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About the Author

Katie McCord bears much weight on her shoulders–single-handedly running her family’s business, McCord’s Confectionery, and caring for her three younger siblings. And her little shop is in trouble, which forces her to seek help from her brother, Johnny McCord, a notorious gambler living in New Orleans, or lose everything.

Rowdy Denton might be a gambler working for Johnny McCord, but one look at Katie’s sweet innocence tugs at the ache and guilt in his heart. For his peace of mind, he’s determined to get her out of the opulent hotel and brothel kept by her brother and back to the little town in Texas where she belongs—far away from Rowdy.

When Johnny refuses to sell his share to Katie, he sends Rowdy to her hometown to cause her further trouble. But, instead, Rowdy finds himself working as her hired hand and helping her keep everything together.

Katie knows Rowdy has another purpose for being in Echols. He works for her brother, after all, and is a gambler himself. So, why is he helping her? When she discovers the answer to her question, she races back to New Orleans, prepared to make the biggest gamble of her life.

For my dad.
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Chapter One
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April, 1883

New Orleans, Louisiana

Katie McCord pushed through the double doors of Lyon House and found herself in a lobby draped in red velvet curtains, gleaming walnut paneling and navy-blue wallpaper stamped with golden conventional foliage in a lozenge design. Paintings of women in various stages of undress hung around the large space, and a desk made of mahogany sat in the center. A grand marble staircase with a wrought iron railing rose behind the front desk, splitting at the half-way point and taking one to either the east or west side of the establishment. An attendant in a three-piece suit helped a guest, who had one arm around the waist of a woman dressed in satin.

Men sauntered about the opulent foyer, some holding crystal glasses of alcohol, others with scantily clad females plastered to their sides, and a few with both. As they passed Katie, the women smirked at her, while the men gazed at her with mocking eyes. Katie knew that coming to New Orleans had been an insane decision, but what else could she have done?

She took a deep breath and pressed on, heading toward the richly appointed service counter. Laughter spilled from the corridors that led from the lobby, and doors slammed overhead. When one man came barreling down from the second floor with his pants in his hand and only in his long underwear and shirt, Katie smothered a sharp gasp. A woman, draped in red satin raced after him, circling a brass vase over her head, screeching at the top of her lungs. Just as the fleeing male reached the bottom step, the female hurled the vase. It clanged against the railing but missed the fleeing man.

Katie’s heart lodged in her throat, and she squelched her own cry at the disturbing scene. She placed a hand on her chest and avoided staring at the fellow running for his life, and the woman still flinging curses at his back.

Katie took a moment to gather herself from the alarming display. And for the millionth time, she cautioned herself to remain aware of her surroundings. With a deep breath, she continued forward, then stopped behind the couple still at the desk. When the lady blew in the man’s ear, Katie swallowed and averted her gaze. After a few more moments, the man took a key from the lobby’s attendant, then took himself and his partner away.

Katie watched them walk arm in arm toward the stairs, and she tried not to think about who they were to each other. She’d seen more scandalous doings in the last ten minutes than in the whole of her life.

“Ma’am?”

Katie flinched and flicked her attention to the man at the counter.

His narrow-eyed gaze looked her over. “Can I help you?”

Her narrow skirt of blue muslin with its long sleeves and appropriate neckline were sorely out of place in this disgraceful hotel. But she couldn’t think about how horribly she stuck out. What could she do about it? Perhaps it would be to her benefit. Perhaps the people who appreciated this sort of establishment would leave her be because she was not of their ilk.

She stepped forward, cleared her throat and said with as firm a tone as she could muster, “Yes, please. I’d like to speak to Johnny McCord.”

Dark brows hit an equally dark, slicked-back, hairline. “And who are you?”

“Katie McCord, his sister.”

The man barked a laugh, then looked her over again. He scoffed and shook his head. “Have a seat. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

While he left to deliver the message, Katie drifted away from the counter. A seating area of plush settees and chairs with red and gold stripes beckoned. She moved over and perched on the edge of a chair and folded her hands in her lap. Behind her came ribald laughter from the corridor heading down the east wing of the hotel.

