[image: ScoundrelFlourish]
To Desire a Scoundrel
A Christmas Seduction
by
Tracy Sumner
[image: ScoundrelFlourish]
First published in paperback by Kensington Publishing
Copyright  2000, 2011 by Tracy Sumner
Published by Tracy Sumner 2011
Smashwords Edition, 2011
E-book Cover Copyright 2011 HOT DAMN Designs
E-book Format by A Thirsty Mind
Please Note
All rights reserved
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.
The scanning, uploading, and distributing of this book via the internet or via any other means without the permission of the copyright owner is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author's rights is appreciated.
Learn more about the author and her books at www.TracySumner.com or visit her on Facebook Facebook.com/TracySumnerRomanceAuthor and Twitter @SumnerTracy.
[image: ScoundrelFlourish]
[bookmark: Letter]Dear Reader:
When I finished TO SEDUCE A ROGUE, I really had this great feeling about Adam Chase’s best friend, Tanner Barkley. A bit cynical, secretive, sexy, in other words, the perfect hero! And who better to pair him with than the daughter of Charlie’s somber chaperone in ROGUE? No daughter of such a severe woman could suffer fools easily.
And we all know how foolish a man in love can act.
Then my editor invited me to participate in a Christmas anthology and TO DESIRE A SCOUNDREL was born.
Katherine Peters is made for Tanner, and for the first time, I wrote about a hero who realizes this simple fact before the heroine! (If you recall, in ROGUE, Adam is clueless until nearly the end. Even Tanner tries to tell him the error of his ways. How sad is that?)
I hope you enjoy this holiday novella as much as I enjoyed writing it.
Next up: come along for the TIDES series. The Garrett brothers, Zach and Noah, have met their match in Savannah Connor and Marielle-Claire Beaumont. The romance of the Outer Banks of North Carolina, a marine biologist, a suffragette, passion and desire! What’s not to like?
For lengthy excerpts, please visit my website at: www.tracysumner.com. I love hearing from readers! Visit with me on Facebook  Facebook.com/TracySumnerRomanceAuthor and @SumnerTracy on Twitter.
Happy reading,
Tracy
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[bookmark: ch1]Chapter One
1852
They burst from the still-settling stagecoach like two cats from a burlap sack. 
Kate stumbled through a cloud of dust and snapped her flounced skirt with a vicious flip of her wrist. “Dear God, what did I do to deserve this? I simply asked for a quiet Christmas.” She glared at the sky, looking like she expected an answer to be scrawled across the clouds.
Powerless to stop himself, Tanner stepped forward, halting when she stepped back. “I told you I was sorry. Three times, in fact. The cheroot simply got away from me. The wind” —his hand shot out, circled— “Just ripped the damn thing from my fingers. My good arm is tangled up in this sling.” He lifted his injured limb and suppressed a wince of pain for his trouble.
Kate seized the tuft of auburn curls trailing across her cheek and tried unsuccessfully to contain them behind her ear. “Mr. Barkley, you have never been anything but a thorn, worse than a thorn, a ragged piece of glass, yes, glass, cutting into my side. Lucky I only have a singed item of clothing to show for the debacle this time.” Dipping her chin, she fingered the black-edged hole in her shawl.
Tanner frowned, wondering if he should offer her his coat. He glanced down: frayed seams, a peculiar odor. Then again, maybe not. “Jesus, I’ll buy you a new one.”
Her gaze traveled from his head to his feet. He realized rumpled, ill-fitting clothing lay in between. “I wouldn’t go that far, Mr. Barkley. Paisley is quite...expensive. Above and beyond a newspaperman’s wage, I imagine. Although, you never looked this frightful. If this ensemble is all you’re able to afford” —she wagged her pinkie in his direction— “I must surmise you’ve taken a headlong leap into indigence. Not getting enough stories thrown your way?”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, his voice one step below a snarl. “You never did. You could have let me talk to you. Explain the situation. And I tried, dammit. Supplicated—”
“Please, no need to use such grand words with me.” She raised an arched brow in her arrogant way, which only served to bump his fury two notches higher. “And about this threadbare topic.” Her amber eyes held his; eyes brimming so sharply with intelligence that they almost diminished the beauty of her face.
He took a fast step forward and slapped his hands on either side of the coach, hemming her in. Though he’d planned to get the hell off the stagecoach and leave her standing in the swirl of dust generated from his rapid departure, he found it difficult to follow through with that gloating smirk twisting her features. God, he absolutely hated when she used the brow arch and the bored tone together. “Kat, you’re better off without Abel Asher.”
She sputtered, her cheeks flaming. 
Ah, ha! Got you.
“Better? Is it better to open the door one morning to find your fiancée, whom you have known since childhood, standing on your front step, shouting about ruining his business? Ruining his life? Shouting loud enough to draw a crowd?” She struck Tanner’s chest with a closed fist. “Is it better for your engagement ring to be ripped from your finger?” Pound. “Better for your name to be publicly muddied by your involvement with an overzealous newspaperman?” Pound. “And all for a newspaper article. An article about misappropriation of funds everyone in Richmond knew about.”
He grabbed her hand and pulled her against him. “Everyone knowing didn’t make the situation right, Kat. Asher deserved what he got. I told you, you were not a part of my research. Were never a part of the story at all.”
She tipped her head and laughed. “Never part of the story? I was Abel’s bookkeeper. What do you think he thought?”
“Are you pining over him, Kat? Is that it? Did you love him so much?”
“Love? I wrote him a letter the night before, you idiot, breaking the engagement. Abel and I were never in love. A convenient arrangement between families, nothing more. You understood the arrangement; we discussed it many times. Do you think I would have...would have...with you? If I was in love with him?” She gave a forceful shove and brushed past him. “But, in your notably gauche fashion, you corrected the situation before I could, didn’t you?”
“Princess, I never meant—”
Kate whipped around so quickly, Tanner felt a rush of air slap his face. Her skin dulled, pale as parchment. “Don’t you dare call me Princess.” Her hands tangled in her shawl, twisting.
Her breath, warm and sweet, crept close. Her lips flattened, the bottom one sliding between her teeth. A stab of yearning, absent for so long he almost didn’t recognize the emotion, rocked him in his size-too-big, secondhand boots. “Kat,” he said in a strained voice, reaching out, his fingers fisted to hide the tremors shaking them. He had no idea what he appealed for.
A heavy step sounded behind them; a hand clasped Tanner’s shoulder. “You were lucky, Tan, the stage being only two hours late.”
Tanner turned and forced a smile, relieved and flustered. “Adam.” He nodded to the sling looped around his neck. “I would shake, but as you can see....”
Adam’s eyes widened as he examined his friend. He seemed to remember himself and returned the smile, though it was forced. “Where is your trunk?”
Tanner shrugged, the movement sending a slicing twinge up his arm. “No trunk. Traveling light these days.”
“Let me guess. You raced out of Richmond with a band of ruffians on your heels,” Kate said as she passed them, heading for the rear of the coach.
Tanner jerked his head, the ends of his sling smacking his neck. “No, a jealous husband this time. After all, sweetheart, you claim to know me so well.”
She stopped, her chin tilting just enough. Atop a rosy flush, she maintained a tranquil expression. “My, what a surprise.”
Tanner bowed as low as he could without sending another spear of hell up his arm. “Yes, isn’t it?” 
She blinked, screwed her beautiful face tight, and glanced away.
The same intractable, exquisite woman. 
Damn her. 
Tanner turned to find Adam Chase studying them. His best friend in the world, perhaps his only friend, nodded, seeming to make up his mind. “Tanner, the Four Leaf Clover is a block down. On the left. Only saloon in town, can’t miss it. I’ll meet you in ten minutes.” A firm shove accompanied the dictate.
Tanner grunted and scuffed his boot through the dirt. Fine, the illustrious Four Leaf Clover. He refused to stand around, waiting to talk to a woman who had told him on more than one occasion that she wished he had never been born. A gust of air ripped at his shabby Chesterfield and the declaration resounded in his mind as it did each time he thought of her. Each time he recorded her progress across a crowded street as she sought to evade him.
To hell with you, too, Kat Peters.
Tanner glanced up as he reached the boardwalk. Wreaths of red-berried holly and some grayish leaf he couldn’t identify dangled from every wooden post and whitewashed storefront. A cloying scent lingered, one that called to mind time spent round a fire, the air thick with cigar smoke and candied yams. He and West sneaking sips of Syllabub and Madeira, and later, vomiting in Elsa’s rose bushes.
Christmas. 
He hadn’t realized the holiday was so near. What day was it, anyway? Nineteenth? Eighteenth? Hell. Another Christmas without his family. His mother would cry, his father would rage. Why hadn’t he come home...the bank needed him...blasted newspaper business...dangerous. Tanner glanced at his arm, touched the scar on his chin. 
