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About the Author

Houston, Texas, 1882

Cora Lee Walsh. The Angel of the Acre—Hell’s Half Acre—never intended to be a professional gambler. But her wealthy grandmother hadn’t wanted her, and, at fifteen, she was abandoned by the Tucker family who’d taken her in as their ward. She had no other choice than to make vice her life. Now, the eldest son of the Tucker family is on her doorstep, asking for an audience.

Graham Tucker loved Cora to distraction, and when she ran away, it destroyed him. Twelve years later, he’s been ordered by Iona Evans, Cora’s grandmother, to bring Cora back to Houston. He’d rather chew glass. But Iona owns half his business, and she’s willing to sell her shares to him if he’s successful. Graham takes the deal.

When Cora and Graham meet again, they both fight old feelings. And Graham finds himself across the betting table from her, making a wager he can’t afford to lose.

But more threatens the pair, and Cora finds herself needing Graham. Can she trust him? The young man who’d abandoned her? Or will she find herself a victim...again?

For Audrey, Emma, Luke, and Annabelle...my godchildren. And for Addison, my honorary godchild.

Y’all will always have a home.
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Chapter One
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Houston, Texas

April, 1882

Summoned! Again. He was damned tired of it!

Graham Tucker charged through the wrought iron gate, the metal clanging as the bars hit the fence. The golden finials winked in the afternoon sun, and his boots pounded the pavers that led to the wide porch of the grand manse made of white limestone, granite, and red sandstone. Octagonal towers flanked the three-story structure that had never once bowed in a Texas hurricane.

He took the stairs to the ornate double doors, the potted ferns and ivy not serving their purpose of making him feel welcome. He was not a guest. He was a lackey.

Not bothering to knock, he busted inside, startling a maid in the hall. The towels she carried spilled to the blue and gold carpeting that stretched through the great foyer to the stairs curving up the gleaming oak paneling.

“Beg your pardon,” he ground out to the woman who gaped at him. He slammed the door shut, the thick windowpanes and the mirror in the French gothic hall bench rattling with the force. “Where is she?”

The maid swallowed. “Good afternoon, Mr. Tucker.”

After removing his low-crowned hat, he waved off her kindness. “Hello. Where is she?”

She pointed toward the front salon.

He should’ve known. It was Wednesday. The day she held court. Well. If she wasn’t alone, she should’ve thought about that before she’d sent for him. He stormed toward the closed double doors, turned the ornate brass knob and shoved it open.

The richly appointed room, with its “Louis the whatever” furniture in soft blue supported several older women of his acquaintance. Not that he spent time with any of them. Or with anyone, for that matter. He worked. That’s what he did.

Eyes widened and roved over him as he strode to the center of the blue and gold carpet. The white-haired lady who’d sent for him lifted her brow, those perpetual arches moving farther up than usual, showing her disapproval of his unkempt appearance. And if possible, she looked even more steeply down her nose at him.

“Graham, did you get lost between your home and the bayou?” Iona Evans asked without even a tinge of anger in her tone.

But he knew better.

He stopped in front of her, in the center of her beloved admirers of her Garden Club, or her Women’s Guild, or her Ladies of Society, or her Houston Sisters League. He glared and ignored her veiled reprimand of his informal attire, glad he appeared before her in his denims and cotton shirt. “What do you want?”

Indignation and censure shone from her piercing, blue eyes. “Please exit this room.”

“I will not,” he growled, earning more gasps from the ladies surrounding him. The teacups they still held shook against china saucers.

“My business with the Ladies of Society is not finished,” came her soft, icy reply. “You’ll wait, or I can make things much more difficult.”

Not knowing why she’d called him here in the middle of work, and with her control of his business hanging over his head, he was stuck. He roared inwardly. He gritted his teeth to keep from exploding. Without a word, he threw her crumpled summons at her feet and stormed out.

He slammed the door behind him and paced.

What the hell did she want? To bar him further? How? She’d already vetoed his plans to partner with railroads.

Because she detested the filthy, noisy things. They were abominable in her opinion and marred the landscape. They brought unsavory characters who climbed her fences and went after her prized fruits and vegetables, wares that only had fame because of her gardeners.

She was seventy-one. She’d outlived her husband and her son and now owned Houston Bank and Trust and several other businesses. She’d also survived her daughter, but no one spoke of Annamae. Not unless they wanted their head sliced from their neck by the barbs of Iona’s tongue.

