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Chapter One
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August 15, 1821
Évreux, France

The rattle of the harnesses and the jarring bump of the carriage wheels sent the Duke of Dunmore to a dark place he would rather not visit.  Reaching up to move the curtain away from the window, his gaze vaguely registered the movement of the landscape as it whisked past him, but he could not focus on it.  His mind was elsewhere.
He’d left Lambourne House without giving the family a reason, and he was sure they thought something awful had happened for him to leave so suddenly.  The note he left for Lilianne was vague at best, letting her know he was sorry for his abrupt departure, but there were things he needed to address in his private life and the sooner they were dealt with the better.  It wasn’t a lie, but his vagueness was sure to worry her and if there was one thing he didn’t wish to do, it was to worry his Lilianne.
She’d been through so much over the past months and had come through more deftly than he thought she would, but he knew she was a strong soul.  Her life, though privileged, was not an easy one.  Having lost her mother at birth, her eldest brother in the prime of his life, her fiancé in the bloom of her youth, and now her father, Dunn was surprised she wasn’t more emotional than she let on.  To others, it came off as aloofness, and perhaps heartlessness, but he knew her better than that.  In fact, he’d known her for her entire life.
He’d befriended Thomas, her late brother, while they were at Eton.  Dunn was fifteen then, in his middle year when he was made to lead Thomas about the school as a first-year entry. He’d enjoyed bossing him about and pushing him to his limits but quickly learned Thomas’s fortitude and determination ran strong and deep.  Even after Dunn graduated, they remained friends.  They’d joked over the years about standing up for one another when they wed, but neither made it that far.  Thomas had gone off to Spain to handle issues with family land when the war broke out.  He disappeared for long periods of time, not able to get news home as to his well-being and it wasn’t until the war ended when he had to deal with issues at Leighsham Park, his late mother’s estate in Northern England.  It was there he died suddenly of lung fever, but Dunn long expected it was Spanish influenza and not lung fever at all.  Either way, his friend was gone, and neither would be standing up for the other.  This was probably for the best considering he’d never found a woman to share his life with until now, and he wasn’t sure Thomas would approve of his choice of a wife at any rate.
Lilianne was fifteen years his junior, for one.  She was also Thomas’s sister, which made the situation a difficult one.  Dunn was an honorable, well thought of man in town, but the fact that Lilianne was part of a family he cherished as his own made his current situation heartbreaking.  When her brother, Carson, found them together in the library not a day earlier, the look on his face confirmed his fears.  Their relationship would not be met with acceptance.  Leaving her to deal with the aftermath of that intrusion and rushing out of the house without talking to her eldest brother, Dane, gave him a bitter taste in his throat.  It was very unlike him to avoid his responsibilities, but this situation had blindsided him.
When Lilianne was kidnapped along with Carson’s wife months earlier, it put into motion a string of events that would change both of their lives forever.  Carson’s Moroccan-born wife had been the target of the attack, but she escaped and was able to alert the men Dunn hired to watch the family from the day Carson arrived with her in London.  He’d used his influence to garner information about the Qaid that once owned Nasrin and tracked his actions from afar, but in the confusion, the Qaid’s men were able to move Lilianne to a ship and within moments, she was gone, bound for the states.
The journey to find her was a long, daunting one.  The trip across the Atlantic so late in the season that it was marked with rough seas and moments of sheer panic.  Even though he’d hired one of the fastest sloops in Britain to catch her, they lost no fewer than seven men in the effort.  Upon arriving in New York ahead of her, he was able to pull his weight once more and call on colleagues who could not only help him when the ship arrived but arrest the men that took Lilianne before they could set foot on the dock.
Dane, who had come with him to rescue his only sister, was confused as to how Dunn had so much power in such an unfamiliar place. Dunn was a duke, there was no refuting that, but in America peerage held a different grace.  English nobility was a novelty to them, not something to honor and oblige. But Dunn was more than a duke and that was a secret none of the Lambourne’s were aware of.  Even after all these years, they had no idea the power and connection he had all over the world.  And right now, that information was a dangerous secret to keep.
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August 15, 1821
Lambourne House, London