He stepped to the boardwalk, unable to miss the saloon, as Adam had said. The Four Leaf Clover announced itself in grand style, ornate green letters spilling across a filthy window. Ivy was draped across the entrance and wound in tight spirals on the posts outside. The saloon was the most guileless Tanner had ever seen. He paused, looking down the narrow street. Wagons pulled by sway-backed nags, women in worn gingham, baskets bobbing against their hips. A mercantile, a livery, a millenary. He leaned back, raised his hand to shade his eyes. Peters’ Millenary. He snorted. Just his goddamn luck.
Shouldering past the swinging doors, he held his arm against his side, and ducked a fat twist of mistletoe. The calming mixture of tobacco and whiskey wafted over him. He smiled. Now that was more like it.
A woman flaunting generous curves and a thatch of tangled, blond hair stepped forward, snagging his good arm before he reached the bar. Her bosom strained her bodice, inviting closer inspection. Tanner let his gaze linger before lifting his head. Cheap perfume, sweat, and powder entered his nose on his next breath. Ah, well, what you he expect?
“Howdy,” he said, presenting a practiced smile. It was the first time he had said howdy in his life.
She giggled and leaned closer, pressing her bosom into his elbow. He shifted and felt her nipple pucker into a tight bud. He’d remember the word if it worked this well.
Red lips parted. “Oh, honey. Are you a cowboy?”
“No.” Tanner lowered his chin and his voice. “A newspaperman.” He gave the title the stamp of a lover’s caress.
Cowboy-lover’s shoulders drooped, sucking her breasts inside her dress. “Dang. I’ve been wanting to meet a gen-u-ine cowboy for a long time. I heard, well” —she wrinkled her nose— “I heard they’re fun. Too far out here to meet a real one. Plenty of farmers, though, and farmers are a healthy bunch. Pretty fun, farmers.”
“Newspapermen are even more fun. Guaranteed.” Another elbow caress might get her going. A couple of drinks. He sniffed. A bath for both of them. Clean sheets. 
Cowboy-lover skimmed a chipped nail up his sleeve. “Honey, you look tired.”
Tired? For two months, he’d slept on warehouse floors and prowled Richmond’s docks like a starved cat, conversed with dregs and tramp, and all for a story that had nearly gotten him killed. He’d come to Edgemont to let things calm down and run straight into Kat Peters. A bitter sigh slipped past his lips. 
Cowboy-lover smacked her lips, the paint-filled wrinkles quivering. “Don’t worry none, honey. I’ll fix you up fine and dandy.”
“Two whiskeys, Doris. From my bottle. We’ll be at the usual table,” a deep voice behind them instructed.
Cowboy-lover flashed a sour smile and marched behind the bar. 
Tanner managed a short laugh. Men in love with their wives always disapproved of trollops. “Adam. Perfect timing as always.”
“Not much has changed, I see.”
Tanner shrugged and smoothed his hand over the bar. Witnessing his fingers tremble, he clenched them into a fist.
Adam’s gaze lowered, then he gestured to a dark corner in the back. “Come on. You look like you need a drink.”
Cowboy-lover swept past them, slapped glasses on a scarred table, rubbed her hip against Tanner’s, sniffed at Adam, and pranced away.
“You’ve made her very happy, Tan,” Adam said.
Tanner slid into a chair, grimacing when he banged his arm on the wooden edge. “Oh? How’s that, Chase?”
“Doris doesn’t get a lot of...attention around here.”
Tanner took a sip, rolled the whiskey around his mouth and swallowed. The liquid blazed a fortifying trail, settling quite nicely in his gut. “Well, she’s not so bad, if that’s all you have.”
Adam leaned forward, searching his face. A shot of discomfiture snaked along Tanner’s spine. He couldn’t guess what lurked in his eyes, was afraid to examine closely. He avoided mirrors for just that reason. Shoving his buttocks back as far as he could without toppling from the chair, he lowered his gaze to his glass.
“What the hell if going on, Tan? You look like you haven’t slept in days, bathed in weeks, eaten in months. Christ, your clothing is hanging off you in tatters.”
Tanner shifted, the oil lamp’s glare lighting amber fires in his glass. Amber. Like Kat’s eyes during— “Nothing. Nothing to worry about,” he said, slowly lifting his head. He cleared his throat and repeated the words in a steadier voice.
Adam’s gaze jumped from his arm to his face. “Yes, I see.” 
“Anyway, I’m sorry to rush down here without more notice. I telegraphed as soon as I could.” He tilted his glass back and forth. “I didn’t realize how close it was to Christmas.”
“Tanner, I’ve been asking you to come for two years. Plenty of room since I added on to the house.” Adam paused, took a deliberate sip. The flame illuminated the calculating glint in his eyes. “Maybe you can find time to write an editorial for the Sentinel while you’re here. God knows, we could use it. Besides, Charlie is so damn excited to see you, she can’t sit still.”
Thank you, God. A safe topic. “Charlie,” Tanner said, fingering the chipped rim of his glass. “How is she?”
“Wonderful. Beautiful. A pain in my ass.” Adam grinned and Tanner felt a moment’s envy at the expression of love on his face. “Ever since you put her on the train in Richmond and told her what you thought of me, she’s considered you a true friend. Truthfully, you didn’t have to be quite so honest.”
“Yes, well, standing in for you that day was terribly unpleasant. I had to get some enjoyment. Ruining your good name with the woman you loved worked at the time.”
“I’ve paid heavily for my cowardice, believe me.”
Cowboy-lover’s heels clicked against the plank floor as she swabbed the bar and whistled “Camptown Races” in an off-key chirp. Adam’s shoulders hitched, fell. He blew out a breath, glanced at Tanner, glanced away.
Here it comes. Tanner’s stomach sank to his boots.
“Tan, what did I intrude upon today? By the stagecoach?”
Tanner smiled, a slight smile, the best one he could manage. Then he drained his glass in one swallow. “Why do you think you intruded upon anything?”
Adam’s jaw jumped as he ground his teeth together. “Fine, don’t tell me. None of my business. But let me remind you: this is a small town. So goddamned small you can stroll from one end to the other and never finish a cheroot. If you have a problem with Katherine Peters, it’ll be hard to avoid it, or her, in Edgemont. And Kate’s mother, you remember Charlie’s chaperone in Richmond, don’t you? Mrs. Peters owns a fripperies shop down the street.”
“Yeah, yeah, I remember. I saw the sign for her store.” Tanner licked a drop of whiskey from his lip and scrutinized his empty glass with marked intent.
Adam rolled his eyes and poured a half measure.
Tanner frowned at the stingy allotment; Adam sighed and slid the bottle out of reach.
“Charlie’s having a Christmas tree decorating party.” Adam propped his chin on his fist and leaned forward. “If you don’t show, she will kill me. And I know for a fact Mrs. Peters is invited. Her daughter is sure to be there, too. Can you handle that without upsetting the guests? One lovely guest in particular.”
“No problem.”
“Are you sure?”
“Look, I knew her once. Okay?” Tanner slammed his glass to the table.
“How well?”
How well? Well enough for dreams to wake him. Dreams that had him desperately searching a cold bed for a warm body. Some days, when loneliness seemed a living, breathing entity inside him, he smelled her scent on his sheets.
“How well, Tanner? I guess I should understand in the event I need to stand between you again.”
“How well?” He tipped his glass high. Welcome warmth flowed through him. “Pretty well. About two years ago.”
Adam’s hand shot out, entreating. “And?”
“Suffice it to say, the lady isn’t as charmed with me as old Doris. At one time, maybe, but some well-intended lies, a series of articles in the Times, and a bit of belated, ham-fisted backtracking botched that rather well.”
“With both of you in Richmond, seems like—”
“Seems like nothing. Close proximity hasn’t helped. The woman literally dashes the other way when she sees me coming. Even if” —he shook his head— “even if I wanted to give the relationship another try, she has someone. Saw them twice. On the street. A few weeks later, at the opera. The second time, I asked my host who the man was.” The bastard clinging to her side, hand resting possessively on her arm. “A damned society boy. I certainly don’t reside in his circle, so I’m not acquainted with him. Too lofty an assortment for a lowly newspaperman.”
“Maybe—”
“Listen,” Tanner said, setting a scowl on his face he hoped would convey his exhaustion with the subject. “I’m past wanting Kat Peters to be a part of my life. She’s nothing now except a faded memory.”
“Faded memories make you act like you did by the stagecoach?”
Tanner grunted. “She made me a little angry, is all.” He closed his eyes, the meager amount of whiskey he’d consumed clouding his mind. Maybe food would help. When had he eaten last? Two days, three?
“Tanner?” Adam’s voice called to him from the end of a long tunnel. “Tanner, are you all right?”
