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            Chapter One

         
         
            The Bronze House

            Broadway and Thirty-Third Street, NYC

            1891

         

         There was a special place in hell for men who attempted to cheat at cards.

         
         Clayton Madden stood in a back room inside his casino, scowling at the man kneeling on the carpet. Tears and snot leaked all
            over the man’s face, his pleas for mercy echoing off the bare plaster walls. The words meant nothing to Clay. Cornered rats
            always begged for their lives when trapped. He’d seen it time and time again.
         

         
         Clay had a reputation as unfeeling, a cold monster. And it was absolutely true. He’d long turned hard in the face of this
            world’s cruelty, growing up poor in a city that worshipped money and prestige over kindness and faith. Where graft, bribery
            and violence ruled. He’d learned . . . and thrived. Climbed up through the ranks of the criminal underworld until he’d accumulated
            enough power to wield it on his own behalf. Darkness had settled in his soul years before he’d opened the city’s poshest casino.
         

         
         He loved the Bronze House. It was his pride and joy, the culmination of all his scraping and scrapping. The city’s richest
            and most privileged men came here nightly. Eager to wager large sums of money, which Clay was only too happy to pocket. Some
            men, however, thought they were smarter than Clay. That they could steal money from him and get away with it.
         

         
         Clay hated those men worst of all.

         
         They were dealt with swiftly, harshly. He let them live, of course—but just barely. Dead men could not spread tales to warn
            other potential cheaters that Madden’s casinos were off-limits. Not to mention killing men brought about questions Clay would
            rather not answer.
         

         
         “P-please, Mr. Madden.” The man was trembling, his voice cracking. “Please don’t hurt me. I won’t ever come back, I swear.”

         
         Same song, different rat. Did he really believe Clay was stupid enough to let him walk out, unharmed?

         
         Clay shook his head. “You’re right. You won’t ever come back, not when I’m through with you.”

         
         Sweat coated the man’s brow, his eyes growing impossibly wide. “No, please. I have a family—”

         
         “What would you like to do?”

         
         Clay turned to the source of the question. His assistant and longtime friend, Bald Jack, waited in the shadows. Jack was a
            former pugilist and a crack shot. He was also loyal, intelligent and good with people where Clay faltered. Clay trusted him
            with his life. “How much?” In Clay’s mind, everything was measured in terms of dollars and cents.
         

         
         “One-twenty before we stopped him.”

         
         Not an exorbitant amount, but it was the point of the matter. “The usual, then.”

         
         “You got it. Want to talk to him first?” The edge of Jack’s mouth kicked up, as if he anticipated Clay’s answer.

         
         “Yes, I do.” No cheater walked out of the Bronze House without a “talk” from Clay.

         
         “Then, before you get blood on your suit, I should also tell you that she’s back.”

         
         Clay’s spine straightened. Now Jack was telling him? Jesus. “How long?”
         

         
         “Strolled in as we were bringing this piece of filth back here.”

         
         Goddamn it. Why had she returned? He dragged a hand down his jaw. “Take care of this here,” he said and gestured to the man
            sobbing on his floor. “And don’t ruin my carpets.”
         

         
         Jack jerked his chin toward the two staff members hovering nearby. “Take him to the meat shed,” he instructed the men. “I’ll
            deal with him in a moment.”
         

         
         Clay left the room and hurried to the balcony, focused on her, already forgetting the past few minutes. All that mattered was getting to his hidden perch. He had to see her for himself.
         

         
         She shouldn’t be here. Her family was one of great wealth and privilege. Old money and small minds. The kind of people Clay
            exploited for his own gain. Her father was legendary, a bombastic blowhard who rolled over anyone who dared to get in his
            way—including less fortunate families trying to eke out a modest living downtown.
         

         
         What would her father think about his middle daughter’s late-night visits to the Bronze House? Clay almost wished he could
            tell him merely to witness the reaction.
         

         
         Hard to say why Clay allowed her entry. After all, the Bronze House had strict rules for gaining entrance. Men of a certain
            class congregated here, men with deep pockets and little sense. Women were forbidden, per his explicit order. He didn’t even
            permit prostitutes here, as many casinos did.
         

         
         Yet, she flouted his rules. On more than one occasion. Not only that; she also walked out a winner. Every time.

         
         He admired that about her. And so, he tolerated her presence.

         
         It was irresponsible of him—and Clay was nothing if not responsible. He prided himself on the solid judgment that had saved
            his life time and time again in a city full of danger and retribution. Those sharp instincts had helped him rise to the top
            of New York’s underbelly, the places catering to the voracious appetite for vice. And his current instinct screamed for him
            to kick her out.
         

         
         He took the stairs to the balcony two at a time, his shoes slapping on the old wood. She was becoming a problem, one he needed
            to solve. Her attendance was disruptive. Not in a loud, destructive way, but nearly every man in her vicinity would leer at
            her or angle somehow for her favor. It was disgusting. Worse, if the men were leering and angling then they weren’t gambling. Another reason why women had no business inside these walls.
         

         
         He reached the balcony and paused to take in the sprawling casino floor. Ah, glorious. His kingdom. The place was flooded with men in dark suits, oiled hair gleaming in the gaslight while they spent money on
            frivolous games they had no hope of winning. The sight never ceased to please him.
         

         
         Except, this evening, it didn’t. Because she was here.
         

         
         He spotted her right away. The light glinted off her blond hair and creamy skin. Full red lips revealed white teeth when she
            smiled or laughed, which was often. She was a lone beautiful flower in a field of dirt and sticks. Why in hell was she here,
            at his casino? What was her end game?
         

         
         A nearby door closed and the soft thud of footsteps approached. Clay didn’t bother turning. Only one person dared to come
            up here.
         

         
         “She’s alone again tonight,” Jack said. “Want me to show her out?”

         
         “No,” he answered quickly. Too quickly.

         
         Jack chuckled. “I see.”

         
         Clay shot a menacing look over his shoulder. “Shouldn’t you be dealing with our other problem?”

         
         “The boys’ll handle him, don’t worry. I thought you might need help with her.”
         

