outbid. We needed another stud.”

Banning sipped his drink, wondering how to bring up the subject of Avis Copley and how best to solve her problem.

“Are you attending the Watton affair tomorrow?” Trey asked. “I understand he is very interested in investing some money. He might wish to throw some money toward the horses.”

One dilemma solved. “Yes, I am attending. And I could use your help, but not with Watton.”

“Oh?”

“I need to stick close to Emory Billingsworth.”

Trey raised a brow in question. “I see.”

“I need to keep someone from speaking with him.”

“Anyone I might know?”

Banning glanced down at the amber liquid in his glass. “I don’t believe you do.”

Trey leaned his head back and laughed. “Right. In other words, you are trying to prevent someone, and by someone I can only assume a woman, from contacting him.”

“Perhaps.”

“I know how you loathe the man. Of course I can help you.”

“And no questions about whom I’m trying to protect, or why?”

“Absolutely not,” Trey replied with a slight grin. “So how am I to help you?”

Trey sipped his brandy, then swirled the remaining liquid around in his glass as if bored with their conversation. Banning knew him well enough to be certain Trey was anything but bored.

“I need to stay close to Billingsworth, and you know it would be too irregular for me to suddenly interject myself with his crowd.”

Trey’s always-present smile faded as he stared into the empty firebox. “So we must find a mutual friend in Billingsworth’s group that we can talk to.”

“Anyone come to mind?” Banning had only one thought, but he wasn’t certain Trey would agree.

“Unfortunately, it has to be Somerton.”

Banning blew out a long breath. “Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

There was no one who could discover information on people like Somerton. He had contacts everywhere. And Banning wanted to know exactly what Billingsworth was about now.

“I shall talk to him.” Trey blew out a long breath. “Somerton and I go back to Harrow. While we may move in different circles now, I believe he may still owe me one favor.”

“So, if he agrees, then all we have to do is pretend I wish to speak with him.”

“We wish to speak with him. You don’t know Somerton as I do. Which is more than likely a good thing.”

“Very well, then,” Banning replied, holding his glass up in salute. Now he had to determine how to deal with Avis Copley’s anger if she discovered his plan. The woman was more stubborn than a mule. Like his sister, once Avis had an idea in her head there was no dissuading her. But he would stop her, for her own sake.








Chapter Three



As Avis dressed for her cousin’s ball, she continued to tell herself that everything she had designed was for the best. Emory Billingsworth was a gentleman and would not speak a word of their affair. As a writer and a friend, he would be a good choice to initiate her into the passions of the flesh.

As her maid placed the final pins in her hair, Avis reviewed her list of the benefits and disadvantages of her planned affair. Discovering the truth of what happens between a man and a woman—to satisfy her curiosity—was most definitely a benefit. Putting a stop to these persistent dreams, another plus.

Yet, being ostracized by Society wasn’t something she desired. And the thought of pregnancy terrified her. Since her friends had reminded her of the consequences, Avis had thought of little else.

She enjoyed meeting with her friends and attending the balls and the theater. But she was twenty-six-years old. She wanted, no needed, to discover what she was missing by remaining a spinster. The way her married friends giggled and whispered about their husbands when they thought no one could hear them had only increased her curiosity. Assuming she could find her courage to go through with the idea, she would spend only a night or two with the man anyway.

Once she had contained her inquisitiveness, they would end their time together and resume their platonic friendship. She had worked out every detail of their relationship from how she would ask him to how they would end as friends. Everything would work out perfectly.

Closing her eyes, she tried to imagine Emory Billingsworth kissing her. Unfortunately, the only image that came to mind looked nothing like Emory and far too much like Lord Selby.

She clenched her fists in her lap. Selby was a cur. She hated him. She most certainly did not want to kiss him…again.

“All done, ma’am,” her maid said with a satisfied smile.

Avis stood up and walked to the mirror. While not an “Incomparable,” tonight the woman reflected back at her appeared different, almost alluring. Highly unusual for her normally rather bookish self.

The lower than normal neckline on her new emerald gown might have something to do with her bold feelings. The dress gave her a sensual look, not something for which she normally strived. Her brown hair was piled into curls upon her head with long, spiral tendrils framing her face. There was a hint of confidence in her smile; hopefully, that same self-assurance would reach her mind, too.

