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He only seeks to do his job. She doesn’t want anyone to know her true identity. Will working together help—or hinder their situations?

Texas Ranger, Dallas Sterling, has had nothing but trouble since being entrusted with a safe full of expensive jewels. All he wants to do is deliver them to Montana then return to his home in Texas. However, the case is no longer a secret and bandits want to steal gems, but it’s the lovely lady he meets that continues to get in his way and distracts him in the worst way.

Pinkerton Agent, Emma Johnson, is traveling with her partner on a case to find the stolen emeralds. From what they have been told, the bandits are posing as lawmen. Wanting to make a good impression as a new agent, she is determined to hogtie any bandit that remotely looks like a thief disguised as a lawman, especially if he’s traveling with a safe, like the so-called handsome Texas Ranger.

With everyone trying to steal the gems, who will save whom?
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​Dallas Sterling looked down the rifle barrel that pointed toward him, so close that it could almost touch his nose.

Trying to calm his fiercely beating heart, he reminded himself that this wasn’t the first time he’d been in danger and wondered if this was the time he’d get shot. As a Texas Ranger, he doubted it would be the last time he had a gun pointed his way. Of course, if he couldn’t convince the three bandits that they would never get the rubies Dallas had been paid to guard, this just might be his last act as a Ranger.

He swallowed hard and glanced quickly around at the others being held at gunpoint. Both stagecoach drivers had been wounded, one worse than the other. The young woman passenger and her slightly older companion sat on the ground, grasping each other in comfort. Their faces were as white as the Montana winter blizzard that was headed their way. And Dallas feared that if he didn’t do something soon, the older gentleman passenger on the stagecoach would keel over and die from a heart attack. Collin, the deputy from Three Forks, who Dallas had hired to ride along with him to Bozeman, stood nearby, but unfortunately, they had all been stripped of their weapons once the bandits took control of the stagecoach.

Grumbling under his breath, Dallas wished he could have killed all the masked men with guns as they swarmed those who rode toward Bozeman on the coach. However, only four of the other bandits lay dead along the trail. 

Dallas and Collin had volunteered to ride their horses instead of taking the stagecoach. After all, being out in the open, they could see better in case of an attack. Dallas grumbled again. Little good that did. Collin had acted like a frightened woman who’d never held a gun before. How had the man become a deputy if gunfire frightened him? Then again, Dallas was told the man was still wet behind the ears. Perhaps he shouldn’t have expected perfection.

Sadly, they were now under the masked bandits’ control. Dallas doubted the coming blizzard could stop them.

The tallest of the three outlaws kicked his foot into the cold earth, lifted the red bandana covering the lower half of his face, and spit on the ground. From what Dallas could tell, this one seemed to be the leader.

“You must forgive us for choosing such a bad time to rob you,” the man said in a nasal-sounding voice as he motioned a hand toward the storm clouds turning grayer by the moment. “But we couldn’t let you get to Bozeman.”

The cool wind nipped at Dallas’ cheeks, causing an uncomfortable sting. Of course, since he had lived in Texas most of his adult life, he wasn’t used to Montana’s winters. He wished he could pull the collar of his duster around his throat more to ward off the chill, but Dallas worried that the bandits would think he was trying something and shoot him.

Dallas nodded. “Yes, the timin’ is way off, and if we don’t conclude our business soon, we’ll be in the middle of a blizzard.”

“Then I hope you do as I say quickly.” The bandit arched an eyebrow. “You are now responsible for these nice folks to make sure they get to Bozeman without freezing to death.”

“Actually,” Dallas cleared his throat, “I believe they all know who is responsible for what is happenin’ here.”

The man with the nasal problem lifted his rifle a bit higher. “I’ll ask you one more time.” He paused, probably more for effect than anything. “Hand over your money.”

Dallas shrugged. “I think you’ve taken everyone’s money.” He scanned the frightened nods around the group again before looking back at the man who was slightly taller than Dallas. “So, please be on your way so I can get these people to Bozeman before the blizzard hits.”

Growling, the third bandit whipped his pistol out of the holster and pushed the barrel against Dallas’ forehead. “I know you have the rubies. We’re not leaving until you hand them over.”

