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      Michael wiped the sweat from his brow as the heat from the fire roared in front of him. He flamed the fiery blaze bursting from the forge and inserted a heavy metal rod. The rod turned orange and then a deep red as the high heat seared it. When it reached the right temperature, he pulled out the rod and shaped the metal with his hammer, his muscles bulging from the force of the blows.

      Once it was the desired shape, he inserted it into the metal bucket of cold water. The water hissed as the heat was extinguished, steam rising and drifting toward his face. He tilted his head to avoid being burned by the rapidly climbing moisture.

      Church bells rang, telling all who could hear that it was noon. He was at a stopping point, so he placed the metal rod on the bench behind him and the hammer on the wall rack. Michael pulled off his heavy black apron and hung it on the hook next to his tools before dunking a metal cup in the bucket of drinking water he kept handy and drank deeply of the warm liquid. He would’ve preferred icy water to the heat that burned around him, but as thirsty as he was, he wasn’t too choosy.

      After he’d gotten his fill, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, probably further smearing the dirt and grime on his face, but he didn’t mind. Michael enjoyed what he did. It was satisfying work, and he did well for himself, especially being in the heart of Helena. His older brother, Ben, wanted him to work on the family ranch, but he enjoyed working in town.

      He’d never wanted to be a rancher. Cow chasing just wasn’t something he was particularly fond of, especially once he got a taste of city life. Michael was in the thick of things in Helena. He had plenty of work to keep him busy and friends with whom he socialized regularly. Ben thought he needed to settle down with a good woman, but Michael wasn’t in a hurry. There was no need to start a family, not when he had plenty he wanted to do before then.

      “Hello,” a familiar deep voice echoed from behind him.

      Michael turned and grinned. “Hey, what are you doing in town?”

      It was as though he had conjured his older brother with his random thoughts.

      “I had business at the bank, so I thought I’d stop and say hello. You’re still planning on coming home for Christmas, right?” Ben leaned up against the door to Michael’s smithy. He was bundled up in his thick sheepskin coat, leather gloves, and a worn Stetson.

      “Of course.” Michael pointed out the window. “As long as the weather holds.”

      “Elizabeth will be mighty upset if you don’t show.”

      Michael chuckled. Ben’s wife, Elizabeth, liked to have everyone close by, especially around the holidays. Any chance she was given to have everyone home, she took advantage of it. Michael didn’t want to disappoint her, so he’d find a way to go to the family’s ranch.

      Michael ran his fingers through his hair. “Tell her I’ll try to be there by Christmas Eve.” He wasn’t sure how he’d make it work, but he’d find a way.

      Ben frowned. “That late? She was hoping to have everyone there the whole week.”

      “I’d like to, but I’ve been busy here of late and can’t take the time.”

      “What happened to your help?” Ben looked around the corner, likely expecting to see the young man he’d hired earlier that year.

      “He up and quit on me two weeks ago. Found the woman of his dreams.” Michael had tried to talk him out of leaving, but he’d been determined to go. “Without his help, it’s been difficult keeping up, so unless I get help soon, I’ll be lucky to be there for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.”

      “I understand, but try to make it if you can. I wouldn’t want to disappoint her.” Ben slapped his hands together. While it was warm inside the smithy, the raw air blowing outside was enough to send pinpricks so fierce you’d rather be dragged by a horse than stay outside too long.

      “I’ll try.” Michael picked up his thick coat and pulled it over his shoulders. While he’d been burning hot a moment before, the chill could sneak inside his bones mighty quick if he stayed still long enough. “You here long?”

      “Just overnight. Need to meet with the lawyer and order a few supplies. The weather isn’t looking promising, though. I told Elizabeth I’d stay the night so I don’t worry her by traveling in the dark. Not sure I can get out of here before the snow blows in, so I might be here longer than I’d planned.”

      “You staying at Luke and Louisa’s?”

      Their brother Luke and his wife, Louisa, had moved back East so Louisa could attend medical school. He and Ben were keeping an eye on their place, Thundering Ridge, while they were away.

      “No. The family that was renting the place took everything, lock, stock, and barrel. There ain’t a stick of furniture left.”

      “What happened to Luke and Louisa’s furniture? They didn’t take it when they left town.”

      “It’s stored in the attic, and I’m not inclined to pull down a mattress and frame for the night.”

      “That makes sense.” A breeze whipped through the open doors, and Michael tightened his coat.

      “But I promised Luke we’d keep an eye on his place. I want to check on it and make sure nothing needs repairing before I try to rent it again.”

      “You’re welcome to stay with me, but it’d be on the sofa back there.” Michael pointed to the two small rooms at the back of the smithy.

      Ben crossed his arms. “Yeah, I’ve seen your sofa. It’s lumpier than the rutted road to the old homestead. I’ll take a room at the hotel. Besides, you snore louder than a freight train coming down the tracks.”

      Chuckling, Michael shook his head. His place wasn’t big or particularly comfortable, but it sure beat having to pay for a room. “Not sure how Elizabeth sleeps through your caterwauling, but if you change your mind, you’re always welcome.”

      Ben grinned widely, likely knowing he was right. “I appreciate that, but I ain’t above paying for a bed at the hotel. Would you like to have dinner later?”

      “Yeah, I’d like that. I’ll meet you at Mimi’s Diner? It’s gonna take me at least that long to finish today.” He pointed to the pile of work waiting for him.

      “Sounds like a solid plan.” Ben left, the wind picking up the flaps of his coat and almost taking his hat with it before he disappeared out of sight.

      Michael’s belly rumbled, a reminder that he hadn’t eaten in some time. He strode to his combined office and kitchen, where it was a tad warmer than outside and where he could rustle up something to eat. The space was cozy, with a small cookstove next to a small wooden cabinet where he stored canned beans, canisters of flour, sugar, cornmeal, and rice with two shelves above that held his metal plates, cups, a few utensils, and a chocolate cake a neighbor had given him just the day before.