With a nod of determined satisfaction, she departed for the ball. She would make the arrangements with Emory tonight. Everything was organized. She could sneak him into the house after dismissing her servants for the night. Then all she had to do was make sure he left via the back entrance before the servants awoke for their morning preparations.

The carriage rolled to a stop in front of her former home. As the maroon and gold liveried footman opened the door, a familiar ache touched her soul. She did not miss the house, only her mother. She had been dead for ten years, yet the pain remained. Her heart wept for all the wrongs that had played out in that house, misdeeds a child couldn’t fix and a wife should never have to endure.

With a deep breath for courage, she walked up the steps. Bateman opened the door and smiled broadly at her.

“Miss Avis, welcome home,” he said as if this was still her home.

“Good evening, Bateman. Is everything ready?”

“Yes, miss.”

Avis walked up to the first floor and gave an approving nod. The ballroom was exactly as she and Celia had ordered. Long pink and white roses stood in crystal vases at every corner and near every entrance to the room, just as she’d requested. Glancing up at the ceiling, she was taken aback to notice the yellow silk draped across it like the blazing sun on a summer afternoon.

That girl knew nothing about decorating a room for a ball.

“Avis!”

She turned to see the new Lady Watton all but running to her. She remembered what her mother said about controlling her temper—breathe, count to ten. One, two, three, four, five—

“Why is the ceiling draped in yellow?” At least she’d made it to five.

“The room is perfect, isn’t it?” Celia twirled around as her jonquil dress flared out and her golden tresses spun with her. She looked like a golden canary in her elaborate birdcage.

“I thought we had agreed on the pale pink silk for the ceiling?”

Celia twisted her bow shaped mouth into a frown. “But pink wouldn’t go with my new gown.”

“That is true,” Avis said, resigned.

The sound of voices from the hall announced their first guests, saving her from a whimsical conversation about the importance of fashion matching the ball decorations.

“I must go and greet my guests,” Celia said with a slight giggle. She and Lord Watton took their positions at the entrance to the ballroom.

Avis watched the people arrive and greeted many of her acquaintances, but she searched for only one person. Finally she glanced back to the entrance relieved to see Emory assessing the room. His perfectly combed back, graying blonde hair drew attention to his broad forehead and brown eyes. He wore black form-fitting breeches and a well-padded emerald jacket that spread across his narrow shoulders like moss on a tree. The cravat he wore was tied in some new fashion. They would look splendid dancing together.

He scanned the room once more but did not seem to notice her.

She was determined to rectify that.

While she still had her courage, she strolled across the deserted dance floor, her gaze locked on her victim. Halfway to him, a large body bumped into her. The man caught her close to keep her from tumbling to the floor. She looked up into sparkling blue eyes and wanted to scream.

“Selby, you oaf! Don’t you ever look where you are going?”

“I must apologize, Miss Copley. I barely recognized you,” he said with a pointed look at the valley of her breasts exposed by her dress.

She yanked herself away from him. “You are a beast.”

“Hmm, probably so,” he said with a rakish grin.

Avis strode away from him, still looking for Emory, who had managed to disappear into the crowd. The musicians finished tuning and the dancing was set to begin. Avis moved off the dance floor, glaring over at Selby. He irritated her in so many ways she couldn’t begin to count them.

She finally located Emory in a crowd of men, which meant she wouldn’t get the chance to talk to him until later. Everything was fine. It was only a small change to her plan. She could talk to him later. Strolling out of the room, she headed down the hall to her father’s—no, Watton’s—study.

As she sat in the overlarge chair, memories of watching her father working here overwhelmed her. She glanced down at her arm and the faint jagged scar still visible after almost twenty years. Looking over at the raised hearth, she wondered if the servants had ever cleaned all the blood off the bricks. All she’d wanted was a hug from her father. Instead, she had this constant reminder that business had been more important to him than her love.

She shoved those dreadful thoughts away, picked up a piece of paper, and dipped the quill into the ink. After penning the note that would seal her future, she sanded it and waved the paper to dry.