Graham preferred not to recall Annamae either. Remembering her would invariably bring forth the image of her daughter, Cora Lee. With a growl, Graham stalked the foyer with harder steps.

He had inherited Gulf Coast Shipping from his father at twenty-years-old, not realizing that he only owned half of it, while Iona had the other half. She’d exacted her revenge on Frederick Tucker, buying up shares in his company in the aftermath of the War Between the States.

The Confederacy had commandeered their ships and had lost many in the fight. In order to build his company back up, Frederick Tucker had sold shares, not realizing that Iona would buy enough to be a controlling partner.

No wonder Graham’s father had died of a heart seizure not too long after he’d made Gulf Coast Shipping viable again. Iona Evans could kill a man with a look. Graham had no idea how he’d managed to survive the last ten years with her as a partner.

Of course, he’d had no time for anything else but work. No marriage. No children. He had nephews and nieces, thankfully. He didn’t see them much, though.

At thirty, Graham was the oldest of four boys. Lance lived in Corpus Christi with his wife and children and ran the offices for Gulf Coast Shipping there, while Cole, the youngest, lived with his family in New Orleans and managed their interests in that busy port town. The third, Kane, spent most of his days sleeping and his nights gambling. Which was another reason why Graham couldn’t settle down.

He had to clean up after Kane.

Graham crushed the brim of his hat and shoved furious fingers through his dark brown hair. What could the dragon possibly want? Their monthly meeting, which was nothing more than a veiled haranguing of his inabilities, wasn’t for another two weeks.

Would she demand his presence at her spring ball? He hated those glittering affairs, couldn’t stand to watch husbands show off the diamonds dripping on their wives’ forms. Most of them had affairs, and it turned Graham’s stomach. He didn’t like talking business with men who cheated on women they’d pledged their lives to and who also just sat in an office. Though, to be fair, some of them did darken the bowels of their operations.

Graham would rather be at the shipyard or with his books in the library of his home. If he ever had a second to spare, he wanted it to be in his house, in the quiet.

He stopped his pacing and glared at the door leading into the salon. She wasn’t going to end her meeting any time soon. With a growl of frustration, he gave up his furious trek and sat on the ornate hall bench.

Possible reasons for her summons raced through his mind, and none of them were good. Would she demand he get married? She didn’t like his bachelor living. She thought it showed an inability to commit.

He snorted. The woman had no idea who Graham was or what he wanted, and he wasn’t going to enlighten her.

He’d grown up with Iona Evans, and her equally formidable husband, on the outskirts of his family. It wasn’t until Graham’s father had helped...

Pain ripped through his chest, and he rubbed his temples, pressing hard. Damn it! It had been years. Coming up on twelve, in fact. Why the hell did it still hurt?

With a slow exhale, he leaned his elbows on his knees and waited. And he wouldn’t think. He’d perfected the practice in the months after his father’s death and had continued it.

The seconds rolled into minutes, then a half hour. And the door finally opened and women in various narrow skirted fashions filed out. Their chatter and smiles died as they passed him. Some eyed him warily, while others sent him reproachful looks.

He let out a breath and refrained from rolling his eyes.

“All right, Graham, you may come in.” Iona met him in the foyer. She wore her white hair in a high bun. Her plum dress had very few adornments, but still managed to radiate wealth. As she turned to lead the way, her movements made no more than a whisper.

With a grunt, he pushed to his feet and followed her. Whatever she wanted, he wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t matter. He was tired of kowtowing to her. Tomorrow he would meet with his lawyer and figure out how to get out from under her clutches.

She’d returned to her chair with its gold edges and blue silk covering.

He remained standing.

She considered him for a few silent moments, then twitched her lips. “I think you’re going to want to sit, Graham, for what I’m about to ask of you.”

He made no comment.

More silence followed, then, “My offer to sit should be a testament to the shocking nature of my summons because you are filthy.”

Praying for calm, he slowed his breathing and sank to a seat to the right of her.

“Now,” she began, as she folded her hands in her lap, “I’ve come to a few realizations for myself.” She arched one eyebrow. “Of which I’ll not mention.”

He couldn’t care less and made no protest.

“But these discoveries have led me to a monumental decision, and it involves you and Gulf Coast Shipping.”

It was all he could do not to explode. If he didn’t keep his fury reined in, she’d refuse to speak and quietly, politely, send him on his way. And she’d wear that smile of relish he despised.

