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In memory of
 my dear friend Gin Ellis.
 I’ll miss you terribly.





Ryder paused a long moment. “Very well. I will see that Lady Claire gives up any thought of marrying me…on one condition.”

“Condition?” Eve said cautiously.

“Come here, sweeting.”

She tensed with sudden wariness. “Why?”

“Because I asked you to.”

His gaze was a bold and steady challenge, capturing hers and holding it without effort. When he simply waited, Eve reluctantly obeyed, moving to stand before him. Ryder tucked an errant tendril of hair behind her ear, letting his fingertips skim the outer rim with the gentlest of caresses.

Eve stood perfectly still, suddenly unable to move. He left off toying with her ear and shifted his hand so that his thumb stroked along her jaw. Eve became aware of an abrupt weakness in her limbs. “What condition?” she forced herself to say in a voice far huskier than she would have liked.

“That you spend one night with me.”



Prologue
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The Isle of Cyrene
 March 1815

The dream returned unexpectedly, more vivid than ever. Sunlight pouring over the meadow where he lay. Lady Eve in his arms, enveloping him with her warmth and scent and softness.

The waiting was over. She was his bride at last.

She belonged to him.

Cradling her possessively, Ryder shifted onto his back and pulled her body flush against his, making her hair spill down in a gold curtain around them. When she bent to press an ardent kiss on his bare chest, he uttered a harsh groan. In response, Eve smiled her soft, beguiling smile.

Delight filled him, while all his muscles clenched in anticipation of their joining. As their gazes locked, the very air shimmered with raw passion.

Bending again, she kissed the line of his jaw, the vulnerable hollow of his throat, his breastbone, searing the flesh that concealed his hammering heart.

“At last I am yours,” she whispered.

The husky warmth of her voice stroked him as tenderly as her lips did, caressing him, setting him aflame. Needing to satisfy his fierce hunger, he guided her down until he was buried deep inside her. His blood pulsed feverishly as Eve sheathed him in wet, silken heat. She was bound to him now in the most primal way possible.

His back arching, Ryder began to move. The sweet surge of her hips matched the thundering of his blood as he drove himself inside her, hard and deep, branding her, claiming her, marking her as his, until their whole world dissolved into hot, pulsing brightness….

Alex Ryder woke hard and throbbing, his heart’s rhythm slowing as he recognized his familiar surroundings. He lay alone in his bed, bathed in a pool of sunshine. Early morning rays streaming through the tall French windows of his bedchamber flooded him with warmth, yet the heat suffusing his body had far more to do with his erotic, futile dream of Eve.

One he should have conquered long ago.

With a quiet curse, Ryder kicked off the tangled sheets—a testimony to his restless fantasies during the night—but continued to lie there, letting the hot sunlight play over his skin while memories burned in his mind.

His remembrance of Eve was so intense, he could still feel her body’s shape in his arms. He could picture her without closing his eyes, could recall every vibrant detail of her.

Lady Eve Montlow…now Eve Seymour, Countess of Hayden.

She was the golden girl of his dreams. Living, breathing sunshine. Indisputably his life had changed because of her.

His fascination had begun the moment they’d met, when he was sixteen and she was barely eleven. He’d thought her a princess in some imagined fairy tale, with her honey-gold hair and rose-red lips. And then she had smiled at him. He’d felt as if someone had slammed a fist into his gut. Eve had an enchanting smile, so warm it had the power to take his breath away. One smile and he was lost.

For all the good it did him.

As the daughter of an earl, Lady Eve was forbidden to him. He’d been a wild, rebellious youth then, and worse, a poor commoner; his late father was a mere soldier. Even though his mother had been a gentlewoman, Eve’s patrician family had considered Ryder dangerous and entirely beneath notice. Indeed, the first time he and Eve met, her noble father had threatened to thrash him for simply daring to help the young lady down from her mount.

Two days later, Ryder remembered, Eve had boldly escaped her groom and ridden halfway across the island, expressly to seek him out.

She’d discovered him in his favorite meadow, sprawled beside the stream where he was fishing. She rode a horse far larger and more spirited than was wise for a girl her age, but she easily controlled the prancing bay as she drew rein.

“Oh, good, I found you. I had almost despaired and thought I would have to return tomorrow—but I knew my groom would never willingly let me out of his sight after the trick I played on him today.”

Still smarting from his humiliation at her father’s hands, Ryder practically snarled at her. “What the devil are you doing here, my lady? Come to gloat?”

“Certainly not! I wished to apologize for my father’s unforgivable rudeness to you. Papa has been a bear of late, ever since we were compelled to move to Cyrene from London to escape his creditors. He still clings to the notion that we are socially superior to everyone here on the island, and he won’t countenance anything that threatens his consequence, as you were audacious enough to do yesterday.”

Ryder stared at her, surprise and wariness battling in his mind. But all he could think to say was “How did you know where to look for me?”

Young Eve flashed her beguiling, impish smile. “That was easy—I merely listened to gossip and asked questions of the servants. You are the wild boy everyone has warned me about.” But her smile took the sting from her words, Ryder’s first indication that she was as charming and kind as she was beautiful.

That day not only had cemented their clandestine friendship. From that moment on, he’d set his sights on winning Lady Eve for his own.

He refused to accept that he couldn’t aspire to her hand because of his lower station. He knew, however, he would have to change his wild, hell-bent ways. And of course he would first have to wait for Eve to grow up. Meanwhile, he would go off to seek his fortune, to make himself worthy of her….

Uttering a sharp laugh at the memory, Ryder rolled over to bury his head in the pillows. Upon leaving the island two years later, he’d indeed eventually made his fortune. But from Eve’s family’s perspective, his means of acquiring his wealth as a mercenary soldier was yet another strike against him. And his newly won riches had made no difference in his suit. By the time he was able to return to Cyrene, Eve was lost to him. She was being sold in marriage to a wealthy nobleman in order to save her family from destitution.

That summer, when she was eighteen, Ryder had forcibly taken one savage, unforgettable kiss from her, and that was all he would ever have. As the wife of the illustrious Earl of Hayden, she was morally beyond his reach. She’d spent the past six years in England, and during all that time, Ryder had studiously avoided her.

He’d resolutely put Eve out of his mind. She was a youthful obsession, merely that—a boyish infatuation that he’d thankfully outgrown.

Yet in the dark hours of morning, he still sometimes found his dreams filled with the fantasy of Eve becoming his bride. And unconsciously he continued to hold her up as his ideal.

It was amusing, really. He was thirty years old now, and rich enough to buy almost any bride of his choosing. But he’d never found any other woman he wanted to marry. He had no permanent mistress, either. Oh, he took his pleasure with various ladies of the evening, but he’d never desired one enough to give her a long-term place in his bed or his life.

