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Austin, Texas, 1908

Laura Davenport has done the unthinkable and fallen in love. With Owen Wagner. Her childhood champion. But he thinks of her as a sister and is trying to get her married off to one of his friends.

Owen Wagner has lost his heart. And that’s something he can’t handle. He’s got to convince Laura that it’s time to make decisions about her future, or he’s going to do something stupid and reckless. Like kiss her. Or propose to her.

But danger lurks. And before Owen can take a breath, he’s on the verge of losing everything that’s ever meant anything to him. Can he save his feisty firewheel before it’s too late?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


For Baely...

Four feet ten inches of pure feistiness.
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Chapter One
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Austin, Texas

April, 1908

“You need to make a decision.”

Laura Davenport narrowed her eyes at Owen Wagner, the person who had just given her an order. Make a decision. Indeed?

She let a careless smile play at her lips. “Do I?”

Storms brewed in Owen’s emerald eyes. He curled his hands into fists, pressed them against the rim of the billiard table, and speared Laura with his direct, challenging gaze across the expanse of felt. “Yes.”

Not fazed by his commanding posture, she made a flippant gesture at him with her hand. “I’ll do no such thing. Not one of them was interesting.”

His blond brows hit his hair line. “How would you know? You gave no one more than five minutes of your time.”

“I had other things to do.” She ran her fingers down the cue stick she held, then moved back a bit to line up her shot.

“Laura.”

She looked up at him for a moment and goaded, “Owen.”

He cursed and roughly pushed away from the table.

She made her shot, knocking the seven ball into the left corner pocket. She was playing all by her lonesome. Which was fine. She’d needed time alone after the crowded ballroom, packed dining room, and stifling card room that had been the Old Three Hundred Gala.

Usually, Laura enjoyed a good party, but this one had been highly frustrating and a little gut-wrenching. She’d had to get away. She’d left early, taking a cab home before eleven.

The house, except for the few servants who were live-ins, was quiet. Everyone else was at the gala.

Until Owen had come slamming inside...

Now, he was pacing the thick rug of the salon meant for the gentlemen who used to meet with Owen’s father, state Senator Robert Wagner, Sr., but now visited his second oldest son, Owen Jackson Wagner, mining engineer.

Still in her ballgown of burgundy silk, she moved around the corner of the table to line up her next shot. And she tried to ignore Owen.

But his agitated pacing only exacerbated the pain throbbing in her chest. She’d left the gala to get away from the feeling, but he’d only brought it barreling back. Holding her breath and trying to calm herself, she leaned over the table.

“Will you stop playing and talk to me?” Owen demanded, halting in his tracks.

She shook her head. If she did, she might end up crying, and she would never do that in front of him. She made her shot, knocking the four ball into the same left corner pocket.

“Damn it, Laura.” He angrily pushed his tuxedo jacket back and set his hands on his hips. “You’ve got too much common sense, too much logic running through your veins, to think that things can go on the way they are.”

The truth made her heart crack, but she would not let him see. “My goodness. Such compliments of my feminine mind. I thank you.” She set her sights on her next shot.

He let out a low growl. “It’s midnight. I can’t handle your antics and sarcasm right now.”

Probably not. At some point, she was going to push him too far. She sensed tonight was not yet that night. She might have another week or two. “Then let’s discuss this in the morning.”

“We have church.”

“Then Monday.” Before taking her next shot, she picked up the chalk and gave the tip of her stick a good rub.

“You know I can’t do that.”

Without looking at him, she lined up her stick, setting her sights on the three. “You can in the evening.”

“We’re blasting on Monday. I won’t be home until late.”

“I’ll wait up.”

He scoffed.

She looked up at him, snaring his glittering gaze. “I promise.”

Their gazes held for several beats as Owen weighed her vow. “And you’ll have a decision?”

She lowered her lashes, took her shot, then straightened as balls clacked together and rolled across the felt. “We can discuss whatever you feel needs to be discussed. There won’t be a decision.”

He closed his eyes and took in a deep, calming breath.

He’d been trying, unsuccessfully, for the last two months to get her to decide on who she wanted to marry. She was twenty-two, he’d said. She was not his relation, though she very much felt like a sister, he’d promised. But she couldn’t keep living in the Wagner home for the rest of her life, he’d pointed out.

Marriage was the most likely and best path for her, he’d said.

And he’d been approached by no less than fourteen eligible men about her wishes on settling down. She would have her pick, he’d declared.

As if that would make it easier. Flattering. Desired.

But all it had done was break her heart, and every time she thought about the initial conversation that rainy February morning, she died a little more inside.

Owen Wagner wanted her out from underfoot. She was a burden. He had three other sisters to take care of, plus his own mother.

And though he hadn’t mentioned it, he wanted his own wife and his own children.

And he couldn’t do that with her, Laura Davenport, illegitimate waif turned society debutante because of the Wagner’s care and generosity, under his roof.

She was tired. Heartsick. And she hated fighting with him.

She pretended to stifle a yawn, then moved to put the stick back into its holder on the wall. “I’m going to bed.”

As she went by him, he reached out and grabbed her wrist.

