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      Sophie Hilam craved adventure, but ending up riding with a gang of bandits wasn’t exactly what she had in mind. Nor was falling for one of them. Jackson Shaw was the type of man her parents would hate, but her rebel heart was drawn to him regardless of the fact he was a no-good, rotten scoundrel.

      

      Jackson Shaw lived each day as if it was his last because it very well could be. When he meets a beauty he can’t stop thinking about, fate throws him the chance of a lifetime and he isn’t going to waste it, but when his past comes back to haunt him, and the gang he’s trying to outrun catches up with him, it’s up to him to save the woman of his dreams. His only hope is she forgives him when she finds out who he really is.
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      Bandits were riding straight for them.

      Sophie Hilam leaned toward the window and watched them come alongside the tracks, and a knot of fear lodged itself in the back of her throat. Others were starting to notice them as well as frightened gasps and raised voices filled the train car.

      The five men with bandanas covering their faces were coming closer, pushing their horses faster as they watched those inside the train looking out at them. She made eye contact with one of them and gasped before sitting back from the window.

      She’d seen them in the distance. They’d been nothing but five small black spots on the horizon and she hadn’t known what they were at first, but when they were close enough to see, she’d only briefly wondered what they were doing before she saw their faces were covered. She’d heard enough horror stories to assume these men were up to no good and as they rode alongside the tracks, all of them looking toward the train, one of her worst fears came to life right in front of her.

      Could those horses run fast enough for them to jump onto a moving train? She hoped not.

      Shutting her eyes, her hand closed around the silver locket her grandmother had given her as she tried to distract her mind.

      The past winter had been one of the best she’d ever had. She’d been treated to the sights and sounds of Charleston, South Carolina, with the family she’d gained when her mother married Noah Lloyd, a recluse of a man who’d given them everything they could have ever wanted. Everything about her trip had been wonderful.

      Now it would be tainted by five unknown men who were trying to jump onto a moving train.

      Maybe they’ll fall.

      The thought made her heart clench the moment it popped into her head. Guilt followed. She’d not wish death on anyone, not even these men, despite knowing they were here to cause trouble—or worse.

      She glanced back out the window. They were gone. A glimmer of hope made her sit up and try to see further up the tracks. The relief she felt was short-lived. The train jerked to a screeching halt a moment later. Everyone and everything not tied down flew forward, herself included, the screams filling the train car deafening.

      The wind was knocked out of her as she slammed into the bench in front of her. She gasped for breath while trying to get back into her seat. It took long minutes for the train to come to a complete stop and in that time, she, along with everyone else present, knew they were about to be robbed.

      She settled back in her seat and closed her eyes, whispering a silent prayer, her hand once again clutched around the locket she wore.

      The train car door flew open. She jumped at the noise and stilled as two men came inside. The first fellow, a gangly man with dirty blonde hair and an unkempt beard, reached for a woman in the first row.

      The man behind him looked at everyone in the car. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I hate to be the one to inform you, but… you’re being robbed.”

      More screams followed his announcement. He held a revolver in his right hand, the shiny metal gleaming as sunlight coming through the windows reflected off of it.

      He was tall, and wide across his shoulders, and sauntered down the aisle as if he had all the time in the world. His black coat was long, the hem hanging near his knees. A black hat covered his dark hair, the bandana covering his face obscuring everything but his eyes. Every step he took, a small ting of sound followed. Spurs, attached to his boots, if she had to guess.

      The first bandit was taking purses and money pouches, voices raised in protest as he did. The man still coming her way was doing nothing more than—looking. He was watching those still seated. Looking for valuables, she assumed.

      “Now, no one move,” he said. His voice was deep, a husky baritone that was surprisingly seductive. Sophie blinked at the thought. She’d read too many of her Aunt's dime novels while in Charleston. This man was no romance hero by any stretch.

      He took another step and paused when a woman near the front of the train car screamed. He shook his head and stared at everyone looking his way. “Don’t make this difficult,” he said. “If you’ll kindly give my associate everything you have of value, this little inconvenience will be over in no time. There’s no reason for anyone to get hurt so, don’t do anything stupid.”

      His words snapped her out of her stupor. It also made her realize she was still clutching her grandmother’s locket. She sucked in a breath and shoved it into the bodice of her dress. The movement was enough to draw his attention.

      He cocked his head to one side as he looked at her, that clinking ting filling the air as he started her way.