“If you fulfill my requirements,” she continued with a disinterested exhale and a turned-up nose, “I’ll sell my shares back to you for a price much better than reasonable.”

Graham swallowed his tongue. Any coherent thought fled, and he could only blink at her.

She chuckled lightly. “I’ll miss our partnership, Mr. Tucker. You’re quite easy to fluster.”

At that, he snapped out of his stupor, but before he could speak, she continued, “Of course, you’ll need to carry out my terms to the letter, and my hopes of your success are limited, but...” She studied him for a silent moment. “You’re my best option.”

With a stony jaw, he demanded, “What do you want me to do?”

And that grin of relish he hated so much appeared on her thin lips. “Why...fetch the Angel of the Acre home.”

* * * *
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CORA LEE WALSH CURLED the last raven tendril wisping along her jaw before hooking her lucky pearls around her neck. As she always did, she touched the smooth beads and said a prayer for the repose of the soul of the man who’d given them to her. She would have nothing if not for him.

With a twinge of grief lingering in her chest, she lowered her arm and went to check her reflection in her standing, oval mirror. The rich indigo of her satin dress made the curls she’d pinned at her crown gleam. Her green eyes shimmered, and the black fringe at her low-cut, square neckline and at the cap sleeves, along with the flounces of her skirt, accentuated the perfection of her curves.

Though lately, she’d grown tired of making herself pretty and wearing breath-stealing corsets. But she had to make a living and appearing like the untouchable queen her guests wanted her to be kept her viable.

The clock on her bedside table chimed eight in the evening. It was time to descend.

After letting out a cleansing breath, she lifted her chin and breezed out into the short hall and landing before the stairs. As she went down, she kept her mind on the task of the evening. She had four guests who’d paid the entrance fee. All men, as usual. Mostly cattle or railroad barons.

She’d entertained them before and had learned their personalities. Which was more than half of the battle. Butler had taught her well, and she’d continued his legacy, though she’d never envisioned this as her life.

Well, it kept a nice, safe roof over her head, didn’t it? Even though the Gothic Revival home she’d inherited did sit on the edge of Hell’s Half Acre in Fort Worth, Texas, and gunshots reigned over the streets, always the music she heard in her nightmares, at least she was independent. At least, no one could control her future, reject her, or send her far away where they didn’t have to care for her. She had a family here, of a sort, and she would do whatever it took to keep it.

As she descended, the slant of the ceiling revealed dark pant legs in the vestibule. Then came suited torsos and bearded faces. Her guests carried their hats and spoke congenially with each other.

Their clothes showed not an ounce of dirt, and their diamond or onyx cuff links winked in the orange flames from the brass sconces. They turned at her entrance, their gazes jumping with appreciation and hunger as they looked her over.

She gave them the smile that made them want to return for her hospitality over and over. “Good evening, gentlemen.”

“Good evening, Miss Walsh,” they intoned.

“I hope you’re prepared for an enjoyable time. The bourbon is exceptionally smooth and warm, and we have a succulent feast prepared, as well.”

“Thank you kindly,” Boots Kirkpatrick drawled with a slight bow. “I’ve eagerly looked forward to an evening with the Angel of the Acre since my last visit.”

She nodded at him. “Wonderful.” She glanced at each of them in turn, letting her gaze rest, and allowing them to revel in her attention. It was all part of the battle she waged, which she had already started. “Well...shall we?” She lifted her arm toward the front parlor, situated in the octagonal tower of her home and draped in burgundy silks and decorated with rich mahogany furnishings.

“After you,” Mr. Kirkpatrick offered.

With an accepting smile, she turned gracefully and led the way into her domain. A poker table waited, as did her security guards. Her chef was in the kitchen, preparing the meal she would indulge in with her guests at midnight. And perhaps, hopefully, she would have whittled her competitors down by then.

Maybe she could be in bed by one.

“Take your seats, gentlemen,” she commanded gently, “and may Lady Luck reject you.”

Laughter resounded as her guests pulled out their chairs.
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Graham yanked shirts and vests from the wardrobe in his bedroom and stormed to the open suitcase on his bed. He paused for a moment, glancing at the fistful of clothing in each hand, then with a growl of frustration, threw the articles down. With a curse, he slumped on his bed and rubbed his forehead.

Fetch the Angel of the Acre.

That’s all he had to do.