Tanner blinked, Adam’s face swimming into view. “Just tired, hungry. The last few weeks have been rough...working on a story. Hiding out. The beard, the clothes, simply part of the ruse. A few days ago, I got caught in some trouble.” He paused and wiped his hand across his mouth. His fingers quivered against his lips. “I—I had to leave town.”
Adam rocked back in his chair. “Are the police looking for you?”
“No. God, no.” He shook his head. “Nothing like that. I didn’t do anything illegal. I picked the wrong place at the wrong time. Trust me, a very wrong time.”
“Your editor?”
“Suggested I lie low for a week or two. Take a rest, so here I am.”
Adam sighed. “Well, you’re safe here. This is as close to the end of the world as she gets.” 
For the first time in nearly a week, the flare of panic in Tanner’s chest dimmed. He realized he could place some of his burden on his friend’s capable shoulders. “I want to sleep. Forget about writing for a few nights. Forget what a newspaper looks like.” Forget he’d ever known Kat Peters.
“How about we stop by the barber, then get you home? Tan, I think you need a few years sleep, never mind a few nights. We can work the rest out tomorrow.”
Tanner released a weak smile. “A trollop, a barber and a bed? This place might be too much for me.”
“Barber first. Bath a close second. No wonder Katherine Peters was in such a rage. Locked in a stagecoach with you smelling this...terrible.”
Kat. Just a few doors down. Long limbs tangled in silk sheets, her glorious hair flowing down her back. God, she was so close he could almost feel her, simmering deep in his bones. 
I don’t care about her anymore, Tanner assured himself.
What the hell difference would one more lie make?
***
Kate closed the bedroom door and turned, slumping against it. Her legs didn’t want to support her, her feet didn’t want to move, but she forced them to, her knees finally cracking the wooden bedstead. Flopping to her stomach, she buried her face in the coverlet.
Dear God.
Tanner Barkley.
As lewd images raced into her mind, she sat up with a whispered oath. 
Tanner Barkley.
She yanked her boot off and flung it against the wall. She had avoided him for a year and a half. Except for four inadvertent meetings. Outside Palmer’s Antiques: willowy redhead. On the lawn of Capital Square: petite brunette. Chisom Taylor’s ball: voluptuous blond. Spring races. Hmm...she squinted and wound a strand of hair about her finger. Ah. Another blond.
With a yank, Kate hurled the other boot against the wall.
All at once, Kate felt like crying. Or leaping from the upper porch she had glimpsed from the walkway below.
What was she going to do? What in the world was she going to do?
Buck up, Kate. You shared a stagecoach with him. For over three hours.
Yes, that was true. The longest three hours of her life. To avoid looking at him, she’d recorded the number of scuffmarks on her boots, identified every variety of shrub among the frost-covered tangle they passed, and calculated interest rates in her head.
Regrettably, as the coach bounced, so did her gaze.
Tanner looked dreadful. Emaciated. Pale blue eyes hollow in their sockets, normally bronze skin the color of chalk. Arm supported by a dirty sling. A nasty red scar snaking beneath the stubble on his chin. His good hand shaking as he lifted his cheroot—which he’d not asked permission to smoke—to his lips. The wind had snatched it from his fingers and thrust it, smoldering, atop her paisley shawl.
She wrapped her arms around her waist and hugged tight. What did it matter? She hated Tanner Barkley. She truly did. However, she didn’t delight in his looking so frail. Senseless when, not long ago, she’d wished to see him at his worst: strung from the highest limb in Richmond, dragged down Bank Street behind a galloping horse, tarred and feathered and forced to run through Town Market. Naked. She shivered and closed her eyes as an image of his muscular physique, as clear as any daguerreotype, popped, unwelcome, into her mind. 
Scratch the tar and feather idea. Too easy to visualize the mob of women, plucking feathers and pinching Tanner’s tarred behind. She punched the pillow, clenched her fist tighter, and punched again.
And his face, still so handsome that when she’d gotten her first good look—light from the carriage window spilling over him, making him appear innocent and golden—a breath of air, thick as cotton, almost choked her. 
Even the greenish cast to his skin could not alter such undiluted beauty.
Kate flung the pillow to the floor and drew her knees to her chest. Breathing in the scent of lemon verbena, she let her gaze rove the room. Faded doilies and somber furniture hemmed her in. 
Oh, and the colorless prospect of marrying a man she did not love. 
A debacle she’d fumbled once before, maladroitly, but with a sincere measure of naiveté. Why, why, did the same man seem to be once again standing in her way?
***
“Sweetheart, tell me you didn’t.” Charlotte Chase pressed her lips to her husband’s shoulder and snuggled against him. The teasing scent of leather drifted from his skin. He released an exasperated groan, but slid his hand from her knee to her waist, drawing her in. She smiled. Perhaps, this wasn’t going to be so bad after all. “You’ve been busy writing the feature on”—she kissed his chin— “Harriet Beecher Stowe and” —the corner of his mouth— “with the amount of work here, I figured—”
“You figured you’d stick you nose in Miss Peters’ business,” Adam said, disgust lacing his words.
She sighed. “If you must state your case so bluntly, I suppose, yes.”
“Oh, Charlie.”
“Oh, Charlie, nothing. This will keep Kate occupied while she’s here. The project interested her. Besides, September was the last time you tabulated our subscription accounts. Heavens, she’s a bookkeeper in Richmond, perfectly qualified to review our records. A bookkeeper when she can find work.”
“I hear the edge. Another crusade for the independent woman?”
“No, but” —she tapped her fingernail against his chest— “you should have seen her mother’s face when I suggested it. Mrs. Peters is as likely to approve as she is to sprout wings and fly to the moon. Plus, I like Kate. She has spirit.” She shook my hand when she met me.
“Wait until Mrs. Peters realizes Tanner is in town. They’ll hear her shrieking on her flight to the moon.”
Charlie popped up on her elbow. “Kate and Tanner? What is this?”
“I came across them clawing at each other by the stagecoach. Pretty obvious something was going on. No woman would be that angry unless emotions were bubbling beneath the surface.”
“Did you get any information out of him?”
“Christ, Charlie.”
“Adam Jared Chase.” She jabbed him in the chest.
“All right, all right, get that bony nub away from me.” He captured her hand. “Tanner said they knew each other before, something about a newspaper article. He lied to her, tried to explain things, I guess. Hell, the man seemed ready to pitch to the floor. I didn’t ask anything else.”
“And, you waited this long to tell me?” 
“Yes, I waited. I wanted to avoid some harebrained scheme. Like this one. Tanner just happens to stop by the office to write an editorial and who is there but Kate Peters. Doing the subscription accounts for the newspaper, my ass.”
Mercy, he understands me well, Charlie thought, and plopped to her side, the bed ropes squeaking in protest. “She has quite a mathematical mind. Even Mrs. Peters said so, and she wasn’t giving praise. Intelligent and beautiful. What more could the woman want in a daughter?”
“Yeah, well, what do you expect from that old crow? I guess Kate told you about Tanner?”
Charlie grinned. “Not exactly. I mentioned we had a guest for the holidays she might enjoy meeting. Both unmarried, attractive. I thought I would give it a go.” She ignored her husband’s amused snort. “Anyway, Kate said she had no wish to associate with Tanner Barkley, thank you very much. And, I never even mentioned his name to her!”
Adam sighed. “Please, Charlie, no more projects.”
“I don’t think Kate Peters needs my help. She seems to have a mind of her own.” And, lovely eyes filled with anguish.
Adam stiffened. “You didn’t invite her to your damned tree-decorating party did you? I already told Tanner about—”
“Of course, I invited her. I hate these things, even my own. Hellfire. Kate may throw a few sparks in and brighten this one a little.”
“Charlotte Chase, are you trying to kill me before I make it to thirty-four?”
“What’s wrong with helping two lonely people find love?”
“Didn’t seem like love to me, seemed like a bad case of hate.” He laughed and pressed a kiss to her brow. “True love? Tanner Barkley and Katherine Peters? Sweetheart, I think you’ve lost what’s left of your mind.”
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[bookmark: ch2]Chapter Two
Kate slid her spectacles into place, adjusted a curved arm behind each ear, and plunged into the ragged rows of numbers before her. Her mother kept the worst record book she had ever seen. Blotches of ink stained every sheet; the pages were wrinkled and torn. Figures miscalculated or simply left out. Nevertheless, it presented a creative challenge, much like designing bonnets did for her mother. Moreover, it kept Kate’s mind from dwelling on her disturbing predicament.
With a deceptively merry doorbell jingle and a deep laugh that brought forth images she’d assumed were dead, Kate’s disturbing predicament strolled into the millinery. Kate’s hand jerked, halting her rapid progress across the page.