      His small desk played a dual purpose, where he’d spend most days catching up on paperwork and eating his meals when he had a free moment. An old brown winged back chair that had seen better days but still greeted him like an old friend sat across from his desk and next to his bed. It was covered with a thick red and blue quilt his ma had made him when he was young. It was one of the last things she’d made for him before she passed.

      He’d left the smithy’s wide doors open, along with a sign out front telling any customer to holler if they didn’t see him. As much as he would’ve liked to close the doors to keep the heat in, without an assistant, there was no choice but to keep them open. He wanted it to be clear to everyone in town that he was still open for business.

      Grabbing a loaf of bread, he cut two thick pieces, slathered cold butter on them, and found a few pieces of ham from dinner the night before. He settled back in his chair and put his feet up on the small stool he had just for that purpose. After a few minutes, the rumbling in his stomach ceased.

      As he took the last bite, cursed screams and the dull thud of wheels crashed outside. Horses neighed, people screamed, and footfalls pounded along the dirt road.

      “What the hell?” He jumped to his feet and rushed outside, just in time to see a carriage wheel fly past him. A small buggy had crashed mere feet from his fenced-in corral.

      He ran to calm the horses, who squealed and pranced in fear. They shook their heads and rose on their hind legs, trying to release themselves. He grabbed the bridle of one and held it still as another man calmed the second horse. After a few minutes, the agitated horses settled. Once that was done, Michael turned and saw a tangled mess of a blue skirt, ruffled white petticoats, and trim ankles encased in black cotton stockings. He should avert his eyes, but he couldn’t help but enjoy the view.

      The unladylike cursing coming from inside the carriage ruined the image. Pulling away from his not-so-innocent thoughts, he scrambled to the edge of the carriage to help. He had to swing his body sideways to avoid her kicking legs as she tried to sit. Because of the angle of the seats and her awkward position, she wasn’t able to gain enough leverage to heave herself out of the carriage.

      He grabbed one of her ankles, and she shrieked, “Unhand me, you… you reprobate!”

      Startled, he stepped back. “Just trying to help, ma’am.”

      “I don’t need your help,” she muttered, along with a few mumbled curses.

      “As you wish.” He smothered a grin at her angsty tone. An elaborate hat covered her face, so he couldn’t get a good look, but what he did see was something to whistle at.

      She continued to struggle in the carriage, trying unsuccessfully for a few minutes before finally stopping. She huffed and then sighed. “Well, don’t just stand there. Help me out, would you?”

      “Don’t want to overstep, ma’am.” He certainly didn’t want to catch more of her ire.

      “You aren’t overstepping. Just get over here and help.” Her irritated tone conveyed her inability to do it herself.

      “But you said you didn’t need my help.”

      “Forget what I said.”

      “Oh no, ma’am. You made it quite clear you could get out on your own.” He was being obstinate, but the women in town had been increasingly disagreeable of late. One of those famous suffragettes had descended on Helena just one month ago, and since then, women had been strutting around town, holding signs and exclaiming they didn’t need a man, that they needed equal rights, and that anything a man could do, they could do as well.

      Not that he disagreed with ‘em, but if you tried to hold a door open for one, you likely took your life in your hands due to how irritated they became over simple gentleman gestures. He’d been taught to do things proper like and wasn’t sure what to do with the women who thought his behavior was unseemly.

      “Humph.” She unsuccessfully tried once again to climb out of the carriage, but the angle made it impossible. Finally, she sighed and pushed her hat out of the way. “Would you be so kind as to help me out of the carriage?”

      Grinning, he stepped forward. He’d made her suffer long enough. “I’d be happy to.”

      With that, he reached in and grabbed her tiny waist, lifting her effortlessly up and out of the carriage. Her black hair, the color of the midnight sky, tumbled down her back. As he helped her gain her footing, her trim body slid against his until her feet hit the ground. She used his shoulders for leverage, and for a brief moment, he stared into her silvery blue eyes.

      She sighed breathlessly, and ungentlemanly urges coursed through his body. He hadn’t held a woman in his arms in years, much less one as lovely as her. She reminded him of someone, and it tickled the back of his brain, but the conscious part of him had just been replaced with a fiery round of lust, and all he could think about was kissing her plump pink lips.

      She stared at him for a moment before trying to ease away, but he hadn’t released her waist. He didn’t want to, but common sense prevailed, and he regretfully let go, retreating to give her room. He had been raised to be a gentleman, and his ma would’ve slapped him upside the head if he had done anything to besmirch her honor.

      “Thank you.” Her voice certainly didn’t scream sincerity.

      “My pleasure, ma’am. Are you hurt?”

      “What? Oh, no, I’m fine.” She yanked off her hat to push back the locks of hair that had fallen across her forehead.

      “Are you sure about that? The carriage hit the ground mighty hard.”

      “I said I was fine.” She glared at him. Something akin to fury flashed in her eyes.

      Well, all righty then. She’s a feisty one.

      “Didn’t mean to imply anything, just wanted to make sure you weren’t hurt. I’d hate not to call the doc to get you some help if you were injured.”

      “Why is it that men always assume we aren’t all right if there’s been an accident? If we say we’re fine, then we’re fine.” She slapped her hat against her thigh and then rested her hands on her hips. Her elaborate hat was filled with feathers, ribbons, and bows that bulged out from the rim and rested next to her as though she had a baby on her hip.

      “I assumed nothing, ma’am.” Although she was right. He had.

      “Didn’t you? And quit calling me ma’am. I’m not my mother.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She glared at him, annoyance flashing from her eyes. He wanted to chuckle, but her gaze made it abundantly clear that that would be a dangerous idea. The woman didn’t appear to appreciate his humor.

      “Hmmph.” She then dangled her hat on the nearest fence post, turned away, lifted her thick black hair, quickly twisted it, and shoved a few pins inside to keep it in place. Her skirt had torn and was hanging haphazardly from her waist, but she didn’t seem to notice, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her. The gentleman in him knew he should say something, but she definitely wasn’t receptive to him. She placed her hands on her hips and surveyed the scene in front of her.

      Before he could stop her, she bent, pulled the back of her skirt through her legs, and tucked it into the waist, which only tore the back of her skirt farther. The rip reverberated through the air and startled her. She groaned, looked behind her, and tried to assess the damage.