Iona might as well have asked him to walk over hot coals.

An image of a young girl played through his mind then changed to an artist’s rendering in a newspaper that Cole had come running to show him five years ago. They’d never learned what had happened to Cora Lee, and to see her likeness, then to read who she was, had sent knives into Graham’s gut. And they were still lodged there.

He lowered his arm. Why the hell had he agreed to do this? Could facing the one person who’d caused him insurmountable grief and pain be worth getting back half of his company? He took in a deep breath, then let it out slowly.

The quiet surrounded him, and he stayed still and silent, hoping for words of wisdom to come from somewhere.

Convince Cora Lee to come home, Iona had asked. And not only that but get her to agree to speak to Iona. Graham had no idea what argument he could use to sway Cora to do that. He understood why Cora probably never wanted to see her grandmother again. How in the hell would he persuade her?

But if he managed to be successful, Iona would sell her shares back to him. He’d read the contract she’d had her lawyer draw up, and Graham had already signed it. It was a dream come true, what Iona was offering him. Somehow, he had to do this.

With another deep breath, he stood, then began folding his clothes. As he continued to pack, he heard heavy, but muffled, steps coming down the corridor. Graham’s door was open, and Kane, his younger brother, appeared in the doorway.

He wore black trousers, a white shirt and a blue, silk vest. His string tie was undone, and his shirt gaped open. A glass of whiskey dangled from his fingers. He leaned against the frame and took a sip as he eyed Graham. After letting out a satisfied breath over the alcohol he imbibed, he asked, “What’re you doing?”

As Graham returned to his wardrobe for trousers, he replied, “I’m leaving for a few days. Maybe a few weeks.”

“Why? Where are you going?”

Graham heard the shock in his brother’s voice. Might as well tell him all of it. “To Hell’s Half Acre. To convince Cora to come home.”

Kane flinched. “The hell you say,” he growled.

Damn it. Graham didn’t want to have this conversation. “Look, if I’m successful, I get to buy Iona’s shares for a price even I never would’ve dreamed she’d agree to. If I don’t manage to get Cora home, then everything stays as it is, and I don’t want that.”

Silence reigned while Graham crossed over to his highboy

“Doesn’t seem worth it,” Kane muttered.

Graham paused as he rummaged through a drawer. “Of course, it doesn’t. Not to you, anyway.”

Instead of responding to the dig Graham had tossed his away, Kane took another sip.

With an exhale of disappointment, Kane slammed the drawer shut then walked back to his bed.

“Got to toe the line, don’t ya, Graham?” Kane needled. “The old man’s dead, but you work like a dog because you think he’s still watching.”

The barb irked Graham, but he wouldn’t take the bait. As he tucked socks into his case, he asked, “Why are you here? It’s only ten. You usually don’t crawl into bed until three in the morning.” Graham didn’t bother to keep the disdain from his tone.

His brother shrugged. “Got thrown out of The Duchess last night. I’m giving Helen some time to cool off.” He grinned. “She’ll let me come back tomorrow.”

After he snapped his luggage closed, Graham glared at Kane. “Why go back? Why don’t you take the job I can give you?”

Kane pointed at the ceiling. “Because it’s what he would want, and I don’t do anything to make him happy.”

The “him” Kane referred to was their father, Frederick Tucker. Kane had never forgiven him for marrying Samantha, their stepmother, so soon after their mother had passed away. While losing their mother had been hard, it had affected Kane the most. And Samantha, while caring, had not been the most loving of people. She still wasn’t, but she’d taken care of them and their father in a time of need.

Graham shook his head. “So instead, you make me bail you out of jail, or hunt for you in alleys at all hours of the night. Makes perfect sense.”

A moment of quiet passed while Graham set his suitcase on the floor.

“You don’t have to come looking for me,” Kane inserted with a murmur.

Graham whipped his gaze to his brother’s and growled, “I will always come looking for you.”

A flash of love shone in Kane’s eyes, then he straightened, going rigid and not bowing to Graham’s urgings. Someday his brother would give in. Graham knew it. But it was hard to wait.

“How are you gonna convince Cora to come home when she clearly didn’t want to be here in the first place?” Kane asked, changing the subject.

The latter part of Kane’s question made the knives in Graham’s gut twist unmercifully. She’d run away. From them. From him. What had he done to make her go?