It was done. She would give herself up to the passion she had inside of her and allay her curiosity. The only thing left to do was get the message to him before midnight.

After returning to the ballroom, she scanned the room for him. She found Emory only two feet from the man she wanted to ignore. While Emory didn’t appear to notice her stare, Selby naturally did. It seemed the wretch was spying on her tonight, though she had no idea why. Instead of dwelling on Selby any further, she waved a footman over.

“Yes, miss?”

“Bring this to the man by the terrace door,” she whispered, pointing toward Emory.

The man hesitated.

“Over there,” Avis said, again pointing to Emory.

“Ah, yes, miss.”

She couldn’t watch. Instead, she turned and walked toward Jennette knowing her plan was in motion.

 

Banning continued to make inane conversation with Billingsworth’s friends, wondering when Avis would try to contact the man again. He hoped he had forestalled her first attempt when he jostled her on the dance floor. Letting Billingsworth make a fool out of her…or worse was not an option. Banning would do everything in his power to make certain Avis didn’t give herself to that letch.

“I have great news to announce tonight at midnight,” Billingsworth said to his small crowd of admirers.

“About what?” one of the men asked.

“My latest novel. Walking with Emily is going to be a huge success.”

Banning smiled along with the rest of the group but wondered exactly how Billingsworth’s unpublished novel would be a success when he couldn’t find a publisher. Banning watched as a footman headed toward the group with a note on a silver salver. He’d seen Avis talking to the same footman and could only assume she meant the missive for Billingsworth. Banning moved slightly closer to him, ready to grab the note if necessary.

“Sir, I believe this is for you,” the footman said to Billingsworth.

“Actually, if the note is from Miss Copley, it would be for me,” Banning said with all the arrogance an earl could possess.

The footman turned toward Banning with a bow. “My mistake, my lord.”

“Are you certain, Selby? Perhaps the lady had an assignation with me in mind,” Billingsworth said with a coarse laugh.

The men in the group chortled, except Trey and Somerton who both gave Banning curious looks.

He slipped the paper into his jacket pocket. “It is a note regarding some business I am supposed to have with her cousin, Lord Watton.”

“Of course. The Ice Maiden wouldn’t have anything to do with assignations when she can keep herself warm with her words,” Billingsworth said, raising chuckles from his toadies.

The urge to strangle the man forced Banning’s hands into fists. How could the bastard talk so poorly about her when he greedily took her money and pretended to be her friend? And Banning hated how people called her the Ice Maiden, especially since he’d coined the term for her. But that had happened a very long time ago.

He moved away from Billingsworth’s group, found a secluded corner and opened the note.

 

Meet me in the study at midnight…A

 

He would certainly do just that. He crumpled the paper back into his pocket and checked the time—quarter past eleven.

“Lord Selby, have you forgotten our dance?” the tinny voice of Miss Olivia Roebuck sounded from behind him.

The woman would not leave him alone. She had been after him the entire Season. Banning turned and faced the young woman. Her blonde hair styled into a halo of curls, and her big blue eyes looked angelic, but he knew better. Several times in the past few months, she had tried to get him into a compromising position. He only agreed to dance with her tonight because the girl’s mother pressed him into it.

“Of course, Miss Roebuck. I believe this is our quadrille.”

“There is a waltz coming up next if you would prefer to wait?”

“No,” he said a bit too roughly. “I would love to dance with you now.” And be done with it.

He only prayed the quadrille wouldn’t last too long. He had to keep his unexpected appointment with Avis.

Miss Roebuck droned on about some new on-dit as they walked to the dance floor, but Banning kept his eyes on his prey. Avis stood in the corner with his sister, talking about something, and he doubted it was the latest gossip.

As soon as the dance ended, Banning returned the pouting girl to her mother and searched for a corner to pass the next few moments. His gaze landed on Avis as she stood across the room. She leveled him a glare before averting her eyes to the dance floor. He loved the way her cheeks turned rosy when he stared at her. As the minutes passed, he wondered what he would say to her. Some measure of the truth, but just how much? He’d never told anyone what he’d seen Billingsworth do to those girls all those years ago.