         
         “I don’t need help. I need her to stop distracting my patrons. They’re ogling her instead of losing money.”

         
         Jack eased toward the railing and peered down. “Can’t blame them. She’s a pretty one.”

         
         Pretty? No. Pretty was too tame a word to describe her. Too superficial. Birds were pretty. A shiny gold piece, the sky at dusk. A royal flush.
            Those things were pretty.
         

         
         She was radiant. A feast for the eyes. With a gaze that sparkled with mischief. A sly smile with hidden secrets. She was sunshine in a stormy
            sky. Warmth and light in the midst of the very worst element. Namely, him.
         

         
         “I can blame them,” Clay growled. “It’s as if they haven’t seen a woman before. She’s nothing special.”
         

         
         Jack remained quiet, the word liar hanging between them in the shadows. Lucky for Clay, Jack didn’t bother to say it aloud. Instead, his friend said, “Do you
            plan to stand up here and loom over her all night like a specter? Or should I bring her to your office?”
         

         
         “And why would I meet with her?”

         
         “To find out why she keeps comin’ back.”

         
         “I assume it’s because she continues to win. Have we spoken to the staff? I want her to lose money, not gain it.”

         
         “What happened to ‘the house has no need to cheat because the house always wins in the end’?”

         
         “The house is clearly failing when it comes to her.”

         
         Jack paused. “I’ll speak to them.”

         
         “Good.”

         
         “I suppose that means you’ll continue to admit her.”

         
         “I haven’t decided.” It was untrue and they both knew it. She had intrigued him . . . and he was not a man easily intrigued.

         
         You’re acting like a fool. Just tell her not to come back.

         
         Not yet. He needed insight into her actions. This was her third night visiting the Bronze House in ten days, and the house’s
            take on those three evenings had dipped significantly. How long could this go on before her presence ruined his business?
         

         
         Jack was right. It was past time to find out what she was up to. “Fine, bring her to my office.”

         
         “Finally,” Jack said. “Now maybe you’ll stop making everyone miserable around here.”

         
         “I’m the owner,” he snarled. “Anyone who is unhappy with me may find employment elsewhere—and that goes for my second-in-command,
            as well.”
         

         
         Not bothering to smother his laugh, Jack walked away. The sound grated over Clay’s nerves, but instead of lashing out, he
            kept his gaze trained on the woman below. He’d noticed she liked roulette and mostly bet on red. Funny color, red. Brought
            to mind hearts and flowers, flesh and blood. He preferred black, like mud and coal. Rot and ruin. Like the stain on his soul.
         

         
         Had she any idea of his history with her father?

         
         He doubted it. If she had, she’d stay very far from the likes of Clayton Madden.

         
         The crowd soon parted to make way for Jack’s hulking form. She looked up from her chips, a flash of annoyance on her face
            before she masked it with politeness. Jack said a few words and, without missing a beat, her head swung toward the balcony,
            eyes locking with Clay’s. He sucked in a breath, the impact of her greenish-brown irises like a blow. A ridiculous reaction,
            he chided himself. She couldn’t see him, not where he stood in the shadows.
         

         
         Even still, he took a step back then turned on his heel.

         
         He gave himself a mental shake. He would not be cowed by her. No one, man or woman, had ever gained the upper hand with Clay.
            A beautiful uptown debutante certainly wouldn’t be the first to succeed.
         

         
         It was past time to put Florence Greene in her place.

         
          

         Finally, Florence had gained Mr. Madden’s attention.

         
         She followed Jack, the casino’s manager, deeper into the darkened corridors, anticipation crawling through her veins. She
            hadn’t come to the Bronze House to win money, though she’d done that quite handily.
         

         
         No, she’d come here to learn.

         
         Not the games, of course. Those she knew. Nor had she wanted to observe how a casino operated. Rather, she’d wanted to observe
            how the city’s best casino operated. From one man, the casino’s enigmatic owner, Clayton Madden.
         

         
         Anyone who’d played a hand of cards or thrown a pair of dice in this town knew his name. Madden owned poolrooms, policy shops,
            craps games . . . He was the ruler of all gambling activity in town. It was said that everything he touched turned to gold,
            an empire that neither the police nor Tammany Hall could topple.
         

         
         The Bronze House, however, had turned Madden into a legend.

         
         Renowned as the most exclusive and fairest of all the casinos, the Bronze House was where the elites went to drink champagne,
            eat caviar and gamble. All the games were aboveboard, the dealers too well compensated to skim. Madden treated his staff and
            patrons well—unless they double-crossed him. Those who dared to work against Madden’s interests were dealt with swiftly, irrevocably.
            In manners so horrific they were merely whispered about. Florence had heard stories about bones broken, houses burned. One
            enemy had supposedly been weighted down with cement and chains, and then dropped into the East River.
         

         
         As a woman, she’d known her presence here would attract attention. Had planned for it. Embraced it. Part of her had expected
            to be tossed out within moments of arriving. Yet, she’d been allowed to stay. More than once.
         

         
         And he’d watched her.

         
         Somehow, she had sensed him up there, in the dark balcony, staring down at her, despite not knowing what he actually looked
            like. Not many did, apparently, as he never left his club unless absolutely necessary. While the casino operated, he remained
            in the shadows and Jack handled the problems on the floor.
         

         
         Now Madden wished to meet her. Even though this was what she needed, Florence had to admit it terrified her.

         
         Daddy liked to tell all three Greene sisters, Show no fear. Men are afraid of women they cannot intimidate. So she stood a little taller and pressed her shoulders back. She would face him bravely or not at all.
         

         
         A large wooden door with a single brass plate loomed at the end of the corridor. Embossed on the plate, bold lettering read
            Do Not Enter. She suppressed a shiver. No fear.

         
         Jack stopped and turned. The smooth, dark skin of his forehead creased slightly as he studied her. “Do you scare easily, Miss
            Greene?”
         

         
         “Certainly not.” At least, she was trying to appear that way.

         
         A slow smile spread across Jack’s face. “Yes, indeed. You might be just what we need around here.” Before she could ask what
            he meant, he threw open the door and swept his arm out in a courtly gesture. “After you.”
         