      Sophie straightened in her seat and raised her head. Her brother Aaron had taught her how to defend herself before she boarded the train in Missoula six months ago and the first thing he’d told her was, “don’t let them know you’re scared. Fear will kill you,” so she stared the bandit in the eye and hoped he couldn’t tell how badly she was shaking.

      Raising her chin another notch, she met his gaze and clamped her teeth together so hard her jaw ached.

      He stopped beside the bench in front of her and leaned over, cocking his hip against the side of it. He studied her for long moments before leaning down to brace his arms on the back of the bench he was leaning against. The skin around his eyes crinkled. Was he smiling at her?

      Pushing up the front of his hat with the barrel of the revolver in his hand, his gaze skipped down the length of her body before coming back up. “Well, afternoon, ma’am.” The crinkles around his eyes deepened. He was indeed smiling at her. “Now, I’d really hate my friend back there to get upset with you, so I suggest you hand it over.”

      She straightened her spine. “Hand what over?” Her voice didn’t shake nearly as bad as the rest of her was. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Before she could even think what to do next, he reached out and grabbed the front of her dress, pulling the fabric his way and looking down at the top of her exposed breasts.

      “Lovely,” he said, with a hint of humor in his voice.

      She gasped and smacked his hand away before holding her dress close to her body. “Keep your hands off of me.”

      He smiled again, the skin around his eyes wrinkling as their gazes locked. “Feisty. I like that in a woman.”

      Her heart skipped a beat at his words. The first man was slowly making his way down the aisle. She glanced at him before turning her attention back to the man in front of her. He said nothing, and she never moved. They were at a standoff, it seemed, which suited her just fine. She had nowhere to go, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Jackson stared at the blonde beauty in front of him and wished for the first time in years that his life was different from what it was. But he knew better than to dwell on it. The woman was making it hard, though. She was breathtaking.

      She looked like an angel, but he could see the fire in her eyes. That, along with the fact she’d been bold enough to smack his hand away when he’d looked down the front of her dress, told him she wasn’t.

      His gaze was drawn back to her ample breasts. He wasn’t sure what she was hiding amongst those pert mounds, but his fingers itched to slide between them and find out. He’d seen her shove something inside the fabric out of the corner of his eye. The defiance on her face told him he was right.

      Another scream behind him made him look over his shoulder. Cliff was causing a ruckus, as usual. The shrill screams alone told him that much. The man lived to terrorize those they robbed, and today was no exception.

      Jackson watched him yank a purse from an older woman’s hands before he blew out a tired breath and turned back to the blonde. “Hand it over, darlin’. You don’t want my associate back there taking it from you. He won’t be nearly as nice about it as I will.”

      He waited, her plump lips clamping down into a thin white line. His gaze fell to the top of her breasts again. They were as perfect a pair as he’d ever seen and he was again tempted to reach in and grab whatever she’d stashed there, but doing so would give Cliff reason to believe they had free rein with the passengers.

      He couldn’t remember how many times the man had taken a woman in one of their robberies and treated her like a saloon whore before leaving her out in the middle of nowhere to die alone. He’d never condoned such treatment. Taking a woman by force wasn’t something he’d ever contemplated, and even though he voiced his displeasure to Cliff and the others for doing so, there wasn’t much he could do about it. It was either fight all five of them or ride away for a while to let them do as they pleased. It kept him alive, but the guilt was a black scar on his heart he’d never get rid of.

      He’d beat Cliff senseless more times than he liked to remember for it and tried to hurry them along now so the man couldn’t do it more. If Cliff saw this pretty little thing, he knew he’d want her and he really hated killing members of their gang. He’d done it once, and it never sat well with the others.

      He raised an eyebrow at the blonde when she sat there, unmoving. Her bottom lip was tucked between her teeth now and he held back a groan. Those plump lips were made for kissing. If it weren’t for the fact he couldn’t show his face to any of these people, he’d be tempted to lower the bandana and taste her all proper like. He imagined she’d be sweet and soft in all the right places. The thought of those golden ringlets spilling over her bare shoulders made him ache with a want he hadn’t felt in ages, and the longer he stared at her, the more he wanted that kiss.

      She’d hate him for even trying, he imagined, but had he been another passenger, one who’d spent the trip making small talk and getting to know her, would she have smiled at him instead if he’d made his interest known?

      He was sorry he’d never get a chance to find out.

      Blowing out a tired breath, he tried to ignore the fact that, for the first time in his life, he wanted to take a woman for himself and dare the others to even look at her. To steal her away and right or wrong, keep her forever.