“Why, thank you, Mr. Barkley. I didn’t know how I was going to open the door with this load of Christmas packages,” said a sweet voice Kate did not bother to connect to a face. He attracts them like flies to honey, or manure, Kate thought, and gripped the pen until her knuckles whitened.
“My pleasure, ma’am. I’ll just put them on the counter.” 
Kate recorded the last set of numbers. She could not recall how she had arrived at them, but she saw them clearly, though they were a bit red-tinged. Three, six, nine.
“Mr. Barkley, surely you’ve seen a poinsettia before. From Charleston.” Kate heard the shuffle of leaves, an enticing laugh. “Takes a special...touch to keep them happy. Lots of darkness, a little pampering. Much like....”
Tanner laughed and the woman whispered, their voices overlapping, intertwining, becoming a mindless warble. Kate clenched her teeth and pressed down on the final curve of the nine. Ink spurted, dribbling from the tablet to mahogany. “Damn.”
“Tsk, tsk, Kat. Such language,” Tanner said, amusement riding high in his voice.
Kate dabbed at the spill, then rose, forcing a bland expression. For the benefit of the woman at Tanner’s side, she smiled. “Can I help you, Mr. Barkley?”
Tanner bent over the counter and poked at a taffy-filled cornucopia. After a moment, he cocked a chin naked of yesterday’s stubble and caught her gaze. Unwrapping a piece of candy, he popped it into his mouth and rolled the wrapper into a ball between his thumb and forefinger. He blinked, ridiculously long lashes brushing his skin, his jaw flexing as he chewed. “I hoped you could, Kat. I need ribbon.” He paused, considered, chewing slowly. “Red. About a yard.”
“Don’t tell me you need to purchase a lover’s trinket at this early date? Been in town, oh” —she tipped the watch pinned at her waist— “thirty hours.”
He shrugged his good shoulder and flicked the wadded wrapper to the floor. “Certainly, entertainment is hard to come by in this” —he glanced at the package-laden woman glued to his side, flashed a charming smile, then looked back at Kate, his smile thinning— “well, let’s just say I work quickly.” His words were subtle, but the gleam in his eyes and the finger he skimmed along the counter were not.
Kate worked to keep her smile in place, felt it slip, and dropped her gaze. A tattered wool coat hung from Tanner’s shoulders, the sleeves dangling past his wrists. Strange. Tanner had always taken an almost feminine interest in his attire. “Nice clothing,” she said, pleasure flooding her as his lips flattened, leaving a rather setback look upon his face.
The woman at Tanner’s side released a sigh and swept a lock of white-blond hair from her face. She looked from Tanner to Kate and back again. Her gaze traveled to the top of Kate’s head, inches above her own, then settled on Kate’s spectacles. Kate understood what her appeased expression meant: no competition here. “You must be Katherine, Mrs. Peters’ daughter. She told me so much about you. I’m Mrs. Walker. Lila Dane. Of course, your mother has mentioned me. I’m her best customer.”
“Yes, certainly.” Katherine lifted her hand. “I’m sorry to have you wait, but I don’t know a thing about bonnets.”
Lila glanced at Kate’s ink-stained fingers and raised her gloved hand hesitantly.
Tanner laughed. “Shake it, Mrs. Walker. Don’t worry, the impudence won’t rub off. Thick skin holds it in.”
Kate shot him a sharp look. Hush up, you. 
He arched a brow, the corner of his mouth kicking.
Again, Lila glanced between them, then back to Kate’s outstretched hand. She grasped the tips of Kate’s fingers, wagged once, and dropped the offensive digits as if they burned.
Kate sighed and rolled her eyes. “Mother, Mrs. Walker is here.”
“One moment, dear,” her mother called.
Kate pressed her hand to her stomach. One moment? One moment in hell. Oh, she could smell him: smoke and leather. Man. She recognized his scent, had tucked it in her memories, a sliver beneath her skin. If she had to, if she wanted to, she could select it from a thousand others. 
Easy when it used to cling to her clothing, to her hair, to her skin. 
To her sheets. 
Horribly vivid images assaulted her as his fragrance traveled from her nostrils to her brain.
Please, Mother, please hurry, she prayed and turned to face the couple whose mingled laughter crowded the shop.
“Why, Mr. Barkley, all that for a newspaper article? And with a broken arm?”
“I didn’t break the arm, darling. Someone shot a hole through it.”
“Shot?” Kate said, leaning in before she was able to stop herself.
Tanner’s pale blue eyes shifted to her, held. Until a subtle cough forced a break. He turned, smiled into Lila’s upturned face, shrugged.
Lila twisted the beaded fringe dangling from her purse around her finger. “Such craziness over a newspaper? Grief! My family is in a respectable business.” She sniffed. “Banking.”
Tanner slipped a cheroot from his coat pocket and grasped it between his teeth. “Respectable? I’m not sure I agree, although my family’s heart pumps with the same veins.” He leaned, dipping the tip into a sconce sitting atop the counter.
Lila frowned at his lack of courtesy and waved her hand before her face. “Veins? Is your father a doctor?”
Kate focused her attention on the poinsettia basket. Thank goodness for beauty. 
Although she could not deny her curiosity about Tanner’s family. Beyond the basics, he had not disclosed much.
“Doctors.” He shook his head. Gray ash drifted from his cheroot. “No doctors. Banking. My grandfather, my father. God help, even my poor brother.”
Lila preened, spiking up on her toes in rapture. And interest. “A large bank?”
“Fairly.” He blew a breath of smoke in Kate’s direction, although his gaze remained on the woman standing by his side. “Sloane-Barkley.”
“Sloane-Barkley?” Lila frowned, heels slapping the floor. “I’ve never heard of them.”
“Sloane-Barkley,” Kate repeated, choking on the smoke. Sloane-Barkley? Tanner’s family was the Barkley in Sloane-Barkley? Stocks and bonds Sloane-Barkley? Textbook case study Sloane-Barkley?
“Something wrong, Kat?”
She swung her head up. “Wrong? What could possibly be wrong, Mr. Barkley?”
“Must have been my imagination. I thought I detected a hint of surprise.” He scrutinized her face then retreated with a forced smile.
“Surprise? Why, you could be a traveling circus performer for all I know. Oh, no, that’s absurd. Let me guess: a newspaperman. A newspaperman who is an heir to a small banking fortune.” She snapped her fingers. “Yes, that’s it.”
“Sorry to find you gave up the heir for, what is his name again, Crawford?”
She turned and walked out the back door before another thought formed. Or dear heaven, another response. The wind snatched her skirts as she crossed the alley behind the row of shops. She elbowed past a string of prickly shrubs, ripping her sleeve on a stubborn branch. Beginning to shiver, she started to run. Ran until her lungs ached, until her skin stung. Cotton stockings and thin wool did little to protect her from the cold.
She bowed at the waist, gulping air. Memories and pain flooded her mind. Damn him. She yanked her spectacles from her face and rubbed her eyes, her hand trembling. The sound of pounding footfalls reached her ears.
“Kat? What the hell are you doing?”
She whipped around. “You bastard,” she cried and flung her spectacles at him.
Tanner stepped back, his gaze dropping to his feet. He slipped his arm from his sling and stooped, extricating the silver frames from the dirt. The wind lifted his hair, whipped it against his face.
“Tell me you didn’t come out the back door,” she said, disturbed to find her voice shaking as much as her body.
He cocked a brow, paused while cleaning her spectacles against his sleeve. “How else do you think I got out here?”
Dear God, she wanted to hurt him. Wipe that taunting smirk from his lips; lower his hitched brow with her fist. Before she’d met him, she never once imagined hitting a man, kicking him...well, in the nether region. “My mother, did you see my mother?” Though it made her feel like a recalcitrant child, Kate nonetheless implored: say no, please say no.
“See her? Why, she’s holding my cheroot for me.”
Fury ripped through Kate. “I hate you,” she screamed and rushed at him, slamming her fist into his shoulder. She heard his grunt of pain as they stumbled to the ground. Pummeling his chest, she closed in on his neck, teeth bared and snapping. She gasped for breath and flailed. He captured her legs between his, halting her struggles. As black began to spot her vision, she dropped her head to his shoulder and tried to draw whatever air her corset would allow into her lungs.
“Easy, Kat. Easy, sweetheart. Jesus, I was only joking,” she thought he said.
The air worked its magic, confusion flowing out, awareness flowing in. Awareness of his body pressing into hers from knee to chest. His warm breath cuffing her cheek, his solid heartbeat drumming against her own. She turned her face into the grass, smelled dirt and winter and him. “I hate you,” she said, voice breaking for real this time. 
His arms tensed, his chest hitched, mid-breath. “Sometimes” —his voice broke and he tried again— “sometimes I hate you, too, you little bitch.”