Flinging aside the pillow, Ryder ran a hand down his black-stubbled jaw. He would do better to find a willing siren to regularly slake his passion. Perhaps then he could finally banish his feverish, unwanted dreams of Eve.

Just then a tentative rap on the door interrupted his dark reverie. When Ryder impatiently bade entrance, the door was opened gingerly by his manservant, Greeves.

“Begging pardon for disturbing you, sir,” Greeves said, “but you have visitors below.”

“At this hour?” Ryder asked. It was barely seven, and any of his fellow Guardians would have come straight to his bedchamber to rouse him if the problem was serious enough to warrant calling so early in the day.

“Yes, sir. It is Mr. Cecil Montlow and Lady Claire. They say they have urgent news of their sister.”

Ryder’s heart gave a reflexive jolt. “What has happened?”

“They did not say, sir. Shall I tell them you are at home?”

“Yes, I’ll be down directly.”

Trying to stifle his apprehension, Ryder rose and threw a dressing gown over his nude body. Not bothering with trousers or even slippers, he left his bedchamber and swiftly descended the stairs to the drawing room to greet his unexpected guests.

Eve’s younger siblings, Cecil and Claire, were twins, both tall and fair-haired with elegant, aristocratic features. Yet in personality, they could hardly have been more different. The Honorable Cecil Montlow was outgoing and lively to the point of brashness, while Lady Claire was gentle and shy, and at eighteen, a pale imitation of her older sister, Eve.

Cecil was currently pacing the carpet while Lady Claire sat primly on the settee, her gloved hands folded in her lap. As Ryder entered the room, she rose and her brother halted in his tracks.

“What has happened?” Ryder asked, managing a measured tone. “I understand you have news of Eve?”

“You won’t believe it,” Cecil burst out. “Hayden has kicked the bucket.”

“Cecil,” Lady Claire chided softly, “you know you shouldn’t use such vulgar cant.”

“Well, it’s true,” her brother insisted. “And Mr. Ryder understands cant perfectly well.”

Perhaps he did understand cant, Ryder thought, yet his whirling mind couldn’t quite grasp those particular words. He would swear Cecil had said the Earl of Hayden had died.

Claire, searching his face, expounded in a quiet voice. “We had a letter from Eve last evening—it came on the packet. His lordship was tragically killed last month in a riding accident.”

“What she means is,” Cecil added with a touch more remorse than previously, “Lord Hayden crammed his horse at a stone wall during a hunt and broke his neck.”

Which meant…Ryder felt his heart stop, then slowly begin to thud again. Eve was now a widow.

He should not be glad to hear of another man’s death, and in truth, he wasn’t. Yet an aching sensation gripped his chest, a strange, quiet burgeoning of emotion that he couldn’t quell.

Vaguely Ryder realized the twins were still speaking, although he heard only one word in three.

Cecil apparently was lamenting their unexpected turn of fate. “It isn’t fair that we must suffer simply because Hayden croaked. But now London is out of the question for either of us.”

“Eve will be in mourning for a full year,” Lady Claire explained, “so my comeout must be postponed until next spring.”

“But I was to spend this Season in London with my sisters,” Cecil griped, “and gain some town bronze before I head off to university. Now there is no chance. I’m to go straight to Oxford this fall while Claire remains here on Cyrene with Mama and Papa. She’ll join Eve in Hertfordshire next February to begin preparing for her entrance into the marriage mart.”

“To be honest,” the young lady admitted in a low voice, “I don’t at all mind the delay. Eve is quite skilled at matchmaking and has promised to make my search for a husband as painless as possible, but I still dread being put on display for the London ton to scrutinize.”

“You are just afraid to be courted by any beaux.”

Claire flushed while sending her brother a cool glance. “I am not afraid. I am simply nervous among strangers.”

She tended to stammer when she became nervous, Ryder recalled, so the respite from a formal presentation would undoubtedly be welcome to her. The boy’s disappointment was understandable, however. For the past year and more, Cecil had been champing at the bit to get away from Cyrene—a small island in the western Mediterranean not too distant from the coast of Spain—and have a taste of the glamorous London social life.

Ryder shook himself and entered the fray. “Mind your manners, halfling. Lady Claire will do very well in London. She’ll have countless beaux eating out of her hand, I have no doubt.”

Cecil had the grace to look apologetic. “Yes, sir, I am sure you are right. But meanwhile, I have a favor to ask of you, Mr. Ryder.”

“What favor?”

“Will you look after Claire while I am away at university? We have never been separated for long, and I would feel better knowing you were championing her. Escort her to the island assemblies, stand up with her at dances, that sort of thing. Help her to become more at ease in company to prepare for her eventual debut. I will worry myself sick otherwise.”

Ryder returned a wry smile. To the boy’s credit, he cared deeply for his twin and would let no one but himself plague her. The twin’s parents, however, were another matter entirely. “Your parents will object to my associating so intimately with Lady Claire.”

“No, they won’t, sir. They consider you almost respectable now, since you are a hero and command such distinguished patronage.”

“I suppose I should be gratified,” Ryder murmured sardonically. He had recently performed a valued service for the British Foreign Secretary, which had earned him several high-powered advocates in the government. But even that couldn’t make up for his notorious past with high sticklers such as Eve’s father.

“Besides,” Cecil added sincerely, “Claire may need help in standing up to Papa while I am away, and you are not the least afraid of him.”

Ryder eyed Lady Claire curiously; she in turn was studying him. It surprised him that she remained mute while her brother arranged her future. Claire might be sweet and shy, yet she possessed an unexpected backbone hidden beneath her quiet demeanor, Ryder knew.

But he smiled graciously and gave her a gallant bow, saying he would be honored to stand her champion while her brother was away in England.

When he then offered the twins breakfast, Cecil accepted with alacrity, exclaiming that he was famished, but Lady Claire suddenly became aware of Ryder’s state of undress. Her cheeks turned pink as she stammered a polite refusal, insisting that they had imposed long enough. She then marshaled her brother from the drawing room, leaving Ryder alone with his dazed thoughts.

Crossing to the window, he stared out at the foothills in the distance, which were covered with spring wildflowers. If Eve was now a widow, was it possible she would eventually remarry? And if so, did he want to put himself in the running for her hand?

She might not welcome his suit. At their last meeting, his behavior had been less than admirable, for he’d practically assaulted her when he claimed their first kiss.

The image was burned into his mind. It was the summer he had returned to Cyrene in order to court her.

For two months he’d taken advantage of Eve’s habit of riding daily over the island, journeying out every morning in order to encounter her in some measure of privacy. He’d managed to renew their friendship and make progress in his campaign to gain her trust and affection. But then came a week when he saw nothing of her. He knew an English earl was visiting her family, but when he began hearing rumors about Lady Eve’s possible betrothal, Ryder sent a servant to her with a message, asking her to meet him in the meadow where he regularly fished.