Lilianne Lambourne was not a typical English rose.  Though her beauty and grace were the talk of London for more years than she could recall, her mind was full of curiosity and the need to know more than what her brothers were telling her, and that marked her as a bit of a nuisance.  She was no frail, delicate flower and after living through the ordeal of being kidnapped, her view of the world had become jaded and suspicious.  Untrusting.  Having been protected from the world all her life, she knew nothing of danger, fear or hatred, but that changed in an instant the night she was taken away, bodily thrown onto a ship and didn’t see land again until she was carried onto a dock in New York City.
The journey was harrowing, and the rough seas made her violently ill for nearly two weeks.  Not being able to eat or keep down liquids, she found herself hovering near death several times.  But that fact alone didn’t startle her.  What did startle her was that her mind was blank.  Perhaps it was delirium or exhaustion, but she’d always thought that when one was on the brink of death they’d be comforted by thoughts of family and friends.  Yes, she thought of her family, but it wasn’t in a way she expected.  She loved her brothers, but aside from Carson, she was not close to them, and her thoughts of them were if they would blame her for this event.  It angered her.  There was no comfort to be found there.  
When she was carried off the ship upon arrival, she was relieved to see Dane and hear his voice, but not as relieved as she was when she saw Dunn.  Throughout her life, he had been the vein of strength that ran through her family.  He was the father she never had, the mentor she never thought to need, and the friend she could always trust.  He was unwaveringly honest and open with her and treated her as a person, not as a child with a delicate disposition as her Aunt Trudy oft said she had.  For that, she loved him more than he knew.
Once she recovered and was finally able to tour New York City, Dunn had become her guide and escort.  He took her to dinner at fancy restaurants and bought her gifts to help ease her troubled mind.  And in all of this, she realized the love she had for him had shifted to something... more.  He was much older than she, older than her late brother even, but she didn’t note the age difference between them now.  They were of similar minds and spent hours just talking about life and the world.  He was intrigued by her curiosity, and she was mesmerized by his knowledge.  
He was a worldly man, having traveled widely, and she could just sit and listen to his stories about other continents for hours.  Until she set foot in New York, she’d never been out of England, so though the circumstance of her being there was definitely not a preferred one, she was actually happy to have been given the chance to see more of the world.  Fate, she felt, had a way of changing one’s life in the most spectacular of ways.
But now, as she sat in the window seat of her bedroom, holding Dunn’s brief note in her hand, she was perplexed. 
This is not what it seems, but I cannot tell you why I needed to leave.  I shall return when my business is handled, and I am able to share the world with you. 