She bit the inside of her cheek and tasted blood, concentrated on it. Finally, this pain outweighed any other. Outweighed the sensation of him lying atop her; but it was not enough to obliterate the desire spiraling through her body. “Get off me.”
Tanner sighed and finally, his weight lifted. Kate rolled her head and blinked as sunlight spilled into her eyes. He was poised above her, elbows braced, gaze fixed on her face. She dug her backbone into the ground to escape. A moist chill seeped through wool, and she shivered.
“What’s wrong with you? Running out in the cold in this skimpy getup?” His chest rose and fell, air surging from his lips. “Are you truly this distressed to find you let a better prospect than your beloved Crawford get away?”
“Where did you get the idiotic idea I let you go? Your duplicity forced us apart.”
“Well, you didn’t grieve for long.”
Grieve? For months, every time she closed her eyes, images of Tanner were there. Riding through the downtown streets, his hair gleaming as richly as his sorrel’s dark coat. Daring her to make love in a field of wildflowers along the banks of the James River. Teaching her to play chess and grinning with delight the first time she beat him. Winking at her across a crowded ballroom, a circle of admirers surrounding him, the gentle pleasure curving his lips reserved for her.
Or so she had believed. 
Foolish belief. Foolish woman.
She jerked beneath him, placed her hands against his chest, and shoved. “Get off me, Tanner. Now.”
He shook his head and shifted, settling between her thighs. 
Long and hard…and hot.
“I understand your objective, Mr. Barkley,” she whispered. 
“Hmm, do you, Kat?” Another devastating shift of his body.
“You want to remind me.” She chewed at her bottom lip to keep from pressing her mouth to the pulse in his neck. Oh, to sink her teeth in—
He followed the movement, lids slipping low, masking the gleam in his eyes.
No, she thought, hunger sweeping her. A raw, incorrigible hunger she did not want to experience again. Had not expected to experience again. A rapid pulse began, in her stomach, and lower, between her legs. While she waited for him to move, the pulse steadied into an appallingly even rhythm. Desperate, she rolled her hips, bucked once, twice. 
Tanner stayed, steadfast and as hard as a rock.
Dipping his head, he said near her ear, “Remember the first time I kissed you?” He laughed, his breath warming her cheek. “The vacant storeroom at the Governor’s Ball.” He nipped at the edge of her jaw. “We slipped away, into that darkened corner.” Sucking her skin between his teeth, a groan slipped from his throat. “That was when I realized how tall you were. An astonishing realization.” He ground his hips against hers. “We fit well together, Kat. A perfect fit.”
She expelled a sigh. “I forgot you two years ago. I forgot everything.”
He lifted his head, his eyes glowing like sapphires. "Forgotten?” Angry now, his hands tangled in her hair, turning her head as he fit his mouth to hers.
Dear God, if only she had forgotten. And even if she had, his touch awakened the world. He nudged her thighs apart, searching for grooves he’d chiseled long ago. “Open for me, Princess. I want to kiss you, really kiss you. God, I’ve missed this. Missed you.”
Surprised by his tender entreaty, she started to obey, knowing she would be lost but not caring.
Then, he halted suddenly and lifted his head; his face was the color of chalk. He lowered his brow to hers, shadows obscuring her view. Warm skin. Too warm. Moist. With a jolt of alarm, she realized he leaned against her to steady himself. “Mr. Barkley?”
A shudder shook him. “Miss...Peters.” A bead of sweat rolled from his face to hers. It burned across her cheek, trailed into her hair.
“Are you ill?”
He managed a laborious, choking laugh, but nothing more.
“Please, if you’re ill.” She had known he was, ever since he climbed into the stagecoach with uncharacteristic caution. “If you’re ill, you must tell me what’s wrong.” No matter how much she hated the man, she could not let him suffer.
With a groan, Tanner rolled to his back, his good arm settling across his face. Kate shoved to her knees. Heaven. Blood soaked the bandage circling his injured limb; a thin stream trickled down his wrist and between his fingers, coloring the straw beneath his palm red.
Tears sprang to Kate’s eyes, blurring her vision as she tried to blink them back. She bit her bottom lip and tasted tobacco and him. She rose to her feet, her knees shaking. “I think you need...I think you need a doctor. I’ll go get a doctor.”
Against his brow, he clenched his fingers into a fist, veins protruding, muscles flexing. “No. All I need is...a drink.”
“Are you crazed? You’re bleeding. You need a doctor.”
Tanner’s chest rose on a weak breath. Then he smiled, a flimsy show of white teeth and mulishness. His fist shook, so he closed it tighter. “I need a...woman. And if you won’t...oblige me, there is one...at the saloon. She calls me Cowboy.”
Kate stumbled back, as wounded as he looked. Deep in her chest—right below the blood smeared across her bodice—a dreadful ache settled. She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. “When did you get this cruel? When?”
“After you broke my goddamned heart. That’s when.”
Turning, she plowed through the shrubs, caring little if her dress got ripped to shreds, telling herself she cared little if Tanner Barkley bled to death in the field behind her mother’s shop.
***
“You damn fool.” Adam’s shadow spilled over the table, shading Tanner.
Tanner blinked in the sudden darkness. “What do you know about it?”
“I’ve been looking for you for over an hour, Tan. Did you see the doctor?”
He laughed and hooked his ankles atop a chair, his heels dangling off the edge. The chair wobbled, and he wobbled with it. “No. I’ve found all I need here, thank you.” He raised his glass in salute and emptied it in one swallow.
“Kate came to me. Right after she left you, apparently.”
Tanner untangled his boots and dropped his feet to the floor. “Cowboy-lover!” He grinned as Doris twitched her generous hips, skirted tables, pinching fingers and grasping arms, and slipped into his lap, lips drawn, exposing teeth the color of fresh corn.
“Hey, Cowboy.” She poured more whiskey in Tanner’s glass, bosom jiggling with each movement.
“Howdy, darlin’.” Tanner slipped his good arm around her waist. Somewhat fleshy, not as lean as his bitchy princess, but she would do. He sniffed. No scent of sandalwood and cinnamon. No ink stains on her fingers. 
Or eyes the exact hue of whiskey and violent sunsets. 
“Doris, get off his lap. And Tanner, what in the name of God is that stupid sling?”
“Cowboy, you gonna let him call my sling stupid looking? I ripped apart a new petticoat for that. Broderie anglaise and all.”
“Don’t talk to her like that. Prettiest sling I ever saw.” Still he gave her a shove, a bit relieved. Doris’ substantial weight, coupled with the scent of sweat and perfume, was beginning to offend the temperate part of his brain. “Later, darling, later. Mr. Chase and I need to talk.”
With a hug, Doris departed, navigating the maze of groping and catcalls.
“Christ, Tanner.” Adam yanked his fingers through his hair and flung himself into a chair.
“What? What? What?” Tanner took a sip of whiskey, his gaze roving the room. He would be damned, double-damned, triple-damned, if he let Kat Peters tangle him up in the deadly knots she had before. Or let his best friend push him around.
“What’s that in your pocket?”
Pocket? Tanner glanced at the ceiling, shifted his buttocks in his chair. Adam’s candid scrutiny had the power to strip a man naked. Especially a man none too quick on his feet. Nonetheless, Tanner raised a defiant hand and plucked at his shirt. Probably a frilly trinket Cowboy-lover had—
Oh...he’d forgotten about those. He dropped his arm, shrugged. “Nothing.”
“Kate’s spectacles.” Adam slapped his hand to the table. “Give them to me.”
“No.”
“She’s coming over early tomorrow, before the party, to help Charlie make Christmas decorations. I’ll return them to her.” A persistent tap against wood. “Give them to me.”
“I said no!” Tanner jerked to his feet, his chair banging the wall. “I’ll be there. I can...I can give them to her.” Except he did not want to see her, did he? 
God, he hoped he didn’t.
“From the looks of things, you don’t need to get near her, and she doesn’t need to get near you.”
“Don’t interfere, Adam. Not in this.” Of course, his friend was right. He knew that. He just didn’t like anyone telling him not to get near her.
Adam slid his hand in a circle, dark gaze probing. “You’re here, bloody and drunk, and she’s out, or was out, riding my horse hell-bent for leather. Why shouldn’t I interfere?”
Tanner bolted a step forward, upsetting the table. The whiskey bottle danced off the edge and shattered on the floor. Shards of glass crunched beneath Tanner’s boots as the smell of alcohol surrounded them. “Taber? You let her ride Taber?”
Adam grimaced and stood, pulling soaked cloth from his legs. He shook one foot, then the other. “For the love of....” He rounded the overturned table, grasped Tanner’s shoulder, and propelled him across the crowded saloon.
“Careful, newspaper boy, careful.”
“Doesn’t your precious Doris know you’re a newspaper boy, too?”
