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London

1842

Fascinated by the antics of the bewitching barefoot creature on the Duke of Richmond’s lawn, Nyle Cabot watched. Stared at the fascinating sprite. Didn’t wish to take his gaze from the girl. The young lady pranced barefoot, her skirts tucked into the waistband of her skirt. Her long, jet-black hair tumbled around her shoulders in wild disarray, sunlight reflecting blue highlights in the strands.

She tossed the dark hair back, giving him the sweetest view of the column of her long, white neck. He wondered what her name was, this slim girl who didn’t appear to have a single worry. Cole, the youngest Montgomerie, tossed the ball her way. Laughing, she kicked it to Charlotte, Drake’s youngest daughter.

She must be the next débutante in the line of nieces coming for the season. He pushed away from the tree, intending to sidestep the fun and games on the lawn. Business with the Duke was on his mind. He’d been summoned here. One didn’t ignore a command by the Duke of Richmond. Nyle had no use for débutantes. They were out for whatever they could get from a man. In truth, he had little use for most women. They lied for their gain, uncaring if they hurt anyone in their path.

His thoughts traveled to Amanda, the Treacherous. The lady betrayed him with his best friend. One day she told him she loved him, the next she was married to the man he once thought to call friend. Hated to admit that he fell hard. Since that day, he hardened his heart. Would never get caught in a similar situation.

Before he made his way around the three people he tried to ignore, she plowed into him. He tried to reach out to stop her fall. His hands met air, nothing more.

“What? Oh!” Her arms whirled as she tried to gain her balance. Eyes wide as saucers she began her rapid descent.

Nyle hooted with laughter as she landed bottom side down on the lawn. Her robin’s egg blue eyes were huge with what seemed to be disbelief. She sat on the grass, her legs sprawled, skirts to her knees, grinning from ear to ear. He felt certain she would blame the tumble on him. Half the fault did lay on his shoulders. He wasn’t paying attention to where his feet were traveling.

“You should watch where you are going. Did you hurt yourself.” Nyle laughed again then extended a hand to help her to her feet. Had second thoughts about laughing at her. His first thought before he pushed the image from his head was that she looked adorable, disheveled. To his surprise she wasn’t angry. Seemed to take the fall in stride.

“Wouldn’t need to watch where I’m going if you weren’t a brick wall. Thank you for asking, I’m not hurt unless you consider wounded pride as a hurt.” She swished her skirts back to cover her ankles. Her pretty little toes, grass-stained toes, still peaked from beneath her skirt.

Ignoring his gesture to help, she pushed off the lawn then dusted her hands on her skirt. The movement hiked her skirts higher. Even though he swore off young ladies bent on a season, he couldn’t help but notice the slender turn of her ankle along with her well-shaped calf muscles. This one didn’t seem the norm. She didn’t care that she must look a mess. Unable to help himself, he followed the dirt smudge on her cheek with the tip of his finger. This lady was beautiful. She would have a line of suitors a mile long. Jealousy bit him in the butt. Shocked him all the way to his hairy toes.

He shook his gaze from her lower portion to settle on the sweet upturn of her nose. Her lips were thinned as if she were in deep thought. Without warning, she smiled. At the second sight of her bewitching grin that crinkled little lines around her eyes, his breath caught in his lungs for a few beats of his heart. Tempting him, her mouth was full, plump. The softness unnerved him. He wished to taste the tenderness. Explore to his heart’s content. Savor the first kiss then maybe more after that. Would she stop him after the first kiss? Nyle thumped the side of his head with the heel of his hand.

“Brick wall?” he questioned startled by the assessment. He was a large man. Had been compared to many things, never a brick wall. True, he was hard, muscled. Took pride in his build.

“Yes...are you questioning my judgement? When I hit you, I did feel as if I’d run into bricks.” When she looked up at him, she blinked a few times. Held out her hand, “I’m Daryl Kingsley...and you are?”

At the mention of her name, Nyle stiffened. The Cabots and the Kingsleys were not friends. The statement was underrated. The two families were enemies. She might not even understand what the argument was about. Shipping was the main reason. Cargoes brought to and from the states had been disputed. The families were competitive. He chose a different line of work as did his brothers. Didn’t wish to have anything to do with the petty warfare between the two companies.

“A danger to you, Miss Kingsley. It would never be in your best interest to spend time with me.” Nyle replied with stiff words meant to put her in her place. He wasn’t at all certain what that was. Daryl didn’t look as if she understood what he meant.

“I like that.” She fisted her hands. Placed them on her hips. Brought attention to the slim curvature of her waist. “Want a dangerous man. Just like most of my older cousins have married dangerous, I want the same. If a man is not dangerous, he’s not worthy of a second look. You are,” she paused in thought, a well-manicured fingertip to her mouth, “maybe too handsome. No,” again she hesitated. “Elizabeth’s husband is the most handsome. He is an Adonis. You’re not quite up to his level. Still, you are pleasing to my eyes.”

He’d thought to put her off. Instead, she jumped right in to the fray with both feet. Bloody eyes, she wanted a dangerous man? “You have no idea what you want. You’re far too young to make decisions such as that one,” Nyle found himself shaking his head. “I’m not in the market for a débutante,” he told her, his voice harsh with warning. “Not in the market for a wife. You cannot fill my other needs.”

By the look in her eyes, his words didn’t make her smile fade as he hoped they would. “Good. I’m too old to be called a beginner. I’m not a débutante. Don’t wish to go to all the balls, though I do love to dance. Do you dance? We could dance together some time.”

What the bloody hell does that mean? If she wasn’t a virgin, I might be interested. Do I like to dance. She jumps from one subject to the next without waiting for an answer. Fool, she never asked a real question. Mercy! She blathers on and on. Has me transfixed with her fast-paced words.

Curiosity poured from him. She brought more questions to his mind. He needed to ignore her. Somehow that was impossible. He needed to ask his most pressing question of the moment. “How old are you?”

Nyle understood he shouldn’t have asked when she smoothed her skirts then stepped closer to him. Her sky-blue eyes sparkled with amusement when she turned her face in his direction.

“How old are you?” Daryl shot back quick to turn the tables. “The question was rude. I suppose next you will want to know my dress size?”

Damn, he needed to get out of here. Her dress size? No. Why would he wish to learn that? Daryl puzzled him.

“You brought up the subject. Go first. How many years have passed since you were born?”

He waited, uncertain what to say. For some reason, he didn’t want to fall into her game. All he needed to do was ask Ella. He could wait.

