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Pinkerton agent, Dusty Sloan, is dedicated to his job, especially when stolen diamonds and a helpless woman are involved. Feeling the need to protect her after their stagecoach was attacked, he does all he can to find her missing brother.

Miss Callie Beckman cannot get the law involved while looking for her brother, especially when the threatening letter instructed her of that very thing. But the more she wants to push Dusty away, the more she wants to hold him close.

The secret they keep from one another could be the very thing that destroys what they both hold dear.
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Sleep was impossible! Dustin Sloan could usually doze off a few times while riding the stagecoach, but not today. The weather’s humidity threatened to bake his clothes on his skin and his cowboy hat to his head. Yet the temperature wasn’t the only reason he couldn’t take a nap. The nonstop jabbering southern belle across from him made him want to stuff cotton in his ears – or her mouth.

Shifting on the uncomfortable bench, Dusty lowered his hat further on his forehead, trying to block out the view of the irritating magpie who wouldn’t shut up. It would be easier to ignore her if the young woman was cross-eyed or had large, hairy warts on her face. Instead, he found the brunette with bluish-gray eyes quite lovely. 

She sat next to an older woman, who he assumed was her companion, but the two women took delight in conversing with the man sitting next to Dusty. Of course, they all had to talk in loud voices because of the noise from the fast-traveling carriage.

Dusty inhaled slowly and released it even slower. He needed to get some shut-eye and close his mind for about thirty minutes. Being a lawman kept him busy tracking outlaws, but it was what Dusty loved doing. However, he still needed sleep. Yet he wasn’t the kind of man who could tell a woman to shut her trap, even though he was thinking it right now.

When the conversation in the stagecoach died down, Dusty prayed the other travelers would allow him some peace. After a few minutes passed with no words spoken, he sighed with relief and let his tired body relax.

“I swear, Mrs. Taylor,” the southern belle exclaimed, “I’ll never understand why more railroad tracks aren’t bein’ laid to accommodate gentle folks like us. Ridin’ in a stagecoach is most bothersome.”

“Indeed, Miss Beckman. I’m about ready to melt from the heat,” the older woman said.

“I must admit,” the man beside Dusty chimed in, “that today’s journey has been a strain. Usually, it isn’t this bad.”

Inwardly, Dusty groaned. It appeared that the other passengers didn’t know what the word quiet meant. Why couldn’t these people realize he wanted to nap? After all, why else would he place his hat over his eyes and lean against the stagecoach’s wall? Perhaps they didn’t care.

“Do you travel often, Mr. Greenly?” the southern belle asked.

“Actually, I do, Miss.”

“For business or pleasure, may I ask?”

Dusty’s tolerance level had hit its mark. Why couldn’t the woman be quiet for thirty whole minutes? Actually, even ten minutes would suffice.

Grumbling loudly, Dusty straightened and pushed back the hat from his face, glaring at the southern belle. She gasped, and her hand flew to her throat. When her gaze met Dusty’s, her eyes widened. 

“Heavens, sir. You startled me.”

“I did?” Dusty asked, trying to keep his temper in check. “That seems highly unlikely since you have been jabbering nonstop since we left Missoula.”

She gasped again, louder this time. Her cheeks bloomed with color, but it was the glint of anger in her eyes that made Dusty want to push to see what kind of woman she really was. Would she be mild-mannered or show everyone here her tirade?

“Why, I never—”

“Yes, Miss Beckman,” Dusty cut her off, “I’m sure you have never met someone like me, and I feel sorry for that. So let me tell you why I’m so irritable right now.”

Her gaze flashed like the sun against steel. “You, sir, are very ill-mannered.”

He shook his head. “You haven’t seen anything yet, Miss Beckman.”

As he paused briefly to collect his thoughts, a gunshot exploded through the air, and seconds later, he noticed the stagecoach driver fall to the ground. The women shrieked in terror. Immediately, Dusty reached for his holster and withdrew his six-shooter.  

“Everyone, get down!” Dusty shifted on the bench again, this time so that he could look out the window to see who was chasing after them. Five men on horseback rode toward them – all men with rifles as they shot toward the carriage. 

Grumbling, Dusty pulled out a few more bullets, getting them ready for when he needed to reload. If he didn’t act quickly, they’d all be laying on the ground like yesterday’s roadkill.

Shots popped all around them, and he prayed he wouldn’t get struck by one. However, he doubted the second driver of the stagecoach would fare as well. Dusty needed to shoot a few of the bandits before climbing to the top of the carriage to get control of the team of horses.

Aiming, he waited for the perfect moment to shoot. With a few bullets on his belt, he couldn’t waste any of them. But he’d always been a sharp-shooter, which is the very thing that landed him as a Pinkerton Agent.

He pulled the trigger, and seconds later, one of the bandits fell from his horse. Dusty breathed slowly, not wanting to panic yet. He could do this. 