      He straightened and forced the regret away. “Come on, darlin’. Let me have it. You don’t want him coming for it.”
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        * * *

      

      There were men you let court you and men your daddy warned you to stay away from. This man was exactly the sort Noah would tell her to steer clear of. The look in his gray eyes as he stared at her was—hungry. Predatory.

      He kept glancing between her lips and her breasts, and every time their eyes met, her traitorous heart skipped a foolish beat. Common sense told her she should be frightened out of her mind, but for reasons she didn’t want to think about, she wasn’t. At least, not of him.

      The chain around her neck lay heavy against her skin. She hated giving it to him but knew if she didn’t, he’d have no problem retrieving it himself.

      She’d flushed hot when he’d looked inside the bodice of her dress. She wasn’t sure he’d been able to see much, but her breasts had burned as if he had.

      She blew out a resigned breath and grabbed the chain, pulling it up and over her head. The polished silver locket shined in the sunlight and even though she knew he wanted it, he never took his eyes off of her.

      He reached for the locket blindly, his gaze still locked on her own while he waited for her to place it in his open hand. When she did, he closed his fist around it.

      He stared at her another long moment before standing to his full height and slipping the locket into his shirt pocket. “It’s been a pleasure, darlin’.” He had the audacity to wink at her before heading toward the back of the train car without another word.

      The urge to turn around and look at him was strong, but Sophie kept her eyes forward. The other man was slowly making his way toward her, and she looked out the window to avoid eye contact with him as he neared her bench.

      Her paying him no attention had the opposite effect. He grabbed her arm a moment later, a startled scream pulled from her throat when he yanked her from her seat and locked an arm around her waist.

      He grinned while jerking her body against his own, his free hand closing around one breast before she could get her hands up to try to push him away. When he leaned toward her, his feted breath washing over her face, she struggled to pull away.

      “Get your filthy hands off of me!” She’d no longer gotten her feet underneath her good when the first man, the one who had her locket, was there. He grabbed the other man by the throat, his knuckles turning white as he squeezed.

      “Let her go,” he said, his voice calm, deep.

      The two men locked gazes for long moments, some silent conversation going on between them. She knew nothing about these men. Had no idea who ran their little gang, but the man who held her reluctantly loosened his hold, and what little she could see of his face turned an ugly shade of red as he did.

      He pushed the man with her locket away and she stumbled back away from them. “What the hell is your problem?” he asked.

      Sophie sat back down with a thump and slid toward the wall as the man who took her locket said, “I’ve already checked her for valuables.”

      The other man eyed her again. “She’s the most valuable thing I see in here.”

      “We don’t have time for you to take a souvenir. Get what we came for and let’s go.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. You ain’t in charge of this mission.”

      “No, but I can kick your ass for making it all go tits up.”

      The wiry-haired man who’d grabbed her pushed the one who came to her rescue away. They stared at one another, that silent conversation going on between them speaking volumes, although neither said a word and as if some spell had been broken, the grabby man launched himself toward her rescuer.

      He fisted his hands in his shirt and pulled, catching the end of the man’s bandana in the process. It raised enough to see his neck. A wide, pale scar ran the length of it. She’d seen another that looked like that. Ben Atwater’s neck looked exactly the same. He’d been hung from a tree, the rope burns still visible. This man had been hung as well, and just like Ben, he’d survived it.

      A third man entered the train car. “What the hell is going on in here?”

      The interruption was enough to draw the attention of these two, and they let each other go. The wiry-haired guy threw a hate-filled look her way before turning and heading back down the aisle. The man who had her locket stayed by the bench she was sitting on. His hands were balled into fists and she didn’t have to see his face to know he was furious. His entire body seemed to vibrate with it.

      “Let’s get out of here,” the newcomer said. “There’s nothing else of value on the train.”

      The man who’d grabbed her gave her a look that made her skin crawl. He threw a hateful glare at her rescuer before following the other guy out.

      Sophie was still staring at the man who’d stolen her locket, then rescued her from his high-strung friend, when he looked over at her. Their gazes locked, and he stared long enough her pulse leaped again. The look in his steel-gray eyes was intense and even though she couldn’t see much of his face, she got the impression he wanted to say something to her. He didn’t, though. Instead, he tipped the front of his hat up like a proper gentleman before walking away without a word.