Her heart lurched at the contact. It took all her strength to keep her pleadings locked up tight.

“I’m only trying to do what’s best for you.” He gazed at her with a beseeching, compassionate expression.

She knew that, but what he didn’t realize, and what she prayed he never discovered was, what was best for her would always be, no matter what happened...him.

But she didn’t say that. Instead, she gave him a soft smile. “I know.”

After a beat, he let her go.

And she left, praying he didn’t hear her heart breaking with each step she took.

* * * *
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Laura sat beside her mother and the rest of the Wagner family as they attended mass at St. Mary of the Immaculate Conception, but she was unable to give her full attention to the liturgy. She continually recalled the wants and wishes, the words and urgings of Owen concerning her future.

Her heart was unsettled and broken, but she couldn’t let her inner turmoil show. Her mother, Isabella Davenport, was to her right, and quite good at detecting her daughter’s thoughts and emotions. Owen’s sisters, Hattie, who was eighteen, Mabel, seventeen, and Pauline, fifteen, were to her left. Their eyes had been filled with questions this morning as all had piled into the carriage for the short trip to the church.

Laura had left the grand party early, something she never did, and Owen had followed her a half-hour later, something he never did. Certainly, that would raise the household’s curiosity. Especially since Owen used all social gatherings as a means to grow his mining business.

He mined limestone, granite, iron ore, salt, clay, silica, and other minerals. Laura knew much about his business. Starting at fifteen-years-old, she’d hung on his every word.

Even though his sisters and his mother, Georgette, sat between them, Laura was still keenly aware of his strong, tall, solid presence sitting at the end of the pew. He had his arms crossed over his chest as he listened intently to the priest, and she knew, though she couldn’t see, that he was crossing the middle finger of his left hand over his ring finger. It was something he did when he was in deep thought.

And he was always in deep thought.

Hence why he’d taken on the task of shaping her future.

Letting out a slow, hopefully undetectable, breath, Laura reached up and smoothed her raven locks. She shifted a bit, trying not to appear fidgety, then recrossed her ankles, making the bell skirt of her plum, silk dress rustle.

The congregation rose at the appropriate time, and she felt a pair of eyes on her. She glanced to her right and saw, one pew up from where she was, one of Owen’s friends looking over his shoulder at her.

Louis Jones.

He’d gone to the Agricultural and Mechanical College with Owen, and now Louis worked in a bank. He was one of the men interested in courting her.

Louis nodded politely.

She did the same, then turned her attention back to the mass.

Laura wasn’t naïve. She was aware her looks—raven hair, blue eyes, and a curvaceous figure—attracted men. But she didn’t care for that sort of attention.

It was fun to dance with men her age, to enjoy excursions with them, to play cards, and billiards—though she only played billiards with a select few. But anything else, or rather, anything more substantial, wasn’t something she was interested in. To her, men, in general, were a breed not to be taken lightly or trusted implicitly.

The only man she could trust was sitting a few feet away from her and wanted her out of his house. She trusted Owen because she’d lived with him and his family since she was eight-years-old. She knew him inside and out.

He was loyal, generous, kind, fun to be around—when he let himself have fun—and intelligent. He was also hard-headed and tenacious. Which was going to make the coming days with him very difficult.

As the final hymn was sung, Laura raising her voice with the others, she prayed she wouldn’t have to field the attention of Owen’s friends as they left the church. She wanted to just go home, perhaps play some cards with Owen’s sisters, continue reading Pride And Prejudice, and rest. She had gotten any sleep last night.

Once the mass was over, and they were filing out, Laura said to her mother, “I’m going to hurry to the carriage. I’m still not feeling well.”

Isabella’s brow, only slightly baring wrinkles for her age, furrowed. “Are you sure you’re all right? I’ve never known you to miss out on a party, especially the gala.”

“Yes, Mamma. Please don’t trouble yourself.” She linked her arm with her mother’s and kept a good pace as they exited the church behind others. “It’s nothing a little rest and a head powder won’t cure.”

“Laura,” she heard Owen call lightly.

He was a good head and shoulders taller than most people, and she was certain he could see her easily in the crowd.

She pretended not to hear and propelled her mother into an even brisker step once they were outside in the bright sunshine.

“I think Owen called for you, darling.”

“Did he?” Laura let out a careless sigh and shrugged. “I didn’t hear. Besides, I’m not in the mood to speak to anyone.”

Laura sensed her mother’s assessing gaze, and she prayed that she wouldn’t ask any questions. One thing she and her mother had always promised was never to lie to each other.

Laura had never broken that vow. Even when she was six and had knocked over a vase in the Driskill Hotel. And not even when she’d gone skinny dipping in Barton Springs with a handful of other girls at age fourteen.

They reached the carriage without Owen calling out again or stopping them, and Laura very gratefully took the hand of Thomas, the driver.

Once seated, she let out a breath of relief. Certainly, she wouldn’t be accosted by any hopeful suitor now.

Her mother sat across from her and peered at her. “Something isn’t right. I think I’ll consult Georgette once we’re home, and we might call for the physician.”