He waited impatiently for Eve to come, and when she did, the oddly guilty look on her face told him without words that his dreaded suspicion was correct. Until then, he had never believed she would accept a proposal from anyone but him.

“So it’s true?” he rasped, his stomach clenching with a feeling of betrayal. “You intend to marry that damned earl?”

As if to equalize their levels before delivering her answer, Eve dismounted to join him. “It is true that my parents have arranged a marriage of convenience for me.”

“Whose convenience? Theirs?” Ryder replied savagely.

“Ryder, it isn’t like that. If you only knew how close Papa is to debtor’s prison…” She broke off, biting her lip. “Lord Hayden means to settle all of our debts, to provide a dowry for Claire, and to fund Cecil’s university schooling as well. And it is considered a brilliant match for me.”

His anger and frustration spilled over. “What I see is that you’re being sacrificed in order to keep your wastrel father in horses and carriages and fund his ruinous gaming habits.”

Dismayed, Eve tried to placate him. “Surely you understand that I must marry well, Ryder. I’ve always known that it is up to me to repair our family fortunes. That I would never have the luxury of making any kind of match but one of convenience.”

“You could marry me instead.”

She stared at him as if stunned, and Ryder stared back—fiercely. He hadn’t meant to declare his intentions so baldly, but her announcement had forced his hand.

“If you were to wed me, you wouldn’t be pressed into a marriage repugnant to you. I’m wealthy enough now to care for you and your family in style and comfort.”

“Oh, Ryder,” she whispered softly. Her eyes lowered. “That is exceedingly kind of you, but I could not accept.”

“Why not?”

When she made no reply, Ryder took a step closer. “I could take you away from here, Eve. We could elope.”

She managed a faint smile. “The thought is tempting, I admit.” She shook her head and gave a quiet laugh. “It is foolish for me to even contemplate, especially now that it is too late. Papa has already accepted a settlement from Lord Hayden, and he cannot go back on his word.”

She offered him another smile, this one bright and brave. “Come now, Ryder, you needn’t feel pity for me. It won’t be so bad, being the wife of an earl. Certainly not repugnant. Lord Hayden is considered a prime catch. He is handsome and charming and moves in the first circles of society, and he has vast estates in Hertfordshire and a mansion in London. I intend to make the best of it. I will make a fine countess, don’t you think?”

She was trying to lighten his savage mood by teasing him, but it had the opposite effect; Ryder wanted to strike out at something.

“Is that why you won’t accept my proposal?” he demanded. “Because I cannot make you a countess?”

“Mama is set on my marrying a title, true, but it is not merely that—”

“It’s because your parents consider my gains ill gotten.”

Eve gave a helpless shrug. “I could not create a scandal by eloping with you, Ryder. My family would be devastated, and my sister and brother would only suffer for it.”

He understood all too well. She could not buck her family—indeed, all of society—and run away with a lowly mercenary, no matter how wealthy. It would brand her a social outcast and taint her family in the process.

His resentment was unfair to Eve, Ryder knew, but it galled him to see her being forced to pay the price for her damned father’s excesses, and his bitterness couldn’t be controlled. He took a final step toward her, closing the distance between them. He’d always been careful to resist touching her, to avoid temptation, but now he reached for Eve and pulled her into his arms, hard against him.

He intended to kiss her, needed to kiss her in order to express his helpless rage. He couldn’t stop himself; it would have been easier to stop his own heartbeat.

Eve’s lips parted in a gasp an instant before Ryder brought his mouth crashing down on hers. Her body went rigid with shock at his unexpected assault, but he went on ravaging her mouth, his tongue thrusting deep into her warmth, as if by sheer force of will he could compel her to change her mind and accept his offer of marriage instead of the one her parents had decided for her.

For a long moment, she remained frozen, paralyzed. And then suddenly, miraculously, she melted against him, reaching up to clutch at his shoulders. She returned his kiss with fervor, stunning Ryder to his core. At last, after all these years she was in his arms, surrendering to his passion.

Devouring her mouth, he sank with her onto the grass, struggling for breath as he strove to control his primitive urges. He felt desperate, hungry for the taste of her, for the incredible feel of her. Helplessly, he moved his hand over the jacket of her riding habit and covered her breast. She moaned at his touch, responding as passionately as he’d known she would.

The husky sound ignited a raging fire inside him. Driven by the need to possess her, he reached for the hem of her riding skirts and pushed up the fabric, dragging his palm along her bare thigh. Somehow he hoped to prove to Eve that she didn’t want a cold-blooded marriage to a rich lord. That she wanted him. But when his hand reached the naked juncture of her thighs, she went rigid with shock.

“Ryder, no! We can’t…”

Frantically she shoved his hand away and squirmed to break free from beneath his heavy body. When he released her, she scrambled to her feet, looking dismayed.

“Eve…God, Eve, I am sorry.”

She clapped a hand over her passion-bruised mouth and shook her head. “We can’t,” she whispered again.

Turning, she practically ran to her horse and pulled herself into the sidesaddle. With one last despairing glance at Ryder, she spurred her horse into a canter and fled the meadow, leaving him staring after her retreating form, a cold knife blade twisting in his gut.

Cursing the memory as he stood at the drawing-room window, Ryder ran a hand raggedly through his dark hair. If Eve hadn’t stopped him, he would have taken her there in the meadow like a common doxy, with no thought for her innocence.

He should have been flogged for acting so savagely. Perhaps, he’d brooded afterward, he didn’t deserve her after all. And not merely because he had blood on his hands.

Society deemed him a killer with a tarnished soul, yet the state of his soul had never seriously troubled him before. He couldn’t honestly regret his choice of becoming a mercenary, since it had been his way out of poverty. He’d sold his services to various private armies, true; his father had been a grenadier in the British army and had taught him the principles of explosives from a young age. Ryder had purposely become an expert at firearms and in devising explosive weapons—valued skills in the deadly art of warfare.

He knew a hundred ways to kill…yet he also knew how to protect. Foreign royalty paid well to remain safe from the threat of spies and assassins. It was while acting as personal bodyguard to a Russian prince that Ryder had earned his first lavish reward, which had become the seed for his future wealth.

But haughty aristocrats such as Eve’s parents could never accept a former soldier of fortune for their precious daughter. And Ryder had seen the wisdom of moving beyond his mercenary past, at least in the eyes of society.

It was his behavior toward Eve that day, however, that had jarred him and left him with a driving need to make something more of his life. To become a better, worthier man. As a result, he’d turned his skills to a far greater cause than protecting rich royalty: He’d joined the Guardians of the Sword, a centuries-old order dedicated to a noble ideal, which publicly operated as a minor arm of the British Foreign Office headquartered on Cyrene.