      When the train car door closed behind him, she slumped down in her seat, breathing for the first time in long minutes.

      Shouts from outside had everyone looking out the windows. The bandits were all back on their horses and riding away in the same direction they came. One slowed and turned back to the train as the others raced across the prairie. She couldn’t see his face, but she knew it was him. The man who had her locket. He watched the train for another moment before turning and riding away.

      When he was nothing but a dark blotch on the horizon, Sophie leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes, willing her heart to stop racing as the bandit's covered face filled her mind's eye.
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      For once, they’d managed to rob a train without anyone dying. Of course, the day wasn’t over yet.

      Jackson couldn’t take his eyes off Cliff’s back. He’d never wanted to kill a man as badly as he did him. They were miles away from the train now and he couldn’t get the sight of him holding on to the blonde, his hands touching her so intimately, out of his head.

      Had he not still been in that train car with him, he had no doubt that pretty little thing would be draped across Cliff’s saddle right now, hours away from her worst nightmare.

      He could still see her lovely face. She’d been a refreshing distraction, one he’d wished he’d had time to explore. He had no doubt, given time, she would have given him that kiss he’d wanted.

      Cliff laughed about something. Just hearing him made the anger he felt earlier come back with a vengeance. He’d never be so cowardly as to shoot a man in the back, but he was damn tempted. For her, he would do it.

      He lifted the bandana around his neck and wiped his face. The sun was beating down on his back. He was hot and sweaty and didn’t see a river or pond anywhere on the horizon to cool off. Tension rode his shoulders and made his muscles stiff. It would take hours to ease. What he needed was a good long soak in a hot bath, a proper shave, and the finest cigar money could buy.

      His thoughts strayed to the woman again. He couldn’t seem to get her off his mind. She hovered there like a specter, haunting his memories.

      Her blonde hair had shone like gold in the light coming from the train window. Her skin had been flawless, her eyes the prettiest cornflower blue he’d ever seen. She looked sweet and innocent and was everything he’d never have.

      Like most men, he’d had dreams of a wife, family, and a little house on the prairie. They were long gone now. They’d died years ago, and he knew he’d done too many bad things in his thirty-two years of life to ever have something good and pure. Didn’t mean he ever stopped thinking about them, though, and that blonde was just the type of woman he’d have enjoyed playing house with.

      He could barely hear the train whistle blowing in the distance. He wasn’t sure where it was going, but luckily no one had seen his face this time. Their last robbery had gone bad and a scuffle with a man who thought himself a hero had exposed his face and gave anyone looking a good glimpse of it. So far, he’d heard nothing, but that one mistake would come back to haunt him, he was sure of it.

      “What were you two fighting about back there?”

      Horace, the man he’d been with the longest, slowed to ride alongside him. He was a brute of a fellow, tall and wide, but a kick to his head by a horse years earlier made him a bit dull-witted.

      “Just Cliff being Cliff,” he said. “He doesn't know how to follow orders.”

      “How so?”

      He didn’t want to get into it again but knew Horace wouldn’t leave until he got his answers. “He was trying to rough up a woman on the train.”

      “Was she pretty?”

      She was beautiful, but he didn’t say so out loud.

      Horace didn’t give him a chance anyway, asking, “Should we cut him loose?”

      No. I think he needs a bullet to the head. He didn’t voice that out loud, either. “I doubt he’d go even if we told him a gun-point. It would be easier to just cut out and leave everyone behind.”

      “You want to leave?” Horace stared at him, his eyes wide in shock.

      He straightened and wondered how much to say. Horace was a bit slow, but he could stir up a shitload of trouble with only a few words like it was his job. “I’ve thought about it.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Boredom, for the most part. I’ve seen enough mountains and open plains to last me a lifetime. I’m thinking a more populated area would be easier to settle into. Getting lost in the shuffle of hundreds of bodies wouldn’t make us stand out as much as we do in a small town.”

      Horace grinned. “We could find a whole lot to get into then.” His smile fell away. “More lawmen to worry about, though.”

      “True.”

      “Where would we go?”

      “I don’t know. It was just a stray thought.” Horace nodded and stared ahead, not saying anything else. They rode in silence for miles. When they finally stopped to rest the horses, the idea of cutting out wouldn’t leave him.

      Jackson pulled off his trail coat and stuffed it into his saddlebags before reclining against a tree. The shade from its spindly branches blocked the sun and offered a cool breeze. The others were close by, talking while going through the things they’d taken. For once, he didn’t have a bag full of loot to go through. All he had was a locket, plucked from between the plumpest breasts he’d seen in ages.