She sat rigid and watchful, but kept her gaze averted from the couples coming down the stairs or standing against the railing of the second floor. She’d known her brother had turned to a life of decadence and debauchery, but she hadn’t let her mind touch on what that really meant.

Johnny lived here. In Lyon House. He was a gambler. And probably engaged in...other...business dealings. She hadn’t seen him in three years, not since their father passed away, and even then, they’d only been in each other’s company for an hour. For the reading of the will.

A group of men pushed through a set of swinging doors that she imagined led to some sort of saloon or bar to the left of where she waited. Smoke followed them, and their diamond cufflinks and satin vests winked in the late afternoon sun streaming through the windows above the front doors.

She watched them walk languidly toward the opposite side of the lobby, and when they disappeared down the hall where the gentleman from the counter had gone, she wondered if they were heading to wherever Johnny was. She chewed on her lower lip and bounced her leg, nervousness and anxiousness swimming in her stomach.

She should’ve eaten on the train from Houston, but she’d been too worried. She’d thought she might get a bite at Lyon House, but now that she was inside, it didn’t seem the kind of establishment she should be in.

Johnny’s life was something she didn’t understand, but she was here. She was going to face him, to make her demands and convince him he needed to sell his half of the confectionery to her. 

She should be successful in her task because why would he want it? He’d left his family behind over a decade ago. He should want to shed McCord Confectionery, as well.

At least, she hoped he’d want to rid himself of it. If he didn’t, she would make a good argument about why he should. She played her speech in her mind, imagining his responses, and kept his smirk on his face. She had to be prepared for his disinterest and mocking cruelty. Had to encourage herself to continue, despite any of his rudeness.

The attendant who ran the front counter reappeared, and he slipped into position without even acknowledging her. He busied himself with whatever duties he had there.

She waited, watching him, and after several minutes, she rose and went to him. “Excuse me?”

He didn’t look up as he read some form of correspondence. “Yes?”

“Did my brother want to see me?”

After a moment of silence while he finished assessing the papers in his hand, he looked up. “He knows you’re here. When he wants to see you, he’ll send for you.”

She blinked. “I...I can’t wait here forever.”

The man grunted. “Then you shouldn’t have come. Better yet, you shouldn’t claim him as your brother.” He jerked his head at the seating area. “You can wait or not. It’s not my concern.”

As he went back to his duties, she slowly turned on her heel. Desperation and irritation gripped her, both fighting for control. What should she do? She’d hoped this trip would last no more than one night.

She’d also thought she could rent a room in Lyon House, but after seeing who patronized the establishment, it might not be best. She should search for another hotel. But if she left, would she lose her opportunity to speak with Johnny?

She paced the space in front of one of the settees, her hands on her hips. Perhaps she could find Johnny herself. She eyed the corridor on the opposite side of the lobby and tried to gather her courage.

While the possible consequences of her hunt played through her mind, a man in a long, black coat, dark green brocade vest, and black trousers entered. He removed his gambler’s hat, and his coat stretched with the movement, revealing the gun belt riding low along his hips.

His dark brown hair fell over his forehead as he paused a moment in the center of the rug to dust off his hat.

He had a strong jaw, broad shoulders, and had to be over six feet. He wore a serious expression, instead of the jovial, eager one the other patrons exuded. An energy rolled off of him, as if nothing ever missed his notice, as if he were aware of his entire surroundings, though he hadn’t even assessed the space.

She lowered her arms and bit her lip. She’d made the wrong choice, coming here. A letter might have sufficed, as Mr. Cummings had suggested. She had no idea how to handle the environment in which she had placed herself.

The man looked up, his gaze going directly to her.

She held herself still, afraid to move should any twitch make him want to approach her.

Slowly, he let his eyes travel the length of her, and when his attention returned to her face, his expression was unreadable. But somehow she knew her presence irritated him.

He turned away and sauntered to the desk. He spoke in low tones to the lobby attendant, and Katie saw the newcomer’s shoulders tense at the attendant’s answers to his questions. He then glanced over at her, and his eyes narrowed.