Short on patience, “A woman never tells her age.” Daryl turned to the children who seemed to be listening with fascination. Charlotte’s hazel eyes were wide seeming to absorb all that was said. Cole looked bored. “Come, Charlotte. Cole, toss the ball to me. You’ve both had too many turns. Would you like to play?”

Without waiting for an answer, Daryl flounced away, leaving his mouth gaping and his heart spiraling with emotions that left him breathless. This little lady was a whirlwind of energy. Would she be the same in bed? Lust, he told himself. What he was thinking was caused by the fact it had been weeks since he had a woman in his arms. Nyle decided he needed to end the drought tonight. Once he bedded a lady, thoughts of Daryl in his arms would vanish from his head. Without giving an answer, he turned his back on the first woman to touch him in any way since Amanda taught him women could never be trusted.

The walk to the main house took less than a minute. All the while, Daryl’s laughter rang in his ears. Truly, he didn’t understand what to make of this unexpected meeting. Believed there must be something different to take away, something he couldn’t understand. Their butler, expecting him, was at the door. He ushered him into Drake’s office.

Drake wasn’t alone. His wife sat in a chair. They were chatting. When he knocked, they both turned their attention in his direction. Upon his arrival, he expected Ella to leave. She didn’t move.

“Duchess,” he said as he bowed, “are you also expecting me? I would assume the duke would wish for some privacy. I was told there is a matter of grave importance we need to discuss.”

“Yes, your mission was my doing. We have privacy between the three of us. No one else is around. Also, I’m more than capable of keeping secrets.”

“Drake never mentioned what it was he wished to talk about. So, this meeting concerns you? Are you in need of protection?” This scenario made no sense.

The Duchess flashed him a bright smile. “You are the perfect man for the job I have in mind. Would you like something to drink? Brandy?” Ella asked as she rose to go to the sideboard, seeming to need to change the subject.

“A brandy would be nice,” he agreed, puzzled by the circumstance. This was not what he expected.

Before he could put his thoughts in order, Ella handed him a snifter of brandy. For a few seconds, he twirled the amber liquid, watching the play of colors inside the crystal. Now, he was more curious than he should be. Nevertheless, he was questioning. Brought patience into his head as he waited for her to make her position clear. There was no rush. Could wait for this new assignment.

Drake cleared his throat. Tapped his nail on the desk in front of him. His dark brows drew together in a frown as if he was having second or maybe third thoughts. “Have a seat. By the time my wife finishes explaining your role in this affair, you might feel the need to be seated. Keep in mind you have no choice. This task cannot be refused. I’ve...we’ve made plans that will not be altered.”

A shiver traveled down his spine. Never appreciated ultimatums. No choice? There should always be a choice. In the SIS there wasn’t...ever. The words coming from his employer didn’t suit. While the fact was well known, refusal was not a word used in the SIS. One’s career never moved forward if a job was turned down. An agent must be prepared for anything and everything. He always believed he was prepared. Now, he wasn’t positive. Seemed it was the looks on their faces as well as the words that had him second guessing the job assignment.

“I’ve no intention of declining, rejecting a project. Nonetheless, the words are off-putting. Don’t understand why you brought that up. During my career with the SIS, I have never refused a mission. Don’t intend to start now no matter how vague you are.”

“Well, have a seat then. Thing is...this is not an SIS assignment.” Drake nodded to the chair sitting in front of his desk. “Since this is my wife’s idea, The Duchess will explain the role you will have in my niece’s debut.”

The role I will have in Daryl’s debut? His niece? He knew that. Felt blindsided by all this. The words shocked him. Gave him a start, his nerves stretching.

The Duchess walked to stand by her husband, her hand resting on his shoulder. The couple made a beautiful picture. Ella’s auburn hair was braided and wrapped around her head in a coronet. Her green eyes blazed with fire. She didn’t appear a day over thirty. Nyle comprehended with a son over twenty-two, she must be nearing forty. The Duchess birthed four children yet her body was still slim. Her stature was regal. This woman was a fitting duchess for the Duke of Richmond. During his stay in London, he heard some gossip about their controversial courtship.

“First of all, you will need to understand a few things about Daryl. Would you agree with me that she is beautiful?” Ella paused long enough for him to answer.

Nyle nodded then sipped his brandy, wondering where this was going, not daring to anticipate the outcome. The shiver he felt a few minutes ago tripled in intensity. He felt certain this was not going to be to his liking. “Yes, no one could deny her beauty. Though when I saw her playing with two of your children, there was a smudge of dirt on her cheek. She did appear the little hoyden, not a débutante seeking a husband.”

“Cole as well as Charlotte are in heaven when Daryl is visiting,” Drake explained as he turned to look out the open window. Heard the laughter. “Daryl loves to play with our children. Seems she has more fun than they do. There are two sides to her. She can also be a very appropriate young lady.”

“I saw.” Nyle did see more of her than a gentleman should. Daryl didn’t seem to mind when her skirts were up around her knees.

“Allow me to continue,” Ella said as she looked from her husband to him. “Not only is she beautiful, but she is also mischievous and shamelessly daring. She is a Kingsley through and through. At Daryl’s age, her mother was the same way. All Fayth wished for was adventure. With Jarett she found what she sought, as well as a little bit more than she expected.”

“She would be a handful.” Nyle admitted he liked those traits in a female. When she spoke with him, he did see the mischief in her fiery blue eyes. In more than one way she challenged him. He thought she might be a person who would try just about anything. He couldn’t arrange in his mind what he was thinking. If he did, he would be caught in the marriage web. Planned on never tying the knot.

“Daryl is also wild as well as reckless as the most incorrigible of her male cousins. She doesn’t always think before she sets off on a course that might do her harm. I don’t want her hurt this season. Hope as well as pray she doesn’t go off on some wild tangent that will get her into trouble.”

“What my wife hasn’t said is that it’s your job to protect Daryl. Keep her out of trouble. Keep her from making mistakes she can’t talk her way out of,” Drake pointed out, a bland smile on his face. “She does have a way with her words.”

Nyle didn’t know what that meant. “What exactly do you expect of me?” Nyle wasn’t appreciating this conversation. In truth he was beginning to understand more than he wished, more than he felt ready to accept.

“That’s the thing. We expect you to shadow her to all her events. Not actually shadow but be part of those times when she is invited to affairs. If she goes for a ride in Hyde Park with a potential beau, we believe you should be close at hand. She is to never go anywhere without you. You must be able to see her at all times,” Ella told him as she seemed to be watching him for his reaction.

Keeping his face neutral, he nodded. How on earth would Daryl accept a shadow, a man who would haunt her affairs? “This is an assignment I never anticipated. However, if that’s what you wish, I will be there for your niece. What does she need protection from?”

