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London, August 1817

“What d’you find out?” 

Mason waited impatiently with his arms crossed as Dell Turner took a seat in one of the pink and yellow chintz-covered chairs complete with scrolled arms and claw-foot legs. Turner had a specifically developed talent for looking at home and at ease no matter where he happened to be. 

Mason took position near the fireplace rather than trust the ridiculously delicate-looking furniture.

For years, Mason had known Turner as an occasional sparring partner who frequented similar haunts around London’s East End. He’d only recently discovered his friend was also the man known with equal awe in both the rookery and the ton as Nightshade, a man of various talents and unmentionable skills who accomplished tasks (usually covert and often dangerous) no one else could.

When Turner finally glanced up, his expression was as flat as his tone. “Not much. Maybe nothing at all.”

“Out with it.”

Turner responded to the sharp command with a subtle tilt of his head.

Mason’s size and rough manner had a tendency to threaten people even when it wasn’t his intention. He wasn’t above using his brutish appearance to his advantage when necessary, but such tactics weren’t likely to work on Turner. His harsh words had been more a product of his impatience than an attempt at intimidation. With a lift of his brows, Mason waited for Turner to continue. 

“There’ve been murmurs—nothing specific and nothing concrete—of a former Runner by the name of George Boothe poking around for information that lines up with our own inquiries.”

“Such as?”

“He’s been asking about a boy, twelve years old, dark hair and eyes, with fine speech, recently arrived in London...currently suspected to be alone in the city.”

Alone in the city.

The words triggered an instant tension in Mason’s body and a sickening twist in his guts. It wasn’t so many weeks ago that his two-year-old daughter had been lost in the great and terrible city. 

He hadn’t learned of Claire’s existence until she was already a few months old. Her mother had worked at a dance hall near the docks, and though she and Mason had been lovers for a short time, they’d parted ways after only a brief affair. It wasn’t until several months later that Molly had come knocking on his door, demanding money for the care and keeping of the girl-child swaddled in her arms. Peeking at the tiny pink face of his daughter for the very first time, Mason had experienced a kind of fear he’d never known before.  His only example of fatherhood had been his own drunken, violent sire, and he was confident he wouldn’t manage to do much better. Believing the babe was best off in her mother’s care, he didn’t see his small daughter as often as he’d have liked, but he supported them as best he could. Molly tended to move about a lot and there were times Mason had no idea where his daughter was. But he’d never believed her to be in danger.

He regretted that assumption more than anyone could know. If he’d been more present, he might have noticed Molly’s growing addiction to opium. If he been a proper sort of father, Claire would have been with him when Molly abandoned her and left London for parts unknown. 

Mason had torn London apart looking for Claire, hating himself for not being there when her mother had failed to be. When his brute force tactics failed to turn up any clue to Claire’s whereabouts, he’d gone to the one man in London who might succeed where he’d failed. Nightshade. 

A man Mason also knew as Dell Turner.

Proving worthy of his reputation, Nightshade had located young Claire in the hands of a criminal gang led by a man named Bricken, who intended to smuggle her and others from the country to be sold into servitude and worse overseas. 

Just a couple weeks ago, Mason, Turner, and two of Nightshade’s associates rescued Claire and nearly a dozen others from the kidnappers’ warehouse. All of the other children had been returned to their respective homes, orphanages, or whatever street gang they ran with except for one older boy who called himself Freddie. 

It was clear by his refined manner and rich clothing that the boy was of the nobility, but he steadfastly refused to tell them anything of his people or origins.

It had also been equally obvious that Freddie had acted as Claire’s protector during their horrid ordeal. Noticing how the shy and frightened little girl had clung to the older boy after their rescue, Mason decided to take Freddie in until Turner could dig up some information on the tight-lipped lad.

After several days and innumerable dead-ends, Turner finally had something of a lead. Though vague, the description certainly fit Freddie.  It could be the same boy. Could be someone else entirely. When Turner didn’t say more, Mason frowned. “That’s it?”

The other man’s expression remained closed and his hazel eyes assessing. Whatever was going on in his swift and cunning brain wasn’t revealed in his gaze. “As I said...it could be nothing.”

Mason’s back teeth clenched. There was more. “Tell me.”

“I put a tail on Boothe to gather more information. He was observed reporting to a home in Mayfair—a mansion long entailed to the Duke of Northmoor. For decades, the place has been empty but for a few servants.”

Turner’s method of providing information was getting infuriating. Mason preferred blunt, straightforward talk. “The point, Turner.”

“The former duke lived a reclusive life in the country until he was killed in a house fire several months ago. His wife had passed a number of years earlier so Northmoor’s death left behind two orphaned children. Since the fire that took their father also destroyed much of their home, the young duke—currently aged twelve—and his adult sister moved into the long-neglected London residence.” Turner paused before adding, “The new Duke of Northmoor is also known as Frederick Blackwell.”

Mason stared. Incredulous. “You’re saying Freddie’s a blasted duke?”

“It’s a possibility.”

Mason thought of the boy currently upstairs. Judging by the clothing he’d worn when he’d been found and his refined manners, it was highly likely he came from a noble family.

But a goddamned duke?