“Hell if I know.” Graham rubbed the back of his neck, weary. Angry. And...a little scared. He was going to have to face the woman who’d ripped his heart out when he was eighteen. Who, by the way he felt right now, might still hold it in her sharp clutches.

“You know,” Kane continued, “I tried to buy into one of her games a couple years back.”

Graham snapped his gaze to Kane’s. “Oh, yeah?”

After taking the last swallow of his drink, Kane replied, “She wouldn’t let me in. Or, rather, her security denied me.”

Puzzled, Graham furrowed his brow. “Why? Did she know you were there? Did she see you and recognize you?”

Kane shrugged. “Don’t know. I gave them my name, and they said my money wasn’t any good.”

Had Kane made a bad reputation for himself as a gambler? Possibly. Not that Graham thought a good reputation as a gambler was something to be proud of, either. He let out an exhale. “If you weren’t let in, she might do the same to me.”

No argument came from Kane, and the silence wrapped around them once more.

A rustling of skirts made Kane look over his shoulder. “Heading to bed?” he asked the person coming down the hall.

“In a moment,” Samantha replied. Then she appeared beside Kane in Graham’s doorway. A concerned expression lined her face. She wore her brown, though graying, hair in a bun, and her almond eyes shone with worry. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. You’re going to see Cora?”

Graham sighed and stood. “Yes. Iona has given me a deal that I can’t refuse. She’s asked me to bring her granddaughter home, and if I manage that, I get her shares for a more than reasonable price.”

Samantha shook her head. “No. You can’t do this. It’s not good for you.”

With a frown, Graham caught Kane’s agreeing gaze before answering, “I can handle it. Hell’s Half Acre might be dangerous, but I—”

She stepped farther into his room and put her hands on her hips. “I’m sure you’re quite capable of taking care of yourself around outlaws and gamblers and all other manner of persons.”

Graham refrained from glancing at his brother, who happened to be one of the people Samantha thought nefarious, and waited for her to explain. But he knew what she was going to say, and he steeled himself against the truth.

“That girl broke your heart twelve years ago, and I forbid you to be even in the same city as her.” Samantha gave him a hard look, one that brooked no refusal.

She was going to be disappointed.

“This isn’t open for debate,” Graham replied. “And I don’t want to talk about what happened. That was over a decade ago and no longer matters to me. We need to be the sole owners of Gulf Coast Shipping. If we keep having to consider Iona in our decisions, we’re going to die out. And, in the future, I don’t want my nephews to have to fight whomever Iona might sell, or will, her shares to if I can’t buy them back myself.”

Samantha drew breath to speak, but Graham lifted a hand. “It’s late. I’m catching the seven o’clock train to Dallas in the morning. I need to clear my head and figure out how I’m gonna sway Cora to come home.” He nodded at the door. “Please.”

“We’re being dismissed, Samantha,” Kane drawled. “You know how he is when he’s made up his mind.”

A distraught expression came over her face, and she ignored her stepson’s urging. “Please, Graham. You can’t do this.”

He frowned again. “I’ve already explained why I need to. I appreciate your concern, but I can handle myself.”

She opened her mouth to protest once more, but Kane leaned forward and gripped her shoulder. “Come on. Leave him be.”

Though she continued to look at Graham with distressed eyes, she allowed Kane to lead her away.

Once alone, Graham shut the door, then prepared for bed. After blowing out the flames of the lamps, he slipped beneath the covers in only his short underwear.

Samantha’s concerns played over and over in his mind, and...she was right. He could handle the outlaws. He was a fair shot, and he could hold his own in a brawl. He worked at the shipyard, which had put him in the middle of dangerous situations weekly.

But facing Cora, the woman who’d about killed him, was going to be the hardest thing Graham had ever done. He linked his hands behind his head and remembered.

When her entire family had died in the Yellow Fever epidemic of ’67, his father had offered to take her in when Cora’s grandmother wouldn’t. Iona’s daughter, Annamae, had married beneath her. She’d wed a dockworker. Someone who’d been employed by Graham’s father, in fact.

Frederick Tucker had been upset when he’d learned what had happened to Cora’s family, then furious when Iona Evans refused to take care of the girl. So, he’d offered his home to twelve-year-old Cora, especially since he didn’t have a daughter of his own, and for whatever reason hadn’t had any children with their stepmother.

All four boys had been excited to have a sister. They’d been awed by her. How she lived. What she did.

Samantha had welcomed Cora, as well, glad to have another female in the house. And for three years they’d had a grand time.