         
         Playing along, Florence gave a royal dip of her chin. “Thank you, sir.”

         
         The room was brightly lit, a cheerful fire crackling in the grate. Eastern rugs covered the floors, and dark wainscoting adorned
            the walls. A large desk sat at one end, two small armchairs opposite. It was a cozy space, one well used.
         

         
         And it was empty.

         
         She glanced over her shoulder at Jack. “Is he . . . ?”

         
         “He’ll be along shortly, miss. Just wait here.” Jack gave her a brief nod and departed, leaving her alone in Clayton Madden’s
            office.
         

         
         His office.

         
         So this was where he oversaw his gambling syndicate. She would have thought it more . . . decadent. After all, he was one
            of the richest and most powerful men in the city. Yet, this was a simple space, not one designed to show off his considerable
            wealth. What a fascinating contradiction.
         

         
         Papers were neatly stacked on his desk. She longed to flip through them, discover what matters awaited his attention. Credit
            he’d extended to patrons come due? Bills from his champagne and caviar suppliers? Reports on dealers and club operation?
         

         
         Her mind whirled with possibilities, her heart full of giddy envy. Someday. Someday you’ll have an office just like this.

         
         The door behind her opened and she spun toward it. A large man stood in the doorway, his wide shoulders taking up nearly the
            width of the entry. He was dressed entirely in black with no hint of color anywhere on him. Not a collar stud or silver button
            in sight. Dark hair framed his face, the strands a bit longer than the current style, and two scars marred his skin: one through
            his eyebrow and the other along his chin.
         

         
         He was not conventionally pretty, like the society swells who slept all day and caroused at night. No, this man was handsome,
            but in a rough-and-tumble, unforgiving way. He oozed confidence, as if he never failed, never let anyone tell him what to
            do. A warrior, scarred from years of battle, someone who’d built a kingdom with his two bare hands.
         

         
         She wished that didn’t appeal to her, that she didn’t feel a strange pull in the pit of her stomach . . . but she did. It
            wasn’t every day she encountered a man so dangerous and shrewd, interesting and complex.
         

         
         She met his gaze and it was clear he was not-so-patiently waiting for her to finish her assessment of him. Had she been staring
            too long? Clasping her hands, she wiped any hint of expression off her face. Don’t react. Give him nothing. After all, she’d perfected a blank look over the years, thanks to hiding her misadventures from her parents. It worked every
            time.
         

         
         Madden’s lips quirked as if he instantly saw through her ruse. Impossible. She’d perfected that blank stare at each ball,
            dinner party and social gathering since the age of eighteen. No one had ever suspected otherwise.
         

         
         “Miss Greene.” He stepped forward and closed the door behind him. Trepidation slid along her spine, a cold chill of warning.
            She was alone with him, a man reportedly no stranger to violence.
         

         
         He wouldn’t be stupid enough to hurt Duncan Greene’s daughter. Would he?
         

         
         Florence didn’t care for being afraid. She lived her life boldly, outside the lines of what society considered normal female
            behavior. Tea parties and sewing circles were not for her. She had more exciting plans in her future. Dice and roulette wheels.
            Cards and craps games. Fear was some other woman’s problem.
         

         
         She lifted her chin. “I presume you are Mr. Madden.”

         
         “Have a seat.” Now behind his desk, he indicated one of the armchairs.

         
         “Not until you answer my question.”

         
         He paused and stared at her just long enough to make her uncomfortable. His eyes were dark and unfathomable, no hint to his
            thoughts whatsoever. “Was there a question, Miss Greene? Because I didn’t hear one.”
         

         
         “Are you Mr. Madden?”

         
         “I am, which means this is my casino. And you are trespassing.” He lowered himself into his large leather chair without waiting
            for her to be seated.
         

         
         “No one has asked me to leave.”

         
         “You are aware that women are forbidden from crossing our threshold. Yet, you’ve flouted that rule. Many times. Care to tell
            me why?”
         

         
         “I assumed your policies had changed.” A lie. Her first visit she’d entered through the kitchens, sneaking into the main casino.
            On subsequent visits, she’d flashed a smile and pressed a large bill into the hand of the man at the door. The staff recognized
            her now, though she knew Madden’s benevolence was the reason for her continued admittance.
         

         
         “Let’s do away with the pretense. My curiosity is the only reason you’ve gained access to the Bronze House. I’m requesting
            you satisfy that curiosity now.”
         

         
         Though he spoke politely, it somehow sounded like a threat. “Or?”

         
         “Most people are smart enough not to refuse my requests.”

         
         “You won’t hurt me.” It came out with more confidence than she felt. Inside, doubt twisted her stomach into knots.

         
         One dark brow shot up. “Won’t I?”

         
         “I don’t intimidate easily, Mr. Madden.”

         
         A flash of something passed over his face, a glimpse of appreciation, perhaps. Had her answer pleased him?
         

         
         “I’m beginning to see that. After all, someone nearly drugged your sister here and yet you return.”

         
         Florence waved her hand. Mamie hadn’t been fooled. The man’s clumsy attempt at pouring an unknown liquid into her champagne
            had been as obvious as the heat in Hades. Besides, Florence felt eyes on her every time she visited the Bronze House—a protective
            presence that wouldn’t dare allow anything terrible to befall her within these walls.
         

         
         Had it been Madden looking out for her? Watching her?

         
         She wasn’t certain if the idea excited or frightened her.

         
         “I’m perfectly safe inside your casino.”

         
         He didn’t bother to confirm or deny it. Instead, he said, “You show a remarkable skill at the tables. How did an uptown debutante
            learn such things?”
         

         
         She lifted a shoulder. “Practice.”

         
         He threw his head back and laughed. The sound was rough and genuine, the mirth transforming his face into something . . .
            lighter. Younger. She hadn’t realized. He couldn’t be more than thirty or thirty-one years old. Tingles coursed through her,
            as if she’d been dealt an ace and a king while playing twenty-one.
         

         
         Goodness. Was she attracted to him?
         