      “Your skirt’s torn, ma’am.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say something? And I said, quit calling me ma’am.”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Didn’t think it was my place to tell you, as you appear to be quite independent. My ma always told me to treat women with respect, ma’am.” He was saying ma’am just to aggravate her, and it was certainly working.

      He could see the consternation in her blue eyes as she struggled with how to respond. A blush crept up her neck and into her cheeks. She tightened her hands into fists and was likely trying to decide if she wanted to punch him in the nose.

      She glared at him and then reached behind her, trying to tuck in the ripped section of her skirt into her waistband as best as she could, but as she struggled with the angle, she only made it worse.

      “Ma’am, if you’ll let me.”

      She looked at him for a long moment before nodding. Trying to hold back his laughter, he reached for her small waist, pulled up the edges, and tugged it into her belt, so it didn’t gape behind her. Doing the best he could with what he had to work with, he finally got it in place so that her underclothing wasn’t privy to the entire world. He wanted to be the only man to see her that way, and he was going to do his best to see that happen.
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        * * *

      

      Marie was horrified. What started as a bright and hopeful day had turned disastrous. She had begun the day excited about the suffragist meeting, but it hadn’t ended as planned. After another disappointing meeting with her suffragist sisters and the lackluster response they were getting, her carriage had careened uncontrollably down the road until it crashed in front of the smithy. Then, to make matters worse, she hadn’t been able to maneuver herself out of the carriage without his help.

      What aggravated her more than the failed meeting was the fact that she had to ask a man for assistance. She was an independent woman who didn’t need a man for any reason, except when she was in that unfortunate position, apparently. She hadn’t had the arm strength to push herself out of the carriage.

      The man had broad shoulders and a scruffy beard but the darkest of brown eyes. They twinkled as if he were trying hard not to laugh at her predicament. If she hadn’t been so frustrated with the events earlier, she might have been more inclined to laugh. The situation was quite hilarious, but the events of the morning were nothing to laugh about, and she was in a foul mood.

      Marie tried to glare at him, but a smile lifted the corners of his mouth, and it brightened his face. It was unfortunate that his beard covered his chin and cheeks. She wouldn’t mind seeing what the line of his jaw looked like under all that black hair. Was it chiseled? Were his cheeks pronounced? Were his lips full or thin?

      Stop!

      She wasn’t interested in men and hadn’t been for years. They served no purpose other than to ensure women didn’t have equal rights. In fact, having a husband was tantamount to having a prison sentence. They controlled everything.

      Some women had some say in their marriages, such as Eloisa Scranton and Greta VanKleef. Their husbands were prominent supporters of women’s rights, but they were the exception. Many women trying to join the fight had husbands who were adamantly against their participation, and as such, they hadn’t gained as much traction as Marie would’ve liked. At the rate they were going, it would take years before Montana granted women the right to vote, and she didn’t want to wait that long. She wanted it to happen now, but she didn’t have that much control.

      She pulled on the lapels of her jacket and straightened it as best she could. Good manners dictated she be courteous for the help he had offered, but a small part of her was infuriated that he had offered before she had asked. Why men always assumed women were helpless was a question that haunted her at night.

      “Thank you, Mr….”

      “Michael Seymour, ma’am.”

      He was one of the Seymour brothers. She thought he’d looked familiar, but his scruffy beard hid his appearance, and she hadn’t recognized him. Marie had only met him once, the year before, when his brother Luke had found himself in a bit of a pickle. Luke and her brother, Walter, had been embroiled in quite a mess before things had thankfully resolved themselves without too much bloodshed, although if she remembered correctly, he had been responsible for saving his brother’s life.

      “Ma’am,” he said again.

      Marie was flabbergasted that it was him, but she also bristled at his continued insistence on calling her ma’am. She had already mentioned more than once that she preferred not to be called ma’am, but he was being stubborn and insolent.

      As she gazed at him, she wondered if he wasn’t doing it just because she didn’t want him to. She remembered Luke saying on more than one occasion that his brother was the jovial one in the family, always making jokes and trying to lighten any heavy or somber mood. Was this his attempt at poor humor?

      “You need to quit calling me ma’am.”

      “Certainly, Miss…?”

      She ignored him and stared at the carnage of her carriage. Some men had taken Princess and Rufus in hand and were calming them, but it was obvious her unsettled horses wanted to flee if given half the chance.

      Marie didn’t understand what had caused the accident, but she had felt something snap, and it’d startled the horses enough that they had bolted unexpectedly. Marie had tried to stop them, but no amount of pulling on the reins or yelling had stopped their erratic, uncontrollable running.

      It hadn’t taken long before Marie had hung on for dear life, praying no one would get hurt as the horses dragged the broken carriage and Marie behind them. Eventually, a wheel must have hit a rut, causing it to flip on its side before it careened to a crashing halt. She had been thrown forward into the cavity of the carriage, luckily staying inside. She had tried to protect herself, but she’d still found herself stuck with her head, arms, and chest at the bottom and waving her legs in the air. It had been the most uncomfortable position, but she’d been alive and spared any lasting harm.

      Marie shuddered at the thought of what could have happened. She wasn’t necessarily concerned with herself, but if any children had been maimed or killed by the scared horses, she wouldn’t have been able to live with herself.

      But she was alive with intact limbs and no obvious injuries as far as she could tell. Walter wouldn’t be too pleased if he found out she had ruined his best carriage, but it certainly wasn’t any of her doing. She hadn’t caused the accident and hadn’t even been going very fast, but that would be of little concern to her brother if he thought she had been reckless.

      Living with her older brother had its advantages, but his overprotective behavior was trying. If he thought any misdeed had occurred, there was no telling his reaction. He’d likely try to keep her from continuing with the suffragists, but she was determined that no one and nothing would stop her until the women in Montana could cast their vote. Until then, nothing could stop her from doing what she was destined to accomplish.

      Approaching the fallen carriage, she took stock of the damage. One wheel lay twenty feet away, in several pieces. The carriage itself was on its side, just a mere foot or two from the open doors of the flaming forge in the blacksmith's shop.