      He pulled the locket from his pocket. The clasp was small, and it took several tries to get it open. There was nothing in it. He’d been hoping her likeness had been put inside of it.

      Blowing out a breath, he snapped the locket closed and dropped it back into his pocket before closing his eyes. He could still picture her pretty face. Could still see down the front of her dress from where he’d pulled it open, too. Her creamy flesh would haunt him forever if he didn’t stop thinking about her but, it would be a hard thing to do. He’d been on the trail too long. Had missed the soft hand of a sweet-smelling woman.

      Laughter brought his eyes open. Cliff was staring at him from across the clearing. His gaze held a dark glint that said more than words could. He wasn’t happy about how things went down earlier, which didn’t bode well. Cliff was unpredictable. Unlike him, Cliff would have no problem putting a bullet into someone's back. He’d have to keep a closer eye on him from now on to make sure his back wasn’t Cliff’s next target.

      Or you could leave like you’ve been wanting to.

      The thought didn’t leave him all afternoon. After their short break, they rode for endless miles and by the time they made camp, the wanderlust was calling his name. As the others headed straight for the river, shucking their clothes as they went, Jackson watched them strip down and jump in.

      The thought of heading out on his own had dogged him all day. Now it was screaming inside his head. It only took a few moments of hesitation before he turned and climbed back up into his saddle.

      “Where are you going, Jackson?”

      He turned and saw Horace watching him with narrowed eyes. “To scout the area and see if there are any towns close by.”

      The lie fell from his lips as if it were the truth. “You go on and take a swim. Might not get another chance to anytime soon.” Without another word, he pulled on the reins and took off in the growing twilight, hoping Horace didn’t draw attention to the fact he’d left.

      He’d had enough of this gang. Enough of Cliff and the others. He’d been with them for more years than he liked to remember. It was time to move on, and he wasn’t looking back.

      If he had any luck, the lie he’d told Horace would be enough to keep them off his trail because he knew better than anyone that there was too much shared history for them to just let him ride away. He had too much on them. He knew their secrets and a man who knew so much about criminals was a dangerous man…especially one who was trying to break away. The only way they’d let him leave was to be toes up and six feet under. Even though his life was dull most days, he liked living and, at the moment, he wanted to live somewhere away from them.
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        * * *

      

      She still saw red. That temper her mother told her was unladylike had reared its ugly head in Missoula, and Sophie was still mad about it.

      The entire trip home from Charleston had been one misfortune after another. As if a train robbery three days ago hadn’t been harrowing enough, the short stumpy man at the livery stable in Missoula trying to swindle her out of what money she had left made her fighting mad. She hated being taken advantage of and the hateful man at the livery stable had done just that. After belittling her, trying to haggle a decent price for the rental was nearly impossible, and he’d robbed her blind.

      The aggravating old coot had sauntered away as if he didn’t have a care in the world after that, leaving her to struggle and lift her trunk all by herself in the hot afternoon sun. She’d been tempted to throw something at his hard head.

      But his refusal to help her was her own fault, and stemmed from the fact she’d made a scene accusing him of treating her unfairly and she knew that little display was to blame for her current situation and he’d purposely given her the worst horse in his stable to spite her. She’d bet money on it.

      Every muscle in her body ached as she tried to hold on to the reins and get the horse to move at a steady pace. He was slow as molasses one minute and bolting as if there was a fire under his hooves the next. The rickety old buckboard the stable master had given her creaked as if it was ready to fall to pieces at any minute and the way her luck was going, it probably would.

      The sun was lower in the sky than she would have liked. She’d be lucky to make it home by dark, and that just added to her frustration. Nothing was going her way as of late. Maybe this was punishment for treating Mr. Crowley so poorly in Charleston.

      It was his own fault.

      Not that it excused her behavior. She didn’t think she’d led him on but apparently, he’d thought she had. Share one kiss with a man and he thought it was a sign she’d marry him. After her refusal and the public argument they’d provided for anyone looking, she’d been eager to get home. The men in Charleston weren’t nearly as considerate as the men in Willow Creek.

      A single gunshot rang across the valley. She jumped at the sound. So did the horse. He jerked at the noise and sidestepped. Another gunshot followed, louder this time, and the noise startled the horse again. One moment he was dancing on the road, the next, he took off at a run so fast, she nearly lost her seat.