He met Turner’s solemn gaze. “A newly minted duke goes missing and there’s not a whimper of it in the papers? No demand to drain the Thames? There should’ve been an army of Runners choking the streets and knocking on every door.”

“Odd, isn’t it?” Turner agreed. “The two have been as reclusive in town as they’d been in the country.”

Mason began to pace across the room but stopped when he nearly toppled an entire display of porcelain farm animals. “If Freddie and this duke are one and the same, he had to’ve gone missing weeks ago. Assuming it’s the sister who’s searching for him, why wouldn’t she have gotten the full force of Bow Street on the case instead of one retired Runner?”

Turner shrugged. “Why would the boy refuse to reveal his identity once he’d been rescued from Bricken?” He cast a sardonic glance about the room. “Nothing against your new place, but you’d think the boy would be anxious to return to the luxury of Mayfair.”

The two men looked at each other. Turner’s expression was calm, alert, implacable, whereas Mason could feel frustration in the tugging weight of his brow and the hard clench of his jaw.

He hated mysteries and wanted the one about Freddie cleared. He didn’t like owing anyone and this debt was too big to ignore. It wouldn’t be satisfied until he saw Freddie reunited with his people. A difficult task, since the boy had not been forthcoming on that issue.

“Northmoor is a wealthy dukedom. Maybe he’s worried you’ll demand a ransom to return him once you discover his origins.” There was an obvious tone of reprimand in Turner’s voice. “You have employed similar villainy in the past.”

Mason narrowed his gaze at the overt reference to his less than honorable behavior when he’d been desperate to recover his daughter. In the weeks prior to abandoning Claire, Molly had been working Mason over for money. She’d claimed she wanted to start a new life free from prostitution and the draw of opium. But when Mason hadn’t gotten the funds she’d demanded fast enough, she’d threatened to take Claire somewhere he’d never find her. 

As a moneylender for underground boxing matches, Mason was forced to call in markers on every loan pending repayment. Even one he’d been inclined to let slide. Back then, he’d still believed Molly was a good mother, despite her selfishness and her struggle with opium. If he’d known what she was capable of, he’d have claimed his daughter and left her mother to fend for herself.

There was a helluva lot he’d have done differently, if he’d been less selfish himself. 

“I’m not proud of what I did to the Chadwick chits,” he replied stiffly. He wasn’t accustomed to explaining himself to anyone, but figured he owed something on this. “I was out of my head when Molly threatened to take Claire away and needed the money their father owed.”

Turner stared back at him, cool and silently assessing. Then he gave a short nod signaling the topic was at rest. At least for now. Since that situation had involved someone close to Turner, Mason suspected it would be a long time before the matter was fully forgiven. 

Probably rightfully so. 

Still...Mason couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t do the same if Claire ever again ended up in peril. Which brought him back to Freddie, the boy who’d done his best to protect the little girl when Mason couldn’t.

He ran his hand along his jaw. “Could be Freddie’s got some other reason for not wanting to go home. How could a young nobleman end up in the hands of a man like Bricken in the first place?”

Turner tilted his head. “Good question. That blighter sure as hell wouldn’t’ve had the means to abduct a duke and likely never would have thought to try, which means he probably acquired Freddie by a stroke of luck or random opportunity.” He paused. Hazel eyes darkened in thought. “Or someone saw Bricken as a convenient means of disposing of the boy.”

“Shit,” Mason muttered. “What d’you know of the sister?”

“Only that Lady Katherine Blackwell is twenty years of age and never had a London debut. As I said, they’ve lived a very reclusive life.”

“Could she be behind it all?”

“There is not enough information to confirm nor refute that possibility.”

But it was a possibility. “Until there is,” Mason replied, “we consider her a threat.”

“Assuming Freddie and this Duke of Northmoor are one and the same.”

Mason considered Freddie’s manner of absolute self-containment and that subtle air of command he possessed without even trying. The way he kept silent about his home and people. His stiff manner and suspicious gaze. A certainty settled in Mason’s bones. “It’s him.”

Turner didn’t refute his statement, leading Mason to think he believed the same. “Well, at least there are no rumors connecting the boy with a certain former bare-knuckle boxer.”

Mason thought for a moment before replying. “Maybe there should be.”

Turner’s brows lifted. “You want to invite some trouble?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Mason replied with a slow, humorless grin. “Have one of your people get word to this Boothe that the boy might have been seen at my old place.” 

“It’ll be done,” Turner replied with a short nod, “but I won’t be able to join you. I’m leaving town tomorrow for a few weeks.”

Mason chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I can handle one retired Runner. I’ve just got a few questions for the bloke. I won’t be turning Freddie over to anyone who might be of a mind to harm him further.”

Turner rose to his feet and smoothed the wrinkles from the coat. “If you need anything while I’m gone, get in touch with Morley. You know where to find him?”

Mason nodded, then couldn’t resist the opportunity to poke at the man a bit. “Your partner stopped by this morning,” he noted casually. 

Turner’s features remained flatly composed. 

“Or shouldn’t I call her that?” Mason asked as humor twisted his lips. “The lady said you two weren’t working together anymore. In fact, she didn’t seem too pleased with you at all. Honeymoon over?”