      She grasped the side of the carriage and pulled at it, making no progress, when muscular male arms appeared next to hers and pulled. She wanted to protest, but as Michael intervened, she surmised she couldn’t do this alone, although she would never admit it.

      Together, they righted the carriage, even though it leaned precariously without the one wheel, and it appeared the other wasn’t in better shape. One thing was clear, however: there was no way she was going to take it home tonight. She’d have to come up with a plausible excuse as to why Walter’s carriage was at the livery.

      She guessed it was sheer luck that the carriage had crashed to a halt in front of the Thundering Sunset Smithy and Livery. Michael was just the person to fix her carriage, and she’d have to hope he would.

      “Your carriage is gonna need some work,” Michael said.

      “Yes,” she muttered. “That’s clearly obvious. I’m glad your eyesight hasn’t been damaged.” He was either really smart or a know-it-all. Neither one was something she wanted to deal with today.

      “If you’d like, I can pull it into the back of my barn and see if I can fix it.”

      “How soon until the repairs are done?”

      He stroked his scruffy beard and then walked around it, clearly examining what he was dealing with. When he came around to her side, he said, “It’ll probably take me at least a week.”

      “A week?” She muttered a curse word under her breath. She couldn’t hide this from her brother for that many days. There would be too many questions, and she wasn’t an expert at lying. In fact, most times, if she tried, she failed. It was better, to be honest.

      Michael lifted an eyebrow. “Both wheels sustained damage. The one that’s still attached looks to be in decent shape, just need to make sure the spokes aren’t broken. The other one, however, is completely useless. I’ll need to build a new one.” He knelt in front of it and pointed to a spot on the axle. “The axle’s broken as well.”

      “Ugh, I don’t need this today. Is there any chance you can fix it any faster?” She had no other mode of transportation. Princess and Rufus were nothing more than carriage horses, and she had never learned to properly ride either. She also had multiple meetings this week, and it would only complicate matters if she didn’t have a carriage.

      Michael stared at her over his shoulder for a long moment, shook his head, and stood, bracing his hands against his knees. “I’ve got carriages for rent if you need one.”

      “Yes, that should work.”

      “Follow me inside, and we can get the paperwork started. I’ll hitch up a buggy, but I’m not sure your horses should pull it. They’re both still pretty agitated.”

      She glanced over at them and had to smother another sigh of frustration. “Yes, they are. Do you have others?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He smirked. “I do own a livery and have a few around. I’ll hitch up one and tie yours to the rear. Is your husband––”

      “I don’t have a husband,” she snapped, jutting her jaw. Of course, he’d ask if she had a husband.

      He looked at her for a moment, the beginnings of another charming smile turning up his lips. “Sorry to hear that. Is there someone I should send for? To make sure you get home safely, that is?”

      “No, I’ll be perfectly fine on my own.” She marched inside the smithy.

      As she walked away, she heard him murmur, “Oh, I’m sure you will.”
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      Michael secured the lock. Looking up at the sign, he smiled. Thundering Sunset Smithy and Livery, proprietor Michael Seymour. He was carrying on the tradition of naming his place after their family ranch, Thundering Mountain. Their mother had started it, and he and his siblings were all following suit.

      Slapping the door, he turned and headed toward the diner. The unexpected carriage accident had made him late. When he discovered it was Marie, Walter’s sister, he’d been gobsmacked. She’d been forced to tell him her name before he let her rent one of his buggies. Irritation had lined her lips until he explained she was like any other customer. If she wanted what he offered, then her name and where she lived were required before he let any horses or carriages out of his sight.

      As soon as she repeated her name through pursed lips, he’d immediately realized who she was. He thought he’d recognized her, but the last time he’d seen her was when she’d stood next to Louisa as she pledged to marry his brother almost a year ago. He’d been reeling from everything that had happened and had been unlike himself that day and for months after.

      Marie’s brother had been invaluable in helping to end the woman who had ruined their family, and they were indebted to him. Without Walter’s aid, Connie would have escaped, and things could have turned out much differently. Seeing Luke helpless with Connie holding a gun aimed straight at him was something Michael would never forget.

      Hurrying down the dirt road, he dodged men and women alike, murmuring apologies when he might’ve brushed past them too abruptly. Ben wouldn’t mind that he was late, but he hated making him wait on account of him. His smithy was only a few blocks from Mimi’s Diner, and he would get there in a few minutes.

      Jogging up the path to the diner, he grinned when he saw Ben sitting casually on a wooden chair as though he had nothing better to do. His brother was the head of their family and worked hard to keep them intact. They’d had a rough few years, but they were growing stronger as a family unit, and for that, he was appreciative.

      “Ben. Sorry I’m late. Took longer than I expected.”

      Ben stood, holding his hat in his hand. “That’s all right. I just got here, as a matter of fact. No harm done.”

      “I’m mighty hungry.” Michael’s belly grumbled at that exact moment. He’d built up an appetite after the afternoon’s excitement.

      “If you can wait a bit longer, we might have a better time somewhere else.”

      “Oh, and where’s that?” Michael raised an eyebrow.

      “I ran into Walter. Ever since Luke and Louisa left, he’s been itching to hear how they’ve been doing. He’s having friends over and thought we might care to join them.”

      Michael grinned. “Will his sister be there?” He avoided looking at Ben. He was astute enough to wonder why Michael was asking, and if he saw Michael’s face, he’d be even more curious.

      “I’d imagine so,” Ben said. “Why are you asking?”

      “No reason.” He was lying through his teeth, as he wasn’t sure Marie would be pleased to see him, but he wanted to see her again, especially after she had left in such a huff.

      Ten minutes later, they arrived at Walter’s place. Lights blazed in every room, and loud music and laughter boomed. While the windows were closed tightly to keep out the cold winter air, the occupants inside were having a good time, and joyful sounds oozed from the cracks in the walls.

      They knocked, and Walter ushered them in. A rush of warm air enveloped them as they stepped into the foyer.