Miss Reynard had suggested lying to Avis, and it might just come to that. He skirted the crush on the dance floor and reached the hallway just in time to see the door to the study close behind her. Standing outside the room, he stared at the door.

A rush of apprehension overwhelmed him. He suddenly felt as though he could be making the biggest mistake of his life. But he had to stop her. He’d failed the others. He would not fail Avis.

Forcing the unease away, he slipped inside.

Avis turned at the sound. Her mouth dropped open, and her amber eyes widened in surprise or shock, he wasn’t sure which.

“Wh—What are you doing here?” she sputtered.

Banning smiled. “Were you expecting someone else?”

He hadn’t thought her eyes could get any bigger, but they did. She backed herself against the large, cherry desk.

“You must leave—now!” she exclaimed, pointing to the door.

“I cannot do that, Avis.”

“Selby, get out of here!”

Slowly he advanced on her until he stood only inches away. Her chest rose and fell in quick succession emphasizing her full breasts, which she seldom exposed to this degree.

“I’m expecting someone,” she cried. “You must leave before he arrives.”

A loud cheer from the ballroom turned both their heads toward the door.

“He won’t be coming.”

“Who?” she whispered, looking up at him.

“Emory Billingsworth.”








Chapter Four



She slapped her hands down on the desk behind her as if to brace herself. “What are you talking about, Selby?”

Why couldn’t Billingsworth meet her? There had to be a good reason. Thank God, he had actually listened to Jennette’s gossipy prattle at breakfast about Lady Hythe.

“That cheer was the ton’s congratulations on Mr. Billingsworth and Lady Hythe’s engagement. He won’t be coming in here.”

“His engagement?” she whispered. She blinked as if attempting to keep tears at bay. “Did he send you in his place, to inform me?”

“No.”

“Then how did you…?” Her face blanched with comprehension.

He held up the note she’d written until she grabbed it out of his grip. “How did you get this?”

“I took it from the footman.”

She pushed him away and walked around the desk. Leaning over the desk, she stared at him before saying, “You took my private message and read it?”

“Hardly private, Avis. There wasn’t even a name on it.”

“Regardless, you shouldn’t have read my note,” she retorted. “Besides, his name wasn’t on the note. How did you know it was for Mr. Billingsworth?”

Damn good question. How did he know? “I made the assumption and thought to save you the embarrassment of asking a newly betrothed man to meet you alone. Highly scandalous, Avis, and so unlike you.”

He sat down in the chair by the desk. Her emerald gown shimmered in the candlelight. But it wasn’t the lovely dress that caught his attention. Her light brown hair shined with burnished gold strands, highlighting her amber eyes and heart-shaped face. His gaze moved lower, admiring the amount of snowy skin exposed to him. For a small woman she had ample curves everywhere a woman should.

“Now what did you wish to speak with Billingsworth about? A problem with your current story? Did you need him to assist you?”

“It is none of your concern.” She stood upright and crossed her arms over her chest.

Slowly, Banning stood and then leaned in closer to her until only a desk kept them apart. Avis stood her ground, but her breathing increased.

“I’m quite certain I can help you,” he whispered with a ghost of a smile.

Her mouth dropped open. “Oh my God! Did Jennette tell you?” Her voice raised an octave. “Did she?”

Heat crept across his cheeks. He felt like a damned schoolboy accused of cheating on his exams. His sister had told him nothing of any consequence, but he could not tell Avis about his conversation with Miss Reynard. “No. I overheard my sister and Miss Reynard talking.”

She paused as if taking in his words. “What exactly did you hear?”

“I believe you decided to have a love affair with Mr. Billingsworth. I’m here to stop you from making the biggest mistake of your life.”

Her face grew pallid. “This is none of your concern, Selby.”

“I’m making it my concern.”

“Why?”

Banning sighed. “Emory Billingsworth is the worst kind of man—”

“Unlike you,” she interrupted. “You’re simply an angel, are you not?” Her eyes, normally a soft amber, hardened as she glared at him.

“I never claimed to be an angel, Avis. But nothing I have ever done can compare to Billingsworth. He will rip your reputation to shreds. Why? Because he shall think it a great joke.”