When Turner finally responded to Mason’s ribbing, it wasn’t in the way he’d expected. Instead of revealing irritation, Turner’s mouth curved in a crafty smile. “Just the opposite. The honeymoon begins tomorrow.” 

Mason should have figured Nightshade would have an angle. He shook his head and gave a short laugh. “You’re a brave man. She doesn’t seem the type of female who’s easily managed.”

Turner rolled his eyes and made a low sound of frustration, and for the first time during their conversation, a hint of cockney entered his voice. “An understatement of mythic proportions, mate. Good thing I’ve decided to stop trying.” Then he turned and left, leaving Mason in the parlor filled with pastel ruffles and flowery prints and knickknacks on every surface and furniture he couldn’t sit in.

Mason had rented the fully furnished house the day after saving Claire and Freddie from Bricken’s gang. His old place had been an office building where he’d conducted his business, running the stakes for the bare-knuckle fights in which he’d been undefeated before retiring from the ring. Though he’d also used his office as a residence, it wasn’t suitable for two children. 

If he intended to stay in this house of flounce and frippery, there was a lot he’d need to change. But he knew even less about decorating than he did about caring for children, and he had no idea how long they’d stay, so the house and its excessive decor would remain as they were for the foreseeable future.
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Chapter Two
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Mason hailed a hackney cab to take him to his office a few hours after Turner left. 

He figured by the time word got to the former Runner through Nightshade’s elusive and widespread network of whisperers and listeners, it wouldn’t take long for the investigator to locate the address. Mason Hale was a well-known figure in the East End. 

Embraced by the world of bare-knuckle boxing at age seventeen when his size and strength had already been something to notice, Mason hadn’t gone far from the ring when he’d decided ten years of swinging his fists was enough. He’d made fair money as a fighter and even more as a moneylender to the men who bet on the bouts. 

Entering the narrow brick building, he was struck by just how run-down the place looked. He’d never really cared much for appearances. His clients hadn’t worried much about it either as long as Mason had the blunt for their gambling addictions. But in contrast to the townhouse he’d been living in the last weeks, his former offices looked downright seedy.

Nothing could be as bad as the childhood home Mason had left behind, but he sure as hell wanted more than this for his daughter. Maybe he’d just sell the place outright. Start new somewhere else.

The building was quiet as he made his way through the lower rooms to the narrow stairway. The upper level contained his personal space, which was just one large room with a desk crammed into a corner, a sofa shoved against one wall, and enough open space for training. 

Just because Mason had left the ring didn’t mean he’d stopped fighting. He still enjoyed going a few rounds with men of matched skill. He needed the challenge and his body craved the movement and strain and sweat of a good fight. Now that he had Claire to care for, he’d been thinking of starting up a more formal training program. Something that went beyond the ring and tapped into his experiences as a flash man for the bawdy houses. There were plenty of establishments around town that needed a well-trained and skilled fighter to guard their doors and keep the peace. 

But first, he needed to see Freddie settled back in his proper life.

As he reached the top of the stairs and the door that led into the upper room, he paused.

The hairs on his arms stood up and his stomach muscles tightened with awareness.

Someone was there. Behind the partially opened door, waiting to attack as soon as Mason entered. Dusk had fallen outside, and without any lamps lit, the building was filled with a dim grey light, but the shadow beneath the door was a dead giveaway to a man who’d learned far too young to be wary of blind corners.

Though it had been a long time since anyone had dared to attack him unprovoked, in his gritty youth, it had happened often. He’d been a scrawny lad up until the age of thirteen or so, when several growth spurts added inches in height and bulk within a painfully short time. The dramatic transformation represented a challenge to the other boys in the rookery, where might equaled right. 

Mason had been jumped so many times in those years, he’d had constant bruises and lumps on his face and body. But he’d been raised in a nest of violence and knew how to take a hit and keep going. Eventually, word got out he couldn’t be defeated and the attacks grew less frequent. 

Mason rolled his shoulders in anticipation of the confrontation awaiting him behind the door. He probably should have anticipated the efficiency of Nightshade’s people to get word to Boothe.

Good. The issue would be settled all the quicker.

After quietly removing his great coat to leave it in a heap on the stairs, he flattened his palm on the door. Pushing it open, he stepped through. 

Something didn’t smell right. In a place most often scented with the dust of charcoal, sweat, and whiskey, the new smell was starkly out of place. Fresh and quietly rich with the fragrance of some exotic flower, it momentarily distracted him from the immediate threat, giving the intruder a chance to take the first swing.

Something the man was destined to regret.

A fist connected with Mason’s jaw and he smiled. It seemed he’d been right not to expect much of a challenge in this confrontation. The punch was ill-timed and carried only a fraction of the force it could have if it had been properly executed. Boothe had obviously been in a rush to claim his advantage...possibly because he knew he wouldn’t get another.

Mason kicked the door shut behind him, closing off an avenue for the man to escape before Mason had a chance to question him about the woman who’d hired him. 

“You’re gonna have to do a helluva lot better than that,” he noted with a smirk as the Runner squared off in front of him with fists raised. 

Mason rolled his shoulders and shook out his fingers before curling them into his palm.