The women had stopped screaming, but he heard them sobbing, so at least they weren’t shot. However, he hadn’t heard the man yet. Dusty prayed the man was still alive and could help at some point in this attack.

Dusty steadied his aim again and then shot. Another bandit fell from his horse. So far, Dusty’s odds were getting better. Yet when he heard a rifle shot, followed closely by a scream by the second driver, Dusty knew they were all in trouble. Someone needed to get up there and take control of the team of horses.

He glanced back inside the stagecoach toward Mr. Greenly. The man lay lifeless on the seat with blood pouring out of the back of his head. Dusty swore, taking a quick glance at the women. He couldn’t tell what the older woman was doing, but Miss Beckman had her head buried against the plump woman’s arm. Miss Beckman’s body shook with sobs.

Frustration built inside Dusty as he returned his attention to the three bandits. He aimed and shot. The man dropped his rifle and slumped against the horse, which slowed the animal down. The other two riders kept getting closer.

“Sir?” Miss Beckman’s voice trembled. “What can I do to help?”

Dusty glanced back at the southern belle. “Can you shoot?”

“A little.”

“Can you drive the stagecoach?”

She shook her head as her eyes filled with tears. “I wouldn’t dare climb out there.”

Dusty wouldn’t want her doing that, either. But he definitely couldn’t do both. He withdrew his other gun and handed it to her. “Start shooting at the bandits... and pray a bullet kills them.”

Nodding, she took the gun with her shaky hand and pointed it toward the bandit riding closer to her side of the carriage. She pulled the trigger, but the bandit continued to get closer. Dusty realized that the other man was still farther back, so he must shoot the man closer to Miss Beckman.

It only took one bullet to injure the man, who, thankfully, dropped his rifle as he leaned against his horse. Seconds later came another shot, and the other driver fell from the stagecoach. 

Grumbling, Dusty aimed at the last bandit and shot him dead. There wasn’t any time to pause in victory because the stagecoach still needed to be stopped. He slid the gun back inside his holster and pulled himself out the window. If he hadn’t already taken off his hat, it would have blown off his head. 

The team of horses was going too fast, making the carriage veer off the dirt path and onto the rocky ground. He held tightly to the bars on the carriage as he pulled himself up to the top. As he concentrated on jumping toward the driver’s bench, he heard another gunshot from behind. Immediately, he felt the sting in his arm from the bullet, but he knew the shell hadn’t been embedded in his flesh. 

He glanced behind him. One of the injured bandits raced toward the stagecoach, aiming a gun toward Dusty. He cussed, knowing he was a perfect target standing on top of the coach. As he lifted his gun toward the lone man, another shot ripped through the air, coming from inside the stagecoach, striking the rider’s chest.

Dusty didn’t have time to watch the man fall from his horse – or thank Miss Beckman for making that last shot. Instead, Dusty jumped onto the bench and reached down for the reins before they slipped away. He jerked on the reins, digging his heels against the floor of the front-boot as he gained control over the horses.

Once they came to a stop, he wrapped the reins around the post on the seat before jumping down to see to the women. As he made his way to the coach’s door, he studied the path behind them. In the distance, he noticed the motionless riders. However, one of them was gone. He must have been too injured to complete his attack and turned back. 

Releasing a heavy sigh, Dusty pushed his fingers through his hair and checked on the women. Miss Beckman sat straight in her seat, holding the older woman’s head in her lap. Mrs. Taylor’s face was white, and her lips were blue. Inwardly he groaned as he took the woman’s wrist and checked her pulse.

Miss Beckman’s watery gaze moved to Dusty. The poor woman had been through so much already, and he suddenly felt guilty for getting upset at her earlier. 

“Was she shot?” he asked, glancing again over Mrs. Taylor’s body.

“No.” Miss Beckman’s voice was soft. “There is no blood on her. I think she may have had a heart attack.” Her slender throat jumped in what must have been a hard swallow. “Are both drivers dead?”

Dusty nodded. “I want you to ride up with me as I bring the coach to the next town. I don’t want you in here to ride with the deceased.”

A tear slid down her dirty cheek. “All right.”

He helped Miss Beckman out before carefully laying the dead bodies on the floor of the coach. He should try to get the two drivers, but he didn’t want to distress Miss Beckman any more than she already was.

As Dusty placed his hat back on his head, he guided her to the front and helped her up to the driver’s box before he climbed up behind her. He took the reins and directed the horses back to the road leading toward the next town. 

“Why... why do you think those men attacked us?” Miss Beckman’s voice still trembled.

“In my line of business, I only see bandits like that robbing stagecoaches for money.” He glanced at her, still sitting ramrod straight with her gaze on the road.

“But none of us were wealthy. Unless you are.” She looked at him briefly before returning her attention to the road.

“No, I’m not rich.” 