Ryder had been grateful for his new purpose, more grateful still to be given his first mission and a reason to leave the island, for he refused to stay and watch Lady Eve wed another man.

In the six years since, he’d dedicated his life to serving the order’s cause. He had found fulfillment with the Guardians, and his avocation had become a passion.

In all that time, he’d worked hard to convince himself that Eve no longer meant anything to him. Yet if he were entirely honest, he would admit that his longing for her had never fully diminished.

And now she had become a widow. And everything had changed.

Ryder couldn’t deny the heavy thud of his heart or the restless ache welling in his chest.

He still wanted Lady Eve for his bride.

And he meant to win her. She epitomized everything he’d ever yearned for. Symbolized everything he’d had to fight for all his life because of his common origins and questionable past. He intended to prove to her aristocratic world that he was good enough to aspire to their elite ranks.

Most important, with Eve as his wife, he could finally satisfy his long-held desire for her.

Yet he would have to proceed carefully, Ryder knew. Eve would likely offer him resistance. But he would succeed this time.

Abruptly Ryder turned to stride from the drawing room. He had plans to make.

He would allow Eve a proper period of mourning, of course. But in the meantime he would do everything in his power to clear his path. To remove any outward objections to his suit. He would make certain that he was not only welcome in polite society but moved in her same vaunted circles.

He would call in every favor ever owed him, take advantage of every obligation, all his wealth, ill gotten or not.

And then nothing and no one would stop him from winning Eve Seymour for his bride.



Chapter
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One

London
 April 1816

“What I cannot understand, Eve,” Cecil said, spearing a kippered herring on his breakfast plate, “is why you don’t wish to marry again. Since we arrived here for the start of the Season, I must have counted at least a dozen gentlemen who are eager to court you.”

Caught off guard by her brother’s unexpected choice of topics, Eve drew a sudden breath and regrettably wound up choking on her morning coffee. Blindly setting down her cup, she groped for her napkin and pressed it to her lips to stem her fit of coughing.

But if she hoped to avoid answering, she was doomed to disappointment, for Cecil waited with stubborn patience for her to be able to speak again, even to the point of ignoring his forked kipper.

“One marriage was enough, thank you,” she finally rasped.

“Seriously,” Cecil prodded with a frown, “why don’t you want to remarry?”

“If you were a woman, you might understand why a widow would cherish her independence,” Eve replied vaguely.

“But I’m not a woman—or a widow—so it doesn’t make any sense to me unless you explain.”

Holding back a smile at his earnestness, Eve busied herself with taking a bite of soft-boiled egg. Cecil regularly puzzled over the “inexplicable workings of the female mind.” But because it would be impossible to make her younger brother understand how she felt when he had no concept of what some married women endured, she wouldn’t even begin to attempt to explain.

Thankfully, though, Eve reminded herself with joyful relief, after six interminable years of marriage and one of widowhood, she finally had a glimpse of freedom and independence. And she would allow nothing and no one to spoil it. She would never, ever marry again.

“It does seem a contradiction,” Claire said in her soft, melodic voice, “since you are insisting that I marry.”

Eve cast her sister a sympathetic glance. “Because marriage is the only viable option for a young lady of quality. But I promise you, dearest, no one will force you to accept any man who is not your ideal match. We will find you a husband who can make you happy. You have my most solemn word on that.”

Claire gave a rueful sigh. “Doubtless you will, since you are such a splendid matchmaker. But it does seem a trifle ironic that you delight in arranging suitable matches for everyone but yourself.”

“I am perfectly content to remain a widow,” Eve insisted, managing a careless smile.

At her declaration, she spied the twins exchanging a long, meaningful glance. “Why this sudden interest in my remarriage?” she asked, her smile fading to a frown.

“Oh, no reason,” Claire replied, her tone perfectly innocent.

Eve’s gaze narrowed as she looked from one twin to the other. Her siblings were up to something, although what she couldn’t guess. Before she could probe further, however, she heard the sound of carriage wheels outside the breakfast-room windows.

Fortunately her brother’s attention was similarly diverted, and he turned his head to glance out.

“Look, there is Sir Alex at last!” Cecil exclaimed, tossing down his fork. Jumping up from the table with no thought whatever to gentlemanly behavior, Cecil crossed to the window for a better view. “I told you he intended to take residence today.”

With effort, Eve controlled the urge to leap from her chair and rush to the window herself. Her heart had suddenly quickened, but she refused to be seen gawking like her nineteen-year-old brother.

She and the twins were alone in the breakfast room, which overlooked Bedford Square. Sipping her coffee, Eve contented herself with glancing casually across the tree-shaded, grassy expanse that separated her elegant town house from the others in the square. A dashing curricle had just driven up and halted before the imposing mansion opposite hers.

“What a bang-up rig that is,” Cecil declared, admiring the red and yellow sporting vehicle. “I cannot wait to try it. Sir Alex promised to take me for a drive this week and let me handle the ribbons.”

Ignoring the curricle, Eve instead found her gaze riveted on the driver, who was dismounting and tossing the reins to his groom. Even from a distance she recognized Ryder’s tall, hard-muscled form. His shoulders filled out his bottle-green coat to perfection, while his buff breeches and polished Hessian boots molded his long, powerful legs.

It was her first sight of Alex Ryder in seven years, but there was no excuse for the sharp little leap her heart gave. Perhaps it was merely the surprise of seeing him dressed as a fine gentleman. When she’d known him on Cyrene, he had rarely worn a coat or cravat, just shirt and breeches, since the Mediterranean island was far warmer and much less formal than London.

Or perhaps her quickened pulse was due to anticipation at again encountering the handsome rebel who had at one time both fascinated and unnerved her.

Like his body, Ryder’s face was lean and hard, possessing a dangerous masculine appeal. It was the face of a man who didn’t cater to anyone—utterly compelling and perhaps a little sinful. What she remembered most about Ryder, however, was his smoldering intensity. He possessed a pair of breathtakingly intense eyes, the hue of dark mahogany, just like his hair. And the air of danger that surrounded him only added to his forceful impact.

Eve thought she had prepared herself to contend with Ryder again, but seeing him in the flesh was more of a jolt than she’d bargained for. And so were the unexpected feelings her remembrances of him aroused.

Silently scolding herself, Eve brought her coffee cup to her lips to hide her deplorable flush. She should have banished her memories of him long before now. It seemed a lifetime ago when they had been friends on Cyrene. A lifetime ago when she’d harbored a girlish infatuation for him during their final summer together.

Then again, she doubted that any woman could ever forget Alex Ryder. Certainly any woman who had ever been fiercely kissed by him, as she had.

Ryder had already created quite a stir in the short time he’d been in London. Mercenary turned hero. The papers were full of gossip and speculation about him.