After saying a few more words to the attendant, the man turned on a heel and strode toward her.

Frightened, she backed up, and her legs bumped into the edge of the settee.

“Miss McCord?” he asked, his voice hard and gruff.

“Y-Yes. I’m Katie McCord.”

He jerked his head at the doors. “You need to go.”

She gulped and curled her hands into fists. “I need to speak with my brother.”

The fellow shook his head. “No. And this is not a place for a lady like you. You need to go before it’s too late.”

Was he concerned about her safety? If so, then the best thing would be for him to let her see Johnny. “I would like nothing more than to leave, sir, but I can’t until I talk with my brother.”

A muscle twitched in his jaw. “That’s not gonna happen. Best to give up.”

The thought of what she might lose if she left here without Johnny’s half of the confectionery drew her up. She lifted her chin. “I can’t afford to. Do you know where he is?”

He didn’t reply, only watched her with a hard glint.

“Please, take me to him. I can’t stress the importance enough.”

That muscle jumped again. “I’m sure you have your reasons, but McCord won’t see you.”

His flat statement punched her in the stomach, and she felt panic rising within her. “He can’t ignore me. Please.”

Something flashed behind the rigid light in his eyes, but it disappeared so quickly that she had no time to determine what it was. “Miss McCord, I suggest you leave before the evening crowd arrives. Find yourself a safer hotel or return to your home.”

Anger flared. “My home is in Texas. It was once Johnny’s, and he has been neglectful. I’m here to discuss personal matters with him so that I can continue providing for myself and our siblings.”

The gambler, and probably gunslinger, rolled his tongue against the inside of his cheek as he studied her in silence.

After a few, quiet moments, during which she refused to fidget, he finally said, “He won’t listen, won’t care. It’s best that you just go and find an alternate way to take care of your kin.” His gaze swept over her once more. “Get married. That ought to do it.”

She let out a frustrated exhale. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, and I demand that you take me to my brother or send him out here to me.”

One corner of his mouth quirked. “Finding your backbone, huh?”

She set her jaw, sensing if she said more, she’d only end up giving him a laugh.

He shook his head. “The McCord temper might run in your veins, but this is no place for a woman like you. Heed me and go home.” With that, he turned around and strode toward the hall on the opposite side of the lobby.

Irritation gave her all the courage she needed, and she took off after him. His gait was longer, and he turned a corner when she was barely into the hall. She lifted her skirts and hurried. When she reached the corridor he’d taken, she drew up short as he went through a door about halfway down. Before she could follow, her gaze snagged on an elaborate arch at the entrance of the corridor. A stained glass insert proclaimed the space as simply “McCord”.

She stared at her last name in red glass surrounded by blue, gold and green rectangular pieces. Did her brother own Lyon House? Or just this hallway?

The rumble of men’s voices and women’s laughter reached her ears, and she swallowed. Her indignation from earlier had fled with the sight of her brother’s domain. What was she about to encounter? But even if she was putting herself in danger, she had no choice but to go forward.

With uncertain steps, she made her way down the green and gold carpet runner to the door the gambler had used. The noises from within grew clearer. She heard poker chips being tossed about. The clink of crystal. The screeches and giggles of women who might be in various stages of undress.

What was she doing?

As she chewed on her lip, the faces of Lawrence, Jenny and Phillipa appeared in her mind’s eye. They were counting on her. She had to do this.

With a deep breath, she turned the knob and let herself in.

A haze of cigar smoke obscured her vision but only for a moment. After a couple of blinks and a cough, she took in her surroundings. A private bar stood to her left. The men sitting there had their heads turned in her direction, and each looked at her with surprise. The bartender held an empty glass in one hand and a decanter in the other. “Can I help you?” he asked with a glower.

Before she could answer, a harsh curse ripped to her right. She swiveled and found five poker tables, six players and a dealer at each. Women lounged in laps, wearing satin of all colors, with bodices cut so low, the women almost fell out of them.