“I don’t believe you. I have known Mr. Billingsworth for the past three years, and he has been nothing but a gentleman to me. Unlike you.”

Banning clenched his fists. “Avis, he is not the man you think he is.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“I was at Eton when he was there. I know things about him that he has been able to keep quiet—things that could ruin him if they became public.”

“That was years ago when he was barely a man. I would be surprised to find a man who didn’t have some slight scandal to his name, even you,” she whispered the last two words.

“Avis,” Banning said, trying to contain his frustration. “You cannot do this. At least not with him, think of Lady Hythe. She would be devastated if she discovered her betrothed with another woman.”

She closed her eyes and stood still. After what seemed like minutes, though in truth was only a few seconds, she opened them again. “Very well then. I shall have to find another man.”

“No!” The words tumbled out before he could stop them. “If you want someone else, choose me.”

Damn! Where had that come from?

He walked slowly around the desk with his fingers sliding across the smooth wood. He took two more strides and then drew her against his chest.

“Let me go, you—”

“Dear God, please stop calling me an oaf.”

Her lips twitched. “I will not do this with you, Selby. And you know why.”

His head dipped toward her ear. “That was eight years ago, Avis. And I was a fool.”

“No. Not you,” she said with a slight catch to her voice. She pulled out of his arms, walking only a step backward before she stopped.

“I wasn’t?” He’d felt like one back then. Kissing the Ice Maiden had been a prank, but the joke had been on him when he realized he might have lost control if she hadn’t backed away.

She poked her finger at his chest. “Yes, you were a fool. And I was an even greater one for thinking I was anything but a wager to you. Melt the Ice Maiden and win the bet. I won’t be that foolish again.”

“I never meant to hurt you.”

“Well you did and on more than one occasion.” She walked toward the door. “I believe we should leave.”

“One kiss.”

She whirled around with a swish of green silk. “What?”

“One kiss to convince you that I am the man you want. If after one kiss you decide not to accept me, I shall leave you in peace. And I won’t speak of your plans.”

Her face screwed into a multitude of emotions as she contemplated his request. “That’s all it would take to be rid of you—one kiss?” she asked hesitantly.

“That is it.” Say yes…say yes, he silently urged as he walked closer to her. He wanted her kiss like a drowning man wanted saving.

“Very well then. Let’s get this over with.”

Every seduction skill he had ever learned would be needed for this one moment. With exacting precision, he drew her against his chest. Slowly, he lowered his head until his lips touched hers with the briefest of contact. It took every ounce of self-control not to drag her even closer to him. Instead, he sucked her lower lip into his mouth and slid his tongue across it. She whimpered—one battle won.

He pressed her closer to him and deepened the kiss. The light scent of her jasmine perfume infused him. He wanted her. Damn. He wanted her more now than he had eight years ago. Touching her warm skin and tasting the hint of wine on her tongue sent his pulse thrumming.

Her whimper turned into a soft moan as she responded to him. One more battle down but the war was far from over. He skimmed his hands down her back and squeezed her derrière tightly against his rising erection. She started to draw away but he refused her. He bent his head over her mouth again and played with her tongue until she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her warm body closer to him. This time, he moaned.

His lips trailed a path to her ear. “Say yes, Avis,” he whispered. “Say yes.”

“One night, Selby.”

Banning pulled his head back—one night? “A month wouldn’t be enough time to teach you everything you want to know.”

“One week—”

He cut off her protests with another passionate kiss. Lifting his head, he said, “Three weeks.”

“One—”

Again, he kissed her until he hoped her protests would cease.

“Two,” she said breathlessly. “That’s my final offer.” She thrust out of his arms and walked unsteadily toward the door. “Call on me to finalize the details tomorrow,” she said with a quiver to her voice. The door shut quietly behind her.

What the bloody hell had he done?

He was only supposed to prevent her from having an affair with Billingsworth, not exchange places with the man. Banning pressed his palms against the desk. He had made the situation even worse. The quiet, reserved woman he had known for years was suddenly doing everything in her power to ruin herself, and he was helping her.