It was strange to think of him as Sir Alex, though. He’d always been simply Ryder to her.

Even more strange, they were to be neighbors again, since he had hired the house directly across the square from hers for the Season. Workmen had been traipsing in and out all week in preparation for his arrival.

She suspected her brother had something to do with the odd coincidence, but she hadn’t wanted to seem overly interested in Ryder by asking about his plans.

“Do sit down, Cecil,” Eve told her brother as Ryder disappeared inside his house. “There will be plenty of time to admire Sir Alex and his curricle after you finish breakfast.”

Cecil gave an impatient sigh but complied with her request, much to Eve’s relief. She was well aware that Ryder was her brother’s idol.

Admittedly, Cecil’s obsessive case of hero worship worried her a little. A whirlwind of energy, he was capable of getting into enough mischief and mayhem on his own, without having a former soldier of fortune to pattern his behavior after. Cecil was here now only because he’d behaved so outrageously at Oxford that he’d been sent down for the rest of the term. In his defense, he had wanted to be with his twin when Claire made her bow to society—to offer her moral support and provide her with an escort if she couldn’t manage to find any beaux on her own.

It was exasperating, trying to rein in Cecil’s admirable but misguided chivalrous instincts, yet Eve had cherished having both her siblings with her during her final months of mourning.

She had lived quietly in Hertfordshire for the past year, not merely out of respect due her late husband Richard, but because she much preferred the freedom offered her in the countryside to the starched formality of town life. Then three weeks ago, she had opened the London house for the Season and moved in with the twins, to begin Claire’s society debut.

Richard’s widowed aunts—Drucilla, Baroness Wykfield, and Lady Beatrice Townley—had accompanied them. The aunts were elderly dowagers of exalted birth and fortune and influential enough with the ton to significantly aid Claire’s comeout.

Since their arrival, Eve had spent much of the time commissioning a wardrobe for Claire, sparing no expense to outfit her sister in the height of fashion in the hope that beautiful gowns would bolster the girl’s confidence when she faced the judgmental arbitrators of the ton. Additionally, Eve had found it necessary to refurbish her own wardrobe, since she’d finally put off her black and gray widow’s weeds.

She had also spent time renewing old acquaintances and was gratified to be welcomed back enthusiastically, more for Claire’s sake than for her own. Richard had been very popular with London’s fashionable set, for his public persona was far more congenial than his private one. Eve was planning on resuming her place in society in order to give her sister every possible chance at success.

At Claire’s pleading, however, they had forgone a formal court presentation. Instead, the aunts had held an elegant dinner earlier this week in her honor, so Claire was officially “out” now. They had not yet attended many evening functions, but invitations were pouring in, and Eve expected to have a full social calendar for the next several months.

She was listening with only half an ear when Cecil addressed his twin with his usual youthful enthusiasm. “Mr. Ryder has invited us to tour the London sights with him, Claire. He wants to see the Tower tomorrow. I mean, Sir Alex. I sometimes forget to call him by his new title.”

The girl brightened. “Oh, I would enjoy that immensely.”

“What would you enjoy?” Lady Wykfield questioned as she swept into the room. Tall, elegant, and silver-haired, Drucilla was the elder and more sharp-tongued of Richard’s two aunts. Trailing in her wake was Lady Beatrice—a softer, fluttery version of her sister.

Two footmen entered directly behind the aunts. Drucilla was a stickler for proper form and wished to be waited on every morning rather than to fill her own plate from the sideboard as Eve and the twins did. The servants proceeded to pour coffee and serve breakfast for the ladies, while Cecil answered Lady Wykfield’s question.

“We were speaking of Sir Alex Ryder, Aunt. Claire and I mean to see the London sights with him.”

Drucilla’s elegant features turned disapproving. “Certainly you will not. It would be highly inappropriate for Lady Claire to jaunt around town escorted by a bachelor, particularly one of that man’s infamous reputation.”

“An outing would be acceptable if Cecil accompanies her,” Eve interjected evenly.

She wasn’t wild for the idea either, since Ryder’s notoriety could do Claire little good. But the twins shared a long friendship with Ryder, and Eve had no intention of forbidding the relationship. Nor did she care for the way Drucilla tried to rule every aspect of her sister’s life. Claire was timid enough without being ordered about until she was too frightened to have a thought of her own.

Cecil also objected to Drucilla’s opposition. “There is nothing wrong with Claire’s accompanying me, Aunt Drucilla. We’ve known Mr. Ryder—Sir Alex—for a donkey’s age, since we were out of leading strings. He taught us how to fish and to swim and all manner of—”

“That is hardly a recommendation,” Drucilla stated airily, not hiding her scorn. “He is nothing but a pretentious upstart who has attempted to acquire respectability by purchasing himself a knighthood.”

Cecil bristled. “That is a complete lie!”

Seeing her brother’s welling anger, Eve quietly dismissed the two footmen, not wanting them to witness a family argument. “Cecil,” she remarked then, knowing she had to set a good example even if she agreed with him in this instance, “you will apologize to Aunt Drucilla for your outburst.”

“Sorry,” the young man muttered, though with little contrition. “I did not mean to imply you were a liar, Aunt.”

Drucilla, who still looked coldly offended, deigned to give a brusque nod.

Quelling the urge to smile at the baroness’s indignant countenance, Eve took the opportunity to smooth over the contretemps. “Sir Alex did not purchase his title, Drucilla. He was knighted for valor, for his exemplary service to the Crown.”

Drucilla gave an elegant “Humph!” and applied herself to her coffee.

“Indeed, Aunt,” Claire spoke up. “Sir Alex is a true hero. He saved the life of Lord Castlereagh, as well as several other Foreign Office diplomats.”

“He is still no better than a mercenary.”

At that accusation, Cecil couldn’t hold his tongue, although at least this time his tone was more respectful when he declared, “Even as a mercenary Mr. Ryder saved the lives of countless people, protecting them from assassination. And he gave up his military post to assist our government. He has honorably served the Foreign Office for years.”

That had surprised Eve—to learn Ryder had worked for the Foreign Office, under the leadership of Sir Gawain Olwen. The elderly baronet was a revered figure on Cyrene, and a man for whom she had great affection. She knew that Sir Gawain ran a small department of the British Foreign Office headquartered on Cyrene, and her respect for Ryder had only deepened upon hearing that he’d joined Sir Gawain’s endeavors.

She had always admired Ryder’s boldness, and more, his staunch determination to challenge his fate. Yet it troubled her to know he had blood on his hands. Apparently he’d made a concerted effort to redeem his dark past and wild reputation—and in the eyes of Cyrenean society at least, he had succeeded.

Indeed, Sir Gawain himself had sponsored Ryder and recommended him for knighthood to the Prince Regent. Now he was wealthy and titled.