Katie realized that the gambler she’d followed had been the one to curse, and he now strode toward her, leaving the seat he’d probably just taken. Quickly, she scanned the players, hunting for Johnny, hoping she managed to locate him before the man bearing down on her could toss her out.

“Well,” a familiar voice drawled. “Katie, my girl. You’re lost, I think.”

The gambler reached her as she made eye contact with her quarry. She jerked away from the man who wanted to thwart her and took the necessary steps to get to the table in the center of the room.

Her brother watched her with a mocking but interested gleam in his eyes. A blond beard framed his broad face, and no hat covered his hair of the same color. His shirt was open to the middle of his chest, and a woman draped herself over him as she sat on his knee. He held his cards carelessly, and Katie wasn’t surprised to see he had the largest pile of chips in front of him.

Katie ignored everyone and didn’t care that the room had gone quiet. She stopped six inches from the table, meeting his gaze across the green felt expanse. “Johnny. I need to speak to you.”

With a light laugh, he set his cards down. “I heard. Didn’t believe you were really here.” He looked her over. “Getting all grown up, huh? How old are you now? Twenty-four?”

She was twenty-three, but there was no sense in correcting him. He was thirty and had abandoned home and the family business at fifteen for a life of gambling, drinking and...women.

“You married yet?”

She grimaced. “No. I have too much to do.”

“Playing mother hen to those children, I suspect.” He laughed again. “You always were dutiful.”

His lady-friend snorted.

Katie ignored her. “Is there somewhere we can speak?”

He picked up his glass and took a sip of whatever alcohol he preferred. “You can talk here. I don’t have any reason to give you a private audience.”

Anger burned in her stomach, and she had to grit her teeth to reign in her irritation. He intended to embarrass her. She knew it. The gambler had been right, but she had no choice. “Fine,” she ground out.

His gaze glittered with relish. He wanted to watch her squirm. And the whole room seemed to want it, too.

“I’ve come to buy your half of the confectionery. You don’t want it. You don’t care about it. You should sell it to me.”

Johnny adjusted the woman so that her bosom rested just underneath his chin. “You’re right. I couldn’t care less about McCord Confectionery.”

Hope blossomed inside her. “Then sell me your half. You don’t need the profits. I do.”

“I bet.” He grinned. “Probably having to save every penny, huh?”

She didn’t need to reply to agree. “How much do you want for it?”

He took another swallow of his drink. “How much you got?”

It wasn’t going to be enough. She knew it. Even if it were, she had a feeling he wouldn’t take it. “Two hundred and fifty dollars.”

He let out a laugh of disbelief, and others joined in.

Katie lifted her chin as her cheeks heated and flicked her gaze over the room. The gambler who’d warned her stood to her right, and his expression had gone thunderous. Well, she’d told him she couldn’t afford not to speak to Johnny, hadn’t she?

“You’re gonna need a lot more than that,” Johnny told her between chuckles. “Come back with triple that. At least.”

“Triple!” she shouted. “Do you know how long it took me to save two hundred and fifty dollars?”

He just lifted his brow.

Her temper got the better of her. “How dare you be so cruel! We mean nothing to you. Just sell me your half, and you’ll never be bothered by us again.”

“Are you shouting, Katie?” He shook his head. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. It’s not ladylike to raise your voice. You ought to go cool off.”

She put her hands on her hips. “I’ll do no such thing! You’re going to sell me your half, or I’ll—”

“Denton.” Johnny jerked his head at the gambler who’d tried to keep her from doing this. “Get her out of here.”

Oh! Katie whirled around. “Don’t you dare touch me!”

Denton’s jaw had gone hard, and he crooked his finger at her. “Come on. I warned you.”

She wanted to punch him and pummel her brother. She glared at Johnny. “I can’t believe that you’re doing this. Why?”

But Johnny had picked up his cards and now said, “Triple it, Katie. Then we can have a real conversation.”

“Miss McCord, come on.” Denton’s voice rumbled through her, heightening her fury. Her breath came out in righteous indignation as her brother completely ignored her, and play resumed at his table. The woman on his lap sneered at her, hate seething off of her in waves.

