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1904 SUMPTER, OREGON

“Randal, slow down. We’re going to wreck.” Shayla Halsey clung to the rail on the side of the seat to keep from bouncing out of the1904 Eldredge Runabout. It had been Randal Quincey’s idea to purchase the automobile in New York and bring it by train, so they could arrive in Sumpter, Oregon in style. Shayla was anxious to see Ma and Pa, and all the Halseys, but Randal was taking the road much too fast. During the trip from England to Sumpter, she’d begun to see Randal for what he was—a boy in a young man’s body.

“Randal!” Shayla shrieked as the auto slid sideways. 

The runabout hit a bank of snow along the road. She flew out of the seat, landing in the snow face down. Her right arm twisted underneath her body. Pain surged up her arm. She would have passed out if not for the cold snow pressing against her face.

Shayla pushed with her left arm and managed to roll over. She listened. Hissing sounds came from her left. “Randal?”

No response. 

Her heart started racing. 

No one knew they were coming for Christmas. They’d freeze to death before anyone came along and found them. A tear trickled down Shayla’s cheek. The heat was welcome for a moment before it froze to her chin. 

Colin, Livie, Derek, and baby Bonnie had been at Ma and Pa’s house since November. Shayla had preferred to stay in England and remained behind to spend Christmas with Randal. But when Randal told his father they were getting engaged, he’d insisted Randal couldn’t without first asking Shayla’s father. Randal wanted the engagement to happen on Christmas and suggested they make the trip across the ocean. 

The chill of the snow soaked through her driving coat. Randal was always reckless. This recklessness had drawn Shayla to him. They’d met when she was fifteen and feeling suffocated under her big brother, Colin’s, overbearing ways. He didn’t let her have any fun. Even Colin’s wife, Livie, had tried to talk some reason into him. 

“Randal?” she called again and pushed to a sitting position. Her vision blurred, and her stomach churned, but she fought against fainting and scanned the road. 

The runabout had the front wheels embedded in the snow bank. She scanned the snow for Randal and caught a glimpse of his brown overcoat. “Randal?”

The sound of horse’s hooves clomped along the frozen road. 

“Help! Help!” she called. 

The cadence of the hooves picked up. A sorrel horse with a rider loped into view. 

The rider wore a sheepskin jacket, a wool scarf wrapped around his neck and bottom of his face, and a dark Stetson. The horse slid to a stop beside the runabout. 

“Over here!” she called, waving her good arm. 

The man dismounted, dropped the reins, and climbed over the bank of snow as if he’d merely set his foot up one step on a set of stairs. 

He dropped to his knees beside her. “Are you hurt?”

She peered into green eyes the color of a patch of clover. “My arm. But Randal isn’t moving.” Shayla raised her good arm and pointed to where Randal remained unmoving. 

“Let’s get you out of the snow.” The man put his gloved hands under her arms and lifted her to her feet as if she didn’t weigh eight-and-a-half stones. 

“Thank you.” She tried to walk, but her boots sank into the two feet of snow. 

The man slipped an arm under her knees and carried her to the road. He placed her in the car. “Sit here.” 

The man was as large as the Halsey brothers. When she was small, she’d thought of Ethan Halsey as a gentle giant and all his brothers as giants, too. As a grown woman, she saw them as the virile men they were and understood the deep devotion they received from their wives. 

Her gaze took in the stranger’s build, height, and easy way he moved through the snow. He was a man of the outdoors. 

Randal believed he was an outdoors man. She wrinkled her nose. The only thing he did outdoors, beside drive autos fast was ride a horse chasing poor foxes. 

The stranger knelt by Randal and shook his shoulder. There wasn’t any response. He rolled Randal over. The man gave one quick shake of his head as if he wasn’t happy. He scooped Randal up into his arms and carried him to the runabout. 

“Can you drive this?” the man asked.

“I think I can.” Shayla scooted to the driver’s side of the auto and gripped the steering wheel with her left hand.

The stranger placed Randal on the other side of the seat, but Randal’s upper body flopped over the edge. 

“I don’t think that will work,” Shayla said. 

She received a frown for stating the obvious.

“I can teach you how to drive. I’ll hold Randal, so he doesn’t slide out.” 

“Scoot over.” The man picked Randal back up as if he were a child.

She scooted across the seat with her injured arm tucked into her coat pocket to keep if from dangling and hurting so bad. 

Randal was placed in the middle of the seat. Shayla put her good arm around Randal’s shoulders. 

The man walked over to his horse and tied the gelding to the back of the auto. 

The runabout swayed like a wagon as the man put a foot in and lowered his body onto the seat. Three bodies on the cushioned seat made for tight quarters. Especially when the man’s shoulders were as broad as half the seat width. 

“Do you know how to drive this?” she asked.

He grunted and stared at the steering wheel, levers, and pedals. 

“The starting lever is on your side under the seat. You’ll have to get off and crank it.” Shayla watched as the man dangled his arm over the side of the seat. 

He nodded and climbed out of the auto. Randal always had to crank five or six times to start the auto, but it took this man two fast cranks and the engine sputtered and took off. He climbed back in.

“Backwards is—” Her words cut off as the man raced the engine, spinning the tires, and shoving the auto into the bank more firmly.

The engine died and a curse filled the silence. 

“You don’t have to use coarse language,” she admonished him. 

The man stared at her with those deep green eyes. “What’s your name?” 

“Shayla Halsey.” 

“Halsey? You related to the Halseys that live at Sumpter?” His gaze scanned her face.

“Ethan is my father.” 

The man nodded. “My place is half-a-mile up the road.” 