“I’m a newspaperman,” Tanner said, and stumbled past the swinging doors with a hop and lurch. He stopped his forward motion thanks to a wooden post and an uneven board wedged against the toe of his boot. His arm circled the post, tangling in a strand of ivy garland, and knocking a holly wreath to the ground. He pressed his brow to the rough wood, the boardwalk tilting beneath his feet. Jesus, for a breath of air not tainted with the scent of pine. “Damn decorations.”
A strong grasp steadied him. “Can you make it down?”
He nodded and swallowed the taste of tree limbs and whiskey. Peeling off the post, he righted himself with more strength than he would have imagined he possessed.
“You want me to get a wagon, Tan?”
“No, no. No wagon.”
“Doc Olden—”
“No doctor.” Tanner yanked his fingers through his hair, pulled his damp collar from his neck.
“Your arm—”
“I popped a few stitches. The bleeding stopped hours ago.”
“But—”
“To the homestead, Mr. Chase.” He tumbled off the boardwalk, a fresh layer of sweat glazing his skin with each step. Jesus, he needed to get off his feet before he landed on his face in the dirt. 
Adam muttered a curse and caught up to him. Tanner shook off the hand that crept beneath his elbow. 
Moonlight washed over them, throwing slanted shadows across their path. Dry footfalls and the occasional squeal of a passing wagon were the only sounds. Tanner watched his breath cloud before his eyes and wondered why his world felt as if it was shattering. Same as his mother’s Bristol glass goblet, the one he had thrown at his brother after a particularly rousing childhood argument. 
“Kate was very upset when she came to me, Tan.”
Tanner’s steps faltered. He dug the heel of his boot into a wheel groove and spoke so softly he barely heard his own words, “I never intended to hurt her.”
A step ahead, Adam paused, turned.
“I was investigating a story. Falsified government contracts. Bribery. It involved a family business, which I infiltrated. Asher. You may remember the name, one of your father’s associates, I think. Anyway, I met Kate at a company event. Before either one of us realized it, we were spending a lot of time together. Just good friends. Then, the walks along the river turned into dinners at a restaurant I frequented, followed by two-hour chess matches.” He laughed. “She was a damn good chess player. Anyway, I didn’t tell her, I never had the chance to tell her, I should say...about the investigation. I didn’t tell her anything about the newspaper. Just acted like I worked for Asher, nothing more, nothing less.” He kicked a lump of dirt into the weeds lining the road. “Except, there was more than her working for Asher. She” —he glanced at Adam, then at his feet— “she was his fiancé.”
“As in supposed to marry him?”
“Sounds really bad, doesn’t it?”
Adam closed his eyes on a worn sigh. “Tell me you didn’t use her for information.”
“I didn’t. Adam, I found more than enough on my own.”
An accusing silence, fraught with guilt and the severe snap of half-frozen straw, settled between them.
Adam cupped his hands around his mouth and blew into them. “She found out by reading your article? Couldn’t you have told her before the damn thing went to press?”
Tanner tilted his head and gazed at the sky. Thousands of stars, more than he had ever seen, winked back at him from black velvet folds. “I took the finished story to my editor and told him everything. How I infiltrated the company, about my friendship with Kate, that I needed time. One week. I asked him to wait to print. He agreed. The next morning I...we, Kate and I…had a luncheon appointment. I dressed, opened the newspaper over coffee and—” He shook his head, unable to finish.
“He printed.”
A grim laugh burst from Tanner’s mouth. “Under my byline. Largest type I’d ever been given.”
“Did you explain it to her?”
“Of course. I pleaded. Me” —he rapped his chest— “Tanner Barkley. Pleading. With a woman. Went rushing to her house, all the way practicing these desperate explanations. I had been planning to tell her for three weeks. Gathering courage to tell her, I guess.” Tanner didn’t mention arriving at the Times office later that day, arguing with his editor and breaking the bastard’s nose. Or, just after, picking up his grandmother’s engagement ring—resized to fit Kat’s dainty finger. A ring now sitting in the top drawer of his desk. “She was pretty cold-hearted. Returned my letters. Refused my calling cards, which I had to dig out of my moldy university trunk, mind you. Threw a rock at my head from a second story window. Hell, I even sent a telegraph to her crab of a mother.”
“Mrs. Peters?”
“Who else?”
Adam clapped his hands over his eyes. “Heaven help us all.”
“Come to think of it, she wasn’t too pleased to see me this morning.”
Adam groaned. “Charlie’s decorating party is going to have more spark than she can handle.”
“What?”
“Nothing. Nothing.” Adam dropped his hands by his side, his shoulders slumping. “So, you haven’t spoken with Kate since then?”
“No. Except a distant greeting at a ball. Once outside a shop. Oh, and a crowded street two months ago. And only if I sneak up on her. Catch her unaware. If she sees me coming, forget it.”
“You could try again.”
“No, I damn well will not try again. Not after she ran right out and hooked old Crawford like a limp fish. I know I hurt her, when she deserved honesty. But, at the time, I couldn’t afford to give up the information. I realize the blame lies with me, yet....” Yet, he’d come to think she had hurt him even worse than he had hurt her. She hadn’t been the fool who fell in love, left holding an empty bag of dreams. And an engagement ring he could not stand to touch.
They continued along the road, through a dense copse of pines. Moonlight lit the path in scattered patches, but Tanner followed Adam, stepping blindly, not sure how far they were from the house. He would not have cared except his strength leaked away faster than water from a sieve.
“Left here, Tan.”
They turned onto a narrow drive, centered by a rounded ridge of brown grass. Tanner forced one foot in front of the other. A crisp breeze raised his hair from his collar. He coughed, shivered. Glancing to the side, he caught Adam’s frown. He searched the shadowed porch, finding two rocking chairs and a large orange cat. “She’s not here, is she?” he asked and blinked, the edges of his vision fading. If he made a fool of himself, collapsed or something, he didn’t want to do it in front of Kat. 
If he woke to find her touching him, gazing at him with those mysterious amber eyes, he honestly didn’t know what he might do.
“No, she’s not here. I met her at the livery.” Adam halted, fidgeting with the lapel of his coat. “She looked a bit wild-eyed. Big John didn’t have any horses available, so I let her take Taber. I remember what I endured with Charlie. I thought riding might help. Always helped me.”
Anger flared in Tanner’s belly. Nothing had ever helped him forget her. “She doesn’t need your damn horse. She’s fine. More than fine. Crawford-what’s-it sees to that.”
“Tan, she didn’t look fine. She looked frantic. Blood on her dress, her hair tangled. Grass, leaves stuck in it. I don’t know what happened today. I won’t ask. But, somehow, you have this all mixed up. I think she cares. More than you believe she does. More than I believed she did. Charlie...oh, never mind.”
Tanner stared across rolling hills awash in silver moonlight, his heart racing. Still cared? Could it be possible? 
Dammit, was it possible he still cared? 
No. Oh, no. The only women he cared about were women like Doris, who didn’t have the power to rip a man’s heart from his chest. Besides, Kat loved this Crawford person. Hell, she was probably planning her wedding while Tanner stood in some bucolic yard mooning over her.
“Pain confuses memories, Tan. And, believe me, time will not lift a finger to correct the mistakes. You have to do that yourself.”
Tanner shrugged. “Confused or not, memories are part of the past, and I don’t want any part of the past.” Flashing amber eyes and cinnamon-scented skin. Damp sheets and teasing smiles. Unreserved laughter and genuine friendship. 
The anguish, the deafening despair, he felt when he realized he lost her. “Huh-uh. No thanks.”
“If you believe that, Tan,” Adam said, his skepticism evident.
“Don’t you worry, I believe it.”
Except, his heart was not so sure.
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A fierce gust ripped across the Chase’s porch, loosening Kate’s chignon and slinging strands of hair into her face. She slammed her ruched silk bonnet atop her head. When her mother arrived after closing the millinery, she would take one look at Kate, click her tongue in that bothersome way, and insist her daughter recoil the lopsided lump of hair into some semblance of order. Then she would follow Kate to the nearest mirror to make sure she obeyed.
Kate took a deep breath and lifted her hand, troubled to note that her fingers quivered. Strangely enough, no elaborate knocker graced the door, just a trailing ivy wreath. She knocked gently. Her mother had mentioned, on more than one occasion, the lack of pretense surrounding the wealthiest couple in Edgemont. 
Kate considered this praise; her mother did not.
She squared her shoulders, reclaimed the basket, and veiled her trembling hands in the folds of flannel overlapping the edges. 
Calm down, Kate, you can do this.
Can I? Can I endure an evening watching every woman over twelve and under eighty disintegrate when Tanner’s gaze lands on them? Can I forget he kissed me? Can I—
“Kate? Kate?”
Kate shook herself and glanced up to find the door had opened. She smiled at Charlotte Chase through her embarrassment. “Charlotte, hello.”