“Herself,” Ella said, her voice soft, a smile forming. “Protection from herself. Her mother ran off with Jarrett. Fayth wanted adventure more than she wanted a husband. Had vowed to never marry. They fell in love during that adventure. In the end, she got both plus two beautiful children. Twins.”

“Two children?”

“Fayth had twins, a boy and a girl. Needless to say, Fayth and Jarett were surprised. The twins are almost inseparable.”

“Almost?” He found himself reduced to simplicity as he tried to absorb what the duke along with the duchess were trying to explain.

“Brant is also here, but my oldest son is showing him all of London. The best along with the shadier parts. The two are staying at Ash’s townhouse, not at my home. My boy decided he needed more space to live his life the way he pleased. He moved out a little over a year ago. So,” she paused to sip in a drink of air, “a mother doesn’t ever wish to second guess what her son is doing.”

“Believe I’ve heard a few things about your son...all good.” Nyle wasn’t going to appreciate this assignment. He didn’t wish to be close to Daryl Kingsley. She had this way of unnerving him, made him think of things he didn’t want along with things he couldn’t or wouldn’t have. A wife was one of those things he didn’t want.

“My son and Brant might put in an appearance at some of the balls she will be attending. They won’t stay until the end. Only long enough to be in the first round of her dances. You will dance with her once then stand by to make certain she doesn’t leave with a dashing beau as my daughter did. Not taking chances nor are we trusting in her judgment. At times Daryl is reckless in her decisions. Unpredictable. If she meets a man she wants, all bets are off. She is capable of just about anything.”

“I see. Neither of the young men are willing to spend that much time at the balls,” Nyle said, feeling much the same as their son. “Will there be recitals?” He ran his thumb between his cravat and neck, hoping the answer would be negative. Recitals with young débutantes poising as the stars were horrible.

“My son has a strong aversion to débutantes,” Drake pointed out in a bland tone, “As did I at his age. Ella changed my opinion. On first sight I was smitten. Now, as to recitals, that’s different. Ever since Kane’s wife sang a bawdy song, we’ve limited recitals. She was so nervous she sang one of her brother’s favorites. Something about...puss—”

“Hush,” Ella slapped her hand on his mouth to stop the word.

As did he have an aversion to anything débutante. He also heard several renditions of that day. Kane got Lyssa out of the room as fast as he could.

“Daryl is not well-versed in the piano or singing. She told me in no uncertain terms, reciting poetry is boring. She likes to ride her horse. Riding might be for the best. You have this strained expression on your handsome face. What is bothering you? This cannot be a difficult assignment. There is no danger involved.”

“This is not what I expected when summoned. Why me? Tell me if I’ve got this straight. I’m supposed to be protecting Daryl from herself. You could hire anyone for this post. This is...” Nyle found himself at a lack for words. “I’m too qualified an agent for this assignment which could be given to a rookie.”

“The question is expected,” Ella smoothed the shoulder of Drake’s frock coat. “After your name was mentioned, I researched you. Needed to learn all that I could about your behavior. You are restrained in your dealings with women. Believed you to be the best candidate for the position. I know you will keep her safe. Do understand the Kingsley family and the Cabots do not get along. Their argument is neither here nor there. Also learned about your aborted love affair with a woman in your home town. Heard she married a friend of yours for his wealth. Do I have my facts right? Wouldn’t wish to presume something if it is untrue.”

“All true. Our families don’t like each other. There has been a long-standing feud between them that goes back about fifty years. No one knows what the argument was about except some believe the quarrel was over trading goods in the states. Seemed one of the families usurped the other.”

“Then...” The Duchess seemed to be going over something in her mind. “You will not be in line to seduce my niece. You have no plans on marriage. You abhor the institution. Love is not something you are interested in. Those truths are what I learned. After your fiancée abandoned you for another, you decided marriage was not for you. My niece will be safe with you guarding her back. You will not have designs on her person. No hanky panky.” She waggled her finger at him.

Brandy sputtered from his mouth when she said the single word seduce...then...designs on her person. That was exactly what he’d thought about since seeing so much of Daryl. While he didn’t plan on marriage, seduction was not something he dismissed. Would always enjoy a beautiful woman’s charms if she was willing. Nyle pulled out a handkerchief then dabbed at the drops. While he tried to ignore The Duchess, he stole a breath of air from the room, “A protector does not seduce the damsel he is keeping safe.”

“No, one does not,” Drake agreed, looking pleased as he placed his hand on top of Ella’s. “I do believe you will do just fine. You are the exact young man we searched for. What do you say? Are you up to the challenge that comes in the form of Daryl Kingsley?”

What kind of game were these two playing with his life? He’d heard rumors that The Duchess was now being called by the ton “The Matchmaking Duchess.” Was she putting them together? If that was so, this attempt would be a true failure. He didn’t intend to fall into her schemes if indeed she did plan a match between them.

Nyle shifted gears. He was crazy to think they might see him as a suitable husband for Daryl Kingsley. He wasn’t. Those two understood that salient fact. He needed to put the ridiculous thought from his head before he smothered himself with worry. Do this assignment then move on to the next.

“Would you stay for dinner?” Ella asked with a tone telling him he didn’t have a choice. “The two of you should get to know each other better. Daryl won’t appreciate the fact we’ve hired a bodyguard for her. She might be furious with us. On the other hand...” Ella waved her hand in the air. “Doesn’t matter her feelings. This is for her good not ours. Daryl will come to terms with our choices.”

The question brought him from his musings. He didn’t realize he would be paid for his efforts where Daryl was concerned. That fact put a different spin on things. In his mind, there were no plans for seduction. He did admit, unlike any other woman of his acquaintance, she intrigued him. The barefoot little waif playing with children sent heat flaming in his groin. Again, he needed to readjust his thinking as well as his pants.

Daryl was off limits.

She was his new assignment, nothing more. He could no more seduce her than he could have a débutante. Bloody eyes, Daryl was a débutante.

“You didn’t answer. Do you have plans for tonight? Cancel them,” Drake said as he drummed his fingers on his desk. “You will stay for dinner.” The statement was no question. The demand left no wiggle room. His evening was planned.

“Dinner?” Nyle found himself shaking his head. He felt numb from the tips of his toes to his eyeballs. Didn’t know what he was getting himself into. Whatever this was. The place was beyond his comprehension. “My mind wandered. No, I’ve no plans to cancel. Nothing planned. I would enjoy getting to know your charge better. Learning about her will help make my work go smoother.” With this fearless woman, keeping a level head on his shoulders was imperative.