It said nothing other than the fact that he was gone, and she had no idea when he’d be back.  She’d written to him days before but received no response.  In fact, she was told he was not at his estate.  And he wasn’t at his London home.  He was just... gone.
“This is not what it seems” perplexed her.  She assumed he meant that his abrupt departure was not because her brother found them together.  It had been more than a week since that night and Carson had yet to speak to her about it.  He had yet to even look at her, and it was starting to weigh heavily on her. She needed to clear the air between them or they would never be the same again.
Folding Dunn’s note and placing it in the drawer of her dressing table, she headed downstairs in search of Carson but instead found the house quiet and empty, its lower rooms and hallways still.
“Reynolds,” she called out and the family butler came around the corner at her request.
“Yes my lady?” he answered.  “Is there something I can help you with?”
“Where is everyone?” she asked, poking her head into the sitting room to find a maid dusting, and no one else.
“Lord Archer and Lady Cassi are meeting with friends for lunch in town.  Lord Coventry has a meeting with his steward,” he said, counting on his fingers.  “Lady Coventry and the children went to visit her family in Portman Square, and Lord Carson and Lady Nasrin are at the shop.”
Wonderful.  She was alone.  She didn’t mind being alone, but right now, she needed someone to talk to.  If only Dunn hadn’t gone away, damn the man.
“Can you have Marcus bring the carriage around? I wish to go into town.”
“As you wish,” Reynolds said with a bow and quickly left the room.
She wasn’t about to spend the day by herself and the only thing that could brighten her mood was shopping, so she collected her things and headed out into the sunshine of the early afternoon and soon her carriage was trundling down Bond Street where she would spend the rest of the day.  
With her maid and a valet in tow, she visited the local shops and viewed all the new fashions.  Dresses all seemed the same to her, the styles never seemed to change.  And now that she’d been to New York, London fashion seemed outdated.  There was no doubt Paris fashion was her favorite, but there was something about the fashion she saw in New York.  The fabrics were crisper, the colors more brilliant.  And of course, evening gowns were flashier and had more flounce than she’d ever seen.  Against Dane’s wishes, Dunn had bought her several gowns while they were there and she was so eager to wear them now that they had returned to town, but parties and balls were scarce this late in the season, and her brothers were far too occupied with their families to attend any of them.  There was to be one in a few weeks, but there was no one to take her now that Dunn was gone.  He was her only saving grace.
She did find several pairs of shoes that caught her attention though.  A man by the name of Master Sapronelli had set up shop on the west end of Jermyn Street and his designs were miraculous.  She allowed him to trace her foot to keep on file so that he could make her new shoes as the fashion beckoned.  She ended up purchasing two new pairs of slippers for the day and a pair of beautiful dancing slippers that she hoped she would have the chance to wear before the season ended. 
As her maid handed the parcels to her driver, Lilianne stood by straightening her gloves.  Turning, she spied a young couple sitting on a bench chatting.  The woman was smiling radiantly as the man cooed over her and a sudden burn traveled up the back of Lilianne’s neck at the sight of it, memories of similar times with Dunn suddenly came flooding her mind...
“Did you ever think to marry after you lost Colvin?” Dunn asked nonchalantly as he fiddled with the cuff of his jacket, his gaze darting back to her when she didn’t respond.  “I beg pardon, Lil.  I thought perhaps after so many years the subject wasn’t such a hard one to discuss.”
Lilianne bowed her head momentarily before looking to Dunn.  It wasn’t that the question was hard for her to answer, it was just that once Alexander had died, her mind never dared go in that direction, and it wasn’t until recently that thoughts of marriage started to surface again after so many years.
“Youth is such a frivolous time for one’s heart, don’t you agree?  Young women are so besotted with the idea of being in love and of being loved before they even know what their hearts need or desire,” she said, her eyes searching his face.
Furrowing his brows, Dunn shook his head.
“Are you saying you didn’t want to marry Colvin?”
“No, of course I did,” she said, then shrugged and looked away as a lump suddenly lodged in her throat.  “It’s just that, looking back I ask myself why.  We hardly knew one another when he proposed, but I was so enamored with the idea of having a fiancé. Of being able to use that moniker in town and get the reaction I desired for so long. He was a handsome man and I found little fault in him even though my brothers never approved.  But my brothers were always on the tons lips and even though I was hailed as some jewel at the balls, it’s not like I was newsworthy or even talked about.  I was tired of being invisible. One by one my brothers married and went off to have families of their own and here I am.  What do I have now?”
“You still have your family,” Dunn offered, turning toward her, concern on his face.  “They will always be there for you, as will I.”
“And I thank you for that, but the point is that I have wasted so much time mourning a man I’m not even sure I was in love with.  What does a nineteen-year-old heart know of love anyway?  I had no idea then and I’m not even sure I know five years on.  What I do know is that I made my own mistakes and now I must accept where that has brought me.”
“You’re still a young, beautiful woman.  Your life is far from over,” Dunn said with a chuckle.
“But what man in his right mind would want me?” she asked, shaking her head.  “I’m on the shelf now.  I may as well accept that Aunt Trudy will be my companion for the rest of my life.”
Dunn cleared his throat at that and shook his own head.
“I think one day the perfect man will surprise you,” he said.  “And you will know in your heart that you are ready to take that next step with him.”
Had she known then that Dunn was implicating himself in that equation, she would have jumped at the offer, but he hadn’t.  Offered, that is.  Their conversations while in New York became deeper and more personal as time went on.  During the journey back to England one night at the rail of the ship, he’d kissed her.  His own actions seemed to surprise him, and it caught her so off guard that she stumbled away from him and rushed back to her cabin and bolted her door, breathless and out of her mind with shock.  It wasn’t until several weeks later in her brother’s library when they finally came together and spoke about what transpired over the last few weeks that things became clearer.  Though Dunn did not profess his love for her, he did say he planned to make things right between them and that one day soon, as he repeated in his note, he’d give her the world.  Now, as the days and weeks passed, she wasn’t sure she could hold him to it.
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August 15, 1821

La Table Choyée - Évreux, France





“Your Grace.”  The woman with the raven hair wore an eager look on her face as she bowed her head and gestured to the seat opposite her.