      “Ben, Michael. I’m glad you’re here. Come in, come in.” Walter’s cheeks were red, and there was a merry twinkle in his eyes. He was a tall man with black hair, almost as dark as Marie’s. He held a glass of whiskey in his hand and appeared to have had a few drinks already. “We need to get you both a drink right quick.”

      Michael chuckled under his breath. Clearly, Walter was having a good time, and as evidenced by the people loudly singing, it appeared others were having an equally good time.

      They followed Walter to his large parlor on the right, where he wove through the throngs of people inside and to a high table laden with decanters of liquors and tasty treats. The sweet smell of sugar mixed with warm savory bacon made Michael’s mouth water, but first, he wanted to find Marie. He hadn’t seen his buggy and horse, but they could’ve been in the barn behind the house.

      He wished she would’ve let him get a doctor to look her over, but she’d insisted she was fine and had been bristly when he suggested it. Michael would’ve followed her home, but because he’d continued to call her ma’am, he might have angered her far more than he realized. He was the jokester in his family, and getting her riled up had tickled something deep within him. He normally wouldn’t have joked with someone he didn’t know, but he couldn’t stop.

      “I expected you earlier.” Walter handed them each a glass of amber whiskey.

      “It was my fault. There was a snag at the livery and…”

      Marie had walked into the room. She had changed and didn’t look as though she’d been in a serious accident. She was in a white blouse and a dark blue skirt that hugged her hips and shimmered when she moved. Her cheeks were pink, and she’d pinned her black hair off her neck, showcasing her long neck.

      Heat crawled up his neck. He was unsettled. She was perhaps the prettiest woman he had ever laid eyes on. He vaguely remembered her from Luke’s wedding, but he’d been distracted. He wished he had noticed.

      Marie was a spitfire, full of energy and gumption. She intrigued him far more than anyone else he’d ever met. Probably more than she should have after meeting with her only a few times, but watching her stirred his blood.

      She raised her eyes, and their gazes met. She frowned, sending him an evil glare as though he shouldn’t be there, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her. While he teased her earlier that day, he had been distracted by the accident, and she hadn’t given him much of a chance to observe her. Now, he had an unobstructed view, and he was shell-shocked and fascinated.

      “And what?” Walter asked.

      Michael swung his gaze back to Walter and stared at him, stupefied. He couldn’t recall what Walter had said. He wasn’t typically distracted, but clearly, he was more discomfited than normal, especially standing in front of Marie’s brother.

      He swallowed hard, hoping Walter hadn’t noticed his reaction to Marie. “Not sure I understand.”

      “Whatever happened earlier must’ve addled your brain. Might want to take a sip or two of that whiskey”––Walter nodded toward the glass of whiskey in Michael’s hand––“and then get yourself something to eat if you can’t remember.”

      Michael chuckled to hide his confusion. It was as though every coherent thought he’d ever had had disappeared in the blink of an eye. Marie’s gaze had undone him, and he didn’t know why. She hadn’t done a thing but walk into the room, but she stripped him bare with one look from her silvery blue eyes.

      Ben nudged him, and the glass of whiskey slipped from his fingers and shattered on the wooden floor.

      “Shit!” He stared in dismay at the mess he’d made.

      The sounds in the room stilled. The laughter and music ground to a halt, and all eyes swung to him. Embarrassed, he dropped to his haunches to pick up the broken pieces of glass, muttering to himself. He’d just compounded his foolishness, and staring at her like a lovesick calf would not impress her.

      The rustle of dark blue silk appeared in his peripheral view. Marie came to his rescue, which further humiliated him. Avoiding her gaze, he continued to pick up the broken pieces of glass, trying not to cut his fingers but was unsuccessful. Blood oozed from a long gash across his palm, but he’d ignore it. The last thing he needed was for anyone to notice that he’d hurt himself like a child.

      A white handkerchief fluttered next to him. A moment later, the glass was removed from his fingers, placed into a wicker basket, and long, soft fingers wrapped the cloth around his palm.

      “If you wanted to hurt yourself, Michael,” Marie murmured, “I could recommend a few other ways that are less dramatic… Like a carriage accident, for example.”

      He coughed to hide the sheepish chuckles that bubbled inside him. She’d been adamant earlier that she didn’t want her brother to know what had occurred, so he was surprised she’d mentioned it.

      “Let’s get that tended to.” She held his hand with the handkerchief pressed closed and pulled him to stand.

      He followed her lead and noticed Walter had disappeared. The guests in the room returned to their revelry as though nothing had occurred. To him, though, the air had been sucked out of the room. He was flabbergasted, and his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth.

      Ben stood to the side, a smirk on his lips. He raised his glass and winked at him. Before Michael could tell his brother there was nothing to be smirking about, Marie led him to the kitchen. Her gait was strong and determined, which was remarkable considering how the skirt of her dress hugged her hips and legs. Before he had any other amorous thoughts, she released his hand, burst through the kitchen door, yanked out a chair, and pointed to it.

      “Sit.” Her tone brokered no argument.

      He didn’t think his tongue would work properly enough to argue with her, so he did as she bid and dropped heavily into the chair. He looked at his hand and muttered a curse. The once-white handkerchief was coated in dark red blood. He was bleeding profusely, which might explain why he was dizzy.

      Michael leaned up against the table, trying to clear the fuzziness from his vision. What’s happening to me? He watched the blood drip from his palm to the table, the spot growing with alarming speed. He couldn’t possibly have cut himself that badly with the glass.

      He swayed in the chair.

      “Whoa, there, big boy.” Marie grasped him by the shoulders and held him steady against the back of the chair. She then reached for his hand, pulled it up high, and wrapped another cloth around it tightly. “I think we need to stop that blood flow. You must’ve cut yourself worse than it appeared.”

      He tried to loosen his tongue, but it seemed permanently rooted to the top of his mouth.

      “Cat got your tongue there?” She scooted around, still holding his hand up high.

      Michael fought to keep his eyes open. He wanted to close them and take a nap, but if he did that, he wouldn’t be able to gaze into her lovely eyes. He could get lost and stare into them all day, every day if she let him.