Dallas should have known that was what these imbeciles were after. The transportation of the rubies was supposed to be a secret. Only Dallas and the man who hired him knew Dallas's route. But then the owner of the fine jewels had let the mayor of Fort Benton know, and then the man blabbed it to his greedy wife, and the rubies were almost stolen. Dallas had wondered how many other people knew about the secret rubies.

For a moment, he wondered if the wealthy man from Bozeman who had hired him to guard the rubies was trying to get Dallas killed. But he quickly dismissed that thought. 

“I don’t have them,” Dallas snapped, glaring at the bandit.

“I found where they are hiding the rubies. They are in the safe.” The shout from the other bandit made the leader jerk his way.

At the end of the stagecoach, Dallas and Collin had secured the safe but covered it with a blanket to keep it hidden. Apparently, when greedy men want rubies, they’ll look under anything. It surprised Dallas that they hadn’t checked under the two women’s petticoats as well.

The pack leader grabbed Dallas’s arm and yanked him toward the stagecoach. “Open it, or I’ll put a bullet through your skull.”

Dallas pulled away from the leader and pierced him with a glare. “If you shoot me, then you’ll not be able to open the safe.”

The leader exchanged glances with his friend. “Then...” He looked back at Dallas. “If you haven’t opened it in five minutes, I’ll start shooting the other stagecoach passengers.”

Dallas gritted his teeth. He should have known that might happen, but he wasn’t certain how clever the bandits were. Now he knew.

“Listen, I swear to you that I don’t have the combination to the safe. I was just paid to deliver it to Bozeman.”

The leader grumbled loudly and moved to Collin, gripping his arm and shoving the gun barrel against the younger man’s head. The poor man looked like he would wet himself. Thankfully, he wore an oversized poncho to keep him warm – and to keep anyone from noticing the front of his trousers in case the man did have an accident.

“Don’t harm any of these people.” Dallas swallowed hard as he bunched his hands into fists. “Let them go, and I’ll help you open the safe. I might not have the combination, but I’ll be able to find explosives that would tear off the safe’s door.” He took a steady breath. “Besides, I’m certain you and your friends aren’t killers. You just want the rubies.”

The other bandits nodded, but the leader continued to stare at Dallas. He wished he had taken his brother’s suggestion and had allowed him to come with him to Bozeman. But Jake was newly married, and Dallas didn’t want to ruin his brother’s honeymoon. However, two Sterling brothers were better than one.

He glanced at the passengers again. None of these people could help Dallas. The older gentleman was luckily still alive, but if they didn’t hurry, he wouldn’t be. The two women who huddled together to share each other’s heat were too fragile to be of any help. The younger woman, perhaps in her mid-twenties, had a lovely heart-shaped face and long, dark eyelashes. She wore a brown velvet furred cloak with a dark blue bonnet tied securely under her chin. And the other woman with her could either be an older sister or aunt, even though he didn’t see any family resemblances. 

The wind picked up since they had all been waiting, and Dallas was glad nobody had frozen to death yet. Of course, they were all dressed for Montana’s winter weather, except for him. Even the bandits knew how to stay warm. Texas had never gotten this cold.

Dallas glanced up at the darkening sky. According to the map he'd been following, they were within a few miles from Bozeman. And yet, if he continued to play this game with the bandits, they would not make it to town before the storm landed on them.

Slowly, he expelled a frustrated breath. This day hadn’t worked out for him since he first woke up this morning. Why should now be any different? If only he could start this day over again, he would. 

But now, he just wanted to try to get through the next few minutes without killing anyone – or handing over the jewels. Indeed, this wasn’t going to be an easy decision.

* * * *
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EMMA JOHNSON HELD HER companion, Ida Florence, in a comforting hold. The bandits came out of nowhere, and no one had that much time to do anything but scream. Thankfully, the tall Texas Ranger, Dallas Sterling, and the deputy from Three Forks were able to decrease the numbers of the gang from seven to three, so the odds were now much better. However, the lawmen were without their weapons, and if they didn’t open the safe, passengers would die. 