“I’m so glad you’re here.” Charlotte beckoned her inside the house, then kicked the door closed with her heel, the swirl of black atop her head flying in all directions. “And call me Charlie, please. No one, outside of your mother and the reverend, call me Charlotte.”
“Charlie, yes, of course, I remember.”
Employing little ceremony, Charlie bounced on her toes, plucked Kate’s shawl from her shoulders, and flung the wrap on the hall tree’s highest hook. Helplessly, Kate’s gaze jumped from her hostesses’ tattered sweater to the trousers hugging her lean hips. Charlie caught the look and emitted a laugh more suited to a sailor than a woman whose chin barely reached Kate’s bosom.
“Don’t worry. I’ll change into an appropriate gown for the party. I think you may be a little early, or heavens, I’m a little late. Can you imagine the reception I would receive from your mother wearing this?” Charlie’s eyes widened as her hand flew to her mouth. She took a step forward. “Hellfire, I didn’t leave her on the porch, did I?”
Kate released her own indecorous laugh. “No, she had to close the shop.”
“Good. Oh, no, did I just say that out loud?” A blush worked its way across her cheeks.
Kate waved her off. “Believe me. I understand. I love my mother, but she is a rather staunch defender of appropriate feminine conduct. If it makes you feel any better, she’s quite disappointed by my refusal to act like a brainless ninny, when the tactic would work so much better for me. The old adage about attracting more flies with honey has been a common theme in our discussions of late.”
“Yes, she tried pushing that tactic, as you call it, on me when I first met Adam. I didn’t listen, either.” Charlie leaned over the basket and flipped the flannel aside. “Oh, gingerbread, a pecan tea cake. What are these?” She pulled a wrapped ball out, brought it to her nose and sniffed.
“My mother calls them Secrets. Bon-bons with a note inside. A parlor game they played when she was a girl. A suitable parlor game.”
Charlie walked backward a step, flipping the ball from one hand to the other. “Parlor games! I hadn’t even considered. And your mother did, bless her heart. She believes I can’t organize a real party, and I guess she’s right. I’m treating this like an indoor picnic, and imagine, she wanted to lend me her china.” She winked and turned, her laughter echoing down the hallway.
Kate followed close behind, her kid leather boots creating a whisper of sound compared to Charlie’s brogans. Halting at the first open doorway, Kate peeked through the arch. Empty. She released a breath. One room down. Her goal: the kitchen, where she hoped to hide for the evening. 
Her gaze skipped from the rug to the beam ceiling. At the back of the room, a fire blazed in a hearth of tan and black stone. Unusual. Part parlor, part den, furnished with a mixture of furniture and colorful bric-a-brac. Silver sconces bathed the room in warm light—the golden streaks gleaming off polished wood. Kate walked forward, her face appearing in the bullseye mirror hanging above the mantle. She squinted, frowned. Pale skin, bonnet crooked. She pinched her cheeks, yanked the bonnet from her head and smoothed her hair. Took a deep breath, yet her heart continued to skip.
Why in the world should she care if a man who had once been her lover resided in this house, right this very minute? One would guess that this situation occurred all the time. Polite society frowned upon such things, but a little frowning didn’t keep them from happening. She was as sure of that as she was of the strip of sunlight spilling over her boot. 
Actually, she didn’t need sunlight, she was proof.
Kate stared hard at her reflection, seeing his face, not her own.
Her summer with Tanner had been a devilish, captivating period. The only time God had thrown a boulder in her path and she had chosen to climb instead of retracing her steps. Although the boulder had disintegrated halfway up, and she’d landed, quite painfully, on her rump.
Afterward, she searched for something, someone, to heal her shattered heart. Searched for a thread of happiness. She had looked, assessed, analyzed. At every party, on every street corner, even during preaching, she had appraised men. Looking for the rare jewel, clear facets, and a perfect cut. A jewel to ease her heartache. They were all wrong, every one of them. Too tall, too short. Too skinny, too stupid. Wrong hair color, wrong eye color. Voice too deep, voice too high. A kaleidoscope of dissatisfaction. Vexation alone had encouraged her to accept Crawford’s offer of friendship. 
Marriage offer or no, friendship it remained.
She tilting her chin and pressed her lips together, forcing a smile. The reflection seemed to project confidence, because her trembling hands and knees were out of sight. She would like to make Tanner suffer this time. 
Desiring a scoundrel had made her life hell.
She turned, smugly determined, to find the scoundrel watching her from the doorway. 
Kate’s gaze locked with Tanner’s. His eyes were pale, subdued. No teasing light, no wicked sparkle. 
They stood for a long moment, simply staring. She swayed, just a bit in his direction. Kate. She fisted her hands and squeezed hard.
His lips parted, his throat worked. The lock of hair he so despised flopped against his brow. He brushed it back and glanced at his feet. Scuffing his boot along the floor, he fisted his hands by his side. The injured one a much looser fist.
He looked healthier. Color had returned, in part, to his face. Shadows lurked, but not deep ones like before. The promise of a beard darkened his cheeks and chin. A pristine bandage circled his arm; she could see it peeking from a crisp cuff. He’d disposed of the absurd sling. Definitely his clothing this time as well. A checked waistcoat and dark cutaway coat topped a chest she remembered well. Gray trousers braided in black set off a pair of long legs crossed at the ankle.
She had almost forgotten how splendidly packaged he was when he wanted to be. 
Tanner smiled, slow and easy. “Like what you see?”
Kate plucked her basket from the table and looped her arm through the handle. “Just thinking that you’re looking well, Mr. Barkley. New clothing. Interesting for a man who brought no trunks with him. As you said, you do work quickly.”
His face colored; a muscle in his jaw jumped. “Drop the Mr. Barkley, will you?”
“So sorry, but I’m not willing to drop anything.” 
He unlocked his ankles and stepped wide, blocking her escape. In her mind, she pictured his mocking smile and tried to recreate the expression on her face.
The ploy must have worked, because his bottom lip curled, the way it did when he fought a rush of anger. “I wanted to apologize, dammit. For the other day.” He flipped his coattail back and shoved his hand in his pocket. “I...um, the thing I said about the—”
“The harlot, Mr. Barkley.”
No reply, only a narrowing of his eyes.
“I thought so.”
A white rim appeared around his mouth. “Yes, that.”
“That?”
“You know what I mean. String me up if it makes you feel better. I’m sorry is all.”
“Why apologize for speaking truthfully?” She pinched a silk fingertip and slid her glove from her hand. With effort, she expunged the disquieting picture of Tanner in another woman’s arms. My, he assumed imagining that would make her feel better? Harlot or queen, neither scenario made Kate feel anything but queasy. She tipped her head and forced a smile. “Funny, I didn’t think you had it in you. To tell the truth, I mean.”
“It wasn’t the truth.”
“Then, there is no harlot.”
“Well, no—”
“She didn’t call you Cowboy or some such nonsense?”
His Adam’s apple bobbed; a rosy circle bloomed on each cheek. “Well, not like that, no.”
Kate pinch-removed the other glove. “Oh. You mean you did not, or” —she glanced down, then up, meeting his crystal blue gaze— “you could not.”
“I couldn’t,” he said between clenched teeth.
“Interesting.” She shrugged. “I suppose.”
“Isn’t that exactly how you remember me, Kat? As an inferior lover.”
She flicked the glove against her palm and locked her smile in place. All the while, her stomach muscles tapped beneath her boned corset. “There have been so many since then, I’m not sure I can accurately recall,” she heard herself say. 
Tanner ripped his hand from his pocket and stepped forward. Kate stepped back. And back again, into a table, the edge jamming into her spine. Closing in, he cupped her face in his palms, his fingers sliding into her hair. 
Either she trembled or he did, she wasn’t sure which.
“How many, Kat? How many men have known you like I knew you?”
“Lovers—lovers are easy to come by, Mr. Barkley.” She prayed he could not hear the wild beat of her heart. “Surely you, of all people, are not surprised by that.”
He searched her face, analyzing her expression. He leaned in, his breath cuffing her cheek. Tobacco and mint, scents that brought to mind every glorious, painful memory. “You’re lying. I can see it. So, I’ll call your bluff. Lovers are easy to come by, sweet, but I don’t think you speak from experience.” 
She pressed back with no success, stuck between hard wood and firm muscle. “How dare you question me when you’ve had a different flavor on your arm every time I’ve—” Easy, Kate. She dropped her gaze to the flawlessly knotted Byron resting in the hollow of his throat. Don’t let him into your mind. Take a deep breath and say something dreadful to get him away from you. She tried, but all that came out was: “You indiscriminate, presumptuous boor. How dare you.”