      Marie clucked, narrowing her eyebrows. “Let’s get you something to eat and drink. Maybe that’ll help, as I’m gonna venture that you haven’t eaten, and the blood loss is affecting you more than it should.”

      He finally unstuck his tongue. “I think maybe you’re right.”

      “Can you hold your hand in the air while I grab you something to eat?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I can manage it.” He sure hoped he could, as he didn’t want to look like a complete fool in front of the woman he was determined to marry.

      Wait, what am I thinking? Have I completely lost all leave of my senses?

      Marie looked at him carefully and then moved away, brushing her skirts against his leg as she released his hand. He held it up high, which likely gave her the assurances that he wouldn’t collapse at her feet, at least not yet.

      He did as she bade, keeping his throbbing hand high. Blood wasn’t dripping any longer. Michael didn’t know if that was because she had put another piece of cloth around it or if holding it above his head was staunching the blood flow. Either way, he didn’t feel quite as woozy as he had just minutes before.

      Michael listened carefully as she worked behind him. He wanted to turn and stare at her but feared she believed he was an imbecile of the first degree who couldn’t handle blood loss. A moment later, she slapped a plate full of food and a tall glass of water in front of him.

      She stood next to him with her hands on her hips. “Well, are you going to stare at it, or are you going to eat it?” He dropped his hand, but she snatched it back and held it in place. “No, stop! You can’t drop your hand until the bleeding has stopped.”

      He looked at the food and then at his hand, his right hand, the one he used to eat. “Well, ma’am––”

      “Stop calling me ma’am,” she snapped. “My name is Marie. If you’re going to call me something, then use my given name.”

      “Yes, ma”––“ He swallowed back the rest of the word when he saw her eyes narrowed further. “I mean, yes, Marie.”

      She nodded, softening her gaze. “Now, eat.”

      “I would,” he said, “but I eat with my right hand.”

      “Then use your right hand.”

      “Marie, I would, except that’s the one that’s bleeding.”

      “Oh!” Her eyes widened, and a soft smile lined her lips, lessening the glare she’d been sending his way. “I guess that would be a problem.”

      She pulled his hand to her chest. Carefully unwrapping the cloth that had been keeping the blood from dripping all over her table and floors, she examined it. She furrowed her eyebrows as she concentrated before pushing at the wound. He winced. While it wasn’t the worst injury, it did sting when she poked at it.

      “The bleeding appears to have stopped, but you’re going to need a couple of stitches if I were to hazard a guess.”

      “All right,” he said. “I kind of figured as much from how I was feeling, or rather how I am feeling.” Another wave of dizziness surged through him, and with his good hand, he gripped the table hard to get his bearings. He lifted his head a moment later and caught the look of concern on Marie’s face. “I’ll be fine.”

      When Michael pushed to stand, she muttered something under her breath and stopped him by placing her hand on his shoulder. “I don’t think so, big boy. You’re not going anywhere.”

      “I ain’t gonna get those stitches sitting here. I need a doctor, you said so yourself.”

      She bristled with consternation. “I didn’t say you needed a doctor. I said”––she dragged out the word as if he were a toddler who needed instruction––“you needed stitches.”

      “And that usually entails getting myself a doctor unless you think I’m capable of sewing it up myself?” Dizziness threatened to overwhelm him once again, but he pushed through, shook his head, and looked back at Marie.

      “You’re dizzy, aren’t you?”

      “Why would you ask me that?” He smiled like a besotted fool.

      “Because you’re gripping the table like it’s the only thing holding you up. If you aren’t careful, I’m afraid you might rip the table in half as hard as your fingers are digging into it.”

      He slowly released his fingers, although he was sure that if he did, he’d likely fall over. The dizziness had only intensified.

      “Why don’t you drink this?” She held a cup of steaming coffee.

      He took a whiff and smiled. “That smells like more than just coffee.” He took the cup with his left hand, as awkward as it was, and took a drink. It wasn’t too hot and tasted good, especially with the extra kick of whiskey Marie had added.

      “Not so fast, big boy.” Marie removed the cup from his hand and replaced it with a piece of buttered bread. “Why don’t you take a bite of this?”

      The bread was warm, and the butter was soft and creamy. His mouth watered, and he eagerly took it. He chewed softly, not wanting to choke, even though he wanted to devour it. Michael knew better than to eat too quickly, especially as unsteady as he was.

      After he’d eaten the piece of bread, he used his good hand to wipe his face. His injured one was still held fast in Marie’s arms.

      “Are you going to continue to examine my hand?”

      “What?” She raised her head.

      “My hand,” he said. “You’re peering at it as though it’s going to fall off or something.”

      She blushed and dropped it. Not expecting her to let go, he immediately missed her touch. Placing his injured hand on the table, he looked at it and grimaced. It was a nasty cut, which he shouldn’t be surprised considering he had bled like a butchered pig. One piece of glass must’ve had quite a sharp edge.

      “So about those stitches,” he said. “I guess I should find myself a doctor.”

      Marie brushed a stray black hair behind her ear. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “And why not?” He tilted his head to the side. “You said I needed stitches.”

      “And you do, big boy.” A smirk lined her lips.

      “Big boy?” He had heard her say it a few times, but it seemed she was saying it on purpose, as though to irritate him. She was doing to him what he’d done to her, and he quivered with anticipation. She was trying not to like him, but he was pushing past her defenses.

      “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.” She opened the kitchen door and disappeared, leaving him wondering what she was up to but excited to see what she’d return with.
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      An hour later, Marie had sewn a couple of stitches into Michael’s palm. She wasn’t a doctor or a seamstress, but she could put a few rudimentary stitches in an open wound. She had sewn a few of Walter’s injuries over the years, especially when he got himself mixed up in a few scrapes with his endless investigations for his newspaper. He was like a bear after a juicy fish. He didn’t stop until he satisfied his appetite.

      Michael had been stoic and hadn’t moved a muscle as she pushed the needle through his skin. It had to hurt, as the palm was sensitive, but he didn’t utter a sound. Once she finished, she rubbed a balm she kept for wounds on it, wrapped it in a clean strip of cotton, and tied it off.