Dunn nodded his acknowledgment and, flipping his coattails back, sat as the woman returned his smile and waved to a waiter.

“I hope your travels were uneventful,” she said, leaning back as the waiter set a tea service on the table between them.  She handed Dunn his tea first, then sat back as she took her own cup in hand.

“I was not put upon by highwaymen or pirates, if that’s what you are implying,” Dunn offered with a chuckle as he sipped his tea.  

“Lord, I would hope not,” the woman said with a chuckle of her own.  “I know this area isn’t as civilized as London, but we’re not Barbarians.”

“No, you are not,” Dunn said with a smirk, then sat back and crossed his legs.  “The French never are, are they?”  Dunn cocked a brow and she shook her head with a wry smile.

“That depends entirely upon where you get your information,” she said.  “And we both know you have more sense to question your sources.”

Dunn nodded solemnly and took another sip of tea.  This woman knew him so well, better than anyone else in his life, and that was saying something.

Julienne Bélanger was, for all intents and purposes, his partner...  in life, and in work.  He’d met her at a ball in Paris some eighteen years prior when life was much simpler.  He’d been a cocky young man who thought he’d known everything about the world and those who inhabited it, but she showed him just how wrong he had been.  

They’d spent the first few years of their acquaintance testing their boundaries.  She was a beautiful, vivacious woman with a thirst for intrigue and a lust for life, and he could not help but follow her lead.  Years later he realized that his own lust for life and what she was offering him so effortlessly had him returning to her again and again.  And thus, their acquaintance strengthened, as did their trust in one another. 

She introduced him to important and influential people and, given his station, it was easy for him to impress and draw people into his circle if he wanted them there and he used his own power and influence to bolster his soon burgeoning life with Julienne.  Together they infiltrated some of the most politically dangerous arenas anyone had known then or since and used the strengths and weaknesses between them to come away clean every time.

She’d grown up in a small village just south of Paris to a poor family who had lost much of what little they had during the revolution.  Her father had been killed during the ensuing riots and her mother, destitute with six hungry mouths to feed, sold them off one by one to workhouses and traveling tradesmen.  Being the youngest, Julienne was the last of her mother’s offspring to peddle.  And being the prettiest, it was no great shock what work she had in mind when the time came for her to earn her keep.

Dunn did not know the depth of that life she led, for she never gave him much detail and he did not fancy ever knowing the truth. She plied her trade for several months before being put upon by an overzealous customer who saw his demise as she defended herself as best she knew how. After that, she took to the streets and like many put in her situation, learned to fend for herself and became a stronger, more resilient woman for it.  When she and Dunn met, it had been a decade since she’d left the streets, having made a name for herself as a spy and agent to some of the most influential houses in France.  Having a street-wise woman who could maneuver through some of the darkest corners during the wars was a boon, as no one ever expected that from a female.  She beguiled generals with her beauty and wit, stole military secrets with a crook of her finger and made so much money trading the information she gained that she eventually admitted to Dunn what it was she really did to sustain her lifestyle, which was luxurious to say the very least.  When they’d first met, he thought her to be a peer, a Countess or a Lady of some ancient line, not an urchin pulled up on her own hard work to crawl out of that gutter and come off as if she were royalty.  And being so taken with her, he fell into her lap and her life of intrigue without question.

It had been nearly seventeen years now since that first mission together.  Sitting there now in the exclusive cafe across from this exquisitely coiffed and dressed woman, he could not for the life of him remember what that mission was.  Only that it led to another, and another, and soon he was just as addicted to the danger and diversion as she was.