When she and Ida started this trip, they had no clue what kind of trouble awaited them. They had been in some situations that could have ended very badly in the past year, but their quick thinking had kept them from getting harmed. But now, with two men pointing guns at the lawmen and one bandit’s gun pointed toward them, she wasn’t quite sure how she could help. If she did anything, it just might make matters worse.

Emma glanced at the driver of the stagecoach. He had lost a lot of blood, and his face was growing whiter by the minute. A sick feeling twisted in her gut. If the driver wasn’t taken to a doctor soon, he wasn’t going to survive this ordeal. Even though his shoulder was bleeding, the other driver held the wounded man in his arms for comfort. 

Mr. Christofferson, the middle-aged gentleman that made conversation with her and Ida on the trip, kept grasping his coat collar, trying to loosen it. Beads of sweat dripped from his brow. He needed to relax, or his fate might be the same as the driver.

“Calm down,” she whispered to the older man. “We must trust that things will work out for the best.”

“Quiet!” One of the bandits pointed his gun toward her.

“I’m just trying to soothe—”

“Close your trap.” Another bandit swung his gun her way, followed by his black glare.

The rugged-looking Texas Ranger glanced over his shoulder at them. She read his pleading stare for her to behave. Emma eyed him up and down. Poor man. His cheeks were turning red from the cool weather, and his lips would be blue and iced over very soon. Emma didn’t understand why he wasn’t wearing a coat. Of course, she did hear that it was much warmer weather in Texas.

A gust of cool wind blew past them, causing her to shiver. Glancing upward, she caught the storm clouds moving swiftly in the sky. She’d seen these types of clouds before. Within an hour or sooner, snow would be falling hard. 

“Let me get the explosives,” Ranger Sterling told the bandit. “I believe there are some in the back of the stagecoach.”

“Isn’t there a hammer or something?” The bandit shifted from one foot to the other nervously. “Explosives might cause too much attention to us. Besides, the explosives might destroy the rubies.”

“A shovel might work.” The second driver lifted his bloody hand and pointed to the top of the coach. 

“Get it.” The bandit shoved his gun against the ranger’s chest. 

The ranger walked slowly as if he were buying time. Emma wasn’t sure why he was moving at turtle speed. They could all die here. If not from the bandits, the storm would bury them all in the snow. Didn’t the ranger care?

Emma slowly moved her hand to the bottom of her dress. Tucked inside her petticoat, she had hidden a Derringer in a secret pocket. Emma was the only daughter in her family and had three older brothers. The top priority on her family’s ranch was learning to shoot a gun. Maybe she could pull it out without anyone seeing it.

Ida’s hand grasped Emma’s arm. Emma looked into Ida’s eyes, and they silently spoke the words no. Disappointment filled Emma. If she could help the ranger, they could get out of here before the storm arrived.

Ranger Sterling climbed upon the stagecoach and retrieved the shovel. He hopped down from the step. Now that he was closer to her, she could see his remarkable blue eyes. Even though they were serious, they were as deep in color as the ocean. Under the brown Stetson cowboy hat, his dark hair hung to the collar of his tan jacket. His face was unshaven, sporting a scratchy-looking black beard.

His hand grasped the shovel as he marched toward the safe. A spark of hope filled her chest. Even though the bandits had taken away his guns, the ranger’s weapon was now a shovel, and she was sure this strong man knew how to use one to his advantage. Keeping her hand near her skirt, Emma knew if he started swinging the shovel, she would need to be quick to pull out the gun. 

Just then, a gust of wind picked up dirt and debris and pushed it toward them. The horses tugged on the reins to try and move out of the dust storm. Emma brought her hand up to her mouth, covering her nose as well. Squinting, she saw the ranger stand in front of the safe. He lifted the shovel high above his head. Emma held her breath, anticipated his swing.
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Hope was in sight, even though nothing would be visible in a second or two because of the dirt devil forming. Living in Texas most of his life, he recognized the shift of the wind and the thunderhead clouds gathering quickly. From the direction of the wind, he knew the dust storm would land right in their path. The clouds were growing darker. In Texas, the windstorm would proceed with the thunder. But in Montana, instead of rain, these clouds would bring snow for sure.