Though the lighting was dim, it was enough to determine his adversary was a big man, broad and barrel-chested. His expression was stern and ready for a fight; his gaze was focused. At one time, the former Runner might have been an imposing figure. Now, however, he was a man significantly past his physical prime and way out of his league. 

But that didn’t stop him from lunging forward to swing a hard right. 

Mason easily ducked out of the way and sent a swift jab to his opponent’s ribs. The man stumbled and coughed but recovered quickly enough to come at Mason again.

Deflecting the next blow with an easy block, Mason decided to bring an end to the pointless tussle. 

After allowing Boothe to get close enough to manage a quick cross to Mason’s jaw, Mason responded with a blurred left jab that had the other man dropping to the floor—out cold. 

Mason huffed an irritated breath.

He’d wanted to end the fight, not knock the man out. Now he’d have to wait for him to wake up before he could get the answers he wanted. As he took a step toward the fallen Runner, intending to search the man’s pockets for anything useful, the distinctive click of a pistol hammer being pulled back echoed through the room like a cannon blast. 

Mason froze. 

Boothe hadn’t come alone. 

Holding his splayed hands out from his body, he slowly turned toward the sound to discover a figure standing in the deep shadows behind his desk.

“Do not move.” The woman’s voice was an intriguing combination of elegance and arrogance. Smooth and strong. The texture of it slid warmly down Mason’s spine. 

She was shrouded in a thick cloak of midnight-blue velvet. With the oversized hood drawn over her head, he could see nothing of her face. But considering her cultured accent, he suspected Freddie’s sister had opted not to sit quietly at home while her man followed Turner’s effectively dropped clue. 

Mason would have his answers sooner than later after all. 

Keeping his gaze trained on the lady and the glint of dark metal she extended from the folds of her cloak, Mason lifted his hands to release the tie of his queue that had come loose during the brief scuffle with Boothe. In slow, deliberate movements, he shook his head—never once taking his eyes off the woman—before combing his fingers back through his hair to secure it again at his nape.

Then he lowered his hands back to his sides and smiled. “’Ello, dove.”

“You are Mason Hale?” 

“I am.”

She hesitated. It was a just a brief pause, but Mason noticed it. He might have suspected it was caused by uncertainty if not for the fact that her voice was strong and steady when she spoke again. “Where is the boy?” 

Mason made a play of looking around the room, even glancing behind him before he tilted his head back toward the cloaked woman. “What boy?”

She made a short sound of impatience. 

“I was informed he’d be here. We’ve already searched the place and I know he’s not, but I suspect you know where he is.” She lifted the pistol suggestively. “And you’re going to tell me.”

Mason tilted his head thoughtfully. “Am I now?” 

Her tone sharpened. “Where is he?”

“As you said, he’s not here.” Mason took a step forward. The pistol never wavered. 

“You will turn him over to me. Immediately.”

Impressed with the woman’s boldness though not yet assured of her intentions, Mason asked, “What d’you think the likelihood is of me being the type of man who’d do something just because you demand it?”

“I will pay ransom. Any amount. Double—triple—what you were paid to take him.” Tension rose in her voice. A thread of desperation gleaming within the stern command.

Mason continued across the room, his slow, even steps sounding ominous on the bare wood floor.

The woman adjusted the pistol’s aim to follow his advance. “Not another step.”

He ignored her. “You won’t shoot me.”

“Do not underestimate me,” she replied coldly.

“If you shoot me, you won’t find the boy.”

A soft, swift inhale. “You do have him.”

Mason strode forward until the expanse of his heavy oak desk was the only thing between them. That, the pistol, and the gathering darkness. “What d’you want with him?”

“Not your concern.” Irritation colored her tone and shortened her words. “Release him to me.”

Mason lifted a brow. “You keep making demands, dove, but you’re not the one in charge here.”

She made a subtle gesture with the gun. “I beg to differ.” 

Without warning, Mason placed his hand flat on the surface of the desk and vaulted over it. The woman took an instinctive step back, which allowed him to land right in front of her. At the same time, he grasped her slim wrist and raised her hand with the pistol above her head to pin it to the wall. Another step brought his body to within a fraction of an inch of hers. The velvet material of her cloak brushed against his woolen trousers while the pulse at her wrist fluttered against his palm. 

To his surprise, she didn’t panic and flail in his hold. The only sound she made was the initial gasp of surprise as he’d pressed her to the wall. She briefly tested his hold, but only once and subtly. There was no point in resisting his strength, and apparently, she was clever enough not to waste time on futility. 

She stilled. But tension radiated from every inch of her form. 

Mason’s body responded readily to the proximity of her warmth and her stubborn, subtle resistance. The stirring of lust in his blood was unexpected. 

“Release me,” she demanded.

“No.”

“You dare—”

“I dare,” he interrupted in a heavy murmur. “That and more.” 

Finally, she tipped her head back to meet his gaze and her hood slid back to reveal a very angry countenance and dark hair smoothed into a twisted chignon. 