         
         She recognized the feeling. There had been various young men in her life over the years. Florence liked kissing and touching
            and all the things that went with it. She hadn’t ever considered saving herself for marriage, not when a whole wide world
            awaited her. She was a modern woman in charge of her own destiny—and her future did not include being under the thumb of a
            husband. She wanted an equal, not a jailer.
         

         
         But an attraction to Clayton Madden would complicate things.
         

         
         Madden collected himself, shaking his head as if to clear it. “I can see you’re no novice. You’ve walked out a winner each
            time you’ve visited. Yet, your presence here is disruptive. My patrons are unaccustomed to seeing a woman in their midst.
            You are . . . distracting.”
         

         
         It would seem a compliment if not for his frown. “That is not my fault. Admit more women and they won’t notice me.”

         
         “Impossible. No man would miss you, even in a crowd.”

         
         Her throat dried out. That was most definitely a compliment. However, she didn’t think he was flirting with her, merely being
            honest. Clayton Madden didn’t seem like a man who flirted. “Your policy is antiquated. You should allow women to gamble.”
         

         
         “Not a chance. If men are watching the women then they aren’t losing money to me.”

         
         She bit back a smile. His attitude served her plans perfectly. Let him ignore half the population of New York, the women who
            were bored and looking for entertainment. Florence would soon take their pin money in her female-only casino. Still, she couldn’t resist adding, “So women must suffer for the stupidity of men. Again.”
         

         
         He blinked, his expression full of both confusion and admiration. “I see you are a woman who speaks her mind. That’s a quality
            I appreciate. So let’s answer this once and for all. Why do you continue to visit the Bronze House? What are you after?”
         

         
         It’s now or never, Florence. “I’m here for lessons. I wish for you to teach me how to operate a casino.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Clay paused, certain his ears had failed him. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         She strolled closer, her silk skirts rustling with every step, a whisper of femininity that slid over his skin. Florence Greene
            was even more stunning up close. She looked like a blonde angel, only with teasing eyes and a wicked mouth. Long, elegant
            limbs combined with a proud bearing born of privilege and wealth. He desperately wished to dislike her . . . but quite the
            opposite. She was provoking and intelligent—a dangerous combination.
         

         
         Especially when Clay planned revenge on her father.

         
         Duncan Greene had sealed his fate twenty years ago when he’d razed an entire block of homes on the east side to build a factory.
            One of those homes had belonged to the Maddens. They hadn’t received fair market value for the property—Greene was a greedy
            bastard—and therefore hadn’t been able to locate equitable lodgings. Their family had ended up in a slum, where Clay’s younger
            brother died of cholera and his father walked out.
         

         
         A family destroyed. Lives changed for the worse. Clay would soon repay that favor and move on with the next phase of his life.
            But not if Florence kept distracting the House’s patrons. He had to find a way to get rid of her for good.
         

         
         She lowered herself into the armchair across from his desk and met his gaze. “I plan to open my own casino. I would like to
            learn from you on how to do it.”
         

         
         A rough sound escaped his throat, a weak chuckle of sorts. Christ, that was twice she’d caused him to laugh. He couldn’t remember
            the last time before tonight. She really was remarkable. “Miss Greene, women of your . . . status don’t go into business for
            themselves. They get married. Have children. Summer in Newport and the like. I think you should return home and—”
         

         
         “Please do not use that condescending tone with me. Believe me, I’m aware of my status and what girls my age are supposed to do. But I have absolutely no interest in marriage and children and Newport. I wish to open a casino for ladies.”
         

         
         Now he knew she was cracked. “Gambling is illegal.”

         
         She gave him a bland look. “Anything is legal for the right price.”

         
         So true. He tried another tack. “Ladies don’t gamble. Lower-class women might occasionally dabble at cards or lottery, but
            ladies do not.”
         

         
         “You’re wrong. Ladies most definitely gamble.”

         
         Her stubbornness was beginning to grate on his nerves. “No, they don’t,” he snapped.

         
         “Really? How many ladies do you know?”

         
         Admittedly, not many. None, actually. “Even if you’re right, this is not a school. I have neither the time nor the inclination
            to mentor someone.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Because my time is valuable and I’m not running a charity.”

         
         “So I’ll pay you. Whatever hourly rate you set.”

         
         Frustrated, he drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. Was she so eager to enter the lion’s den? This was no place for
            her. Gambling made men desperate, stupid. Just last evening a man who’d lost everything tried to strangle a croupier. It was
            dangerous here, and his staff needed to pay attention to their jobs, not watch over this woman.
         

         
         “It would be a waste of your money. You’ll never get past the police and politicians to even open your doors.”

         
         “Precisely why I need guidance from you. The type of casino I wish to open is exactly like the Bronze House.”

         
         He wanted to roll his eyes at her naivete. It had taken him fifteen years to achieve something as grand as the Bronze House.
            He’d scraped and hustled for half his life in alleys and taprooms to sit here. His scars were a daily reminder of his struggles.
            And she thought to snap her fingers and get whatever she wished?
         

         
         Unbelievable, this woman.

         
         He ought to throw her out. Refuse her request and bar her from ever returning.

         
         And yet . . .

         
         The idea of helping Duncan Greene’s daughter descend into the city’s underworld was appealing. Her father would hate it. The
            family would be humiliated, their social credibility ruined. Perhaps that might sour some of Greene’s business deals, cause
            him to lose money. That Clay would help to orchestrate the Greene downfall made the proposition all the sweeter.
         

         
         It wouldn’t satisfy Clay’s need for revenge, but it was a good start.

         
         “I would require only two to three hours of your time once or twice a week,” she said, her voice impatient. “I hardly see
            how that is an inconvenience for you.”
         

         
         He didn’t answer right away. Negotiating was much like gambling. One had to possess patience. Otherwise, you never got what
            you wanted.
         

         
         And what he wanted right now was to see how far she’d go. To discover just how badly she wanted this casino of hers. What
            was she willing to trade for it? Because he’d decided he liked her enough to keep her around. If she planned to ruin herself,
            then he would be more than happy to assist her in the endeavor.
         