“Good. Since the weather is so nice this first day of spring, we should take tea on the covered patio. The children can join us. I’ll have Alma bring lemonade too.” Ella pulled the bell cord to summon a servant. “We can begin the acquaintance now. Daryl will be pleased, I’m sure, to join us.”

“Believe I’d prefer brandy,” Drake muttered with a nod in his direction. “Neither tea nor lemonade would taste good to me. What about you?”

All Drake mumbled was true. Tea was for breakfast, nothing else. Even then he didn’t find the drink pleasing. He enjoyed a good cup of coffee for the morning meal. “Brandy, another glass would be appreciated.” Nyle had a lot to mull over in the next few hours. Needed clarity. Much lucidity was not forthcoming. “When do my duties begin?”

“At this moment. I’m pleased with our progress. Now, all that is left to be done is getting Daryl’s acceptance of your position. She is bound to protest. Won’t do her a bit of good.” Drake rose, kissed his wife on the mouth then led the way to the patio.

The shaded area was pleasant from the warmth of the day. Daryl still played with Drake’s two youngest. She raced around the perimeter, chasing the balls the children kicked her way. Her skirts were still hiked up around her knees. Glimpse of her legs pleased him. Understood deep down in the darkest part of him, he shouldn’t be looking. He wasn’t a saint. Found he couldn’t keep his eyes from her shapely legs in the hope of seeing more.

Next to him, Drake cleared his throat. “You should not stare at her so. However, you get the idea about her personality. Daryl cannot be tamed. She is wild, unfettered. Any man who tried to tame her would end up frustrated beyond endurance. While her parents might wish she is not quite so uninhibited, no one would desire to change her. Daryl is unique. The ton will be taken by surprise. Whether they accept her or not is debatable. She will be a challenge.”

Drake had the right of his assessment. “One of a kind was a fitting description of his charge,” Nyle agreed as he heard her laughter float through the air. The sound affected him in a way he didn’t understand. The feelings went deep into his soul. Penetrated a part of him he believed to be long dead. A part he didn’t want to resurface. “I still don’t understand why you chose me. You do understand I’ve enemies. People who might wish to hurt someone they believe I care about. If I’m with her through her days along with most of the nights, they will come to conclusions. By my association with your charge, she might end up a target. You could be putting her in danger by association.”

“A skilled agent is what I need for Daryl. You were the first man to come to mind. You are also young enough to not stand out at the balls you attend as what you are supposed to be, her bodyguard. Don’t need a graybeard guarding my niece. That would be too obvious. Your place beside her will not be remarked upon. You are the perfect shield for Daryl’s wayward behavior. I did promise her father, one of my best as well as dearest of friends, I would keep her safe.”

Safe from the Cabot’s too? Watching her play, created havoc in his mind. What he understood was the fact he wanted her in the most elemental of ways.

Ella joined them, setting a plate of cookies on the table along with a pitcher of lemonade. She held a glass of sherry in her hand.

“Charlotte! Cole! Daryl, time to stop playtime. Come have a treat before dinner. Lemonade along with cookies.”

A cheer from Cole and Charlotte resounded. The children were at the table in a matter of seconds. At a lazy pace, Daryl brought in the ball, following behind the racing children. “Lemonade...” She poured herself a glass then sat down across from him. Stared at him with a puzzled smile on her beautiful lips. A mouth he wanted to taste. Savor. Set her little pink tongue across her mouth. Turned her attention to her drink.  After the first swallow, she closed her eyes as if savoring the tart drink.

In those moments, did she have any idea what she did to him? Watching her tongue glide across plump lips. Lips that were meant to be kissed? Damp lips he needed to taste.

“Cookies! My favorites!” Cole said before grabbing three from the plate with dirty little hands. “I want more.”

“That’s not polite,” Charlotte chided her little brother with a voice that spoke of authority. She even went as far as shaking her little finger at him. “If you eat all those, you will ruin your dinner.”

“When it comes to food, your little brother is bottomless, Charlotte. Don’t need to worry about a ruined dinner,” Daryl said as she too reached for a cookie, bit then closed her eyes as if it was the best she’d ever tasted. “Believe I could eat the entire plate. If I did, doubt if my dinner would be ruined.”

“Nonetheless, Cole that’s all the cookies for you,” Ella told her little boy smiling while shaking a finger at him just as Charlotte had done. “As soon as you finish, go upstairs and take a bath before dinner. You too, Charlotte. We have company for our evening meal.”

Daryl beamed at Ella’s announcement. “Yes, that is what I need. A long soak in a hot bath,” Daryl said while she shook her skirts out from the waistband then curled her toes. “Sounds delicious. Can’t wait to take off all my clothes then sink into the hot water. The heat will feel so good.”

At her words, Nyle gulped air. Discovered he was disappointed he could no longer see her bare toes as well as part of her legs. No one seemed to care what she did or said. That in itself was an oddity. Given her basic nature that had been explained to him, perhaps they gave up on lectures that might not have ever been heard.

She was a free spirit. “You have a smudge of dirt on your cheek.” Nyle didn’t understand why he told her again. The smudge charmed him. His wish was to trace its path with a fingertip. Here was a débutante who didn’t care if her face was smeared with dirt...an oddity. “Right there next to your nose.” Unable to stop himself, he leaned over to show her the spot with the tip of his finger. For some unfathomable reason he needed to touch her. To see if she was as soft as she looked.

When Daryl brought her hand to her cheek, more dirt appeared. Nyle hooted with his male laughter. She slanted him a crooked grin as if she too found the situation amusing. “Oh my...seems I’ve just added more dirt to my face. You did enlighten me about the dirt earlier. Did you forget?” Daryl shook out her skirts again revealing more tender untried feminine flesh, “I’m going for my bath. I’ll be down as soon as I’ve finished.” As she walked away, she looked over her shoulder at him then winked.

Nyle sucked air. His heart flipped then failed with the next beat. With that last parting gesture, her hips swaying, she vanished into the house. He found himself disappointed by her disappearance. He brought a deep breath of air into his oxygen starved lungs, deciding he might enjoy ghosting her. She bedeviled all his male instincts. He didn’t like the way he was beginning to think. Didn’t need or want a woman in his life.

Nyle reminded himself she was an assignment, nothing more. He needed to keep that train of thought fluid in his head. No touching allowed. No staring allowed. No savoring vulnerable female flesh or exploring beneath her skirts allowed. Absolutely no thoughts of seduction permitted.