Triple. Seven hundred and fifty dollars. How would Katie get that?

The gambler drew closer. “Miss McCord.”

His tone brooked no refusal.

Katie spun on her heel and stormed from the room. When she was out in the corridor, she marched away, fuming, frightened...defeated.
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Chapter Two
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Rowdy Denton watched the angelic Miss Katie McCord walk away for all of two seconds, then hastened after her. As she jerked her head around to see who followed, he gripped her elbow.

She gasped. “Let go of me!”

“No,” he growled. “You’re in Lyon House, and you just told a roomful of sons-of-bitches how much money you have.”

He propelled her forward, and her eyes went rounder. He forced her to quicken her pace. “Maybe now you understand what I tried to keep you from earlier, and you’ll do as you’re told.”

Her chin jerked up, and she tried to yank her arm from his hold, but she was no match. And he wasn’t about to allow her to be ridiculous a second time.

“Unhand me, you...you, gambler!”

The disgust in her tone only made him grunt. “If I’m so foul, why in the hell did you come here? You had to know some of what you would encounter.” He forced her to the left, toward the lobby.

“I told you that I had no choice.”

He doubted that was true, but perhaps she believed it because she hadn’t looked at all her options. “A woman like you ought to be married with children by now. Set your mind to that, and you won’t have to face your brother again.”

With a tight jaw, she argued, “You can’t possibly know what’s best for me. You don’t know me or my situation.” Again, she tried to jerk herself free as he led them around the service desk and behind the grand staircase, but he held tight.

“Where’s your bag?”

Now she dug in her heels. “Where are you taking me? I demand to know.”

He stopped and jerked her around to face him, latching on to her upper arms. He gazed into her fiery emerald eyes, the green so hot his gut clenched. With a mental shove, he pushed away his reaction. “Miss McCord, you’re in Lyon House. Your brother couldn’t care less what happens to you, and without the threat of consequences, you’re vulnerable.”

Her breath came sharp and fast as her anger raged. “I don’t intend to stay here. I was going to find another hotel.”

Rowdy shook his head. “I can’t let you out of my sight. Renting a room at a proper hotel will only allow thieving bastards to get to you more quickly.”

She twitched her lips and looked ready to spit nails. But behind the fury, he also saw exhaustion. He didn’t doubt she was tired. With McCord for a brother, she’d probably had a hard life filled with many disappointments. Her parents probably hadn’t been the best. And if she were in charge of her younger siblings, well, he understood her weariness.

“Now, will you listen?” He loosened his grip just a touch. “If you insist on fighting, I’ll just toss you over my shoulder, and in Lyon House that’s a common sight. No one will come to your aid.”

She faced him, and he watched her struggle with her lack of choice. “I demand you unhand me and order me a carriage.” She resisted against him once more and tried to jerk herself out of his hold.

Admiration swept through Rowdy. She was a firecracker. “You told a room of cheats and thieves that you have two hundred and fifty dollars. Even if it’s not with you, that doesn’t mean they won’t come looking for it.”

She went white.

Finally, she understood him. And he breathed a little easier. She probably hadn’t brought the amount with her. He was betting she’d ceased her struggle against him because she realized not having the money didn’t mean she wouldn’t be attacked. “If you’ll allow me, I can put you somewhere safe until morning.” He waited for her to answer.

She nodded once.

“Good. Now, where’s your bag?”

With a swallow and an expression of acceptance, she replied, “I didn’t bring one.”

He frowned. Had she planned on sleeping in just her chemise, then? The image sent heat shooting through him, and he gritted his teeth. “Why not?” he ground out.

“I was concerned it would get stolen, and I can’t afford to lose my personal possessions.” Now she blushed but braced herself for whatever he might say in response to the sorry state of her finances.

He gentled his hold. “All right. Then let me take you to a room where you’ll be safe.”

Uncertainty passed through her eyes. “How do I know I can trust you?”

Another reason why she shouldn’t have come. “You don’t. But, as I said earlier, I could toss you over my shoulder and do whatever the hell I wanted, and no one would stop me.”