      “There, that should do it, big boy.”

      Laughing irritation flashed in his eyes, something akin to earlier when he kept calling her ma’am. She hadn’t planned on teasing him or giving him the same treatment, but when it slipped off her tongue, she decided it fit. He deserved it after not stopping after she had asked not once but many times.

      “Thank you for taking care of my hand.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead. That was the only sign that her ministrations had bothered him.

      “It was the least I could do, considering you kept quiet about the accident and didn’t tell Walter.”

      “Oh, you haven’t told him?” Michael said.

      “No.” She picked up her medical supplies and placed them next to the water pump. She would store them later. “And I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “Why?” Michael leaned back in his chair, almost relaxing now that his medical emergency had eased, although to call it an emergency was likely an exaggeration. The man had lost quite a bit of blood, but once he had something to eat, his energy seemed to return.

      “I’d just rather Walter didn’t know about all my exploits.”

      “And what exploit have you gotten yourself into now?” Walter said, stepping into the kitchen.

      Marie abruptly turned toward the door and groaned. “Do you always have to sneak up on me like that?”

      Walter held up his hands in mock surrender. “Don’t try to deflect, sister dear. Care to tell me what happened?”

      “Not particularly.” Marie swung back to the counter, effectively dismissing her brother. She picked up the medical supplies and decided they should be returned now instead of later. Perhaps if she disappeared fast enough, Walter wouldn’t question her.

      “Marie, I know about the accident.”

      She braced her fingers against the counter and counted to ten before she faced her brother. Depending on what he’d heard would decide whether or not he would let her continue with her suffragist cause. He’d wanted her to stop months ago, but she’d been adamant that she wouldn’t.

      She placed her hand on Walter’s arm. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      “When you say something like that, then I need to worry. Mind telling me what happened?” He placed his hip against the kitchen counter. His eyes were red-rimmed, and sweat beaded along his brow. It was clear he’d had a lot to drink, but he was coherent enough to question her.

      “Just a minor mishap with the carriage this afternoon.” She waved to Michael sitting at the table, whose smirk was enough to irk her to no end. With any luck, he’d keep his mouth shut with whatever story she decided to tell Walter. “Well, he was kind enough to offer to repair the carriage.”

      “What kind of mishap?” Walter asked again, but Marie ignored him and turned back to Michael.

      “I do appreciate Michael’s willingness to take on the necessary repairs from that minor accident.”

      Michael arched his brow and then carefully eyed her as though searching for what she was really up to. She’d likely have to do a bunch of explaining once her brother was appeased.

      “Of course, ma’am. It was my pleasure,” Michael drawled, an undertone to his voice that sent shivers up her spine.

      He’d called her ma’am once again, and the urge to strangle him filled her, but if she wanted him to keep quiet, she had to keep her hands to her sides.

      “Walter, can you check on our guests and take out this plate of cookies?” Maybe if she deflected and convinced Walter to attend to his guests, he’d quit questioning her. “I’ve been busy helping him with his injured hand, and I’m afraid we might’ve run out of food.” Marie handed him a platter of cookies from the counter before he could answer and gently pushed his arm in encouragement.

      Startled, he looked at the plate and nodded. He clearly wanted to say more, but good manners dictated that he do as his sister bid and not argue with her in front of their injured guest.

      After Walter left the kitchen, Marie grabbed Michael’s good arm and not so gently yanked him out of his chair and pulled him into the servants’ hallway. Not that they had servants, but the house had been built by a family with servants, so there were hallways that most never saw. They’d come in handy on occasion, and she’d be able to speak to Michael in relative privacy.

      Once they were hidden in a dark hallway, a lone gas lamp lent the only light. “What happened this morning stays between us. Do you understand?”

      Michael startled at her tone. “We hardly know one another, so it isn’t right for me to keep your secrets.”

      “It is if I tell you to do so.” She poked him in the chest and regretted it when she knocked his hand on accident.

      He grimaced but didn’t remark on her hurting him, even if it was a relative accident. “I don’t know about that. We don’t know each other well enough.”

      “You don’t have to in order to keep quiet.”

      Was he really going to be this difficult?

      “I certainly would like to get to know you better.” He lifted an eyebrow and had a serious and thoughtful gaze.

      She was shocked. “I…” This was not what she expected him to say.

      “In fact, would you accompany me on a carriage ride tomorrow afternoon? We can become friends, and then it would be appropriate for me to keep your secrets.”

      Heat crawled up her neck. “I don’t have any secrets.”

      “Oh, you do. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have stopped me from telling your brother what really happened this morning.”

      “Nothing happened this morning.” She tried to scoff away his words, but she was only proving his point instead.

      “You had a carriage accident, so something did happen.” He ran his good hand through his thick brown hair, the curls having fallen across his brows.

      “A minor accident. Nothing to be concerned with.”

      “If it was nothing to be concerned with, then why did you drag me into this dark hallway?” He waved his good hand in the air.

      “Arghh.” If only he hadn’t come to Walter’s party tonight, she could have likely come up with a good story that her brother would’ve believed, and he would have never looked for the truth. She muttered obscenities under her breath. She was likely kidding herself. Walter sniffed out stories daily. If he caught any whiff of something amiss, he would’ve endlessly questioned her until he got the answers he sought.

      “Michael.” She dropped the big boy and tried to be serious. He appeared to be astute, but maybe she could play on his sympathies, although she wasn’t completely sure he would fall for it. “I don’t want to worry my brother. Can you understand that?” She brushed her fingers against his arm. She was never good at flirting with men, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      He raised his gaze. “Yes, I can.”

      “Then you have to understand that he doesn’t need to worry.”

      “No,” he said.

      She yanked her hand away and stomped her foot in frustration.

      He chuckled.

      “This isn’t funny,” she muttered.

      Michael frowned. “You’re right, it isn’t, but since you’re trying to hide what happened from your brother, I wonder if something more serious is going on. That’s what concerns me.”

      “You don’t need to be concerned.” She appreciated his sentiment, but she didn’t know him, she didn’t trust him, and she didn’t need his help.