         
         “Name your price, Mr. Madden.”

         
         He threw out an obscenely high amount. “One hundred dollars an hour.”

         
         “Done. When may we start? Tonight?”

         
         “You didn’t even attempt a negotiation. Perhaps I’m wasting my time in trying to teach you anything.”

         
         Her lips twisted into a wide smile, her eyes sparkling from across the desk. The effect was an arrow through his chest to
            steal his breath. Goddamn, she was beautiful. He stared at her so often from a distance that he hadn’t prepared himself for
            witnessing her joy up close. He was destroyed. Slain. Unable to speak as his brain struggled to take it in.
         

         
         “You won’t regret this, Mr. Madden. I swear.”

         
         He wouldn’t regret it, but he would bet anything she would. Other people’s regrets weren’t his problem, however. Someone wished to bet their fortune on the turn of a card? Go
            ahead. Someone offered up their home as collateral only to then lose it? Hand over the deed. In the end, he was a selfish
            man who looked after his own interests. So the consequences of Florence Greene’s actions were hers alone to bear.
         

         
         Though there was something else he should mention. “You should know a few things before we finalize any apprenticeship.”

         
         She leaned in, all eagerness and devotion, hanging on his every word. A sudden fantasy crossed his mind, one where he tutored
            her in more than card games and ledgers. Dark, passionate games with punishments and rewards. Where he would bend her over
            his desk when she was bad and pleasure her within an inch of her—
         

         
         Fuck. He dropped his gaze and dragged air into his lungs. “I’ll put my cards on the table. I’m attracted to you.”
         

         
         Her brows shot high on her forehead, her face slackening. “W-what?”

         
         “I find you attractive, Miss Greene. Surely a woman as beautiful as you understands what that means.”

         
         “I understand what it means but why would you tell me?”
         

         
         Simple. Because he had nothing to hide.

         
         Because he hated liars and cheaters.

         
         Because she was dangerous to his peace of mind.

         
         God knew it would be better for both of them if she reconsidered and tutored elsewhere. “Complete honesty,” he said. “Understand
            that my motives are never pure. I’m as selfish as they come, and if there’s an opportunity to get you in my bed I won’t hesitate
            to take it.”
         

         
         “I . . . cannot believe you are telling me this. Are you planning to force me to—?”

         
         “Absolutely not,” he said with deep conviction. “I would never hurt you or force you to do anything against your will. However,
            I often have goals that don’t line up with society’s standards of propriety. If you expect me to play the gentleman here,
            you’ll be sorely disappointed.”
         

         
         She studied him, her hazel gaze contemplative. “I’m more than competent with a pistol. If you hurt me, I will come here and
            put a bullet in your chest.”
         

         
         “Fair enough, but I won’t hurt you. Neither will anyone else in this city while you are under my protection.”

         
         “Was there anything else?”

         
         “Yes, actually. I plan to bring about your father’s ruin.”

         
         “My father’s ruin? Duncan Greene?” Her mouth worked, then she said, “You must be joking.”
         

         
         He folded his hands behind his head and watched her absorb this news. “I’m quite serious. I won’t bore you with the details
            but you should know I’m agreeing to this scheme of yours because your father would absolutely hate it. Anything that causes
            him the least bit of aggravation entices me.”
         

         
         “You don’t like him.”

         
         An understatement. Duncan had taken everything from Clay’s family. And soon, Clay would take something that mattered to Duncan.
            “No, I don’t.”
         

         
         “I cannot decide if you are trying to scare me off or if you are telling the truth.”

         
         “If the truth scares you then you have no business opening a casino. The world is full of hard decisions and uncomfortable
            choices. You cannot be softhearted. What will you do when a friend with an outstanding debt comes crying to you that she cannot
            pay? Pat her on the head and tell her not to worry, that you trust she’ll give you the money eventually?”
         

         
         “I am not completely sheltered, Mr. Madden. I know running a business won’t be easy.”

         
         “Gambling is more than a business, Miss Greene. It is a way of life. A burning obsession for some. If you want safe, then
            procure a position at a department store.”
         

         
         She rubbed her forehead. “Let me understand this. Agreeing to help me has nothing to do with the money I’m paying you, but
            rather revenge against my father.”
         

         
         “Wrong. Everything I do is about money. The revenge is a nice side bonus.”

         
         “As selfish as they come,” she muttered, repeating his words from earlier.

         
         “That’s right—and you’d be wise not to forget it.”

         
          

         Wait, Madden was trying to ruin her father. What did that mean? Bankrupt him? She didn’t think that was possible. Her father was careful with money and they
            were more than comfortable. Not to mention her father’s intelligence. No one pulled anything over on Duncan Greene. Except
            for her, of course. “Exactly how are you trying to ruin my family?”
         

         
         Madden cocked his head and seemed to contemplate the question. Florence stared at him through her lashes. The casino owner
            was unexpected in so many ways. Yes, he was intimidating, but he didn’t treat her like a silly girl with the intellect of
            a housefly, as most of the men her age did. Instead, he listened and bantered back and forth with her. It was refreshing.
         

         
         In truth, she’d been ready to pay more for his help. The Bronze House was the exact model for the casino she wished to open
            for ladies. Nowhere else came close, not in New York City. Furthermore, Madden was a reported genius, a shrewd businessman
            and excellent with numbers. Choosing someone else felt like settling.
         

         
         And she needed to learn fast. She had less than two years to open her casino and build an independent future. Her father had
            recently begun pressuring Florence’s twenty-three-year-old sister, Mamie, to marry. At twenty-one, Florence was next in line
            for marriage. Duncan Greene’s patience for unmarried daughters would only last for so long, and Florence had no intention
            of handing over her life to some strange man. She intended to support herself instead.
         

         
         Her plan had started six months ago. For years she’d gambled with her grandmother and her friends, who wagered jewelry and
            other baubles over weekly euchre games. The competition could get quite fierce and Florence realized that proper ladies love
            to gamble just as much as proper men. Unfortunately, there was no place women could safely do so.
         