      “Whoa, there!” Sophie pulled on the reins, willing the horse to slow down, but the more she tugged, the faster he seemed to go. The slow pace he’d been keeping was a thing of the past as the animal raced down the road, the wagon bumping over every rut and if she didn’t know any better, she’d say the ornery old thing was determined to jar loose every tooth in her head.

      The road to Willow Creek was well established, but there were deep grooves and holes along the trail. The horse seemed to know exactly which way to go to ensure her wagon hit every single one of them and she was bouncing so hard, clenching her teeth together was the only thing keeping her from biting her tongue off.

      If this wasn’t the perfect ending to an otherwise disastrous week, she didn’t know what was. After buying her train ticket home, she hadn’t noticed they’d put the wrong date on it until mere hours before its departure. She’d been left scrambling to pack and get to the station on time and made it with only minutes to spare. Then she’d been robbed by bandits—one on the train, the other at the livery stable in Missoula when that miserable little man took what was left of her money.

      And now this blasted horse was bouncing his way across the prairie for miles on end, and she nearly screamed at the injustice of it all. If it would have done her any good, she might have done it.

      The horse hit a deep rut, and she yelped as the wagon wheel dipped down. The entire thing bounced, the left side jumping off the ground before coming back down hard enough to rattle her teeth. The wagon hit the ground so hard, she did scream then.

      The horse suddenly veered to the right, running off the road completely. The quick dash made the wagon hit another rut, and she bounced again, missing her seat when she came back down and she barely grabbed hold of the footboard before falling out of the wagon completely.

      She blinked dust out of her stinging eyes, every breath filled with dirt until her lungs felt ready to burst. She sat up on her knees, still holding on to the footboard, and managed to grab onto the seat to pull herself back up.

      She exhaled a relieved breath when she sat down and braced her feet on the footboard, but in the next second, she realized she no longer held the reins. With a glance toward the horse, she shouted an unladylike curse. The reins were dangling from the horse's halter.

      Tension knotted the muscles in her shoulders, fear stealing her composure. The horse was running away from the road, further away from Willow Creek and when another hard bounce popped her out of her seat, she did the only thing she could think of. She screamed. Screamed so loud she was sure the folks back in Missoula heard her.

      Her throat felt raw by the time she exhausted her energy. A glance around showed nothing but wide open plains, the countryside void of anything other than trees and grass.

      The reins were bouncing hard enough they passed close to her every couple of seconds. Holding the back of the seat with one hand, she leaned forward to look over the front of the wagon.

      What were the chances she could grab them? They weren’t good, but she couldn’t just sit and wait for the stupid horse to outrun his fear by racing across the prairie.

      Or trip on the reins and kill us both.

      Gripping the seat, she scooted forward, reaching her free hand out. The reins bounced near her outstretched fingers, but she knew she was going to have to get closer.

      She crawled back to her knees, held onto the footboard, and tried again, waiting with an outstretched hand. The reins bounced high enough to grab, and she touched one before they fell again. She cursed under her breath and leaned further out. Dust and churned dirt flew into the air and into her eyes, and she held her breath to keep from breathing it in.

      The wagon hit another rut. She screamed as her body flew into the air, then scrambled in an attempt to reach the seat. Her feet came off the floor of the wagon as another hard bump sent her flying, her whole body flung into the air and her screams were deafening even to her own ears as she went airborne.
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        * * *

      

      Jackson’s breath caught when she screamed again, bounced twice, then flipped over the seat into the back of the wagon to disappear from view. “Damn it,” he yelled as he raced across the prairie. “I’m not the hero type!”

      At least he hadn’t thought he was. Not until he’d spotted the runaway wagon.

      He’d just tied the rabbit he’d shot to his saddle when he heard the scream. Up on the hill, he saw the wagon. When he heard a woman screaming, he jumped onto Blaze's back and took off after it.

      He was halfway up the hill when it veered and headed down the hill and, as he gave chase, he asked himself why he was even bothering. He wasn’t known for his good deeds. He couldn’t name one good thing he’d done in the last year, but ever since he’d left the others, those hateful thoughts he usually carried around weren’t so prevalent anymore.

      When he was close enough to see the woman bouncing around in the wagon, his racing heart tripped in his chest. It was her. The girl from the train. The one he couldn’t stop thinking about and never thought he’d see again.

      Fate had always been a fickle bitch, but for once, she’d done him a favor.