Or so Graham had thought.

When he, and his father and brothers, had returned from a fishing trip, they’d come home to the story that Cora had run away. Samantha had been beside herself with weeping, and his father had torn apart the city looking for her.

But...nothing. The law had never found her, either.

Frederick Tucker had even hired private investigators, but after six months of searching, they’d given up.

Her leaving had devastated Graham. He hadn’t understood. What had they done wrong? Or, worse, what had he done wrong?

Graham swallowed. He recalled the sweetness of the relationship he’d thought he’d had with Cora. They’d always gotten along, had had much in common. And through the three years she’d lived here, they’d gotten close.

So close, in fact, that they’d expressed feelings for each other. They’d been so tentative and innocent. Excited. He’d kissed her. Once. It had been like flying.

No other woman had come close to making him feel like Cora had.

But just as their friendship had begun to become something more, she’d run away. Why?

Why?

It was a question that had plagued him for years. Then his brother had come running with the article about the Angel of the Acre, and his pain had hardened into fury.

She’d left them to become a gambler. Perhaps even some kind of courtesan.

Bile burned Graham’s throat, and he gritted his teeth.

He was going to see her again. Cora Lee Walsh.

His chest tightened with pain, grief and, damn it, even fear.

He would have to get over it. Maybe when he saw her again, he’d finally be released from his past. Maybe he could move on.

While he had the thought, he didn’t have much hope. He’d had nothing but grief throughout his life. Loneliness and aloneness. He doubted anything would ever change for him.

So, as he usually did, he fell asleep with bitterness in his heart.

* * * *
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CORA FINISHED HER BREAKFAST of scrambled eggs and biscuits, then washed her dishes. She loved this time of the morning. And no matter how late her night, she would always rise at dawn.

She enjoyed sitting alone in the quiet, watching the sun rise from her back porch. Her yard sloped downward to sprawling oaks, maples and a creek that flowed just beyond them. When she was in the midst of the golden light, and there was no sound but the birds, she could pretend she was a different person. With a simple life. One without the terror of bullets or the need for guards.

With loyalty, comfort, support and...love.

But that was no longer an option. It never could be.

Her throat dried up, and she leaned her elbow on the lip of the sink, then pressed the heel of her hand into her forehead. She was twenty-seven and infamous. The Angel of the Acre.

Her likeness had been in so many papers. Men came from all over to have a look at her, to get more out of her than a poker game. Women hated her.

Whenever she went out, the glare from females burned Cora’s skin. It didn’t matter to which class the lady belonged—shop owner, dancing girl, prostitute, mother, wife—they all despised her.

She’d bankrupted their husbands, enthralled their fiancés, lived by her own rules, had her own home, her own money and a reputation as untouchable. Her guards saw to that, thank God.

So had Butler. He’d been the only person to ever truly care for her other than her parents and siblings. But they were all dead.

She’d thought the Tucker family had loved her. But...no. She’d been a burden, an unwanted piece of baggage.

With an abrupt exhale, she shook out of her bitter despair. She’d made her choices. At least she was safe and independent.

As she drifted to the library, she smoothed her palms over her simple, cotton dress, with its soft blue color and pattern of daisies and leaves spattering over it. She would spend an hour or so curled up with a book before needing to make breakfast for Oliver and Nixon, who snored overhead.

Oliver Jones and Nixon Langtry. First Butler’s security, then hers, were the only family she had. In their forties, they enjoyed their bachelor life and the fame she gave them.

Being part of Butler Creel’s high dollar games was a must-do when visiting the Acre for many men who enjoyed gambling. But when Cora Lee Walsh had inherited the house and had carried on the legacy, curiosity had shot up even more as had the requests for attendance.

And when they’d discovered she was tough to beat, the respect had come in abundance. But she’d been taught by the best.

Butler Creel had been born to gambling, to indulgence and living life by his own rules. She’d never known his past, or how he’d come to live in the Acre, but that hadn’t been important.

As usual, her chest tightened with grief when she recalled her friend. She missed him. He’d been mischievous, a trickster, jovial and blunt, and it had taken her some time to get used to his ways. But they’d forged ahead in their odd relationship, and she was a better person for knowing him.

After a bracing exhale, she picked up her copy of Sense and Sensibility, settled comfortably on the leather settee with her knees drawn up, and continued reading about the Dashwood girls. It was a good hour before feet hit the floor over her head.