It wasn’t as if he needed a lover. Any number of married or widowed women in that very ballroom would jump at the chance to be his mistress. But with Avis, he was playing with fire. There was every possibility that someone would discover their liaison and as an innocent, she would be ruined. If he didn’t marry her to spare her name, he’d be an utter bastard. Not that he would ever let that happen. If this insanity was ever discovered, he would live with the consequences.

He thought about the word consequences for a moment, weighed it in his mind, and released a heavy sigh. It wasn’t too late to stop this madness. But no matter how hard he tried to think about consequences and logic and morals, he knew one thing for certain. He wanted this. Consequences be damned. He wanted Avis. If someone discovered them, he would marry her.

Marriage to Avis…he waited for the usual aversion to strike him. And yet, it didn’t. After years of avoiding marriage, he’d expected to feel repugnance, not the quiet, warming calm that spread over him.

Marry Avis Copley?

He slid into the chair behind the desk and examined the idea from all sides, searching for flaws. Other than the possible exception of her hating him, he couldn’t find any fault. And after that passionate kiss, he was inclined to think she didn’t hate him as much as she professed.

He did need to wed. That had been the plan for this Season, after all—find a bride. Because of their past history and the fact that she was Jennette’s best friend, he had never considered her a candidate for his wife. He tapped his fingers on the desk. She wasn’t a silly girl like Miss Roebuck or Lady Anne. Avis had a maturity and intelligence he admired. She had her writing to keep her busy when he became embroiled with the estates or Parliament. She had a body any man would love to keep in bed for days.

This was truly a mad idea.

Still, she was the daughter of a viscount, wealthy in her own right, and from an excellent family with no scandals. She would have met all of his father’s requirements for a wife. Except she had no interest in marrying…anyone. The thought made him smile.

He so loved a challenge. Women had thrown themselves at him since he was an adolescent. Most just wanted the title and money he brought to a marriage, while Avis had no desire for either. The other women were easy conquests. But in all the years he’d been with women only Avis rejected him. Only Avis would respond to him with cutting remarks. Only Avis argued with him in front of any number of people. Only Avis could respond to his kisses and make him forget everything, including his own control.

Only Avis.

Why had it taken him this long to realize she was exactly what he wanted in a wife? Guilt. He still regretted being involved in that bloody wager. If not for that kiss, he would never have realized how much he desired her. Still, they couldn’t be in the same room without making sneering comments toward each other.

He had to admit that most of the time he only made derogatory comments to keep her at arms length. And surely his behavior had only supported her dislike of him. They would spend their days bickering and their nights making passionate love with each other.

He smiled.

 

She had made a bargain with the devil. How had it happened? How had she let him take control of the situation like that? Avis leaned against the ballroom wall and clutched her stomach. The one man she knew she would never be able to manage had turned her plan upside down.

And all because of one simple kiss.

Although, in truth, Selby’s kisses were never simple. They were heated, mind-altering medicine that made her say and do the most foolish things, such as agreeing to have an affair with him. How could she have been so stupid?

There had to be away out of this mess. She couldn’t go away with Jennette’s brother.

“Are you all right, Avis?”

She looked up to see his sister staring at her with concern. “Just a little dizzy, Jennette. It’s a bit stifling in here.”

“I meant with Mr. Billingsworth’s announcement. Are you going to concede your idea is foolish and not continue with it?”

Well, she certainly couldn’t tell Jennette who her new target was. “I shall have to decide on another man.”

“Think carefully on it, Avis. You need a man you can trust, one who would never tell a soul about your affair. There are not very many men who fit into that category.”

Could she trust Selby? She wasn’t sure she could. After all, he had wagered he could kiss the Ice Maiden before any other man. And he had. Yet, as she thought about it, he had never gloated about their kiss. Perhaps Selby was just the man she needed, and she certainly desired him.

Avis glanced away from Jennette only to notice Selby and Lord Kesgrave strolling toward them. She couldn’t face him again so soon.

“Jennette, would you excuse me? I need to give my felicitations to Mr. Billingsworth.”