Dusk was slowly sliding into full night, darkening the shadows in the room, but it wasn’t yet so dark he couldn’t make out the details of her face. If Mason had still harbored any doubts the woman was Freddie’s sister, they would’ve disappeared then. She was basically a female version of the boy, with the same refined bone structure, the same wide, dark, fathomless eyes beneath thick slashing brows. And though her gaze flashed with a familiar intelligence, the way she glared at him before arching one formidable brow in a subtle signal of derision was an expression all her own.

She was a beauty. A woman of elegant wrath and graceful contempt.

Mason was captivated.
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Chapter Three
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Lady Katherine Blackwell forced her breath to a steady rhythm. Difficult, when she stared up into an intent gaze set within harsh, hardened features. As she noted the furrow in the man’s brow and the insanely strong line of his jaw, the trembling in her belly threatened to expand to her limbs, but she willed it under control. 

She could not allow this overmuscled brute to think she was fearful even though the sheer size and obvious strength of him was enough to terrify anyone. Poor Mr. Boothe hadn’t stood a chance against him. 

The former Runner had been recommended to her by Lord Shelbourne, an associate of her father’s and the only person she was acquainted with in London. After her father’s death, Shelbourne had sent a letter of condolence, which had been followed up by several more, inquiring after their well-being, offering assistance in any way should she ever need it. Not knowing where else to turn when she discovered Frederick’s disappearance, she’d taken the lord up on his offer. Shelbourne had advised that a personal investigator would be more effective than the authorities and exceedingly more discreet. Apparently, discretion was everything in London society. 

Despite Lord Shelbourne’s insistence, there had been several times she’d nearly gone to the authorities anyway. The days and days without a single clue as to what had happened to her brother had been torturous. Then, about a week ago, she’d received a note. Hastily written in Frederick’s hand, it had stated simply that he was well and he’d contact her again soon. Though the note had assured her Frederick was alive, she feared he’d written it under duress.  

And then finally today, Boothe received a tip that a boy of Frederick’s description had been seen at this address.

The former Runner had tried arguing with her that it wouldn’t be safe or proper to accompany him to such a place. He’d tried to deter her by explaining the property housed the business of a ruthless moneylender revered and feared for going undefeated in the underground bare-knuckle boxing circuit. A beast of a man named Mason Hale.

But she’d overridden all of his objections. What on earth did any of that matter when her brother was lost and alone in London? If Frederick had truly fallen into such dangerous hands, she wasn’t about to be left waiting at home for word on whether or not her brother had been found and freed. 

Watching the brief, unmatched fight between Hale and Boothe, she’d been forced to acknowledge the danger of the situation. But she’d come prepared.

When the sound of her pistol hammer being pulled back drew Hale’s attention, she’d been momentarily stunned by the raw intensity in the man’s eyes. Violence emanated from him. And he didn’t even try to tame it. He appeared to revel in his own brutishness.

Having lived her life in the country, she’d seen farmers and laborers at their work. She knew several large men with barrel chests and huge forearms who would have shuddered at the idea of using their strength for violence. They were gentle giants in comparison to this man whose body had obviously been honed in battle rather than in the fields. 

Tall and exceptionally broad of shoulder, Hale had a chest that was less barrel-like and more...brick wallish. Immoveable and imposing. His arms were nearly as thick as a blacksmith’s and his hands were large. His face was bold and squarish with a slightly crooked nose, a hard jaw, and wide lips. His brow was heavy, shadowing eyes that sparked with power. 

When he’d walked toward her, each stalking step he’d taken had increased the rate of her heartbeat. 

It was fear, yes, but also an acute anticipation unlike anything she’d felt before.

Because she hadn’t known what he would do. 

He was brute force and casual control. Considering his size, he should have been slow and clumsy; instead he was grace and strength in perfect harmony. His raffish appearance and tilted grin accompanied thick, gravelly words spoken in a rough, Londoner accent. Yet Hale’s confidence and blatant irreverence suggested he was more than someone’s hired muscle, and he’d barely blinked when she offered to pay him what was likely to be a small fortune. In fact, he’d looked almost amused. And then he’d so quickly and so frustratingly claimed physical advantage while managing to avoid hurting her. His control was evident and somehow that made her even more nervously aware.

The former boxer obviously enjoyed using his excessive brawn to maintain the upper hand. But Katherine wasn’t about to let him intimidate her. 

Ignoring the sheer overwhelming size of the man, his rough handsomeness, his hard stare, and the male-scented heat that emanated from his person, she stiffened her jaw. “What is your demand?”

He cocked his head. “My demand?”

“What will it take for you to release him?”

“Hmm.” The gravelly, earthy sound vibrated in the breathless inches between them, seeping heavy and warm into her core. “What are you willing to give, sweet dove?”

Her tongue suddenly felt thick in her mouth. “I told you—”

“Ah, yes.” He chuckled. A dangerous sound. “Triple what I was paid to take him. Right?”

She nodded, feeling something strange stirring inside her. Deep in her center.

“Well, then...you’re in luck.” He lifted the hand he had been bracing against the wall beside her shoulder to graze his knuckles along her jaw before tracing the outer curve of her ear with the tip of his finger. 

Tingling sparks spread out from his touch, giving rise to gooseflesh across her skin. Katherine had never in her life been touched in such a way. She had no idea how to react. What to think. In the absence of a ready alternative, she simply stared up at him, trying to appear unmoved.