      He prodded Blaze to go faster and leaned down over his back, thoughts of storybook heroes and damsels in distress filling his head.

      The chase across the prairie left his horse lathered and his heart racing. He wasn’t sure if that was adrenaline or the fact the girl that had consumed his thoughts for the last several days was right in front of him. He could finally talk to her. All he had to do was catch her.

      The day he left the others behind, he kept looking over his shoulder. He’d half expected them to be on his trail and a sense of urgency had made him ride long into the night and into the next day. He’d told Horace he was going ahead to scout out the next town. It wasn’t a complete lie, and he knew once he didn’t come back, Horace would have told the others.

      He’d had no idea where he was going as he rode away from their camp. Hadn’t even known where he was, to be honest. After riding all night, the morning sun had glistened off a wide creek, and he’d been following it ever since. He hadn’t encountered another soul. Never saw a homestead. Or a town. He was completely lost and alone. Or he had been until he’d heard someone screaming.

      Self-preservation told him to ignore it, but that little part of his heart that wasn’t a dried, shriveled-up thing made him turn and look up the hill. He’d seen the wagon not long after. It had been traveling too fast to be anything but normal. When the lone woman in the seat bounced up and screamed, he knew she wasn’t racing the horse on purpose. When he drew close enough to see the woman clearly, he realized it was her—the beauty from the train.

      He rode alongside the buckboard close enough to touch it. The girl was on the floor of the wagon, still bouncing, but thankfully she’d stopped screaming.

      “Are you all right?”

      It took her long moments to lift her head and see him, and the notion of him not being a hero fled the moment their gazes met. She was hurt and judging by the look in her eyes, terrified as well.

      Blood ran from a cut on her forehead and a bruise was forming on her right cheek. The fear in her eyes alone was enough to spur him into action.

      He glanced at her horse. The animal didn’t look ready to stop anytime soon. Whatever spooked him scared the critter senseless. The reins were dangling to the ground and all it would take to bring him down was to get tangled up in those thin strips of leather.

      Prodding his horse past the wagon, he tried to get close enough to the animal to slow him down, but the wild look in the creature's wide eyes was enough for him to back off. No use getting them both killed while he played gallant knight.

      Jackson looked back, noticing the girl of his dreams was still watching him, and let his horse slow a bit to come up, even with the wagon again. “You’re going to have to jump.”

      If possible, her eyes widened even more. Her mouth opened with a small gasp and she glanced toward the runaway horse before looking back at him. “You must be out of your mind!”

      Not exactly the response he’d been expecting, but it was a start. “Just crawl over to the side of the wagon and hold on to the seat while you stand.” He waited to make sure she understood him. “I won’t let you fall.”

      Her eyes roamed his face, and he realized it wasn’t covered, as it had been on the train. She could see him fully now. Did she recognize him? Could she? Nothing had been visible but his eyes. He’d ditched the trail coat he’d been wearing days ago, shoving the thick material into his saddlebags, and other than the bandana around his neck and his hat, nothing should be familiar to her. Even then, it was a stretch. He could name a dozen men who wore a black hat. His was but one of hundreds.

      He realized at that moment that he had a fresh start with her. He wasn’t the bastard who robbed trains and banks for a living. He was just a man. A man helping out a pretty lady in her time of need.

      The thought made him sit up straighter in his saddle. He reached out a hand and leaned toward the runaway wagon. It took long minutes, but she finally crawled to her knees and grabbed the wagon seat. Once she was on her feet, she looked at him with wide, frightened eyes.

      He reached further out with his hand and prayed he hadn’t lied. One wrong step and there wouldn’t be anything he could do to keep her from falling.

      He nudged Blaze as close as he dared and stretched his arm out to her. “Come on, darlin’. Just grab my hand and jump. I’ll catch you.”

      She looked as if she doubted him, but lifted her arm and reached one shaky hand toward him, anyway.

      “That’s it,” he said. “Just lean out a bit more.”

      With one hand gripping the wagon seat and the other reaching toward him, Jackson leaned as far as he could and still keep to his saddle and stretched to reach her. His fingers grazed her palm, her wide eyes locked on his and as she leaned out to grab him, the wagon bounced again hard enough to knock her off her feet.

      She screamed and thankfully landed on the floor of the wagon, her skirts lifted enough to give him a glimpse of ribbon-tied stockings with dainty pink bows. Any other time, he’d look his fill and pray those skirts kept inching up her milky thighs, but he looked toward the racing horse attached to the wagon instead, giving her time to fix her skirts.