He shrugged. “But men like that are only after things that are worth something. So, if they weren’t trying to rob us for our money, then they must think we had jewels worth stealing.”

She gasped and swung her gaze toward him again. “Jewels? Mrs. Taylor’s only jewelry was her weddin’ ring, and I only have a pearl necklace from my mother.”

He gritted his teeth as his mind scrambled for answers, but the only one he could come up with was the main reason he was going to Helena, Montana. “Unless,” he said before pausing as he tried to think this through.

“Unless what?”

“Maybe these men thought we were carrying diamonds.”

A louder gasp flew from her throat. Her eyes grew wider. “Diamonds? You cannot be serious.”

“I am, Miss Beckman. I know for a fact that bad men are searching for diamonds that were stolen from the bank in Missoula a week ago.”

She arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “And how might you know such a thing, sir?”

“Because of what I do for a living.” He tipped his hat. “Allow me to introduce myself properly. I’m Pinkerton agent Dustin Sloan, but you can call me Dusty.”

As he watched Miss Beckman, her face gradually lost color. Soon, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed against him.

He swore and pulled the horses to a stop again. Having an unconscious woman would be difficult to handle while driving a stagecoach. He’d always wanted a woman to swoon in his arms, but he had imagined it would happen after a kiss. 

He didn’t know how he could bring her around, unless... He grinned. Perhaps a kiss was in order now. 
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The air around Callie Beckman felt stuffy. A piercing, high-pitched ring echoed inside her ears. It was difficult to open her eyes, yet it felt good to sleep. In her memories, she saw her brother standing next to her as they stood beside the freshly dug grave. Callie’s heart tightened as she remembered her father’s last words to them – Don’t let the business die with me. Even on his deathbed, he cared strongly about the banking business he created for his children’s inheritance. 

Callie’s older brother, Jesse, was all she had left. But now, she didn’t even have him. She needed to get to Helena to find him. There was no way she could manage the bank any other way. Then, last week, a robbery happened inside her bank, and a large number of diamonds were taken. The locals were now afraid to keep anything inside the bank for fear they would be robbed again. The bank was losing business, and for this reason, she needed to find her brother. At least that’s what she kept telling herself. Jesse would know how to fix this.

The scent of dust and leather, as well as a hint of a horse, drifted past her nose. Callie slowly batted her eyelids open. A shadow of a man hovered very close to her face as if he were about to take advantage of her. She blinked her eyes again, her memory returned. Had she passed out? If so, why was the rude man, who claimed to be a lawman, trying to kiss her?

Callie raised her hand, and with all the force she could muster, slapped Dusty across the face. He jerked back. She was lying in the dirt at the side of the road. The stagecoach was providing shade from the sun. Callie scrambled to a sitting position.

“How dare you,” Callie said, feeling her head starting to swim again.

“I was checking to see if you were breathing.” Dusty scrubbed a hand over his chin. “You fainted. I was only trying to help you. Excuse me for caring.” He stood and brushed his hands on his pants, causing more dust to float through the air. 

Callie coughed, waving the dust from her face. As she struggled to stand, she realized her heavy dress made her feel as though she had gained an extra thirty pounds... or was it the heat that weighed her down? If he was a true gentleman, he would at least offer a hand to help her up.

“Sir, I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions, but it did look as if you were tryin’ to kiss me.”

“Why would I do that, Miss Beckman? We had just met, for heaven’s sake.” 

Dusty adjusted his hat on his head, appearing as if he was trying to ignore her. She huffed out a breath and pushed herself up on her knees. What a rude man!

“Because that is what inconsiderate men do,” she snapped.

“Inconsiderate?” His voice lifted in irritation. “Bear with me while I refresh your memory.” He cleared his throat. “I was the one who took it upon himself to start shooting at the outlaws chasing us. I also gave you a pistol to protect yourself. Not to mention, I climbed to the driver’s seat to take control over the reins.” He paused and tapped his finger against his cheek. “There’s one more thing, I just know it.” His eyes widened. “Oh yes, now I remember. After you fainted, I caught your body so you wouldn’t fall off the stagecoach.”

She boiled inwardly, wanting to yell at him. Yet, he was correct. He had been her protector this afternoon. “Fine.” She raised her chin stubbornly. “Thank you for savin’ me.”

Dusty arched an eyebrow, staring at her for a few silent moments. Finally, he reached out his hand to her.

“May I be of assistance now, Miss Beckman?”

Callie grasped his hand, and Dusty pulled her to a standing position. She wobbled again, and his free hand grasped her shoulder to steady her. She wiggled away from his touch. 

“I’m fine now.” Callie brushed the dirt off her skirt. 

Dusty moved to the stagecoach and pulled out a jug of water, which was in the trunk hold in the back of the coach. As she swallowed, she realized her mouth was extremely dry. How nice of him to get the water for her. 