         
         She began wondering, why not? Why couldn’t ladies have a casino just for themselves, where no men were allowed? Hire female
            dealers and servers, provide employment to those who needed it. Things were changing rapidly for women in the city. Jobs,
            apartments, bicycles, independence . . . The old ways were dying off, changing. And she liked the idea of going into business
            for herself.
         

         
         Where she could be her own person, live by her own rules and never be made to feel like she wasn’t good enough again.

         
         So she’d started visiting the seedier parts of downtown to learn the games, a tiny pistol tucked in her bag for safety. Roulette
            in the West Village. Craps and fan-tan in Chinatown. Twenty-one near Wall Street. Without fail, she turned over her winnings
            to her sisters, who used the money to help the needy in the tenements.
         

         
         Now she was here, in the poshest, most exclusive casino in the state. Though gambling was illegal, the Bronze House was never
            raided because Madden had the police force and a few politicians in his pocket. How did one do that? Florence had no idea, which was why she needed Madden’s assistance to learn the business.
         

         
         But he was planning to ruin her father? How could she work with a man under those conditions?
         

         
         He finally answered, “I’d rather not share my plans. They have nothing to do with you directly.”

         
         “They do if they affect my family.”

         
         “You might tell your father. I can’t risk it. Besides, he’ll learn of it soon enough.”

         
         She blew out a frustrated breath. Was she actually considering this? Yes, because there were no other options, not in such
            a short amount of time. And shouldn’t she stick close to him in hopes of discovering how he planned to ruin her family? Then
            she could warn her father.
         

         
         “I feel as if I’m making a deal with the devil,” she muttered.

         
         “Indeed, you are.” His dark eyes glittered in the gloomy gaslight. “I never claimed to be a nice man.”

         
         Her skin prickled with awareness. God help her, but that appealed to her even more. “You won’t scare me away.”

         
         “Oh, but give me time, Miss Greene.” His voice was low and husky, a tone one would use with a lover. The man was clearly trying
            to run her off.
         

         
         Which showed he had a lot to learn about today’s modern women. She was tougher than she looked and not about to quiver in
            fear before him. “You might as well call me Florence.”
         

         
         The side of his mouth kicked up. “What would you have done had I not noticed you in my casino?”

         
         “Keep coming back until you did.”

         
         “I knew you were bribing my men at the door. I could have stopped you at any time.”

         
         “And yet you didn’t. Was it because of my father?”

         
         “Definitely not. I do not make allowances for anyone connected to Duncan.”

         
         “Are you certain you won’t tell me your plans regarding him?”

         
         “Absolutely positive.” He tapped his fingers on the desk. “So what will it be? Lessons on how to operate the Bronze House
            for one hundred dollars an hour, or back to visiting the poolrooms?”
         

         
         She nearly shuddered. The idea of never returning here, of going back to the poolrooms—seedy, filthy gambling haunts in rough
            neighborhoods—was depressing. Sitting here, she was closer than she’d ever been to her independence. She couldn’t leave.
         

         
         She’d just find a way to thwart his revenge plans later on.

         
         “Fine. I’ll pay for mentoring.”

         
         “Call me Clay, then.” He pushed out of his chair and started toward the door.

         
         When he turned the knob, she quickly stood. “Wait, where are you going?” They hadn’t settled on a tutoring schedule yet.

         
         “Come along. It’s time to begin your first lesson.” He disappeared into the corridor, and she was left staring at the empty
            doorway. Oh. She hadn’t expected to start tonight.
         

         
         Lifting her skirts, she hurried after him.

         
          

         “Wouldn’t you rather hear what I am interested in, what I need help with?” she said to the wide shoulders draped in black
            wool. “You don’t even know what I am planning.”
         

         
         He began to climb a small set of stairs, clearly ignoring her. Huffing out a frustrated breath, she started up behind him.
            “Are you going to answer my question?”
         

         
         “There’s no point. You need to start at the bottom.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         He came to the landing and turned to wait for her. “It means the pace and content of each lesson is at my discretion. And
            if I need to cancel or cut our time short, you’ll respect my decision. This is not up for debate. Now, go left and around
            the corner.”
         

         
         God, he was so frustrating.

         
         She continued along the scarred wooden floors and into a corridor. Noises from the casino—shouts and curses, dice and chips—rose
            up and jolted her like a shot of energy into her veins, as if she’d touched a live electric wire. Men took this for granted,
            their ability to wallow in vice and sin at will, while women were tasked to uphold society’s virtues. Any slip meant failure
            and ruination, the damnation of one’s soul and confinement to spinsterhood.
         

         
         Bollocks to that, as their cook liked to say when she thought no one was listening. Florence craved the danger and freedom
            in every part of the city, especially the ones off-limits to her. Why should she be cast out of society’s good graces for
            occasionally doing what every man her age did nightly?
         

         
         Her casino would change that. An illegal gaming hall where society ladies could lose their pin money and jewelry without fear
            of recrimination. No men permitted meant no judgment or gossip. The women would be free to enjoy themselves, to live their lives without men ruining everything.
         

         
         If only she could unionize the entire female race . . .

         
         After following his directions, she found herself on the balcony overlooking the casino floor. She sucked in a breath. He
            would be able to see everything from up here.
         

         
         “I knew you were watching.”

         
         He came to stand shoulder to shoulder with her at the railing. “When there’s a potential problem in my casino, yes.”

         
         “Is that what I was, a potential problem?”

         
         “An innocent woman in a lion’s den is always a problem.”

         
         “I am not innocent.” She froze. The words had escaped her mouth like a locomotive traveling at high speed. All because she’d
            wished to counter his opinion of her as a sheltered uptown schoolgirl.
         

         
         Idiot. What did she care if Clayton Madden thought her green? Unfortunately, there was no taking the sentence back. Perhaps he’d
            act a gentleman and let it go.
         

         
         “Fumbling kisses from boys between waltzes hardly counts,” he said, and her hopes of gentlemanly behavior died right then.
            No need to mention she hadn’t stopped at fumbling kisses. God knew she’d already said too much.
         