Laura pressed two fingers to her forehead. “I promise, Mamma. It’s a headache.” Which was true. “Maybe I’m getting too old for late nights.”

Isabella let out a puff of air, not sounding convinced.

But before further questions could be put to Laura, the laughter of Owen’s sisters could be heard as they drew closer.

“Oh, Laura,” Pauline, the youngest squealed, “you’ll never guess what just happened!”

Laura lowered her arm and a gave an indulgent smile to the blonde-headed, green-eyed, fifteen-year-old. “Don’t keep me in suspense, especially since I’ll never guess.”

Thomas gave a hand up to each sister, and there was a flurry of motion as everyone made room and adjusted skirts.

“Abner just asked Hattie to have supper with his family this evening!” Pauline revealed. “Right in front of us and Owen!”

Laura looked at Hattie, also blonde-headed and green-eyed and seated next to Isabella.

The young lady was grinning and blushing as brightly as the sun.

“And what answer was given?” Laura asked.

“Owen said yes! And then Hattie accepted!” With the exuberance of her age and the joy of the first sister to be sparked, and that she’d got to witness the request, Pauline clapped in glee.

Laura’s smile widened. “I hope you have a good time,” she said to Hattie.

Owen and his mother, Georgette, appeared, and he gave her a hand up, though his eyes were on Laura.

She’d thwarted his plans, whatever they’d been, but she couldn’t find an ounce of shame.

He arched an eyebrow at her but said nothing as he climbed up beside the driver.

“Oh, Mother!” Pauline gushed. “Isn’t it so exciting! Hattie is being sparked.”

Georgette gave a light chuckle as Thomas put the carriage into motion. “Yes, of course. Mr. Abner Carrick is quite glad she said yes.”

Over his sisters’ giggles, Owen remarked dryly, “If only we could get Laura to do the same.”

Gasps resounded.

Laura froze.

Mabel, who was sitting next to Laura, grabbed her wrist. “Are you being sparked, Laura?”

Owen! How could he! He’d just increased the pressure, and he knew it.

Oh...

Her fury mounted.

“Yes,” Owen answered when she didn’t. “Laura is in high demand.”

The curious gazes from her mother and Georgette, and the excited ones from his sisters, homed in on Laura.

And her fury erupted.

Owen had just declared war, and Laura had no problem picking up the gauntlet.

* * * *
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WITHOUT AN OUNCE OF hesitation or civility, Laura stormed into Owen’s library, a medium-sized chamber off his office that had once belonged to his father. It was where Owen liked to spend the few hours between mass and Sunday dinner, and he usually spent them alone.

But not today.

As soon as she entered, he tossed the book he was reading onto the side table beside and got to his feet.

“You’re insufferable!” she declared, curling her hands into fists at her sides. She trembled from the force of her anger.

He didn’t back down. His jaw hardened, and he pushed his suit coat back, putting his hands on his hips. “I could say the same about you.”

“You have no business talking about my personal life. This decision is difficult enough without other people watching and waiting for plans to be made and events to take place.” And his telling their families would only force her to move more quickly than she wanted to.

“But you aren’t making plans,” he countered. “You’ve spent the last two months avoiding every fellow who has an interest. I’m surprised some of them still do.”

“A woman can’t just choose a man to marry!” she cried. “There are personalities to determine, conversations to be had, time to—”

“And you can do those things,” he inserted. “I don’t expect you to marry the first man who comes your way. That’s not what I’m—” He rubbed his forehead, frustrated then lowered his arm and shook his head. “I don’t want to push you, Laura, but at some point you have to do this. You have to decide what’s best for you and your mother. You can’t live here forever.”

His words, the truth he spoke, and the insistent look on his face pierced her heart, and she clammed up.

His expression softened instantly. “I’m sorry. This is hard. I don’t want you to leave. You’re a sister to me.” He cleared his throat, lowered his arms, and looked over her shoulder. “In fact, you’re my closest confidante.”

Her heart spasmed in her chest. Pain filtered through her as she realized what she was losing. Her best friend. The person who allowed her to be who she wanted.

He’d never stopped her from using her mind. He’d always let her tromp in the woods with him and his older brother, Robert, Jr. He’d been her champion in the school yard when other children had teased her about her illegitimacy. He’d even broken another boy’s nose one day.

In return, she’d been the person by his side when he’d lost his brother to an accident with a streetcar. And when his father had passed, she’d been the one to nurse him through the sickness that his intense grief had caused. She’d also been the person to make him see that he needed to take the reins and take care of his family.

She’d encouraged him when he’d started his business, helped him with his advertising, and brought new clients to him while at social events. For the last fourteen years, they’d been each other’s helpmate.

And she’d fallen in love with him.

He, however, only cared for her as one would a sister.

He cleared his throat and switched his focus back to her face. “But there comes a time in everyone’s life when they have to make a change. You’re twenty-two. It’s time.”

He was right. She knew that. She just...couldn’t do it.

She couldn’t marry a man she didn’t love. She needed time, and probably distance, to fall out of love with Owen first. And how in the world would she be able to stall for more time while avoiding him when they lived in the same house?
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