      “Maybe you do.”

      “I don’t.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Then what are you suggesting?”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps he would be reasonable. “Let me tell Walter what he needs to know. He believes I should stay home, get married, and have a passel of children. I want something more.”

      Michael looked around the small hallway and walked a few steps away before slowly turning around to face her. “No, this won’t work for me. If something were to happen to you, then I’d be responsible. I already have the weight of death on my shoulders, and I’m not going to add to that.”

      She started to respond, to tell him he wouldn’t be responsible, but she caught the tortured look in his eyes. The look disappeared almost as quickly as it appeared. Marie wasn’t completely sure she saw it, but she couldn’t in good conscience make light of it. She wasn’t that insensitive, no matter how much Walter thought she was.

      “How about we get to know one another?” Michael said.

      His change in subject made her head spin. “And what would that accomplish exactly?”

      He grinned, a twinkle in his dark brown eyes. “Well, it would satisfy my curiosity and”––the twinkle diminished and was replaced by something more serious and somber––“since you’re refusing to tell your brother what you know about your accident, then I feel it’s only right that I protect you.”
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      “I do not need you to protect me.” Marie’s eyes flashed with anger and irritation.

      Michael was likely jumping into a pile of horse manure, but he felt a duty toward this woman. He wasn’t willing to walk away. “I already did it once today, seems only right that I continue to do it.”

      “You did not save me.”

      “Oh, I most certainly did. The way your legs were flapping there in the wind for all the world to see, you definitely needed rescuing.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “I was not flapping in the wind.”

      “Oh, you were, and then you couldn’t get out, which is to be expected. You, of course, being a woman of delicate sensibilities.” He was exaggerating, but he enjoyed watching her flush. It brightened her cheeks and made her even more becoming.

      “Delicate sensibilities.” Her voice grew loud, and she pounded her fist into her palm. “How dare you say––”

      “It appears you’re getting flushed. Perhaps you need to sit.” He reached for her elbow, but she slapped him away.

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking or doing, but I am not a delicate woman. I certainly don’t need a man to help me sit.”

      In her haste and frustration, she tripped. Michael immediately saw what was happening, and before she could do or say anything, he grabbed her around the waist and stopped her fall. Her screech was muffled when her face hit his chest.

      He had never tried to antagonize a woman as much as he was antagonizing her, but it was so much fun seeing her frustrated. It was obvious she was one of those independent women who didn’t think she needed help and probably thought she could do everything on her own. While he appreciated their independence, sometimes having a man around wasn’t exactly awful.

      She pushed at him. “Let me go this instant.”

      “I think you’re traumatized by today’s activities. It’s pretty obvious you’ve lost your balance. Stumbling around, confused. I’d hate for you to fall and conk your head on something.”

      “I didn’t stumble. I tripped. There is a big difference.” She glared at him.

      Eager to see what more she would say, he said, “Tripped on what?”

      “There was a…” She stopped as if trying to remember what she might have tripped over.

      “See, it’s clear you’re confused. You’re not even sure what you might or might not have tripped over.”

      “I’m not confused.”

      “And you’re awfully flushed. Do you feel faint?” He brushed his good hand against her forehead, but she swatted it away.

      “Faint,” she said. “What in the world are you blathering on about?”

      He looked down into her brilliant blue eyes. “Yes, I can see you’re about to faint. I should get you a glass of water. Oh, no, I can’t do that. I need to stay to catch you if you were to fall again.”

      “I…”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Quit calling me ma’am,” she snarled.

      “Now, now. Getting upset won’t help. You need to rest. Perhaps I should take you up to your bedroom.” As soon as he said the words, he cringed. He sounded like a reprobate, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself, especially since she had quit fighting him and was nestled in his arms. He hadn’t even noticed the pain in his hand when he held such a spitfire.

      “You won’t take me up to my bedroom.”

      “You’re absolutely correct. That is completely inappropriate. You shouldn’t be left alone with a man. We need a chaperone.” He looked over his shoulder as though looking for one.

      “I don’t need to be chaperoned.”

      “Clearly confused. Of course, you need a chaperone. A young lady such as yourself should never be left alone with a man unless he is her husband.”

      “I decide who and where I can be left alone with a man. If I want to be alone with you, then I could do so.”

      Michael tilted his head, a grin threatening to cross his lips. Did she realize what she had just said?

      He had the sudden urge to kiss her. Shock or anticipation was written all over her face, but before he could kiss her, she smacked him across his cheek. Her jaw was clenched, but a sparkle lit up her blue eyes.

      Then, before he could stop her, she shoved him away and fell to the ground. Her skirts tangled around her legs.

      “Are you all right?” He reached to help her, but she slapped his hands away.

      “Do not touch me. How dare you! I should scream. Walter will have your head for this.”

      He had gone too far. The game he was playing was too much. It was one he shouldn’t have started. He could have hurt her, and that wasn’t the man he wanted to be.
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      Marie was furious. She rolled over and scrambled to stand.

      “Never touch me again.” She swatted at her skirts, anything to hide her frustration. He pushed her buttons, made her say things in anger, and had caused her to humiliate herself. She moved a few steps away, but he grabbed her arm. She wrenched away and glared at him. “I said, do not touch me!”

      “Marie––”

      “Oh, so now you can call me by my name.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for things to escalate this far.” He rubbed the back of his neck and leaned against the wall.

      “Right,” she drawled, anger dripping from her tone. “Because men never––”

      “I’m not most men,” he spat.

      “I certainly don’t know that, and after that, I…” She shook her head. “If you don’t mind, I need to return to the party before Walter realizes I’ve been gone too long.”

      Walter already had an inkling she wasn’t telling him everything, and if she disappeared for a long period, there was no telling what he would do in the light of day. She had miscalculated and never should have brought him into the darkened servants’ hallway.

      “You don’t want to do that.”

      Aggravated, she glowered at him. “And why don’t I want to?”

      “Because you look as though you’ve been ravished. If you don’t want to return to the party looking like you’ve had a romp in the woods, you might want to stop and let me help you.”
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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