      It was while he was looking away that he noticed the thin ribbon of water traveling through the valley. They’d circled back and were headed straight for the wide creek he’d been riding alongside of.

      His already racing heart slammed against his ribcage. “Damn it.” Looking back at the wagon, he reached out his hand again. “If we’re going to do this, it has to be now!”

      She righted her skirts and sat up. “I can’t,” she said, smoothing the fabric down. “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are. Truth be known, so am I.” He nodded in front of her horse with his head. “The horse is headed straight for the creek. The water's not deep but the bank is steep. If your horse has any sense at all, he’ll turn before running off into it, but I doubt the wagon will stay on all four wheels if he does and he’ll drag you with him.”

      She glanced toward the creek. Her eyes were still filled with fear when she turned back to face him, but she wasted no time crawling to her feet again. He met her gaze, held it, and stretched his arm out as far as he could. “You can trust me. I won’t let you fall.”

      She stared toward the creek for a long moment before nodding her head and turning back to face him. She hesitated and tucked her bottom lip between her teeth. The fear he’d seen in her eyes earlier was still there, but something else lingered there too. It was determination, he decided, when she propped one foot on the side of the wagon and met his gaze before inhaling a deep breath.

      Then she jumped.

      He’d heard more than one person tell of incidents in their lives where time seemed to stand still. He’d never thought much of the notion, assuming it was more of an exaggeration brought on by people who liked to tell tall tales, but in those next few moments, it truly felt as if time indeed stood still. The surrounding noise faded, the dust filling his eyes and lungs barely noticed as his damsel in distress took that daring leap into his arms. The moment he caught her, he remembered to breathe.

      She squealed, her grabbing hands searching for anything to latch onto, and unfortunately, that happened to be the top of his head. She dislodged his hat, and the thing went flying, and she nearly snatched him bald before she realized he had hold of her and she wasn’t going to fall.

      He pulled on Blaze’s reins, veering off to the left, and watched as her horse and wagon headed straight for the creek bank. The animal was smarter than he looked and did indeed try to turn, and just as predicted, the wagon flipped onto its side, the wood splintering and sending pieces of it and articles of clothing into the air as the crazed horse kept going, pulling the wreckage behind him.

      The girl loosened her tight hold on his hair but hadn’t let go yet. She panted for breath, her entire body shaking as she clung to him, and he guided Blaze toward a row of trees near the creek bank.

      When she lifted her head long minutes later and leaned back to look at him, it felt as if the air was being sucked from his lungs. Some of her hairpins had come loose, her golden curls in wild tangles as they spilled over her shoulders in lush waves. A small dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose made her look barely old enough to be out on a Montana prairie alone, but he knew she was more worldly than she looked. It may have been the way she was looking at him, or the sultry pout of her lips. Truth be known, in that one fleeting moment, he wondered if she’d give him the kiss he’d wanted back on the train to reward his bravery while saving her.

      She focused her eyes on him and blinked. “Thank you.”

      The words came out in a soft, breathy whisper and Jackson felt them slide against his skin like satin. He tightened his arm around her. “No need to thank me.”

      Those alluring eyes stayed locked on his, her lashes lowering sleepily. “You’re not going to drop me, are you?”

      Jackson smiled, his gaze drawn to her mouth. “I wouldn’t dream of it, darlin’. I’ve got you.”

      “Good.” She lowered her arms, her fingers sliding through his hair to come rest on either side of his neck. She leaned toward him, her warm breath teasing his lips, and she graced him with a doe-eyed smile that made him wonder if she’d read his mind and was indeed going to give him that kiss he wanted after all. “Don’t let go,” she whispered. “Because I’m going to pass out now.”

      True to her word, she did just that. Jackson tightened his hold on her when her body went slack in his arms, all thoughts of that kiss he wanted forgotten as her head fell to rest on his shoulder.

      The entire week played through his mind’s eye again, and most of it left him bored beyond belief. The train robbery had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, one he hadn’t wanted to be a part of, but the woman in his arms changed all that the moment he saw her slip a locket down the front of her dress.

      The adrenaline rushing through his system slowed by the second, the day's events playing through his mind again. He’d saved her twice. Once from Cliff and now, a daring rescue from a runaway horse and wagon.

      He stared down at her and blew out a resigned breath when he realized he'd been wrong. “Well, damn.” He kind-of sort-of was the hero type.
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