They had never discussed his circumstances, but even when she was young, she’d known that he chafed at his poverty and the social divisions that relegated him to the lower classes. It could not be pleasant to be disdained for the vagaries of birth and fortune.

But Drucilla shared the same haughty attitude as her noble peers. Her aquiline nose rose in the air as she eyed a fuming Cecil. “Hero or not, his fortune was earned through blood, selling his sword to foreign princes. There is no possible justification for that.”

“Not all of his fortune,” Cecil insisted in passionate defense of his hero. “Most of it was earned by perfectly respectable means, investing in the Company. Hayden did the same, as have any number of lords.”

Eve couldn’t help but smile at this rational argument. Her late husband had indeed increased his fortune substantially by investing in the East India Company’s lucrative shipping trade. From what Eve understood, Ryder had done the same, taking the rich rewards he’d earned in his service to foreign royalty and investing wisely. Reportedly he had multiplied his investments a hundredfold, quietly becoming as wealthy as some of the British nabobs who’d amassed their staggering fortunes in India.

But Lady Beatrice chimed in then, echoing her elder sister, although less stridently. “An accumulated fortune and awarded title cannot compensate for lack of birth and breeding. He is indeed an ineligible connection for a young lady like Claire.”

Of course she would agree with Drucilla, Eve knew. The aunts were daughters of an earl, born to aristocratic privilege and highbrowed notions of superiority. They would not readily accept anyone into their blue-blooded ranks.

“I don’t believe the connection is ineligible,” Eve replied, managing to repress her own growing impatience. “Sir Alex’s mother came from a good family in Kent, and he was educated as a gentleman’s son. In fact he shared a tutor with the son of a local viscount on Cyrene.”

From what Eve had gathered, Sir Gawain had arranged Ryder’s schooling to try and curb his rebel tendencies, while his mother had taught him refined manners, how to speak properly and such—the sort of critical education that defined a gentleman.

“But he is not a gentleman’s son,” Drucilla parried. “Who was his father? And if his mother was genteel, why did she marry so far beneath her?”

“I understand it was a love match,” Eve murmured, although she knew that changing the aunts’ minds was a hopeless cause.

“Well,” the baroness pronounced, “he will have difficulty finding a bride from the Quality, given his encumbrances.”

Refraining from disputing the observation, Eve fell silent. The rumors that Ryder was in the market for a genteel wife had surprised her even more than his new title. The Alex Ryder she knew had never cared much for polite society or sought their good opinion, and his disdain for the nobility’s pretensions was fierce. But she supposed it made sense that Ryder would want to shop the Marriage Mart during the Season now that he’d been knighted.

Cecil had intimated as much, and Eve had no reason to doubt her brother’s reports. The twins knew far more about Ryder than she did, for they had both regularly written to him since joining her in Hertfordshire in February. And Cecil had called on Ryder at his bachelor’s lodgings several times since their arrival in London, so Eve had kept somewhat abreast of his plans.

Moreover, she’d heard various tales about Ryder from her own set of friends, in addition to the gossip in the newspapers. Speculation was rife regarding what sort of bride he was seeking and what his chances were for attracting one from among the nobility.

Her own opinion was that Ryder’s obvious encumbrances might not overshadow his advantages of acquired title and enormous wealth. She doubted, however, that he would make good husband material. Although even the most refined ladies would find him fascinating, with his combination of smoldering vitality and dark, charismatic charm, “fascinating” men rarely made admirable mates.

Still, Eve well understood how appealing a man such as Ryder would be to a young lady of marriageable age. The summer he’d returned to Cyrene from his adventures abroad, she had been eighteen and ripe for his masculine admiration.

Admittedly, she’d been shockingly attracted to Ryder, with his sensual dark looks and forbidden allure, although a little unnerved by his fervent intensity. If her circumstances had been different, she might have let herself be swept away by her longings for him. But she hadn’t been free to choose her future or indulge in dreams of handsome, dangerously improper suitors as other young girls were.

Regrettably, however, that hadn’t stopped her from responding with wanton abandon when he’d kissed her so ruthlessly that day in the meadow, Eve remembered with chagrin.

Feeling herself grow warm at the memory, she returned to the discussion at hand. “I think it unexceptional for Cecil and Claire to accept Sir Alex’s invitation.”

Her brother’s mulish expression faded. “Capital! You are a trump, Eve.”

Claire smiled contentedly. “It will be a pleasure to see Mr. Ryder—Sir Alex—again after these past few months.”

The aunts, particularly Drucilla, were not happy with Eve’s permissiveness, but she wisely steered the conversation to Claire’s wardrobe, a subject the elderly ladies found dear to their hearts. The modiste was coming at ten to give Claire another fitting, and Eve felt confident in leaving the aunts to supervise. Not only did they need to feel useful by contributing to her sister’s debut, but both ladies had superb taste and an excellent eye for the styles and colors that would show a fair-haired, pale-complected girl like Claire to best advantage.

Thus breakfast ended on a congenial note after all, with the aunts accompanying Claire upstairs for her fitting and Cecil haring off to visit some friends who were nearer his own age.

Eve, on the other hand, went to the kitchens and asked Cook to make up a fresh batch of scones, to be ready within the hour. She intended to send a basket of provisions across the square to Sir Alex, since it was only polite to welcome him to the neighborhood.

After relaying her instructions, Eve proceeded to the morning room, where she attended to her correspondence and reviewed household and estate accounts. As the hour wore on, however, she found herself distracted, staring out the window at Ryder’s newly acquired house across the square when she should have been sorting through and replying to invitations.

Seeing him again after all these years had brought back wistful memories of her last summer on Cyrene, when she’d felt the first sweet stirrings of passion. When her growing attraction to Ryder had led her to dream about what might have been.

That summer she hadn’t been eager to marry a strange nobleman and move to England, far away from her family and friends. She would much rather have remained on Cyrene, where she was permitted a fair measure of independence, far more than that allowed in well-bred English society. But for the sake of her parents and her two younger siblings, she’d been willing to do her duty, agreeing to the kind of bargain women had been making for centuries—trading beauty and breeding for financial security and a loveless marriage of convenience to a wealthy aristocrat.

It had warmed Eve’s heart when Ryder offered to wed her himself to save her from making such a sacrifice. It had stunned her when Ryder kissed her. Shaken her to her very core.

She would never forget that incredible kiss. The intense passion behind it, the ravishing hunger of his lips. Even now she remembered the hard press of his body as he drew her down among the wildflowers. The burning heat of his embrace, his devouring mouth.

His tender savagery had kindled a response in her that was basic, primitive, wholly feminine: the fierce yearning to surrender to her primal needs as a woman, to give herself wholly to Ryder, heart and body and soul.