They often portrayed themselves as a couple, arguing over some trivial domestic matter to form distractions while they eavesdropped on conversations or snuck into secure areas to filch missives.  Dunn never did it for the money, though some jobs brought much more than others.  For him, it was a fun distraction from his tedious life, and it gave him something to get out of bed for in the morning.  Often, Julienne was in the bed next to him and for those days, he had no reason at all to step foot outside his bedchambers.  Their work relationship and their intimate relationship overlapped often through the years, but never took hold.  It never could.

“Doing what we do, there can be no attachments.  We cannot give anyone any ammunition to use against us at any given time,” she’d told him once as he cradled her in his arms. In their line of work, if anyone knew they had a relationship, it could easily be held against them, and they could be forced to talk or reveal secrets to save the other's life.  And that could never happen.  Ever.  They’d both been doing this too long and knew far too much that being caught would endanger not only themselves but everyone around them.  Everyone was fodder.  Which was why he was there, meeting with Julienne at their favorite cafe.

“So, do you have a new mission for us?” she asked, noting his hesitation in the conversation.  It had been nearly ten months since they’d worked together, and he knew this would be a difficult discussion.  It was one he’d been dreading since the day he left New York with Lilianne on his arm.

“That’s why I’ve asked you to meet me here,” he started, and she gave him a beaming smile.

“I knew you had something up your sleeve,” she said, cutting him off.  “There had to be a reason you have been silent for so long.  What is it, something about King George?  The Americas?”

Dunn sighed heavily and set his teacup aside.

“I need to get out,” he said, and Julienne furrowed her brows.

“Is someone chasing you?  I have a safe house not far from here—”

“I need to get out of the business,” he added curtly, shaking his head.  The crease in her brow deepened as his words finally registered.

“Out... of the business?” she repeated.  “Are you mad?”

“No, I don’t believe I am.”

“Why now that things are so easy for us would you back out?  We’ve made a name for ourselves, Dunn.  We have everything we could ever need.”

Dunn bowed his head, gritting his teeth.

“I’m getting married.”

There was silence for a moment, then he heard her set her cup down.

“All right, well, I always knew it was something that would need to happen, being a duke as you are.  But we can work around it,” she said, too cheerfully.  

Dunn shook his head again.

“It won’t work, I need to focus on my life, on my wife and family.  I cannot risk the danger this may bring to them.”

“Them?  Do you already have children with this woman?” Julienne asked, her voice tight.

“No, but I am close to her family and should they ever learn the truth of all of this, it would be devastating.  We would never survive.”

Julienne stared at him for several moments and he could see the thoughts ticking through her mind.  It was easy enough to do, he’d known her for so many years, knew the way she worked.  She would try to find a way to change his mind to keep him where he was.

“Come now, Dunn, how many years have we played this game?  It is so easy for us to walk into the shadows and come out as complete strangers.  No one would be the wiser.  When things are more dangerous, you know we are more focused.  Trust me when I say, we can still do this.”

“But I don’t want to do it any longer.  The danger is not worth the risk to me.”

“I can’t believe you are saying this.  You of all people.  How many times have we come away from a mission exhilarated from the risks we’ve taken together?  How can you say you are ready to give that life away?”

“I just did,” Dunn said solemnly looking back to her.

She stared at him from across the table.  No emotions played across her face, she was far too skilled to let even a blink give her away.  Her glare was emotional enough.

“I don’t understand why marriage should come between us,” she sniffed and lifted her cup to her lips.  “There isn’t a married man within a hundred miles that doesn’t have at least one mistress in his bed.”

Dunn’s gaze dropped to his lap and Lilianne’s face immediately came to mind, sharp and clear.  He knew exactly why he couldn’t take Julienne as a mistress and she needed to know the truth.

“I love her,” the words came out before he could even prepare himself for the repercussions of their meaning.  Looking up, it was the first time he saw Julienne flinch, but her disinterested façade immediately dropped into place to cover any trace of a reaction.

She raised a brow tentatively then sipped her tea.

“I’m sure you’ll find yourself bored out of your wits in no time at all,” she said.  “You are not a man fit for domestic life.”

“That is where you are wrong,” he said a bit angrily.  “Lilianne is a wonderful, fascinating woman.  I find myself deep in conversation with her often and she never fails to captivate me.”