~ * ~
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Daryl knew the moment she ran into Nyle then looked into his dark brown eyes, she was entranced. Understood she would never be able to resist the charming man. He did fascinate her to the tips of her bare, grass-stained toes. She should be embarrassed but she wasn’t. He sent her pulse racing. Did she wish to resist? No. Oh, his eyes...his eyes were such a deep, dark color at times they appeared black. Decided at that instant, she didn’t need to look farther for her husband. She wanted Nyle Cabot. He was enough man to keep her heart pounding with anticipation of whatever would come next. Somehow, she would figure out a way to have him. Didn’t make a bit of difference to her that their families were at odds with each other. Her father would never care, neither would her mother. They would accept whatever choice she made. Encourage her to be herself.

Nope, no difference what so ever. Nyle would be hers. She meant to set her sights on him. Tried to think of all the ways her twin brother taught her to flirt before she left for her season. Already, she used two of his instructions to her advantage. At least she hoped they were appreciated by Nyle. Appreciated his expression when she sent her tongue across her mouth, leaving moisture. His gaze was riveted to her lips as if they were stuck on her mouth. Then, when she winked at him, she watched him gasp for a breath of air. He choked on the bite of cookie in his mouth. Uncle Drake patted him on his back to help dislodge the obstacle.

She thought of him when she disrobed then slipped into the heated water. The heat from the hot bath didn’t enflame her as much as the brief contact his fingertip on her cheek did. The bath was divine. The heat of the water soothed sore muscles she got from playing with the children. Cole along with Charlotte were unstoppable with boundless energy. Daryl dipped beneath the surface of the water to wash her hair. She was filthy from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. Again, the fleeting thought that she should be embarrassed by the way she appeared flitted through her head. Her future husband needed to see who she was. Daryl wasn’t going to lie to him about her personality. She was an oddity. Daryl understood her love of life coupled with spontaneity were characteristics he should learn about. There were men who would shy away from a woman who was shamelessly daring. Women who weren’t twits.

Nyle was a dangerous man. She appreciated the knowledge about his profession, about his worth. Wondered if he knew how to take scalps. Both Stephen as well as Kane had done that in their past. In their youth they were both Sioux warriors. No, she didn’t suppose Nyle would understand the basics of inflicting that horrid means of vengeance. As far as she knew, he’d never traveled in Indian Territory. Just because she didn’t know about it, didn’t mean he hadn’t.

A moment of fear passed through her. An icy chill spilled down her spine. What if he was the type of man who loathed women such as herself? No, he was daring. Adventurous. He worked for Uncle Drake. He was part of the SIS. Wouldn’t want to have a woman who shied away from anything that might be different or even dangerous. He would want as well as need an equal partner in life. She saw that fact the moment she collided with him. Remembered his scent, spicy and all man. A man’s man would suit her just fine.

He was a brick wall. Hard everywhere. Huge. He was larger than most men, broad of shoulder. Saw the muscles bulge in his arms when he gave her his hand to help her to her feet. After she ignored his helping hand, she wished she hadn’t. Would have liked to have touched him. Her new motto, the more contact the better. In the future, if he offered any part of himself to her, she wouldn’t refuse herself the pleasure. She appreciated everything about this man. She was tall for a woman. Yet she didn’t reach his shoulders. Being attracted to a short man was out of the question. Short men...bah...didn’t want anything to do with height deprived men.

The Montgomerie children didn’t know how to stop until they were so exhausted they couldn’t stand. She wanted children of her own. Ones who would challenge her. Didn’t want to play at being a beginner. At twenty-one she was too old to be a débutante. Most were seventeen or eighteen when they visited London for a season. She had four years on the youngest. Put off coming here for two seasons until her father gave her no choice. He threatened her with a loss of her privileges. Those words, that she wasn’t a beginner, were the exact ones she told Nyle. Made certain he understood she was not a débutante searching for a husband. Couldn’t be, because at that time, her husband was standing in front of her.

She realized he was staying for dinner. Ella did say they were having a guest. Must be Nyle. Given Uncle Drake’s line of work that could be anyone. Could even be Elizabeth and Thad DuBois. A couple of years ago they did create a scandal of immense proportions. Elizabeth was the Montgomerie’s oldest daughter. Didn’t recall anyone telling her who was the guest.

Nyle probably was the visitor. She hoped she would have more time with him. Uncle Drake did appear as if he wasn’t finished speaking with him. When she realized she was filthy from the tips of her toes to the top of her head, she did make a hasty retreat from the patio. She was having so much fun she didn’t realize her state of déshabillé. The children were still eating cookies and drinking lemonade when she left. Finished with her bath and with a towel wrapped around her, she sorted through her gowns. She looked for something in a dark blue which would bring out the color of her eyes. After her display on the lawn, presenting him with her best appearance was her intention. A contrast seemed necessary.

“There it is!” She rung for her maid then pulled the dress from her closet. Shook it out to make certain there were no wrinkles. She needed to look perfect for Nyle. Wished to leave him panting for air at the site of her. Never before had she felt so giddy with anticipation of a meal. This afternoon she presented one side of herself. Tonight, she meant to show him a different version of the same person. Wanted him to see the gentle, womanly part of her. Let him know she wasn’t always a wild hoyden.

“You need help dressing?” Pearl, her maid, stepped into the room, smiling. “That is the perfect dress for you to impress a certain young man who is staying for dinner. He is a handsome devil, that one.”

“He is? Dinner with us?” Daryl felt her eyes widen with pleasure. He was staying. Her assumption was correct. She didn’t care why. Deep inside, she was pleased. Needed more time to talk to him. Doubted she would get many moments sitting at the dinner table. Didn’t matter. She could stare at him the entire night. Look into his eyes. Maybe not, he might get the wrong idea. She could try out some of the flirting ideas her brother told her about. Maybe there would be time for a walk outside. “Will you fix my hair too? It’s still damp. I don’t have time to dry it. Braids with tendrils of my hair to frame my face would be nice.” She pressed her hands together.

To her chagrin, getting ready took another half hour. Impatient, she wanted to be downstairs where she could talk or listen to Nyle converse with Drake. She did enjoy the tenor of his deep voice. Hoped to discover his likes along with his dislikes. When she peered into the mirror, Daryl liked what she saw. Her hair was a perfect arrangement. She pinched her cheeks to bring some color there. Pearl managed to curl some of the tendrils of hair that were left lose. Paid attention to the corsage. Was not too low or too high, showing the fashionable amount of the tops of her breasts. Brant told her men enjoyed seeing as much as possible of a woman’s breasts. He also warned her not to give too much away.