She smiled to herself, marked her page, then rose. As she prepared eggs for Oliver and Nixon, she hummed lightly, determined to leave behind this maudlin attitude she’d had for the last few weeks. She wasn’t surprised she struggled, as the anniversary of the most hurtful rejection of her life was only a few days away.

She wished she could banish it from her memories. Perhaps someday, when she was old and gray and had forgotten even her own name.

As she finished up the eggs, she started a batch of gravy to go with the biscuits she’d already made. Bacon and sausage waited, as well.

Above her, Oliver started his usual grousing at Nixon. He pounded on the door to the water closet that also contained a bathtub. “Why does it take you so damned long?” he hollered. “You’ve got no hairs on your head!”

Cora laughed. Oliver wasn’t wrong. Nixon was bald.

She suspected Nixon took his sweet time because he liked to annoy Oliver, and why Oliver hadn’t figured that out, Cora couldn’t surmise. With a shake of her head, she pulled plates down from the cupboard.

More yelling occurred, then Nixon’s familiar gait coming down the steps sounded.

She glanced over her shoulder as he entered the kitchen wearing a grin of relish. “You’re a pain,” she scolded good naturedly.

Nixon held out his hands. “Is it my fault he’s a bear in the morning?”

She just rolled her eyes.

He pulled out his chair and sat, snapping his napkin open and tucking it into his collar.

After filling his plate for him, she placed his food in front of him, then went for the coffee pot. As she poured the hot liquid into his mug, Oliver’s angry treads pounded down the steps.

When he entered the kitchen, he glared at Nixon who didn’t even bother to look up as he shoveled a forkful of biscuit and gravy into his mouth. With a jerk, Oliver yanked out his chair then sat with a huff.

“Well,” Cora sighed happily, handing Oliver his filled plate. “Good morning, Glory.”

Nixon guffawed, hooting so hard with laughter that he wiped tears from his eyes in a matter of seconds.

Oliver glared at Cora. “Why are you on his side?”

“I’m not,” she countered lightly. “I’m just wondering why you can’t see how much he enjoys ruffling your feathers.”

As Nixon still laughed, Oliver grumbled, but picked up his fork and dug in. She returned to the counter to finish up the dishes.

After a few minutes, Nixon asked, “What’s happening this morning?”

“I need to restock the larder. Betsy gave me a list before she left last night.” Cora went up on her toes to put the cast iron frying pan on its hook over the stove.

“I’ll get the buggy hitched up,” Oliver offered.

“Thank you.” And she needed to change. She let out a heavy sigh. The Angel of the Acre couldn’t be out in public without the proper attire. She had a business to run. Butler had left it to her, and she wouldn’t let him down.

Oliver and Nixon carried their plates to the counter, then Oliver left through the back door to head to the carriage house.

“Let me finish,” Nixon said. “I can see how tired you are.”

She wanted to argue, but they knew each other too well. Thankfully, he didn’t enter into the usual questioning about why she rose so early. She handed him the rag with a forced smile, then left the kitchen.

Once in her room, she removed her cotton dress, then chose a light blue, check silk with a narrow skirt and folds that molded over her hips. The neckline showed her collar bones. She nestled a blue silk bonnet on top of the curls she’d pinned into a bun.

After she was ready and had the list in hand, she met Oliver and Nixon out front. Oliver sat in the driver’s seat. Nixon gave her a hand up onto the stepping block and then into the buggy. She moved over so he could sit beside her.

Both wore their gun belts, and both now kept their senses alert and had almost no notice of her.

Oliver set the conveyance in motion, pointing it toward the heart of Fort Worth.

Cora lifted her chin, preparing for the looks she’d receive from those they passed. She surveyed the walks, seeing nothing and everything at the same time. They weren’t too far from her home, perhaps only half a mile, when her gaze snagged on a familiar face.

Her heart stopped. Her breath strangled in her throat.

Just as soon as she’d seen the ghost, she looked away. Habit. Never let anyone detect your emotions, Butler had taught her that.

But it took everything in her not to glance over her shoulder once they’d gone past him. Had it been him?

It couldn’t have been.

No.

Her eyes had played a trick on her. The boy she’d once loved had not been striding down the walk in the direction of her home.

No.

Please God. No.
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Chapter Three
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Graham pulled up short. Cora!

He whipped around, his heart pounding as he watched the buggy carry her away. It had been her. He had no doubt.