Thankfully she’d come to her senses at the last possible instant and fled the meadow. But his sensual assault was still branded on her memory. And admittedly, those few unforgettable moments in his arms had been more erotic than any spent with her husband during their six cold years of marriage.

For her, marriage had been a rude awakening to reality, shattering all her budding dreams. The heated promise she’d felt in Ryder’s kiss had died a swift death on her wedding night.

She had not seen Ryder since that scandalous embrace, when he’d given her her first and last taste of desire. Eve sometimes wondered if he remembered that passionate kiss. She hoped he had forgotten about it long ago, just as she should be doing.

Certainly she would never refer publicly to that brazen moment between them. No one need know about their past, other than the innocuous fact that they had once been friends and neighbors on Cyrene. And I refuse to be intimidated now, simply because he is living across the square.

She was determined to repress any lingering inappropriate feelings of attraction for Ryder. She was a mature woman now, Eve sternly reminded herself. Perfectly capable of dealing with him—

“Sir Alex Ryder to see you, my lady.”

Her butler’s unexpected pronouncement gave Eve such a start that she jerked back her quill pen and promptly turned over the inkwell, spilling black ink across the surface of the letter she’d been trying to compose.

Giving a gasp, she jumped up from her chair and hurriedly righted the well. At the same time, she was keenly aware that Ryder had crossed the room to her side. Drawing out a linen handkerchief, he tossed it over the spill before the stain spread across the marquetry surface of her writing desk.

Turning to look up at Ryder, Eve froze as she met his dark gaze. He stood frozen as well, his eyes riveted on her.

He looked lean and male and dangerous, she thought, feeling her heart race wildly. And he was still as breathtaking as ever.

His eyebrows were heavy and straight, his lashes a tangled fringe over eyes the shade of midnight. Her scrutiny took in his lean cheekbones, his chiseled jawline, his firm, sensual mouth. His skin was deeply tanned as usual, and his hair—so dark to be almost black—was cut longer than the current fashion and curled a little. Moreover, his eyes still held that intensity she found so unsettling…like a physical touch.

The thick rim of lashes lowered as slowly his gaze swept down her figure, then lifted again so that his stare captured hers.

“Lady Hayden,” he said. “Forgive me for startling you. I’ve come to pay my respects…and to gain your permission to take your brother and sister on a sightseeing tour of London tomorrow.”

“Yes…. They told me of your invitation.”

Odd that she found breathing difficult when she had no reason to. It was merely the pleasant shock of seeing him again that unsettled her.

Ryder was still as dynamic and imposing as she remembered, with heat and vitality radiating from his body in waves. But he had changed subtly. He was all man now, all traces of youth gone. She could see the hard life of a soldier in his striking features, along with the alertness that was second nature to him. He reminded her of a wolf she had once glimpsed in a forest—lean, primal, potentially deadly.

Except that she doubted she would ever be this keenly attracted to a real wolf.

Eve promptly scolded herself, yet she couldn’t seem to break the heated tension that vibrated between them.

“May I take this away, my lady?”

Vaguely she realized that her butler was speaking to her. He had cleaned up the ink spill and was carefully holding the sodden handkerchief and her half-written letter in his cupped palms.

“Thank you, Dunstan,” she said gratefully. “Will you see that Sir Alex is given a replacement for his handkerchief?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Ryder responded lightly, “since I caused the accident.”

Eve’s gaze was drawn back to him. She wished she could think of something clever to say. Instead, she settled for addressing her butler again. “Dunstan, please send for my sister and tell her Sir Alex is here.”

“I already have done so, my lady. Lady Claire asked to be informed should Sir Alex call.”

So Claire had expected him, Eve thought with a twinge of annoyance. She wished she had known Ryder was coming, for she might have been less flustered upon seeing him again.

But in fact she should be glad he was here now. She would rather get their first meeting over with in private, so there would be no awkwardness between them when they met in public.

“Very well, Dunstan. Then will you have Cook prepare a tea tray for our guest? And tell her she may bring Sir Alex’s basket here to the morning room when it is ready.”

“As you wish, my lady.”

“Basket?” Ryder repeated when the butler had bowed himself out.

“I asked my cook to do some baking for you. I thought to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

A gleam entered his dark eyes. “Playing lady of the manor, are you, Countess?”

Eve glanced at him uncertainly, wondering if his remark was a gibing reference to her marriage. “I have a good deal of experience with the role. Being mistress of a large estate holds obligations. For your information, I requested hot scones. You were once very fond of them, if I recall.”

Suddenly he gave her one of his rare smiles—a slow, charming, devilish grin that seared all her nerve endings. “You remembered.”

“Well, yes.”

“That happens to be one of my fondest boyhood memories. How you used to sneak me scones from your kitchens, kept warm by a heated brick.”

She tried to repress her flush of warmth at the remembrance. “There will be strawberry preserves also, freshly made from the forcing houses at Hayden Park.”

“Thank you, Countess. I’m certain I will enjoy them.”

Eve gestured toward the sitting area at one side of the room. “Will you take a seat, Sir Alex? I will see what is keeping my sister.”

When she retreated a step toward the door, the smile in Ryder’s eyes deepened. “Running away so soon? I never took you for a coward.”

Eve found his perceptiveness disconcerting, but she instantly halted, a spark of exasperation flaring in her own eyes. “Of course I am not a coward.”

“Yet I seem to remember you disappeared just as quickly the last time we met.”

“I hoped we might ignore that unfortunate incident, Sir Alex. It happened a long time ago and is best forgotten.”

A slashing black eyebrow lifted quizzically. “Do you think I could possibly forget that day? You were my first proposal—in fact, my only proposal. A man never forgets a thing like that. Not to mention our kiss.”

Feeling color flood her cheeks, Eve returned a measuring glance, taken aback to think she was the recipient of Ryder’s only proposal…even though she’d always suspected he was not the marrying kind and had proposed to her that day only out of altruism. She opened her mouth to reply, then shut it again promptly, deciding it wiser to ignore both his admission and his pointed reminder of their kiss.

At her muteness, the gleam in Ryder’s eyes intensified. “You needn’t fear a repetition of that incident, sweeting. I’ve given up assaulting beautiful young ladies. Some people even mistake me for a gentleman now.”

“It is not gentlemanly,” Eve countered, “to remark on our…that kiss. My behavior that day was not in the least ladylike, and I would like to forget it ever happened.”

“I fancy I was a trifle more at fault than you were,” Ryder replied dryly. “But I am willing to overlook our past if you wish it.”

“Thank you,” Eve said in gratitude. “I do wish it. I thought we could simply be friends, as we once were.”

“Friends.” Ryder stared at her for a moment, then shook his head. His sudden laughter was soft, unexpected, charming. “Very well, if you insist.”

Casually he turned and strolled over to the sofa, where he settled himself comfortably. Eve moved forward and sat in a wing chair opposite him.