He opened the top of the jug, took the ladle, and scooped out some water. Callie opened her mouth slightly to provide a thank you, but instead, she watched as he took a long drink from the ladle. After Dusty drank it down, he was about to put the lid back on, and his gaze dropped to hers.

“Oh, forgive me,” he said in his deep voice. “Care for some water?”

She marched over to him, yanking the ladle from his hand.

“I can do it myself.” She scooped the ladle inside for a drink of water. It wasn’t cool, but at least it was wet. The water dripped down the front of her dress as she drank. 

“We need to get moving,” Dusty told her. He looked down the road from where they came. “I don’t want any unexpected company along the way. One of the outlaws got away, and I don’t want to second-guess his next move.”

Callie nodded. “How much further to the next town?”

“We won’t make it before sundown,” he replied. “We will travel a few more hours, and then we’d better find somewhere to pull off and camp for the night.”

“Camp?” Callie raised her eyebrows. “That is very improper, sir. I hardly know you.”

“I’m not driving the stagecoach in the nighttime. For the first length of this trip, we will camp on the side of the road anyway. Nothing has changed.”

“A lot has changed.” Callie folded her arms. “Before, there were six of us, and now there are two.”

Dusty moved his hand toward the bench in front, trying to get her to move along. 

“We can discuss this later, but we need to get on the road again. The further we go tonight, the quicker we can make it to Butte in the morning.” He extended his hand for her to take to help her into the carriage. “Please, Miss Beckman, let’s get moving.”

Callie walked toward him and took hold of his hand as he led her to the wheel. 

“It seemed easier when I got on this earlier.” She shook her head, looking up to the bench. “I haven’t a clue what to do.”

“Place your foot inside the wheel. In order for me to get you up to the seat, I’ll need to place my hands on your hips to help lift you. Otherwise, you can do this yourself.”

Callie hesitated, then nodded. Removing her hand from his, she lifted her skirt slightly to slide her foot onto the spoke of the wheel. She reached as high as she could, grasping the railing on top by the bench. She felt his strong arms on her waist, causing her heart to race. Having him touch her this way was not proper at all.

“Lift your foot to the top of the wheel, then pull yourself up to the bench,” Dusty instructed.

Doing as he said, she lifted her foot to the top of the wheel. As she brought her other foot up, it caught the side of the wheel and began slipping. Dusty grasped her, stopping her fall, and gave a big shove in the right direction. Callie was able to pull herself onto the bench. 

“However do the drivers manage this on an everyday basis?” Callie asked, straightening her skirt again as she scooted over on the bench.

“Men are the ones usually driving these things.” Dusty pulled himself up much smoother than she had managed. He slid onto the seat next to her. He unwrapped the reins and removed the brake. Giving the reins a swift shake, the horses began pulling the vehicle. 

Callie grabbed ahold of the railing as the stagecoach began moving. Being up this high was nice, as she could see the beautiful world ahead of them. She coughed again as the dust lifted from the horses’ hooves as the stagecoach moved faster. 

“Oh, how in the world can the drivers manage with all this dirt?” Callie complained, covering her mouth and nose with her hand.

“Some wear bandanas around their faces as they drive. I’m sure they get used to it.”

The sun beat down upon her head and sweat began dripping from her brow. The bumpy road was more uncomfortable up here than it was inside the carriage. But there would be no way she could ride back there with the dead bodies. She looked behind them. The top of the carriage held several trunks. 

“Agent Sloan? Do you think Mr. Greenly was carryin’ the diamonds?” Callie asked. “Could they be in one of these bags?”

Gasping, Dusty swung his gaze toward her. “You want to go through the trunk of the deceased?” Dusty shook his head. “I doubt we will find anything. As I said earlier, before you fainted, I am a Pinkerton agent. I was called on this assignment shortly after the diamonds were stolen. I have been following the trail of the robbers.”

“You think there was more than one?”

“A heist like this usually involves more than one person.” Dusty shifted his attention back on the road ahead of them. “When I spoke to the bank workers, they said they had noticed a few newcomers in the area, loitering around the bank. Two men, to be exact. One wore a bushy beard and the other a mustache.”

“Did the outlaws that tried to overrun the stagecoach resemble any of those descriptions?” Callie asked. “If they were, you could have shot them.”

His dark brown eyes shifted to her again. His gaze penetrated deep within her, sending a wave of unease through her body. The beating of her heart increased. Why was he making her breathless?

“Sorry, Miss Beckman. While shooting at them, I didn’t take the time to look for details. I’ll make sure next time to pay closer attention.” He chuckled, shook his head, and moved his focus back to the road. “With the diamond heist well known around these parts, I’m pretty sure there are other bandits who are looking for the diamonds as well. After all, this is a stagecoach heading to Helena. For all they know, we could be carrying gold.”
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