As she walked down the stairs, she felt a few moments’ apprehension. Nervous energy assailed her. Her knees wobbled on each step. She did need to look as well as act her best. These next moments were important. Hoped to impress Nyle, her dangerous man. Lord, he saw her bare toes as well as her legs. Playing with the children she never thought twice about the display. Everyone there was family until they weren’t. She was playing with the children in the Montgomerie’s back yard. The place was private. Ella didn’t say anything about her behavior. A heat wave rushed to her face. He would believe she was a little hoyden. Perhaps she was. Her father called her a free spirit. After what Nyle witnessed, he might think she gave her favors away to anyone wearing pants. She would only give herself to Nyle. That much she was positive about. The first time they made love, he would know her truth.

As she stepped into the patio, she was greeted by her aunt along with a glass of sherry. Ella studied her for a few beats of her heart then smiled. Warmth suffused her at her aunt’s look of approval. Glancing around the patio, she felt the first wave of disappointment. Her heart stopped for a second. Attempting to keep her voice bland, Daryl asked, “Where is he? Pearl said the brick wall was staying for dinner.” Oops, didn’t mean to call him that. She wasn’t about to pretend in front of Aunty Ella. Besides, her aunt had a way of ferreting out information. Intelligence that was meant to remain private.

“You’re right about Nyle being a brick wall. Never thought about it before. Good description. Nyle along with Drake are ensconced in his office hashing over details of his new assignment. Drake wants his agent to understand everything that is expected of him. In this business there is no room for errors. Do you like Nyle?” Ella asked, looking sideways at her. “By the way, you appear fetching. The color of your gown becomes you. Did you dress for a certain guest?”

Her aunt had a very important question. If she was matchmaking, she would wish to know her thoughts on the man she paired her with. Now, with additional knowledge, she thought yes to the one uppermost on her mind. “When I picked out the gown, I didn’t know Nyle was staying for dinner though I hoped. Pearl told me just after she approved of my choice of gowns. Thank you, Aunty, for the compliment.”

She found herself peering over her sherry glass searching for the men. Tapping her toe with impatience, she willed the two men to join them for a pre-dinner drink. Ella wanted to talk. She would love to tell her aunty she didn’t need to attend balls. She had found her husband if he would have her.

“Do you like the young man?” her aunt asked again sounding as impatient as she felt. Aunt Ella slanted her a pointed stare. “You should...” Ella seemed to change her mind about the question. “Never mind.”

Unable to help herself, Daryl snorted a laugh. She drew her eyebrows together, hoping to make a point. “What do you think, Aunty? You picked him out for me, didn’t you?” With an inward smile, Daryl watched her aunt’s face turn a sweet color of rose. The embarrassment obvious, she was right. Aunty Ella believed Nyle to be the perfect match for her. The reasons didn’t make a bit of difference. “You did. That’s why you’re now known as The Match Making Duchess. You planned this meeting all along. Do you think you made a good choice for me?”

“You’re right. Is that so bad? The man is perfect for you. I did see you gazing at him, your heart in your eyes. He couldn’t stop looking at your bare toes and ankles. Now sit down then tell me what you like about the man.” A moment of relief swept across her face. “You’re not angry, are you?”

Daryl did sit. Did sip her drink while she thought on the words she could use. The sentences needed to be formed with flawlessness in her mind. “All the men my cousins have wanted for themselves are dangerous men. I do want a husband who will give me adventure.  A man who will let me be me in all ways. My mother married a dangerous man as did you. Believe Nyle to be the type of person who will fulfil my needs. At least the dangerous part is true if he works for Uncle Drake. His body is hard as stone. Doubt if anyone man or woman could take advantage of him. He is the exact image of the type of man I want. I fell for his smile along with the deep, dark shimmer of his brown eyes. Sometimes when he smiles, I see flecks of gold.” She sipped again, staring at the ceiling, mulling over what she told her aunt. What she said seemed superficial. There must be more to a man. “From what I saw today, he is also sensitive. Sensitivity in a man cannot be a bad sign. He also seems to have a sense of humor.”

Ella let go a long breath of air. “He won’t be easy to convince you’re the woman for him. He will need gentleness coupled with patience on your part. In the past, the man has had his heart broken, ripped out. He will not allow himself to be vulnerable again. If you can find a way to mend the tear in his heart, he will come around. From what I saw today as he stared at you, he is fascinated by your spirit; also by your physical attributes. You did show a few off this afternoon,” Ella told her reaching out to take her hand into hers. “Nyle Cabot is a good man. Don’t rush him or grow impatient with his reticence. At this time, he believes all women are loyal only to themselves. Except for their obvious use, he doesn’t think kindly about women. You will need to change his mind.”

Daryl found herself shaking her head while she was memorizing all Aunt Ella told her. “How am I going to convince him of anything if I don’t see him? I’m positive he is just like Ash and most other men of any fortitude. Nyle won’t wish to have anything to do with the balls where I will be presented. He won’t attend them. If he is not in attendance, I don’t care to be either. Don’t wish to dance with anyone except Nyle. How am I going to ever see him again? If you constantly invite him to dinner, won’t he grow suspicious?”

“You will find out tonight at the evening meal. I will guarantee you that you will have an opportunity to be with Nyle Cabot. At first when the concept took shape, I thought you might be angry. Now, I do believe you will use the situation to your advantage. If you need advice in that matter, don’t hesitate to ask.” Ella turned her attention to the entrance. There was no one there.

“You’ve been up to something. Will I not like what you planned?” She was having a few second thoughts about this new situation. There were certain things she wouldn’t stand for. Hoped Aunt Ella had not crossed the line. She did need her independence.

“Yes and no,” Ella told her with a lighthearted laugh then another sip of her wine. “All you need to do is act yourself. He will find you irresistible.” She repeated herself. “You will find out more after dinner this evening.”

“Since you are matchmaking, I applaud you. The moment I ran into the brick wall then landed on my rump, I found myself staring into his beautiful brown eyes. I couldn’t force myself to look away. It was then, that very moment, I knew he was mine. You picked out the right man for me. Thank you. All that needs to be done now is to convince him. I’m going to show Nyle I will never deceive him as his first lady did.”

“Yes, all what you say is true. What you need to do is assure Nyle he needs you, wants you, can’t live without you. I do believe his wounded heart can be mended with the right seamstress.” She looked to the door into the house then finished with, “Doing so will not be done with ease. His heart is hardened. Appears they have finished their business talk.”

“Their discussion was about what he was supposed to do with me, wasn’t it? When will I learn this role of his?”