“It has been a long time, Countess,” he said finally, still studying her.

“Yes, it has.”

“I gather Lady Claire’s comeout is proceeding well under your auspices?” Ryder mused.

“Thus far it is. But I’m afraid she finds the whole process intimidating. I was much the same when I first came here—a green girl just out of the schoolroom.”

“That is not what I’ve heard. By all reports, you were the Belle of London your first Season.”

Eve’s smile was self-deprecating. “Hayden’s popularity had much more to do with my success.”

“You have grown up into a magnificent woman. Your hair is a richer gold than I remember.”

There was something intimate, almost possessive, about Ryder’s scrutiny, and Eve once more found herself remembering what it felt like to kiss him, remembering the heat and hardness of him…before she caught herself in exasperation. “Sir Alex, I will thank you to refrain from making such remarks. I don’t desire your flattery, however well meant. And it is not appropriate between mere friends.”

“Very well, my lady,” he agreed amiably, although he scarcely looked repentant.

Eve cleared her throat and sought a new topic of conversation. “I should congratulate you on your new knighthood. The honor is well deserved, I understand.”

That glint returned to his eyes, but this time it held an edge of cynicism. “I believe your father would disagree. He always thought I was born to be hanged.”

“Yes, well…Papa always did consider it a crime to be born with any blood other than blue.”

“Cecil tells me that Hayden’s aunts are even worse.”

That comment elicited a pained smile from Eve. “Indeed, we regularly battle over their notions of superiority. But despite their disdain for anyone not of the peerage, they are lovely ladies.”

“Doubtless they wonder how you came by your radical views.”

“I suspect you had a great deal to do with my radical views,” Eve conceded with a laugh.

Ryder flashed her a grin. “And you had a great deal to do with altering my views, I admit. I turned over a new leaf because of you—actually more than once. But that summer, after you rejected my offer, I decided to put my mercenary past behind me and become respectable.”

Eve eyed him in surprise. She was a little amazed to think she’d had that much influence over Ryder, and flattered as well. “Is that why you joined the Foreign Office?”

“In part.”

Her smile turned faintly teasing. “Does that mean I can take some of the credit for your becoming a celebrated hero?”

“I would say so,” Ryder answered in the same vein. “And if you follow that line of argument, you can also claim some credit for the fact that I was knighted. I realized a title would aid me in gaining respectability, so I allowed Sir Gawain to put forward my name for the honor. I could never have stomached the absurd formalities of court otherwise.”

Eve glanced toward the window at Ryder’s mansion across the square. “I suppose you hired your new house for the same reason?”

“Yes. If I’m to set up as a knight and marry a well-bred lady, I must have a suitable address.”

“Then the gossip is true? You are looking for a wife?”

Ryder hesitated.

Just then Claire entered, a delighted expression on her face as she crossed the room to him. “Sir Alex, how good it is to see you again! I have missed you.”

“I have missed you too, Lady Claire.”

When Ryder rose to greet her, she gave him her hands in a gesture of friendship. “It is wonderful news about your being knighted.”

“Thank you, my lady. You are looking quite enchanting. Have you taken London by storm yet?”

She laughed, and Eve was struck by how animated her sister’s face was. Claire was indeed looking fresh and pretty in a new yellow dotted-swiss gown, and she was gazing up at Ryder with genuine fondness. A fondness he seemed to return.

Distracted by the sight, Eve barely heard a throat being cleared until she realized that Beatrice had joined them.

The elderly lady sent Eve an apologetic glance as she stepped into the room. “Drucilla wishes me to act as chaperone, Eve.”

Which doubtless meant, Eve thought, that Drucilla herself refused to honor their visitor with her presence, but believed the ladies of the house required protection from the likes of a former mercenary.

Beatrice was eyeing him with great curiosity, so Eve made the introductions. Ryder’s bland look held politeness as he offered her a formal bow.

He had just straightened when Dunstan appeared with the tea tray. Lady Beatrice settled in a chair with her needlework while Eve busied herself pouring tea.

Claire sat next to Ryder on the sofa.

“Now, Sir Alex,” the girl continued, “what were you saying when I interrupted? Something about the gossip being accurate? Are you truly looking for a wife?”

When Eve felt Ryder’s glance fall on her, she returned an inquisitive gaze, very curious to hear his answer.

“Yes, I intend to marry,” he acknowledged. “It’s the chief reason I’ve come to London.”

“Did you know that Eve is known for her matchmaking abilities?” Claire asked.

His eyebrow lifted. “Is that so?”

“I have had some minor success,” Eve admitted.

Claire smiled as she sipped her tea. “You are far too modest, dearest sister. Sir Alex, she can claim credit for at least a dozen marriages.”

From Ryder’s expression, Eve could tell he seemed surprised. “Are you so interested in promoting the institution of matrimony, then?”

She gave a light shrug of her shoulders. “Truthfully, no. I have no fondness for matrimony. But if a young woman must marry, I believe she ought to find someone with whom she can live happily. So each season I make it a point to help several of the new debutantes.”

“Help? How?”

“Oh, nothing exceptional. I advise them on finding the right sort of husbands and try to pair them with suitable prospects so they can make good matches and avoid bad ones.”

The amused glint in his eye had returned. “And just what do you consider a good match, Countess?”

“One where the couple shares compatible character and temperament. And of course social and financial considerations are important. A union is not likely to succeed where there is a great disparity between husband and wife.”

“Perhaps you should consider asking Eve to help you find a suitable match, Sir Alex,” Claire suggested. “She really is quite skilled at it.”

“Oh, no,” Eve said at once. “I wouldn’t dream of offering Sir Alex advice.”

“I think it a grand idea,” Claire insisted.

Frowning, Eve sent her sister a questioning look, wondering why in the world Claire was being so adamant about the issue.

But Lady Beatrice spoke to Claire before Eve could. “Pray, don’t be absurd, my dear. It would be inappropriate for Eve to become involved in this gentleman’s matrimonial affairs.”

Eve felt herself stiffen. It was true, she did not want to involve herself with Ryder, but she felt obliged to defend him. “Beatrice, there would be no question of propriety if I were to aid him, since Sir Alex is a longtime friend of my family.”

Ryder, who was the subject of their discussion, smiled slightly. “It won’t be necessary for you to aid my search, Lady Hayden.”

“Why not?” Eve asked, her curiosity piqued even further. “You don’t think I could?”

“Perhaps you could, but I don’t want you to trouble yourself. I already know the kind of bride I want.”

“Oh? Do you have someone in mind, then?”

“In fact I—”

“Wouldn’t you care for tea, Sir Alex?” Claire interrupted.

She leaned forward and picked up the teacup Ryder had left sitting on the table. But as she turned to hand it to him, the cup slid off the saucer straight into his lap.
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