“Lilianne?  Lambourne?” Julienne asked, her tone sharp, an edge of anger finding its way onto her tongue.

“Yes,” he answered, licking his lips.  “I have not offered for her as of yet, but she is aware of my intentions.”

“I see,” Julienne ground out.  

“I plan to marry her in short order.”

Julienne shook her head absently.

“Is there a reason you need to wed so quickly?”

“If you are wondering if she is with child, the answer is no,” he said, then clenched his jaw.  “Though I don’t believe it is any of your business.”

“Your business is my business,” she bit out.  “Have you thought of that?  What we’ve cultivated for so many years, it cannot be done alone.  If you leave, I will have nothing.”

“Nonsense.  You were doing this long before I came into your life and I am sure you will continue to do so well into your later years.”

She all but snarled at him, her face taut with reined in anger.

“I am far too old to be a runner and my skills are too exacting to be a common thief.  Without having one another, our backs are exposed.  It does not work.”

Dunn rolled his eyes but noted her sharp look.  She’d taught him everything about this business and yes, it had become like artistry between them, but her skill went beyond what he could ever accomplish for himself. She had years of experience that he could never match.  Why she felt she could not work without him confounded him.

“You’re being overdramatic, Jules,” he said, finishing off his tea, pushing his cup aside.  “You knew this would happen eventually.”

“How would I have known?” she asked.  “I seem to recall not so many years ago when you deemed yourself a lifelong bachelor, and that marriage and children were just not something you were looking to pursue.”

“I’m a duke, Jules.  You knew beyond my protestations that it was necessary.  As I advance in years not a week goes by that I am not questioned about continuing my line.  It is something that must be done.”

“So then marry her, have a child, and come back to me,” she offered.  

This time, it was his own glare that was returned.

“I told you I love her, did you not hear me?  With all our years of familiarity and all we’ve been through together, I could not be unfaithful to her, nor do I wish to be.”

“What you’re feeling is not love,” she said as she filled his cup once more.  “You’re feeling protective of her.  Perhaps even a bit sympathetic.  But love?  Come now, Dunn, she’s a child.  You helped raise the girl.  What you’re feeling is fatherly, not husbandly.”

Her words made his stomach burn.  He’d known Lilianne her entire life, met her when she was less than a year old and he was still at Eton with her brother.  He’d watched her grow, stood by as life threw sorrows and obstacles into her path, but he’d also watched as she laughed with her brothers and came into her own with a quick mind and an even sharper tongue.  There was nothing to not love about her.  Yes, she was fifteen years his junior, but he’d seen men twice his age marry even younger women.  That was not the issue here.  Julienne’s issue was that he was marrying someone that was not her.  That he was marrying at all was an even bigger issue it seemed.

“Lilianne is a grown woman of five and twenty.  She’s not sitting in her brother’s house wearing pigtails and pinafores.  That I’ve watched her mature isn’t a travesty, it’s a blessing. I know exactly where her character came from, why she’s such a strong woman... someone who will stand beside me, not behind me.”

Those words struck something deep in Julienne and for the first time in all the years he’d known her, he saw the flash of something raw cross her features. An emotion so visceral, it made him sit back.

“I wish you all the happiness in the world,” Julienne ground out, dabbed her lips with her napkin, then rose from the table and walked out of the restaurant.

Dunn immediately went after her, but once out on the street, she was nowhere to be found.  She’d slipped into the shadows as she always could.
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August 18, 1821

Lambourne House, London

“Where have you been?” 

Lilianne’s worry was evident and Dunn hated to see the trepidation painted in the dark circles beneath her blue eyes.  He pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly, inhaling deeply as her warmth permeated his weary body.

“I am so sorry to have worried you,” he said against her hair.  “I did not mean to leave as I did, but I had some things that needed to be taken care of.”

She pushed back from him and stepped out of his grasp.

“But why did you just leave?  What was it that could not wait?”

Dunn shook his head and stepped past her, trying to clear his expression.  She did not need to know any of what had transpired between him and Julienne.

“Nothing to worry yourself with.  There were some loose ends to tidy before we could move forward.”

“Move forward?” she asked, furrowing her brows.