Avis slipped into the crowd on the dance floor and strolled to the other side of the room. She glanced around until she sighted Emory dancing with Lady Hythe. Avis let out a small sigh, feeling no pain at the sight of them together. With Emory, it wasn’t as much a physical attraction as a mental appeal. They shared much in common with their writing. She had nothing in common with Selby.

The dance ended and Emory left Lady Hythe with a group of her friends. He walked toward Avis with a smile. “Miss Copley, how wonderful to see you tonight.”

“Thank you, Mr. Billingsworth.”

“I assume you heard my announcement?” he asked, straightening his already perfect coat.

“You must be very pleased.”

“Of course. It’s not every day Prinny invites a writer to join him in Brighton for a month in the summer. I do hope that his support will help my book to be published sooner.”

Avis shook her head. Prinny? Brighton in the summer? “I thought your announcement might be an engagement to Lady Hythe.”

Emory released a high-pitched, almost whiny sounding laugh. “Lady Susan Hythe? And me?”

“No?”

“She is a sweet, young widow but hardly a suitable wife for a man like me. Her husband left her but a paltry sum.”

Avis scanned the room until she found Selby. A smug smile touched his lips as he stared back at her. Anger washed over her when he raised a sardonic eyebrow at her in question. She had no doubt he knew exactly what just transpired during her conversation with Emory.

“Congratulations on your accomplishment, Mr. Billingsworth. Excuse me, I must speak with Sel—someone.”

“I shall call on you after I return, Miss Copley. I’m quite certain you will wish to hear all about my month with the prince.”

She waved a hand at him in dismissal and walked toward Selby. Before she made it to the middle of the ballroom, he clasped her elbow and propelled her out to the terrace. A few people mingled in the shadows but Selby found a secluded spot for them before he released his grip.

“Is there a problem?”

Avis turned to face him. “Of course there is a problem. You deliberately lied to me about Mr. Billingsworth so I would be forced to accept your offer,” her voice lowered to barely a whisper.

“Oh? There is no betrothal?” He twisted his lips as if attempting to contain a smile. “No matter. I’m still the better choice for you.”

The arrogance of the man astounded her. “You are wrong on that point. Now that I know Mr. Billingsworth is unattached, I have decided to return to my original plan. I shall just delay my proposal for a few weeks. I no longer need you, Lord Selby.”

His mouth turned upwards into a wry smile. Why couldn’t she take her gaze off his full lips? Lips that had warmed her mouth, and entire body, only moments before in the study.

“I’m afraid you cannot do that, my dear.”

In the dim torchlight, she could just make out the darkness in his pale blue eyes. They reminded her of the sky just before a strong, summer storm.

“Why not?” she finally asked. She really needed to keep her concentration on his words not his eyes and mouth.

“Because I shall walk into the ballroom and tell everyone of your plan.”

Avis stood there, unable to say a word. The Selby name was held in far more esteem than the unmarried daughter of a viscount. If he did as he threatened everyone would believe him, and she would be completely ruined. Her perfect plan had come tumbling down because of him. She should tell him she didn’t care about a disgrace, but she really did care, and she was certain he knew it.

“Why? Why would you want to ruin me?”

“You made a bargain with me, and you will abide by it,” he said roughly.

“You can’t possibly want me—”

“I think I proved I do in the study.”

“You can have your choice of women. You don’t need me.”

“You’re right. I don’t need you.” He leaned in closer to her ear until she could feel his warm breath tickle her. “I want you.”

Banning Talbot, the sixth earl of Selby and quite possibly the most handsome man among the ton, wanted her. And he wanted her in a wholly improper fashion. A searing heat flowed through her body and centered between her legs. The only time she felt such desire was when he was around or in her dreams.

“There are just a few things you need to understand,” Selby said. “You are to stay away from Emory Billingsworth.”

“What?”

“Stay away from the man—”

“I will not!”

“There you two are,” Jennette said. “Arguing again. Just once I would like to see you both together and not fighting.”

If they didn’t fight, they kissed, and she doubted Jennette would like to see that either. Avis wondered what other conditions Selby wanted to put on her, but that could wait until tomorrow when he called on her.

She had a dreadful feeling their two weeks would be nothing but arguing and making love. Perhaps even arguing while they made love. It would be the most difficult fortnight of her life.
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