         
         He gestured to the floor. “Men who gamble here are often drunk or high on the thrill of a win. An unescorted woman can prove
            a temptation some men cannot resist taking, regardless of whether she agrees or not. You saw what nearly happened to your
            sister.”
         

         
         “You needn’t worry about me. I’m able to handle myself.”

         
         “Oh, indeed.”

         
         His tone implied he didn’t believe her, but she let it go and took in the scene below. Patrons were clustered throughout the
            casino floor, every table full. The crush of well-dressed men, with their black evening wear and thick billfolds, was a thing
            of beauty. How had Clay managed to build this up so quickly? The Bronze House wasn’t even a year old.
         

         
         The minutes ticked by and he said nothing. Her impatience got the better of her. “Is there a point to standing here or are
            you fleecing me out of one hundred dollars?”
         

         
         “I was waiting to see how long it would take before you asked. Yes, there is a point. Close your eyes.”

         
         “What?” She cast him a sideways glance. “Why?”

         
         “Because I am your mentor and I’m telling you to do it. If you’d rather learn from someone who cannot teach you a fraction
            of what I know, then by all means refuse me. I’ve lots of other tasks I should be doing.”
         

         
         Heat washed across her neck, an anger that spread to the roots of her hair. His employees must absolutely hate him. If this
            was how he treated people, no wonder his assistant handled everything below during club hours.
         

         
         She forced her eyes closed. The sounds from the casino floor sharpened, as did her awareness of the man next to her. He smelled . . .
            manly, like faint cigar and a forest. Was it pine? The unusual combination appealed to her, dash it. She heard his shoes squeak
            ever so softly as he moved closer. His elbow brushed hers.
         

         
         “What do you hear?”

         
         “Voices.”

         
         “What else?”

         
         She didn’t understand. Was this a test of some kind? If so, was she already failing? “Lots of voices.”

         
         “Florence, try harder. You need to hear all of it. Take a moment and think.”
         

         
         She exhaled and cleared her mind. She and her sisters had often hid outside from one another in the summers. The first person
            to find the other two would win. Florence had triumphed nearly every time. She’d keep perfectly still and listen until the
            familiar sounds fell away and she could discern the unnatural ones. Then she’d hurry to where Mamie and Justine hid and reveal
            them.
         

         
         The same thing happened tonight. The voices drifted to the background and she could hear the underlying noises. “Dice, more
            than one set. From directly below us. One roulette wheel spinning, a ball dropping in another.” A tiny ivory ball clanged
            against the metal. “Champagne cork popped. The stacking of chips.”
         

         
         “Is that all?”

         
         “Cards being shuffled.” She held her breath, hoping for more. “A scraping of some kind.”

         
         “Now open your eyes.”

         
         She blinked in the dim light and let her eyes adjust. “How did I do?”

         
         “You tell me.”

         
         Refraining from frowning at him, she glanced at the floor. A waiter poured champagne in one spot; roulette players collected
            their winnings in another. Craps games rolled on. An older man with one lame leg slowly made his way toward the exit, his
            foot dragging on the wooden floor. She cast Clay a satisfied grin. “I’d say pretty well. It’s not hard when you put your mind
            to it.”
         

         
         All of his attention was now focused entirely on her mouth. The intensity of his stare sent a bolt of heat through her, rooting
            her feet to the floor. What was he thinking? Something to do with his attraction to her? Her heart pounded as the moment stretched,
            the surroundings drifting away in their darkened and secluded spot. His features were sharper at this distance, angles and
            scars that fascinated her. They told a story of a life much different than hers.
         

         
         Stop it. As compelling as she found him, she could not become distracted from her purpose. Men wanted only one thing from women: to
            control them. To take away their choices.
         

         
         No one was taking away Florence’s choices. Ever.

         
         Clearing her throat, she averted her face and studied the craps game beneath them.

         
         “You must learn to filter out the noise at any given moment, concentrate on what’s missing or out of place. You have to know
            the sounds, grow familiar with them, until they’re like the sound of your own breath. Then you know when someone is stealing
            from you.” He pointed toward a poker table on the left side of the room. “Watch.”
         

         
         One of the players was casually glancing at a man at the neighboring roulette table. From his position at the roulette wheel,
            the man could see the cards of the other poker players. He was subtly tapping his arm with his fingers, giving clues to his
            friend on his opponents’ cards.
         

         
         Florence exhaled. “He’s cheating. How was I supposed to hear that?”

         
         “You wouldn’t. The man at the roulette table isn’t betting. He’s not even watching the wheel. It’s what is missing in this case that counts.” He lifted his hand and caught the attention of Jack, who was dealing with a drunk and disorderly
            craps player. Some quick hand motions followed then Clay took her elbow and began leading her to the stairs. “Jack will meet
            you at the bottom of the steps. I have another matter to attend to.”
         

         
         “The cheaters?”

         
         “Yes, my second occurrence just this evening. It must be my lucky night.”

         
         The words were terse and angry, but there was a hint of anticipation there, as well. She almost pitied those two cheaters.
            “Wait, are you kicking me out?”
         

         
         “Those are the terms we agreed to, yes. Anytime I must cut a lesson short you’ll respect my decision. And we are cutting this
            lesson short.”
         

         
         “Well, when should I return for my next lesson?”

         
         Impatience radiated from his hurried gait, the stiff movements of his arms. He wrenched open the door at the top of the stairs.
            “Why not surprise me? You seem to enjoy doing that.”
         

         
         He disappeared, leaving her to descend alone. As she reached the bottom, she realized he was right. She did like surprising
            him.
         

         
         What worried her was how he’d come to recognize it before she did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Clay pressed the block of ice to his knuckles and strode toward his office. Two attempts to cheat the House in one night?
            That had been unusual.
         

         
         Not as unusual as Florence Greene, however. The girl was surprising. He hadn’t met many society women but he had to assume
            that opening a casino for ladies put her in a class all by herself. She’d never pull it off, of course. Duncan Greene would
            lock her up and throw away the key before he allowed that.
         

         
         But it would be damn fun to watch her try.