“Of course.  I plan on speaking to Dane this afternoon to let my intentions for you be known.”

The anger slid from her face like melting snow and a smile, warm and lovely, bloomed across her lips.

“Truly?”

“Yes, love.  Truly.”

She rushed to him again and he pulled her into another embrace, squeezing her tightly until he heard footsteps approaching and they moved apart.

“Could you at least take it to the library where you are less obvious,” Archer said with a smug grin as he came down the staircase.  He stepped toward them and gave Dunn a quick bow.

Dunn chucked him on the shoulder and gave him a sheepish grin of his own.

“I do beg your pardon,” he offered and he and Lilianne turned and followed Archer into the sitting room.  “I suppose it is just something you’ll have to get used to.”

Archer’s smile broadened at his words.

“Good man,” he said as he patted Dunn on the arm.  “It’s about time you’ve come around. Have you spoken to Dane yet?”

“Ah, you’ve returned.  Spoken to me about what?” Dane’s booming voice asked as he came into the room behind them.

Dunn gestured for Lilianne to sit and he turned to address Dane.  Archer, standing beside him, gave him a comical, dubious look.

“May we speak in private?” Dunn asked, gesturing to the door, but Dane furrowed his brows.

“Can this not wait?  I have my steward coming at any moment and I just need a bit of peace.”

“Oh Dane,” Lilianne said with an exaggerated sigh.  “Let him speak to you for pity sake.”

Dane turned a grimace to his sister, then looked back to Dunn.

“Has something happened?  Are you all right?”

Dunn took him by the shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“I’m fine, we just need to speak.  It shall only take a moment.”

Dane sighed heavily again and rolled his eyes.

“Can we not speak here?” he asked, dropping onto a chair.  

Frustrated, Dunn looked to Lilianne then to Archer and each gave him a shrug and he had to stop and consider his options.  Here he was, a man of forty, and this was something he had never done.  Years before, when he’d fallen for a woman whom he thought he loved, he prepared himself for this moment, gathering the courage to face her father as a green young man of twenty-two.  Luckily for him, he never went through with it.  And now, it was as if he addressed his own son, asking him for permission to marry his...

“Oh hell,” he murmured and left the room, courage failing him.  What was he doing?  How could this match possibly be in Lilianne’s best interest?  Catching his breath in his throat, he paced the length of the long hall and found Dane standing in the sitting room doorway when he turned back.

“You can relax,” Dane offered as he stepped away from the door jamb and came to Dunn’s side.  “I know why you want to speak to me.  It’s obvious you are in love with my sister.  I’m just surprised it has taken you so long to speak to me.”

Dunn looked to his friend, but his tension did not ease.

“I don’t know if I can do it,” Dunn admitted.

“Do what?  Ask me for her hand?  Consider it done,” he said with a chuckle.

“No, I don’t think I can marry her,” he muttered, his gaze dropping to his boots.  “Surely there is someone younger who is more suited to her.”

Dane tilted his head and gave him a questioning glance.

“You are suited to her,” he said, his tone adamant.  “It’s like you share the same mind and I can appreciate that she smiles when you are with her.  Before all that horrible kidnapping nonsense, she was a shell of herself.  She’d sit by herself and watch our lives go by without her.  Before the two of you started to become close, I doubted she would thrive past thirty.”

Dunn’s gaze came back to him, his brows furrowing.

“She mourned Colvin unnaturally.  In fact, I don’t think she mourned him, but the fact that her one chance to be a young bride was gone when he died,” Dane said.  “He could have been anyone really.  He was her escape.  But you are different.  You’re a father figure, a mentor, and you care deeply for her, I can see that.  Why would I want her to marry anyone else?”

“Do you not think she could find a younger man, someone to give her a family of her own?”

“You’re forty, you’re not dead for God’s sake,” Dane said with a laugh.  “Men twice your age still father children with ease.  I think you’re making more of this than needs be.  Look, you have my blessing.  Christ, you have the blessing of the entire family for bringing her out of the shadows of her life.  I believe you will make a lovely couple.”

Dunn was humbled by Dane’s words.  True as they were, he still could not get past the feeling that he was somehow taking advantage of Lilianne.  She was much younger than he and willing to do what he wanted out of respect and admiration.  So why was he doing it?