That trapped look came back into her gaze.

“Yet, here I am, letting you get used to the fact that it’s gotta be this way.” And he wasn’t gonna wait much longer. It was entirely possible some of the bastards in McCord’s poker room were already on their way. The fact that Rowdy had followed her out was the only thing that had probably held them back.

After a few more moments, she let out an exhale. “Fine. I’ll follow you.”

Even with her acquiescence, he still gripped her elbow once more, but this time with less force. They walked in silence as he led her down the corridor to his left, then he took the next right. This area of the hotel was less populated, as most of the rooms belonged to Rowdy. He had his own suite, while Butch Wilder had the chambers on the opposite side.

When they reached room seven, he withdrew keys from his pocket. He opened the door and let her precede him inside. The dark leather furnishings would probably alert her that she was in a man’s domain.

As she smoothed a hand over her stomach, she assessed her surroundings, doing a slow turn. “What’s behind that door?” She nodded to the right.

“The bedroom.”

She frowned. “Who lives here?”

“Me.”

She reared back, and her eyes went wide. “Absolutely not! No!” She stormed toward him and the open portal.

He grabbed her by the arm and whirled her around. “Are we back to this again?”

Some of her pins had come undone, and blonde locks grazed her jaw and shoulders. “I’ll not be kept in some strange man’s rooms!”

Irritation pooled in his gut. “Look here, I don’t have to try to take care of you. I could just—”

She shoved her nose into his face. “I didn’t ask for your help! And you might very well mean me harm!”

He’d had enough. She should’ve listened to him from the beginning. He bent, did what he’d promised, and threw her over his shoulder.

She gasped and squirmed, struggling as she pounded his back.

None of it bothered him. He strode to his room, opened the door and tossed her on the bed.

She screeched like a banshee, and he smothered a laugh. While she was perfectly beddable, he wasn’t one to force himself on a woman.

As she struggled in her skirts to scramble away from him, he returned to the door and held the knob.

When she was standing on the opposite side of the mattress, staring daggers at him across the expanse of his rumpled sheets and blankets, his body hardened. He pressed his tongue against the inside of his cheek and lifted his brow in surprise.

Well. Damn. She was something.

“Let me out of here now!”

He shook his head. “Can’t do it. This is the safest place for you, whether you like it or not, and I don’t much care what you like.”

Fire leapt in her eyes, and she charged toward him, rounding the edge of his bed.

Did she not know when to quit? He chuckled, stepped out and yanked the door shut. While he kept a tight grip on the glass knob, he felt her trying to turn it on her end. Still chuckling, he used his free hand to insert the key into the lock. The click rang like a gong.

She let out a cry of outrage, then banged on the dark, oak panel. “Let me out! I demand it!”

He stepped back. “Miss McCord, calm down. I’m not gonna come in there. You’re safe. Just hush up and make yourself comfortable.”

“How can I possibly do that?”

He supposed it would be hard for her. She really had no reason to trust him and probably wouldn’t sleep well. But this was the safest idea. “I’ll be right out here, stretched out on the sofa. Are you hungry?”

She let out a mighty huff of exasperation.

He imagined her expression, the high color of her cheeks, her golden tresses wild around her gorgeous face. He probably wouldn’t rest, either. After a slow exhale, he said, “If you want to eat, you let me know. We’ve got just about anything you might want.”

He waited.

Nothing.

Fine.

“I’ll see you to the train in the morning, Miss McCord.”

Again, only silence met his promise.

With a shake of his head, he went to the sofa, sat and removed his boots. He took off his coat, vest and gun belt then undid several buttons of his shirt, letting the air cool him. He sure as hell needed it. Katie McCord was a spitfire the likes of which he’d never seen. If given the chance, she could probably beat Johnny McCord at his own game. But Rowdy wasn’t ever going to let her get that close.

* * * *
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KATIE WOKE THE FOLLOWING morning and bolted upright. She blinked at her surroundings, stunned that she’d fallen asleep despite her anger, despair and fear. She’d kept her dress on and her shoes, too unsettled to do as the gambler had suggested and relax.