When he spoke next, it was in a coarse and weighted murmur. “How do I know you’re not a threat to him?”

She blinked at the question. “What? Why would I be a threat?” Her brow furrowed. “Do not try to confuse me, Mr. Hale. I will not be deterred.”

“Hmm.” 

Again, that sound. 

He slid his hand to cup her nape, urging her to tip her head back even farther. Then he lowered his head toward hers. Her belly tightened. His broad features were harsh in the deepening darkness, but an intriguing force flickered in his steady gaze. She wished it wasn’t too dark to determine the color of his eyes. “You’re a bold one, aren’t you?” he mused. “Too clever for your own good.”

“There’s no such thing,” she retorted firmly despite the flare of alarm in her blood.

He smirked. “Why would a duke’s daughter have need for such daring?”

Her stomach flipped at his casual reference to her father. He knew who she was! Then he knew who Frederick was. 

Releasing a breath that had gotten caught in her throat, her next words came out from between clenched teeth. “You will turn him over to me.”

His mouth curved. White teeth flashed. “Will I?”

She lifted her left hand free of her cloak. He stiffened and his grin of masculine superiority fell the instant he felt the nudge of her pistol barrel against the vulnerable flesh of his groin. “You will.”

He cleared his throat. “This is...unexpected.”

“It shouldn’t be,” she noted smoothly. “Dueling pistols always come in pairs.”

The long, blunt fingers around her nape squeezed gently as a heavy breath eased from his lips to warmly bathe her temple. His voice was a low rumble when he replied. “Duels are for arseholes.” 

Before she could reply—or even think of a response— he released her nape, captured her left wrist, and shoved it behind her. At the same time, he lowered the hand pinned above her head and brought it together with the first in the small of her back. 

“I prefer to do things bare-handed,” he murmured. “More personal, don’t you think?”

Katherine’s breath came fast as she was forced to acknowledge the very strange, very intense sensation of being so utterly trapped by him. His arms caged her as he held her hands behind her back, forcing an arch to her spine that pressed her breasts firmly to his chest. His shoulders blocked out the rest of the room and his thighs bracketed hers.

It was infuriating how easily he’d bested her. Again. But even more than that, it was distressing how her body seemed to awaken within his hold. Her pulse raced, her breath shortened, her skin grew overheated. And deep inside was a delicate, insistent stirring.

“Release me,” she ordered tersely. 

“Not a fuckin’ chance.”

His voice was husky and low and her belly twisted tightly in response.

She inhaled a heavy breath, urging her brain to action—to think! 

Such a difficult task with his heat and hardness surrounding her, his intense gaze staring into hers, and his mouth—an intriguing twist of humor with curving arcs and firm lines... 

But then something he’d said infiltrated the haze of her thoughts. It hadn’t made sense before but...if she adjusted the context... 

A fascinating suspicion dawned. 

In fact, there was a lot that suddenly made sense. The enigma he presented suddenly offered a glimmer of clarity.

She took another deep breath, causing his gaze to flicker over the rise and fall of her breasts. “You have no reason to keep me,” she stated calmly, firmly. “You will release my brother.”

He tensed his arms around her. The wall of his chest flexed and shifted against her breasts. A strand of his flaxen hair slid from his queue to brush her cheek. “And why would I do that after what you just pulled?” he asked in a sardonic tone.

She could be wrong, but she had nothing to lose by being bold.

“Because you orchestrated this little meeting, didn’t you? You were prepared for Mr. Boothe as soon as you entered this room, though I suspect my presence was a bit of a surprise.” His fingers tightened on her wrists and she continued with confidence. “You came here to ensure I wasn’t a threat to my brother. For some reason you want him to be safe. If that’s true, we’re on the same side.” After a brief hesitation, she added quietly, “Frederick needs me.”

There was a long moment as they stared intently at each other. Their gazes both assessing and probing, weighing risks and calculating outcomes. 

After a bit he narrowed his eyes, shielding the mesmerizing light from within. “You’ve surprised me, Lady Katherine,” he muttered thickly. The roughness of his voice made her name sound dangerous and sultry. She tensed her thighs and steeled the muscles of her back to combat the sudden melty feeling inside her. “Not many people do.”

“Then you’ll bring Frederick to me?” Her breathlessness wasn’t completely caused by the rush of hope that filled her at the possibility of finally being reunited with her brother.

“No,” he replied. Stepping back, he released her hands, leaving the pistols in her grip. “But I’ll take you to him.” 

After turning away from her, he leapt back over his desk and started for the door. 

Terrified that he might be toying with her and utterly uncertain if she could trust anything he said, she stood stiffly in place. “Right now?”

Casting a glance over his shoulder, he noted casually, “Unless you’d prefer to wait for a formal invitation to be sent round to Mayfair.”

She rushed around the desk, safely tucking the pistols into the deep pockets of her cloak. She reached Hale just as he used his boot to shove the unconscious Mr. Boothe’s leg out of the way to open the door. Katherine looked down at the poor man who did no more than groan softly in response. “Are you going to just leave him there?”

Hale tossed a dismissive glance at the former Runner. “He’ll be fine.”

“On the floor?”