“I love her,” Dunn finally admitted aloud.  “I’ve loved her since she was a child, but as she grew and we became closer, that love changed into something more profound.  She is so smart and thoughtful, some days she thinks circles around me, and I feel like my heart is going to burst with pride.  But I still worry that years from now, she will tire of having an old man at her side and my heart will be forever lost to her.”

“My sister definitely knows her own mind,” Dane said with a smirk.  “The fact that she’s chosen you says a lot about your relationship.”

“How so?”

“When she met Colvin and their relationship blossomed so quickly, I knew in the back of my mind that it would not last.  Even with the engagement she fought so hard for me to agree to, I knew it would never come to pass.  We never expected Colvin to be killed during the war, mind you, but I thought perhaps he would come back a damaged man, someone whose troubles were far greater than anything she’d ever experienced. I believe that would have put her off.  She was so young and immature then, had seen nothing of the world and though he wasn’t much older, he was a soldier.  He’d seen pain and punishment in ways many of us will never understand.”

Dunn bowed his head at that statement.  He was no soldier, but in his years working with Julienne, he’d seen it all in gruesome detail.  Sneaking around behind enemy lines gathering information, pretending to be someone he was not to get what he needed to complete his missions, he’d seen the ravages of war and the sickness of the mind that it caused.  So many young men who’d sacrificed their young lives for King and country, only to return as mere shadows of who they once were.  Those that perished were far better off in his opinion.  Death relieved them of what they were burdened to carry with them for the rest of their lives.  Battered, often missing limbs and sanity, these soldiers had no joy to come home to.  If Colvin had returned, he wasn’t sure if Lilianne would have stayed with him.  Dane was right.

“And now with what has happened,” Dane continued, “Her being kidnapped and who knows what happened while they had her, she was forcibly matured.  She’d finally seen what the real world was like outside London’s celebrated streets.  So, I don’t think she sees you as an old man that she must settle with.  I think she sees you as someone who understands her, someone who has seen both sides of her and will accept her as she is.  It’s a beautiful thing.”

And it was.  Dunn knew it months ago in New York.  They’d spent countless hours just sitting in the small park near their hotel talking about everything and nothing at all.  She never did tell him what happened during her captivity and he never pushed her to speak of it.  He didn’t need to know unless she felt the need to tell him.  He understood that being in the business he was in... the business he was trying to get out of.  The business none of them knew about.

“So, your blessing has been given,” Dunn said with a shrug.  “Now what?”

Dane gave him a queer look.

“Just because I am forty does not mean I have ever done this before, and you have,” Dunn added, giving Dane’s shoulder a shake.

“Well, you’ll need to draw up the marriage articles and jointures.  Once that is done, you and I will sit down and go over them to make sure everything is fairly done,” Dane said, then shook his head when he noted Dunn’s grimace.  “I know you would never cheat my sister, and she has money enough on her own not to need anyone, but this is a business after all.  It needs to be done.”

“That’s fine, I shall call upon my solicitor and take care of that.  And I’ll contact the Archbishop for the license, and we can discuss a date to make sure he is available for a small ceremony.  She will need to be schooled in the precedence this will give her and what she will be required to do.”

“I am sure she will revel in that,” Dane said.

“Probably.  And the coronet. I’ll have to have my late mother’s fitted for her before the wedding.”

Dane looked to his friend with wide eyes, then shook his head.

“Dear God,” he said with an exasperated laugh.  “My sister will outrank me.”

“I believe she will revel in that most of all,” Dunn said with a laugh of his own.

“It is done then,” Dane said, offering his friend a handshake.  “I would welcome you into the family, but you’ve been a part of us for so long already.  I do believe congratulations are in order though.”

Dunn shook his hand and then followed Dane back to the sitting room.

“It looks like your sister will finally marry,” Dane offered to Archer as he passed him and pulled Lilianne into a hug as she stood with a beaming smile.

“Hallelujah,” Archer said then embraced his sister.  He then shook Dunn’s hand and the room was suddenly full of chatter.

Dane called for the butler then and let him know that the evening dinner would
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