He stepped out of the auto and slung Randal over his shoulder like a sack of feed. “Get on my horse,” the man said, untying the reins from the auto. 

“Is Randal still alive?” Shayla asked, watching his inert body dangle over the stranger’s shoulder.

“He’s breathing and there’s no blood anywhere. Get on the horse.”

“I don’t have a riding skirt,” Shayla said, wondering how she’d sit on the horse. 

“You heard of side saddle?” 

Before she could answer, he grasped her around the waist with one arm and placed her on the saddle, her feet dangling down the left side of the horse. She settled her wool scarf around her head.

“Hang on to the horn.” 
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MACE WALKER LED HIS horse down the road. The dandy, dressed in linen rather than wool, couldn’t be too smart to have driven that fool contraption from Baker City in this kind of weather. One look at the young man’s face and he could tell the dandy hadn’t done a lick of work in his life nor had to use common sense. The man on his shoulder was as light as Ruby, the prostitute Mace fancied in Pendleton. 

The woman riding Red was a pretty thing. He could have sat on that noisy contraption staring into her robin egg blue eyes for hours. They were a contrast to her dark brown, curly hair. Thoughts like that would get him in trouble. He didn’t need any trouble from the Halseys. They were his best customers right now. With everyone ooing and awing over the horseless carriage, not as many people needed a good farrier. 

“What’s your name?” Shayla asked. 

He liked her name. It was pretty, like her.

“Mace.” 

“That’s an unusual name.” 

She paused, no doubt hoping he’d say more. But he was a man of few words. It was a good trait to have when you lived alone.

“Do you have family around here?” she asked.

He ignored her question. He’d had a family once. Thinking about it only made him sad and lonelier. 

The little lady blew out air like a horse clearing its nostrils. 

“You aren’t much for conversation are you?” 

“Nope.” He smiled, knowing the one word would aggravate her. 

To his surprise, she didn’t ask any more questions or say a word until he stopped in front of his barn. 

“This is a large barn. Do you farm?” 

He turned to help her off the horse. She stared at her injured arm, and then down at the snow. Mace reached up, circling her with his empty arm and gently lowering her until her feet touched the ground. She kept her right hand tucked into her coat pocket. Knowing enough to keep the injured arm still, brought his estimation of her up another notch. 

“I’m a farrier,” he said, leading the way to his small three-room cabin. He’d never had a need for anything larger. 

At the door, he kicked the snow off his boots before stepping inside. 

He smiled when Shayla did the same before entering. 

“I’ll stick this fellow on my bed.” He shoved the door to his bedroom open with a shoulder and placed the dandy on the bed. 

Shayla followed him in and placed a hand on the knot forming on the man’s head. “Randal why can’t you behave like you have a lick of sense once in a while?” 

Her comment tipped Mace’s lips into a smile. He’d thought maybe they were a couple, but she talked to the man more like a sister would talk to a brother. 

“Can’t do anything for him until he wakes.” Mace cupped the elbow of her good arm, escorting Shayla out of the bedroom and into the main room. “Take your coat off. I’ll round up some bandages.” 

Shayla watched Mace remove his hat, scarf, and coat. His wavy blond hair touched his shoulders. He moved to a cupboard in the corner near the kitchen area. He didn’t say much, but he seemed to be a man who knew what to do with injured people. A farrier. That had to be why his upper body was so massive. Swinging a hammer at metal and making it bend to his will, gave him the broad shoulders and strength she’d witnessed. 

Her injured arm protested when she tried to work her good arm out of the coat sleeve. Lifting her injured arm to pull it through the sleeve, shot pain up her arm and nausea to her stomach. She stood in the middle of the room staring at the floor, willing her stomach to ease. 

“Need help?” Mace asked, placing a roll of bandages on the table. 

“If you can get us to Sumpter, Aunt Rachel can fix up Randal and me.” Now that she was this close, she wanted to see Ma and feel her embrace. 

“I’m not carrying Randal any farther. I don’t have a wagon.” Mace stepped behind her, gathering the collar of her coat into his hands. “Dangle your arms at your sides.”

She did and the coat slid down her arms and was hanging over a chair before she had time to think about her arm hurting. 

“Sit.” Mace pulled out a chair. 

Shayla sat, gently settling her injured arm in her lap. 

Mace knelt in front of the chair. His eyes peered into hers. “Your shirt has to come off.” 

His hands moved toward the buttons on the front of her bodice. 

Placing her left hand on one of his, she shook her head. The contact of skin to skin made her stomach flutter and her eyes widen. She’d never felt this instant attraction for a man. Not even Randal. Her affection for Randal didn’t make her heart race and her body heat. 

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I have to see the damage.”

“Can’t we just put it in a sling until I get to Rachel?” Propriety said she shouldn’t allow this man to see any more of her than he already had. 

“There’s blood on your sleeve. I need to make sure there’s no bone sticking out.”

The words echoed in her head. The whoosh of a fainting spell propelled her to bend, dropping her head over her knees.

“Sorry.” A large, wide hand slowly moved in circles over her back. 

The warmth of his hand, the gentleness of the touch, and the sound of his steady breathing gave her comfort and strength. 

Shayla slowly straightened. She cast a glance at the sleeve of her injured arm and noticed the bright red spot. He was right. They needed to see what kind of damage had been done to her arm. 

Peering into his eyes, she nodded once. 

He nodded back. His calloused fingers snagged on the fabric as he worked the top button of her shirtwaist free. 

Shayla wanted to hide her burning cheeks, but she had no way to hide other than jump up and run into the bedroom where Randal lay unconscious. She had to ignore her embarrassment and focus on making sure they did all they could to help her arm. 
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