“I do dare, Kat. Because, like it or not, I know you.” He shook her, causing her chignon to loosen and send hair tumbling past her shoulders. “I know the taste of your lips, what the inside of your mouth feels like, how arousing your teeth scraping against my tongue is. I know how soft the hair on the inside of your thighs is, that you like your feet tickled and your fingers sucked, that you’re afraid of spiders, but not snakes. I know you’ll eat vanilla ice cream but refuse strawberry every time. I know you play a tough game of chess but throw a ball like a girl, can swim like a fish but hate fishing. I know the color your hair turns in the summer and the way your cheeks pink and freckle in the sun. I know what your face looks like, dreamy and lost, when you tighten around me. I know what color your eyes turn when you go over the edge. And you should know the same things about me, damn you. Ask yourself the same question. How dare you believe what you have believed for two years.” His voice broke, his fingers digging into her skin. 
Dear God, she thought, astounded, bewildered—stunned. She squeezed her hands into fists, snaring wool and silk between her fingers. Should she know him that well? Did she know him that well? She couldn’t think, couldn’t make her mind complete the circle. Not when remembering hurt this much.
She was a fool. After everything, a fool, to feel anything for this man.
Tanner tilted his head as awareness lit his face. His gaze found hers, held. His throat worked as he swallowed; his hands slid lower, closing around her elbows. Painful pressure. He opened his mouth, his teeth white, his skin flushed. “Princess,” he said, his voice constricted, raw, as if he’d pinched the word between a crack in a cinder block. His head lowered, the scent of soap and man blocking everything except that…one…word.
Princess.
First one glove, then the other, tumbled to the floor. Kate raised her arms, rammed her palms flat against his chest, and shoved him back. He stumbled enough to allow her to pass.
Princess.
The smell of burnt sugar assaulted Kate as she dashed into the kitchen. She paused, fighting tears. Turning in a slow circle, she stared at the destruction. Flour and cinnamon were sprinkled upon the countertops like snow with a good portion of dirt thrown in. A rolling pin had been halted from its topple to the floor by a dribbling butter mold. 
Charlie stood among the chaos, a bit soiled, but otherwise calm. She inched a knife across the counter with the tip of her finger, as if she didn’t want to touch it. “Are you any good in a kitchen?”
Kate picked up the knife, ready to prepare a five-course meal if the activity would banish the dread consuming her.
“I lost the recipe, you see, and I’m quite sure I can’t go it without one.”
“Perhaps, that is, I may be able to help.”
The kitchen door creaked; a board in the floor snapped. “Charlie, I thought you might—you might need this.” Tanner stood in the doorway, Kate’s basket dwarfed in his hand. Deep groves etched his mouth, and his skin stretched taut across his cheeks. For a brief moment, a scorching blue hell burned her from across the room. Then, with a sudden, rapid blink, the heat died out.
“Kate, your hand!”
Kate glanced at the glossy bubble spurting from a gash on her finger. Come to think of it, she had felt a sharp prick about the time Tanner intruded. She flexed her hand, a line of blood coursing down her palm. For some reason, the situation struck her as funny, and she laughed.
Before she had time to think or speak, he appeared by her side. Lifting the knife from her grasp, he wrapped a handkerchief around her finger, his coattail slapping her waist, his breath stealing into her. “Hold this. Tight. Until the bleeding stops. Don’t release the pressure.” Kate brushed his hand aside. Her blood was staining the cloth and the monogram in the corner. TSB. She skimmed her thumb across the letters. Tanner Sloane Barkley. Funny, she had never seen one of his handkerchiefs before. 
Certainly would have raised questions he could not afford to answer.
“Are you all right?” Charlie asked.
“I’m fine,” she said, a growing circle staining the cloth as she pressed harder. Her control nearly depleted, she grasped at the last, wishing Tanner did not stand so close that she could see the neat tucks in his trousers, the braid edging the legs.
“Kat.” A gentle whisper for her ears only.
She shook her head, focusing on the sliver of apple touching his boot. “Go. Please, leave me alone. Please.”
A sound, somewhere between a groan and a sigh, rumbled low in his throat. He rocked back on his heels, dropped his hand by his side, and curled his fingers into a fist.
Why did he have to smell so good? 
So damned familiar.
Bulky, black boots appeared beside Tanner’s and squashed the apple sliver to bits. Charlie said, “Go on. I’ll take care of this. A dab of my famous, foul Indian ointment, as my dear husband calls it, and she’ll be good as new. Although she will stink. Go help Adam with the Christmas tree. Remember, moist sand in the bucket. And try not to break any branches.”
The first tear trickled down Kate’s face. Hurry, she silently begged.
“Go on, Tanner, scat. Adam’s probably tearing his hair out by now.”
“Fine.” He slapped the door wide, his footfalls echoing down the hallway. The door rocked with disintegrating creaks, finally expiring like a spent breath. 
Kate swiped her hand beneath her eyes and whispered a silent prayer for the force of nature that was Charlie Chase.
“Men.” Charlie peeled the cloth from Kate’s finger and dabbed at a smudge of blood. “Not bad. Probably won’t even scar, if you’re worried. My miracle salve will fix this up just fine. No need for tears.”
Kate sniffed. “It’s not that.”
“I guessed as much. You don’t look the kind to snivel about a silly cut. I can see there’s more to the story. Adam’s always telling me it’s not my place to interfere. That said” —she tapped her ugly boot on the floor— “I would love to interfere if you’ll let me.”
A gasp, part laugh, part sob, took Kate by surprise. She dried her face with her sleeve. “Forgive me. I don’t have a handkerchief. Except the bloody one wrapped around my finger.”
Charlotte strode away, disappearing into a pantry. The sound of jars banging and boxes shifting drifted from the doorway. “Handkerchief? What in the world does having a handkerchief at a crucial moment ever do for anybody?” She stepped back into the kitchen, a small tin in her hand. “This stinks to high heaven but works like a charm. Sit. I’ll doctor while you have a much needed glass of Syllabub.”
A beveled glass filled with liquid the color of spring roses hit the table before Kate could protest. She sipped as Charlie dabbed. She hoped the medicinal qualities were not overstated because the stuff smelled worse than high heaven.
“I’m guessing you were acquainted with Tanner before coming to Edgemont,” Charlie said, her curiosity clear. As if she realized this, she set to wrapping cloth around Kate’s finger with marked diligence.
“Yes, in Richmond. It was almost two years ago. Six months later, we became” —she took a slow sip from her glass— “unacquainted.”
Charlie’s hand stilled, her words obviously taking more concentration than her nursing. “A year and a half? That long.”
“Yes, that long.” Kate watched afternoon sunlight roll over the edge of the table and puddle on the floor.
Charlie patted Kate’s hand and slid into the chair beside her. “And after two years, you still spark off each other like a match against flint.”
Kate shook her head. “You have the situation all wrong.”
“Do I?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Well, you didn’t see his face when he saw the blood. Hard to disguise alarm when it rips like a seam in a pair of trousers.”
Kate choked, Syllabub burning her throat. “I didn’t have to...see his face. I remember those looks. Charming. Concerned. Tanner Barkley has the unique ability to make you believe you’re the only person in the room. Then, you meet him the next night, and he’s using the same persuasive smile on someone else. I promise you, and thank God, let me tell you, you don’t know him as well as I do.”
“Maybe, for him, you were the only person in the room.”
Kate rolled her eyes toward the ceiling.
“Are you so sure about him, Kate?”
“Sure enough.” She nodded her head, said more firmly, “Yes, very sure. Positive.”
“He saved Adam’s life once. A careless man in that situation, he was not.”
“Well, he’s even then, because he ruined mine.” Kate grasped a pine spray from the centerpiece and lifted it to her nose, inhaling the heavy fragrance.
“There must be—”
“His article referred to us as colleagues. Very formal. Not too hard to imagine the informal term used in every drawing room in Richmond.” Kate tapped the greenery against her glass. “I won’t go into detail about the people who cleared a wide path for the next year. My fiancé’s mother fainted when she heard the news. At the largest ball of the season, too, no less.”
“Fiancé?”
“My parents arranged it. I was sixteen. Our families had been close since before Abel and I were born. I wasn’t in love with him. And he did not love me. I wrote a hundred letters breaking it off before I met Tanner. I wanted, more than anything I have ever wanted, to simply love my husband. And I thought that was where Tanner and I were headed. I waited for him to open up his heart, declare his love for me. I knew I wasn’t going to marry Abel Asher before I ever let myself love Tanner. And then, well, you can guess the rest.”
Charlie rested her glass on her wrist and shook her head. “This is not the story I expected.”
“Yes, I can imagine.” Kate snapped the rosemary in two.
“How horrible, how humiliating. Why...how? What a...oh, men!”
Opening her fist, Kate examined the sprig lying in a rude twist on her palm. She shrugged with more placidity than she had ever experienced with regard to Tanner Barkley. “Deceitful scoundrels the lot of them.”
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