         
         Clay would assist her in any way possible. If it meant aggravating her family, Clay was fully on board. The past twenty years
            had been about two things: making money and ruining Duncan Greene. The groundwork had been laid some time ago but, in another
            six months, Clay’s plan should come to fruition. When the dust settled, Duncan’s family home would be obliterated. Destroyed.
            Just as Clay’s had been.
         

         
         Eye for an eye. Like for like. That was Clay’s way—and there was nothing Duncan could do to stop it.

         
         A dark smile twisted his lips and he threw open the door to his office, ready to get back to work. He paused just over the
            threshold. A red-haired woman was perched in his chair, her booted feet propped on his desk, a lit cigar in her mouth. Sighing,
            he continued inside and shut the door behind him.
         

         
         Annabelle Gallagher. One of Clay’s few friends and investors. She owned the brothel next door to the House, providing a service
            to the fancy fat cats that Clay was unwilling to undertake himself. He did not peddle in flesh, though Anna’s girls were willing
            and well cared for. It was her business, one he did not judge. God knew she’d never judged him for the way he’d earned his
            money over their decade-long friendship.
         

         
         A secret tunnel below ground connected their buildings, providing access in case either business was ever raided by the Metropolitan
            Police. Hard to imagine that happening at the Bronze House, however, considering the second-highest officer in command was
            also an investor here, but Clay liked to be prepared for anything. He hoped the tunnel remained permanently unused, except
            for trips by Annabelle.
         

         
         She exhaled and let out a stream of smoke. His good Cubans, damn her. “Hello, Clayton.”

         
         “Slow night?”

         
         “No. We’re quite busy, actually. I did hear an interesting rumor, though. Thought I’d come over and see for myself.”

         
         He dropped into the armchair across from his desk and reached for the humidor. Normally he enjoyed visiting with Anna, but
            he was edgy tonight. Two cheaters in his casino and lusting over Florence Greene had soured his mood. Bearing the weight of
            an empire certainly could wear a man down. “And what rumor was that?”
         

         
         “That you let a woman gamble in your club tonight.”

         
         “Wrong.” He took his time to select a cigar and snipped off the end with a silver cutter.

         
         “I knew it had to be a lie. You’d never bend your intractable rules for a pretty face.”

         
         “I let her gamble here three nights this week.” He enjoyed the way her mouth slackened, her jaw hanging open. “You’re a bit behind, Anna. Surprising,
            as your customers love gossiping almost as much as they love getting their cocks sucked.”
         

         
         She smirked. “Almost. My girls are the best in the city, after all. Tell me about this woman. Who is she?”

         
         He took a few puffs on his now-lit cigar. “Florence Greene.”

         
         “Florence . . .” Her eyes widened almost comically. “Surely you don’t mean that Florence Greene. Duncan Greene’s daughter?”
         

         
         “I do. She’s the middle one. The troublemaker.”

         
         Anna’s feet hit the floor as she straightened. “Why on earth would you let her in?”

         
         Clay exhaled smoke and tried to come up with an answer. Only, there was none. “Curiosity, I suppose.”

         
         Anna closed her mouth and narrowed her eyes, studying him. After a long minute, she nodded. “Oh, I see. This explains why
            everyone’s been extra terrified of you this week.”
         

         
         He had no idea what she was implying. “That’s ridiculous. This week has been no different than any other—except that I’ve
            dealt with two cheaters in one evening.” They were getting bolder. His reputation must’ve slipped.
         

         
         “No, I think it is Miss Greene. You like her.”

         
         “Bite your tongue,” he snapped, though it came out halfhearted and they both knew it.

         
         “Clayton Madden, gone soft for a fancy uptown debutante.” She grinned and shook her head. “Never thought I’d see the day.”

         
         He ground his back molars together. If this rumor gained legs, he’d never hear the end of it. “I have work to do and no doubt
            you have clients next door. As much as I’ve enjoyed this visit, I think it’s time to cut it short.”
         

         
         “Is she pretty?”

         
         “Anna!” He came to his feet. “Get the hell out of here.”

         
         Chuckling, she rose. “Here is your chair, Your Majesty.” She waved a hand and edged away. He stalked over and sat, the well-worn
            leather creaking under his weight.
         

         
         Instead of leaving, she went to the sideboard. He ignored her and concentrated on the stack of papers on his desk. These were
            financial reports from various operations all over the city. He owed quarterly payments to his investors, including Anna.
            The net profits would determine how much to pay out, if he could ever find the time to balance the books. His attention had
            been sorely distracted as of late.
         

         
         Maybe you have gone soft.

         
         No, never. The idea was laughable. He remained focused on what truly mattered: money and revenge.

         
         A tumbler half-filled with spirits was placed on his desk. “Drink this,” she said. “It’s your favorite and it’ll sweeten your
            mood.”
         

         
         “My mood needs no sweetening,” he clipped as he set down his cigar and reached for the glass. “And I do not like her. I merely
            wished to learn why she was so desperate to gamble here.”
         

         
         She lowered herself into an armchair. “And?”

         
         He took a long drink and let the smooth bourbon warm his insides. “She plans to open a casino. For ladies.”

         
         Anna hooted, a gleeful grin overtaking her delicate features. “Oh, I like her. I approve, Clay. I approve.”

         
         “Whatever you’re thinking, stop it. She’s hired me to give her lessons on how to run a casino. That’s all.”

         
         “And you agreed? It cannot be for the money. God knows you have enough of that.”

         
         No, he didn’t. One could never have enough money, especially in New York City. “It . . . pleases me to assist her down the
            path of debauchery and vice. Mostly because I loathe her father and I know how much it will irritate the old bastard.”
         

         
         Anna sobered, her brows pinching together. “I don’t like you using her. Men and their hidden motives. Women have it hard enough
            without being lied to—”
         

         
         “I haven’t lied to her about a thing. In fact, I told her how much I hate her father.”

         
         “You did?”

         
         “Yes. I also informed her that I was attracted to her.”

         
         That caught his friend off guard. “How did she take that news?”

         
         “Not as expected,” he admitted. “I thought to scare her off by telling her, actually. She merely
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