“Don’t be impatient,” Aunt Ella warned with a tiny half-smile that gave her an adorable appearance. “Your uncle Drake does like his intrigue. Enjoys drawing the moments out so everyone sits on the edge of their seats. One of the reasons why he chose to become a spy.”

Before Daryl could reply, Drake was beside his wife, pulling her into his arms. He kissed her soundly. Daryl heard the tiny moan escape Aunt Ella. After several seconds, her uncle let Ella go. She was flushed scarlet. Seemed her uncle did enjoy embarrassing his wife. She looked to see Nyle’s reaction.

Nyle was indeed watching, his hands behind his back rocking on his heels. With a start, he turned his attention her way. Looked at her, his gaze roaming over her body, rested for a moment on her bosom before he finished the assessment. Didn’t seem he left one part of her unattended. Heat flashed through her at his blatant perusal. Warmed every part of her to the tips of her toes.

“You look stunning,” he told her, his voice gruff as he continued the inspection. “I see you clean up rather nicely.”

Her heart throbbed with painful abandon. Feeling the need to turn some of this back on him, she tilted her head a bit to the side wondering at the change in the timbre of his voice. Gulped a breath as she was unable to think of anything witty or otherwise to say. “Thank you.” Daryl looked at her feet, her mind fogging over as she tried not to reply as if she didn’t have a brain in her head.

“Cat got your tongue?” he asked with a soft chuckle of amusement. “Didn’t expect you of all people to be tongue tied after a compliment. I would learn your thoughts.” Seemed he was enjoying her momentary discomfort. Understood her seconds of uneasiness perhaps even distress.

“That would be difficult since at the moment there is nothing in my head. It’s a blank slate. Was going to tell you how nice you look. How your cravat is tied to perfection and the coat is snug on your broad shoulders. Under the circumstances, all that sounded trite. You appear the same as you did over an hour ago when I bumped into you. Would you like a drink?” Daryl wanted to ease into this relationship she had no idea how to go about. Arm in arm, Drake walked with Ella along the path to the gazebo. Seemed they must wish for some private time. Either that or their need for privacy overshadowed Ella trying to give them time to be alone.

Not waiting for an answer, Daryl splashed brandy into a glass. When she returned to him, he seemed aloof. A frown marred his forehead. She held the opinion he didn’t like her or maybe the assignment he’d been given. She knew now the job had something to do with her. That was it. He didn’t wish to be assigned to a girl. He was making the best of a bad situation. She didn’t like to think of herself as part of a bad situation.

Recalling Ella’s words about a broken heart, Daryl thought about approaching him in that vein. Debated with herself to dissolve the idea from her thoughts. He wouldn’t want the betrayal of his heart brought up. She needed to show this stubborn man she would never betray him with another man. Didn’t have any ideas about how to go about that since she had no experience with amour. By the look on his face, it appeared that he wasn’t about to try.

“Why?” she asked as she was thinking to herself still lost in thought. Her brain was a muddled mess.

“Why what?” Nyle asked after some time passed and she failed to respond. “You didn’t finish with your question. If you are wondering why I am here now with you, I will tell you. The duke along with the duchess believe you need a bodyguard. I was the unfortunate agent who was elected to fill the position. In my mind, there is something else going on with the assignment. Your aunt along with your uncle are up to some shenanigans. My question is why would you need someone to keep you safe? The duke never elaborated to my piece of mind.” Nyle didn’t sound pleased with the idea. In fact, he seemed downright agitated.

She decided to stop second guessing herself. “You don’t want the job,” she told him, realizing this type of assignment was beneath his talents. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you. Also, I cannot begin to answer your question as to why. Believe you’ve been told more than I have. Father has always told me I need someone to keep me safe from myself. Don’t like that notion coming from my parents. They say I tend to be too spontaneous. Tend to jump in feet first without thinking. I’m not known for making rational or wise judgements. I can tear off somewhere on a whim. Get myself in a pack of trouble before I know what’s happening.” She lifted her shoulders thinking to shrug off the statements that were all true. “Mother tells me I’m reckless. Yes, I do manage to get myself into difficulties from time to time. Brant calls me trouble with a capital T. Don’t appreciate his description of me either.” She let out a long breath of air. “Promise I won’t be difficult for you.”

Seemed he couldn’t stop the hoot of laughter that erupted with the last statement. “Don’t be sorry. This task pays the standard amount. Won’t have combat duty. Should prove to be a boring time. Will stand around at your coming out balls and watch the young dandy’s ply their attributes. You will swoon in anticipation of each new dance. If any young rogue treats you wrong, it will be my job to see the man understands he is no longer welcome to dance attendance. When your gentleman friends come calling in the afternoons, I will be the man to ghost the two of you. I will be there to tamper any of your misguided impulsiveness. My duty is to be the chaperone you never wanted.”

Unable to stop herself, she made a face at him. Good God, his assessment was too correct. Well, she wasn’t in the market for a young rogue or a dandy. “You don’t appreciate boring. Do you? If I try, I can change boring to an adventure.” A dangerous man would never enjoy the humdrum job of keeping track of a young débutante. Ella was right. Convincing this man to fall in love with her would prove to be a difficult task.

Hells bells, I’m not a beginner. Daryl looked at his dark eyes then his mouth. Felt the intensity of his eyes to the depth of her soul. He touched her like no other. Didn’t know what to say. She wished he’d kiss her. A taste of Nyle would go a long way to boosting her confidence, which was sinking with each passing second. Patience, Aunty Ella told her to have fortitude. The muscle in his jaw twitched as did the bulge of muscles in his arms. She would never refuse to have his arms around her. Would like to press her face against his chest to hear the beating of his heart.

“Tell me, what makes you different from the other young ladies who are here for a season? Why do you need a bodyguard? Is it truly to keep you safe from yourself? I’m having a difficult time believing you even though your uncle told me the same information.”

She lifted her shoulders in a small shrug. “I’m not certain. Though all that I’ve told you is true. I do tend to be impulsive. If you are my bodyguard, you will need to look out for tricks. I do enjoy playing games with people. Have extensive experience with my twin. He is so easy to surprise.” She tossed him what she hoped was a flirtatious look. “I’ve been told by reliable sources I can be mischievous.”

“What? Like a frog in my bed? Mud in my shoes?” He chuckled with a quiet kind of ease as if looking for warts on her hands. “What else could you have up your sleeves?” He placed the tip of his finger on his chin still seeming to tease.