A sardonic expression flashed across hard features. “He forced his way onto my property to attack me without provocation.”

“He was working on my behalf.”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m aware.”

“He was simply trying to protect me.”

“Then he shouldn’t have brought you to me.”

Something in his words, or maybe it was how he’d said them—all coarse and threatening—struck an odd and sensitive chord inside her. Any remaining argument faded from her lips as the deep, dark stirring he’d inspired inside her returned in full force. 

When she didn’t reply and didn’t move, he glanced out the door and down the steps, then back to her. 

Then with a half sigh, half growl, he rolled his shoulders and crouched down to take ahold of Mr. Boothe. The unconscious man was hefted onto one broad shoulder as Hale stood to full height. His intense gaze flashed with ire, but he carried the man across the room and dropped him unceremoniously onto the worn sofa. 

Hale didn’t acknowledge Katherine again as he headed back out the door, scooped up his coat, and continued down the stairs. 

Lifting her skirts, Katherine followed with held breath, muttering a silent prayer that, after weeks of searching and worrying, she was finally going to be reunited with Frederick.

Was she insane to trust the former bare-knuckle boxer currently leading her into the night? 

Absolutely.

But she had no choice...no other avenues to explore.

Despite his gruff demeanor and the fact that she still had no idea how Frederick came to be in his keeping, a sharp instinct inside her urged her to go with him. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Four
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The entire ride to the house in the opulent carriage Lady Katherine had waiting around the corner from Hale’s office was a study in discomfort. 

Mason wasn’t accustomed to women of the nobility, though he’d been around a couple of them lately more than ever before. And this one possessed a quiet intensity that unsettled him. He’d expected a lady of her ilk to be arrogant and condescending, but he hadn’t expected her daring manner or the hint of cynicism that occasionally crept into her tone. 

“Wait here,” he stated curtly when they entered the house, sending her a hard look he hoped would keep her in place. The effect was likely ruined when his gaze swept over her cloaked form with the hope of catching a glimpse of her figure. 

Mason was an unabashedly carnal sort of man. He enjoyed fornication and all that came along with the act—the physical nature of it, the sounds, smells, heat, and mindlessness. But he wasn’t some randy idiot who couldn’t control himself.  

Still...as he recalled those brief moments when she’d been confined in the circle of his arms—how her lithe, female body had tensed with bold defiance—heat roared through him. 

The glitter of her steady, challenging gaze within such refined and elegant features tripped a previously undiscovered sexual trigger. That and how she managed to maintain an effective tone of command despite being at an obvious physical disadvantage. The woman simply refused to acknowledge when she was beaten. 

And it seemed he enjoyed a little haughty disdain in a woman. Who knew?

Flicking his attention back up to her face, he noted her narrowed expression. Lady Katherine didn’t appear to appreciate his perusal any more than she’d liked being physically bested. Imagine what she would have done if he’d nipped the soft skin of her throat with his teeth like he’d been tempted to do while her hands had been secured behind her back.

Knee him in the groin, most likely.

With a low chuckle, he turned and left her in the entryway, where the garish décor couldn’t be disguised even by the lowered lamplight as he took the stairs two at a time to the upper levels of the townhouse.

The third floor was quiet, which wasn’t unusual. Mason had already learned that Freddie wasn’t a roughhousing, rambunctious type of child. And Claire...well, Mason’s daughter was still suffering from the aftereffects of what she’d gone through before Mason had been able to find her. He would forever be grateful to Dell Turner for locating his daughter before she’d been shipped off English soil, but he’d never forgive himself for allowing her to fall into such wretched hands in the first place.

He found the children in the schoolroom, as expected. Freddie sat in one corner of the thickly cushioned window seat with Claire snuggled up beneath his arm. The toddler’s pale curls contrasted against the boy’s dark coat. Her pudgy little hand was curled over his arm and her soft, feathering eyelashes swept her cheeks as she listened to him reading the storybook open in his lap. 

Perhaps it had been a mistake to bring Freddie into his household, knowing he wouldn’t be able to stay indefinitely. But the girl had become fiercely attached to her young protector during their plight with Bricken’s gang. It would have been cruel to tear them apart when Claire still hadn’t developed the same level of trust in her father.

Guilt and regret squeezed like a fist around Mason’s heart as he recalled the night he’d fought his way into Bricken’s warehouse with Turner. Pale with fear, wearing nothing but a dingy nightgown, her hair a tangle about her head, tear streaks on her smudged face, Claire had clung in terror to the larger boy. The moment had been made even more poignant when Freddie bravely placed himself between her small body and Mason’s much, much larger one. It had taken Claire a few moments to recognize Mason, and though it had nearly broken his heart, it was his own blasted fault his daughter had hesitated when he’d opened his arms. 

His chest tightened with self-directed anger. He’d never make the mistake of trusting his daughter’s care to anyone else ever again. He might not have the slightest clue how to be a proper father, but he’d keep the girl safe from further harm if it killed him. Unfortunately, there would be no way to prevent her little heart from breaking when Freddie left.

Swallowing past the harsh burn of regret in his throat, Mason walked into the room but said nothing as his appearance drew the focus of two pairs of wary eyes. He had long ago gotten used to the fear his size and boorish manner tended to inspire in people, but seeing the flash of uncertainty in his own child’s eyes hit him deeper and harder than any blow he’d received in the ring.