This was his chance. Everyone had covered their faces as the dust flew around them. The whistling of the wind caused the perfect distraction. Dallas gripped the shovel and gave a mighty swing, smacking the gun out of the bandit’s hand. The next swing plowed right into the guy’s head, and he dropped to the ground, spilling some blood.

A popping noise of another gun, followed by the jolt and a plink on the shovel, made Dallas very thankful he didn’t drop it; otherwise, he’d be dead. Dallas swung the shovel again, smacking the second bandit in the shoulder. The gun sounded again but missed everyone completely. 

Thankfully, the deputy didn’t just stand in place once the action started. Collin dove for the gun closest to him. With shaky hands, he pointed it at the two fallen bandits. The third man was having a hard time keeping the dust from his eyes. Squinting, coughs erupted from his throat. Then, faster than that approaching windstorm, the young lady with the heart-shaped face bolted from her sitting position. She rammed right into the last bandit standing.

Surprised at her unladylike manners, Dallas shook off his stare and hurried over to assist her. He doubted she was strong enough to hold the bandit down. Her unexpected push left the bandit dazed but still standing. Dallas bunched up his fist and plowed it right into the man’s face, sending him to the ground.

“Grab my handcuffs and that rope.” Dallas pointed to the ground by the horses where the bandits had stripped him of his guns and cuffs. “We need to tie these guys up.” 

The young woman hurried to the spot and retrieved the items. The wind died down, leaving many coughing and sneezing. 

“I’ve hogtied a calf before,” the woman said in a soft voice. “I’ll tie him up. You can cuff the others.” She handed over the handcuffs. 

“You’re a brave woman today. Thank ya’ll for helpin’.” He nodded politely, then hurried to the leader, who was probably still seeing stars from the whack on the head. 

Dallas tossed Collin the other set of cuffs to subdue the other bandit. 

“Are ya all right, Deputy?” Dallas rolled the bandit over to slap the cuffs on. 

“Yes, sir,” he called out. “We sure got lucky.”

“Well, lucky or not, we’d best get movin’ if we want to beat the storm to Bozeman.” Looking off toward the north, spots of darkness covered the sky. The afternoon sun hid behind the clouds. 

“We need to hurry,” the sweet voice of the brave woman called out. “The snow is coming. We don’t want to be outside when it hits.”

“We also need to get these men medical attention.” The older woman stood and helped the others stand. She had ripped off a part of her skirt and tied it around the second driver’s hand, where he was shot.

Dallas pushed the three bandits behind the stagecoach and secured them with a rope. Collin brought over the safe and placed it on the footboards by the drivers’ seat. Dallas bent to the severely wounded driver. The man’s eyes held no movement. He was gone. There wasn’t time to dig a grave or even cover him with rocks.

“Wrap him in this.” The young woman handed over a wool blanket. “I found it on top of the stagecoach.” She looked back to the four bandits who were shot in the initial attack. “What about them?”

“We’ll have to leave them. When we get to town, I’ll let the sheriff know where to find their corpses.” He took the blanket from her. “Can you keep watch? I’d like for you to ride up on top with me. I’m not sure we are completely out of danger yet.”

She nodded.

Dallas wrapped the blanket over the dead driver, lifted him, and carried him to the coach. He sat him inside, against the window.

“All right, folks, everyone inside.” Dallas motioned with his hands to the open door.

“I’m not riding with a dead man,” the round man pompously spoke. 

“Then grab a horse or walk. It’s your choice.” Dallas shook his head. He didn’t have time to argue. 

The second driver stepped inside the coach, along with the other woman. Collin mounted his horse and handed one of the bandits’ horses to the remaining man. Huffing, the man struggled to mount.

Dallas walked to the coach’s step and offered his hand for the young lady to take. She slid her gloved hand into his.

“Please, be careful, miss.”

“You may address me as Miss Johnson.” Her eyes twinkled as she spoke. 

“Very well, Miss Johnson. I appreciate your help. I’m Ranger Dallas Sterlin’.” He winked as he tightened his arm for her to pull herself onto the seat.

By the time he was seated, wet flakes had fallen from the sky. Dallas shook the reins and let out a hi-yah, and the horses jumped into motion. He shook them harder to motivate them to move faster, but not too much faster because of the three tied behind the stagecoach.
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