A window above the bed allowed light to stream in, and she rubbed at her eyes. What was she supposed to do now? Never mind that she’d been locked in a room by a cardsharp, she’d failed to buy Johnny’s half of the shop. How could she return home without good news? Her siblings were counting on her.

The weight of the world pressed on her shoulders, and she wished she could have a good cry. But the tears wouldn’t come. It was as if she were all dried out.

At only nine years old, she’d lost her brother to the temptations of the night. He’d made the house so lively until he’d begun rebelling against Patrick McCord’s rules. It had been hard to watch Johnny slip away, and she’d been too young to understand why he hadn’t wanted to stay home. Then, her mother had passed away when Katie was sixteen and her father when she was twenty.

Grief had become Katie’s constant partner. She was thankful she had her younger siblings. They were the brightness in her life, the light she ran to and used to keep going.

When Johnny had started patronizing the saloon in Echols, he’d been fifteen and angry with their father’s commands. Johnny had enjoyed whiskey too much, smoking too much, and hadn’t wanted their father’s business. Katie remembered sitting by the parlor window, waiting for him to come down the road, to come home. But she’d always fallen asleep. Then woken in her bed because her father had carried her up.

She’d prayed for Johnny endlessly. Said rosary after rosary until she’d finally given up. When he’d left Echols, Texas, for New Orleans, she’d known he wouldn’t come back. And he hadn’t. Not until the reading of their father’s will.

Patrick McCord had left half of the confectionery to Katie, and the other half to Johnny. Their father had probably hoped his wayward son would come home. How wrong he’d been.

Johnny had laughed his head off when he’d heard that he’d been given a portion of the business. Katie had been mortified. And for the last three years, she’d had to share the profits of her hard work. It wasn’t fair. But more importantly, half of the earnings wasn’t enough to keep sufficient food in the bellies of her younger siblings.

Lawrence was fifteen, Jenny was thirteen, and Phillipa was ten. And they did everything they could not to need anything, sweet angels that they were.

They deserved a better life, and Katie was trying to give that to them.

It had been a mistake to come here on her own. She should’ve brought Mr. Cummings, her father’s lawyer, with her. With an exhale, she rubbed her forehead then lowered her arm. Adam Cummings might have been able to force Johnny to have an actual conversation with her. He’d helped her several times over the years try to find a way out of her situation.

At one point, Katie had considered padding her earnings and also her siblings’. They worked in the shop on Saturdays, and she gave them a wage for it.

But she’d been concerned that Johnny would someday demand to see her account books and realize she was taking more than she should. And who knew what he might do then. Unfortunately, Johnny was entitled to make decisions about the shop, and each year she had to send him a detailed account of expenditures. So...she’d determined she needed to buy his half. And she’d started saving.

Now she needed more. How would she get it?

With a great exhale, she gazed at the gambler’s domain, barely able to appreciate the dark blues of the wallpaper, the shine of the Cherrywood and white marble-topped side tables. His room wasn’t a garish red. And it was clean. His clothes weren’t scattered about. Nothing littered the surfaces of his highboy or washstand. She’d almost think he didn’t sleep here if not for his woodsy scent that lingered on the sheets and blankets.

It had been an odd comfort, and perhaps that was what had lulled her to sleep. That or severe strain and exhaustion.

Well, whatever it had been, at least she’d gotten some rest. She scooted off the mattress and stood, taking a moment to straighten her clothing. She moved over to the mirror hanging above his washstand and repined her hair. Somehow, she’d lost pins, but she was still able to make a passable bun without them or a brush.

A light knock came at the door. “Miss McCord?”

“Yes?”

“Are you decent?”

She flushed. “Yes.”

The key was inserted, the lock turned, then he was inside wearing the same clothing from last night. He didn’t have his hat on, and his dark brown hair fell over his forehead. If he didn’t irritate her so much, she would admire his handsomeness.

“Were you able to sleep?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

Surprise lit in his eyes that she realized now were a stormy blue. “I didn’t expect to get a thank you.”