Claire’s nurse stood from the rocking chair in the corner where she’d been sitting quietly with a pile of knitting in her lap. He gave the older woman a nod and waited as she silently slipped from the room before he lowered to a crouch. Holding his arms out, he offered Claire a smile. “Come here, sweet pea.”

After a moment of hesitation when she glanced up at the dark-haired boy, who gave an encouraging smile, his little girl climbed down from the raised bench and crossed to Mason. Lifting her hands, she allowed him to scoop her in for a hug. The feel of her hands around his neck squeezed his heart, but he was undeniably aware of just how small and precious she felt in his hold. 

He wasn’t made for comfort and softness, and that was what Claire needed more than anything. Feeling inadequate in ways he’d never expected to experience, he only held her for a moment before letting her go again. 

Glancing over her head, he met the dark, unflinching gaze of the boy who’d told them nothing about himself beyond his name. As if sensing something of import had occurred, Freddie rose swiftly to his feet, but he didn’t speak. 

The boy was so bloody self-contained and unreadable. Mason had never known of a twelve-year-old to behave with such steadiness and emotional restraint.

“Someone’s here for you,” he noted bluntly.

There was a pause but no evident change in the boy’s demeanor. “Who is it?” 

“She claims to be your sister.”

Something flared in Freddie’s brown eyes before being replaced with gentle concern as his attention flickered to Claire. 

Before Mason could wonder about the reaction, the moment was interrupted by a sharp inhalation from behind him. “Frederick!”

Apparently, Lady Katherine had been unwilling to wait in the hall, and she now swept past Mason to enclose Freddie in a tight embrace. The boy’s eyes closed as he rested his face against her shoulder and clasped her fiercely in return. But he soon pulled away, straightening his posture.

She let him, stepping back to place her hands on his shoulders as her gaze scanned swiftly over his person. “Tell me you are all right.”

The boy nodded, his expression stoic once again. But if his reserved manner was any kind of surprise to his sister, she didn’t show it. “What happened? Why didn’t you tell me where you were in the note you sent?” 

“I told you I was all right.”

She released a breath that could’ve been part relief, part exasperation. “You did, but you gave me no explanation, no way for me to find you.”

“I’m sorry, Kit. It wasn’t my intention to worry you.” 

The woman’s eyes widened, but then the corners of her lips curled. “You know quite well that nothing can keep me from worrying about you.”

“And I know you would’ve come to fetch me as soon as you knew where I was.”

“Of course.” Her brows dipped into a frown.

While the two had been talking, Claire had slowly sidled away from Mason and now slipped her hand into Freddie’s as she pressed herself to his side. It was something she did whenever she was feeling uncertain, and the sight of it dug at Mason’s heart.

Lady Katherine looked at the girl with a gentle smile. “Hello there. I am Lady Katherine. What is your name?”

Claire smiled as pink touched her cheeks, but she turned to hide her face against the boy’s side.

“This is Claire,” Freddie answered for her. Leaning down to the girl, he added gently, “This is my sister, Kit. Remember? I told you about her.”

“It’s lovely to meet you, Claire.”

Whether it was due to Freddie’s assurance or the woman’s softened tone, Claire responded by turning to give another shy smile.

Still talking to the little girl, Freddie added, “Would you like to show your papa what we discovered in the parlor this morning?” When she nodded, the boy’s steady gaze slid to Mason. “May I have a few moments with my sister, Mr. Hale?”

Mason shifted his attention back to Lady Katherine. Though her eyes were as deep brown as he’d suspected, he could now see by the light of the schoolroom that her dark hair held an auburn richness he hadn’t been able to detect in the dimmer light of his office. 

The hint of fiery warmth suited her.

“Perhaps we should be on our way,” she said. Her tone wasn’t nearly as soft as the one she’d used for his daughter and Mason felt a bit cheated.

He glanced to Freddie, who quietly returned his gaze, awaiting his reply. 

“Take your time,” he replied, stepping forward to hold a hand out to Claire. When she reached him, he swept her up into his arms. “There’s no rush. We’ll be in the parlor.”

Lady Katherine’s brows tugged into a frown. She clearly didn’t like having her wishes overridden. Mason didn’t bother holding back his chuckle as he strode from the room.
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Chapter Five
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Katherine waited a few moments after the irritatingly amused Mr. Hale stepped out of view before turning back to her little brother. It took everything in her not to draw him back into another embrace. Her relief at finding him alive and well was immense—as was her surprise that Hale had actually delivered her to him—but she knew the display of physical affection would only discomfort her brother. The last thing in the world she wanted was to be the source of any more stress than his ordeal had likely already caused him.

When she’d awoken that morning so many days ago—it felt like a lifetime already—to find him gone from his bedroom at their house in Mayfair, she’d swallowed down her instinct to panic. Her brother was getting older, and he’d been struggling with his grief over their father’s tragic death and the loss of the only home they’d ever known. She knew he liked to go off alone when he was distressed, and she had been trying to allow him that even though everything in her wanted to swoop in and rescue him from his hurt and confusion. 
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