She brightened with the thoughts of his bed. In his bed was where she wanted to be. If she had her way, she would be in his bed with him soon. “You would let me see your bed? I would like to see what it looks like. Is it big? Comfy? Of course, the bed would be huge. You’re a brick wall. Yes, comfortable too? Would you be in it?” Daryl thought she heard Nyle groan. She wanted to finish with the statement it would be herself she might put in his bed, not a frog. If he found her naked in his bed, the sight would surprise him. Hoped to see where the event would lead. Daryl wasn’t too certain about the naked part. She knew both her father and mother slept naked. Was that the norm? Did anyone else sleep without clothing? Maybe she should ask aunty Ella. Perhaps she shouldn’t. She could ask Nyle? No...

After setting his brandy on a table, he held the tops of her arms with his huge hands. Gave her a tiny shake. His dark brown eyes bored into her, his fingers tightening then relaxing. Looked as if he might wish to shake her more than once.

He drank in a huge breath of air before he said, his voice stern. “You are going nowhere near my bed. Ever! Keep that fact in the front of your brain. You shouldn’t even have thoughts along that line. You’re a débutante, a lady.”

The emphasis on ever shook her to her core. With Aunt Ella’s help she would find a way around his ‘ever’ statement. With her aunt on her side, she felt more confident. If anything challenged her it was his words. She meant to be in his bed more than once, naked or otherwise. The set of his mouth told her that at this moment, he was immovable on this topic. Where she was concerned, he would change his opinion. As if he touched fire, his hands dropped to his sides. He appeared as if he wished to be anywhere but in this space with her. He rubbed the back of his neck. Beads of perspiration popped up on his forehead.

Petulant, disliking the turn of conversation yet understanding she moved him in some way. She would ask Aunt Ella what these observations of hers might mean. “You brought up the bed. If something displeases you so much you should not begin the topic of conversation. I merely thought of a way to finish the subject.” She flounced away from him. Spilled more wine into her glass. Gulped half the contents before her stubborn pride made her turn to look at him. Getting tipsy was also not part of her plan for this evening.

“My apologies.” The sound of his voice was strained. “What kind of mischief would you get yourself into? Something that would need someone to watch your back? I doubt that. As I said earlier, there is something more going on with my assignment than meets the eye. Not certain I like the direction of my thoughts. Rest assured, I mean to get to the bottom of the puzzle.” Seemed he thought to return to a lighter note even while he couldn’t resist the challenge she presented to him.

She might have a chance of winning him over. “You are right. I’ve been known to take my horse out for a ride in the middle of the night. Father as well as Brant have lectured me on the inherent dangers of moonlight rides. Nonetheless, there is nothing either can do about my need for independence. He forbids me then I do as I please. There are times when the weather is clear, I will rise early to watch the sun move above the horizon. As to the hazards of this, father has lectured me as has Brant. They tell me it is dangerous for a lone woman to be out alone, even in the early morning. Nonetheless, as I said previously, I will do what pleases me. I’m an independent woman. Not shackled to any man’s rules. Old enough to make decisions as well as abide the consequences if something happens.”

With her words she watched a mouthful of brandy drops ejaculate from his mouth. His face turned a mottled red. She stepped back, uncertain. Was it something she said? With the back of his hand, he wiped his lips. Paused for a count of ten as if the time frame would help him control what looked to be his temper. Then, “You do what!” he roared, his eyes crossing for a few beats of her heart. “Not on my watch! You will not do anything so childishly stupid. You will never put yourself in danger. If you need to take a ride in the middle of the night or watch the sunrise, you will fetch me.” He swiped his hand across his face.

Anger erupted inside at his expulsion of commands. She would do better holding her fury in check. Tilting her chin upward, “Not about to repeat myself. You heard me. Being on your watch will not stop me if the mood hits. This on your watch was not my idea. I won’t fetch you because I don’t need a man to guard my virtue. It’s perfectly safe, thank you.” Daryl turned then walked to the edge of the patio. A deep breath of air seemed appropriate. Wasn’t it about time for the duke along with his duchess to return from their private moments at the gazebo? She’d had enough privacy with this man for the evening. Could use some good old-fashioned company. Needed a buffer between the two of them. He was volatile in his outdated opinions.

This time he tempered his voice when he began to speak. “How am I going to keep you safe from yourself if you escape your room in the middle of the night for a frivolous ride by moonlight?” He splayed his fingers through his hair. After a long deep breath of the spring air, he said, “You are joking. That isn’t something you do. You are teasing me. If you’re attempting to rattle my head, you are succeeding. My mind is befuddled. Women don’t act the way you are presenting yourself. They are timid creatures...afraid of their shadow.”

She sipped on her wine. Made a face. A timid creature she was not. To fear one’s shadow was absurd. Thought sticking her tongue out at him would soothe her inner demons. Decided against the childish gesture. Doing so would just serve to justify his opinion. “Not joking,” she told him deadpan. Watched his face begin to turn red again with what must be anger not embarrassment. The air she tried to drag into her lungs never got there.

Nyle placed his hand on her shoulder. His voice far too calm by the look in his eyes. “Your parents allowed you to be so frivolous with your life? To take chances...?” He appeared stunned to the roots of his ginger-colored hair.

There was still the sound of disbelief in his voice. He was trying to tamp down the fury that rose almost instantly when she enlightened him of her adventures.

“Yes and no. I told you before they lectured me.” She wasn’t about to tell him her parents had no way of knowing when she would get the idea into her head to leave for a ride or to watch the sun’s rebirth. She didn’t need to call for help to saddle her horse. Whenever her brother heard her, he would ride with her. Which was seldom since he was usually out and about with his best friends.

“You can’t be serious?” Nyle sounded incredulous as he was still in denial. Didn’t believe her words to be true. “A woman doesn’t do things that would put her life in jeopardy. Women are smarter than that.” His voice sounded calmer now. She wondered if in that he was like her father. The calmer he was the more dangerous he became.

Daryl thought this relationship thing was going from bad to worse. He didn’t seem to appreciate her spontaneity or her love for excitement. Had little to no confidence in her abilities. Thought this man who loved danger would like the same in his woman. Adventure was in her heart as well as her soul. No one could hold her back.

I’m not his woman yet. If he would keep me from enjoying my life, maybe I don’t want to be his lady. No, I will teach him what he needs to learn about me. Intend to prove to him how competent I am. I don’t need to be watched over twenty-four hours a day. Don’t need a shadow or a man to ghost my every move.

She sent her head from side to side, searching the path. With a bright smile, she asked after turning toward him, “Another brandy?” Taking his glass from his hand, she topped it off as she did with her glass of wine. Where to go from where they were which was nowhere, she didn’t know. Needed to sit with Aunt Ella for a lengthy tête-à-tête. Perhaps her aunt
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