Her beautiful face had been burned in his brain, and it didn’t matter that it had been twelve years since he’d last seen her. Her eyes haunted him. The glittering green held him captive still.

And even if he hadn’t recognized her, the flare of recollection on her face, the arrested expression, would have given him pause. The moment had lasted less than a second, but it had been enough.

He bit down on his back teeth as the buggy was swallowed up by the busy street. He stood, unsure of what to do. He’d left the hotel after asking the desk attendant the directions to her home.

The lanky youth had smirked at him while he’d answered the question.

Graham had ignored the whelp’s smug smile, thanked him and walked out. He put his hands on his hips, realizing he was going to have to wait on her to return. Who knew how long it would take, but he didn’t care. This was his life. His future. Not that he had too much to look forward to, but perhaps this entire process would lead to a turning point.

He spun around and continued on. When he came upon the intersection of Grove Street and Seventeenth, he found the wrought iron fence surrounding the bricked Gothic Revival home that the attendant had told him about. Graham slowed his steps.

This was her house.

Cora’s house.

She’d run away for reasons unknown and had ended up here. The Angel of the Acre. A gambler. And perhaps a paramour.

Her choices turned his stomach and made acid shoot up his throat. He wrapped a tight fist around one of the finials of the fence and let the sharp edges bite into his skin.

A well-kept lawn sloped upward to a gleaming, oak door. The windowpanes glinted in the sunlight. Three gables with white vergeboard graced the front, and the windows had pointed arches that extended into the gables. It seemed a little like a fortress. As if it guarded, well, an angel.

He let out a low growl, then removed his hat. He shoved restless fingers into his hair and began to pace. This was asinine. He’d lost his mind, but how could he have said no?

With a grunt, he slammed his hat back on his head and drew himself up. He was just gonna get it done. As soon as he could. He sure as hell wasn’t gonna tell her why he needed her to return. He didn’t want her to have that power over him, especially since he had no idea why she’d run away.

He’d give her Iona’s letter, explain that he’d come to escort her, and hopefully that would be enough. But trepidation filled him. Instinct told him it wouldn’t be that simple. But it had to be done.

A bench one block over caught his eye. He walked over to it and sat, his view now of Sixteenth Street. Many buildings lined either side, and he could read the names of some of the shingles. Several appeared to be saloons.

He sneered. The life of gamblers and ne’er-do-wells disgusted Graham. There wasn’t much activity, but it was half past ten, and he supposed the hour was a little early for the customers of Hell’s Half Acre. Hopefully, Graham’s errand wouldn’t take him into the heart of the area.

As he waited, he rehearsed his speech. Many minutes later, he checked his pocket watch and noted that it was almost eleven. The sound of clopping hooves reached his ears, and he glanced up. A buggy approached.

Anxiousness shot up his spine, and he rose to his feet. The conveyance stopped in front of the Gothic Revival dwelling that housed the woman Graham had been unable to purge from his mind for over a decade.

A gentleman hopped down and gave his hand to someone. Graham couldn’t see her, as the horse’s head and the driver blocked his view. But it was Cora. He knew it.

She stepped out onto the carriage block then down to the ground, and he swallowed his tongue. Cora.

She was a woman now. Her curves proved it. Her graceful and assured movements struck him with awe. No wonder she was called the Angel of the Acre.

With a deep breath, he started forward.

The man assisting her lifted the latch of the gate for her, and it swung open.

Graham quickened his steps. He tried to call out to her, but her name got stuck in his throat. And for some unknown reason, he couldn’t address her formally, either. God. They’d shared so much of themselves with each other. Their hopes. Their dreams. She’d been his love. His future.

And she’d thrown him away.

He pulled up short as she went up the walk. He couldn’t stop her. He couldn’t.

But if he didn’t, his other option was to enter one of her games. Would she let him attend?

Answering his question negatively, he started forward again, but just as he drew close enough to speak, the man barred his way.

“Can I help you, mister?” The fellow’s dark brows pulled down with warning.

After glancing at Cora, who was unlocking her door, Graham replied, “I need to speak with her.”

The man shook his head. “That’s not acceptable. You want time with the Angel, you pay your way into one of her games.”

Damn it!

Without even looking over her shoulder to discover who stood at the end of her walk, she entered her house and shut the door. Damn it!

“I’m not a gambler,” Graham said through clenched teeth.
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