She shrugged.

“Would you like something to eat?” he asked.

She’d never curbed her hunger, but she hadn’t wanted to fool with him again. And while she needed food, she’d rather eat on the train. She needed time to think, needed to get away from what her brother’s life had become. She could grab a bite in the dining car. “No, thank you.”

His mouth turned down in a disapproving frown, but he let out a breath of resignation. “All right. There’s a rail that runs to Houston at nine. We’ve got an hour to get there.”

“I’m perfectly capable of finding my way on my own. I managed yesterday.” And it was morning, which would make the trek easier.

“Allow me, please, to see you off.”

She thought his request had more to do with making sure she was gone than a concern for her safety. “Fine.” With a final brush of her palms down her narrow skirt, she let out a breath and walked toward him.

He moved to the side.

They walked out of the hotel in silence. And the quiet was deafening. No one was about. Not even the attendant stood at his post. She shook her head at the evidence of slovenly and scandalous behavior. Drinking and gambling all night, and then lazing about in bed and wasting away the morning. It was distressing that Johnny preferred this life.

Once out on the street, they walked a few blocks before finding a carriage that could drive them over to the station. He gave her a hand up, and she seated herself as far away from him as possible.

While his face and powerful frame caused flutters in her stomach, she wanted no more of him. He’d successfully bested her last night, and she wasn’t in the mood to battle again. The carriage lurched into motion, and she gripped the side with one hand. She closed her eyes on a weary exhale and imagined home. She hoped her siblings were all right. They’d known where she was going and along with Clara, their neighbor, had begged her not to.

Even though Katie hadn’t prevailed, it had still been right to come. Now she knew. She’d worried over it for a year, wondering if Johnny would sell his half, and finally she could put her musings to bed. And work on tripling the amount.

Seven hundred and fifty dollars.

It would take years to save that, and by then, the store could be out of business. It might be time to reimagine a different future.

She watched the buildings go by, two and three-story structures, that were opening for the day. Men in suits hurried down the concrete sidewalks, while others wore aprons and set out signs detailing their wares. Barbers, cobblers, tailors, grocers, carpenters, lawyers, bankers.

She knew the business world. She knew the trials and successes. Lately, she’d had more failures than she could afford. And her inability to convince Johnny to sell his half was just another one in a long line.

“Are you all right?” a deep voice asked.

She didn’t bother to look at him. “No.”

A beat of silence passed except for the clop of the horse’s hooves on cobblestone, then he replied, “I’m sorry.”

She believed him, but she made no response.

It wasn’t too much longer before they reached the station. The noise irritated her, and she needed the peace of her home.

The gambler paid the driver, then jumped down.

Katie waited, knowing he would be polite, come around to her side and offer his assistance. She was going to let him, because, well, it was nice to have any help. She’d been in charge of her home, the family business and her siblings for three years. She’d barely had time to grieve the loss of her father.

When the cardsharp held out his hand, she gathered her skirt, slid her ungloved palm into his then stepped down.

He placed her hand in the crook of his elbow, and his aura surrounded her. Despite his probable sinful living, it was nice to have a solid, strong form beside her. And for a brief second, she wished she could put all her problems on his shoulders. He could bear them. He would know what to do.

“Sit here,” the gambler told her.

She sank to an empty bench.

“I’ll purchase your ticket. Houston, right? Then you take the stage to Echols?”

She nodded, knowing she shouldn’t let him pay for anything for her, but she was so tired. While she waited, locomotives hissed and whistles blew, people darted about or hugged their loved ones goodbye.

All the activity couldn’t distract her from what waited at home. A stove on its last legs. A sympathetic accountant telling her she needed to raise her prices. A dentist who kept insisting she ought to marry him, who had rudely announced to the entire town at the church picnic that she was his intended.

And her siblings. Whom she loved dearly, who depended on her, who tried their hardest to cheer her. Katie had failed them.

She needed to keep all the profits of the confectionery. Giving half of her hard work to Johnny was draining her in all ways—financially, mentally and emotionally. Somehow, she would have to outsmart him
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