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“Good Lord, it’s hot out here,” Dusty Dickenson muttered. She squinted against the burning Arizona sun as she stepped off the train and onto the platform in Nunez, Arizona. She wondered how the early stagecoach travelers had ever survived riding in these hot climates without air conditioning, especially in those long dresses and petticoats the women had to wear. Leaving the air-conditioned train was like stepping into a hot oven.

Lucky for her, Mandy had warned her to dress for the hot sun and arid heat, so she pulled her new cowboy hat off her back and put it over her straight, shoulder-length blonde hair that had three different shades in it. Her cut-off jeans and a white tank top were as cool as she could get, barring a bikini, yet the air was still oppressive. 

On the overhead, she could hear the scratchy intercom voice call ‘all aboard’ for the passengers waiting to get on at the next platform. Her gaze perused the small group: a trim woman about her size wearing sunglasses, dressed in khaki shorts, a t-shirt, and a ballcap, two sturdy young men who looked like rodeo wranglers, and a man in a business suit. The males all checked her out with an appreciative gaze, but the woman’s face was fixed on the train. 

Dismissing them, she looked curiously around as she stepped off the platform and down to the empty boardwalk. The train whistle blew behind her as she hefted her backpack/purse onto her shoulders and headed for the train depot to find a cool drink. 

Other than the train exchange of passengers, the area was deserted, and she supposed it was probably siesta time. Naps were common in hot climates because they provided people with a break from the sweltering heat. A tumbleweed rolled down the stretch of reddish sand alongside the rails of the train track and bounced over it, heading for the open desert. The shops along the boardwalk were mostly in various shades of weathered, dust-covered browns, some with colorful flags or brightly painted windows to attract tourists.  A wooden Indian statue stood beside the train depot door, alongside some wooden benches beneath the overhead, where passengers could wait out of the weather, especially the sun. 

Nunez was not the bustling trade center of Arizona, just as her twin had told her. Certainly not Mandy’s idea of paradise, but it did have southwest charm that appealed to Dusty. The nearest bigger city was Fortuna, and that was twenty miles back. 

As she walked, her thoughts flashed to the letter in her backpack. Despite the desperate tone of the letter that had brought Dusty here to rescue her sister yet again, she had little reason to believe that this was much more than another one of her twins' irresponsible escapades. If not for the lure of the ghost town her twin had described and the chance to see the famous author she was engaged to, she might have turned her down. Mandy had always been an exaggerative drama llama. However, she loved her twin, so she had come running to make sure her allegations against her fiancé had some basis in fact. Sighing, she hefted the pack a little higher. 

The sweat was beading on her upper lip by the time she made it into the somewhat cooler train depot. The droning of overhead fans stirred the air, and they did help somewhat, but it was a long way from the air conditioning she was accustomed to. She wiped the moisture from her forehead with the back of her hand. It might not be as humid as Kentucky, but it was still work to carry a thirty-pound pack. 

Headed for the service counter, she noticed two children sitting side by side at one of the small tables in the eating area. Strange... she didn’t see any adults about, except the man at the sales counter and another one at the ticket window. 

The children stared at her with wide green eyes. The boy, who looked to be around six, had auburn curls that looked as though they belonged on a girl and a mulish look on his face. The little girl was probably around three years old, had long, reddish-blonde curls, and looked like a sweet little cherub. It was easy to surmise they might come from the same family, Dusty mused as she made her way to the scarred and scratched-up wooden service counter. 

She had a soft spot for children – always had. Maybe one day, she would have some of her own, although her mom always told her that she’d have to settle down in one place long enough to catch a man first. Dusty wasn’t very interested in catching a man, though – not in today’s society. Her opinion of men wasn’t very high, especially after her ex-boyfriend, Alan. 

What a conniving cheat he had been. 

The hum of the cooler behind the tall proprietor made her mouth feel even more parched than it already was. She fished in her shorts pocket for some change. “You got a cold Coke back there?” she asked, bringing a handful of change out. 

“Sure do,” he replied cheerfully, opening the cooler and taking out an ice-cold plastic bottle of her favorite life’s blood infusion and setting it down in front of her. “What about the kids – you want something for them, too? They look pretty hot.” 

“The kids?” Dusty looked bewildered, and he pointed at her elbow. 

“Michael and Christy – they look hot. It’s not the right time of day to be out in the heat. I’m surprised Ryker brought you all into town with him.” 

The man’s disapproving tone wasn’t lost on Dusty, and her eyes narrowed. “These aren’t my kids.” Her gaze flew to the children as the little girl’s eyes filled with tears. She was shocked when the little boy put his arm around his sister in a protective gesture and glared at her.

“It’s all right, Christy. Maybe Mandy doesn’t have enough money for all of us,” the little boy told her. 

Dusty was stunned and at a loss for words as her mind ticked over the possibilities.

“You can have one on me, Michael,” the clerk added stiffly, pulling a bottle of water out of the cooler. “But you'd better have water; I don’t think your dad wants you to have soda, does he?” 

The kids both shook their heads, and Dusty stared first at them and then at the clerk as he opened the bottle and handed it to them. He shot her a disgusted look with hard brown eyes, his handlebar mustache waggling in obvious disapproval. With his leathery, dark-brown skin, she estimated his age at somewhere between thirty and fifty. The only place she saw any gray in his dishwater blond short hair was near his temples. 

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize it was happening all over again. She was being duped by her sister. These people thought she was Amanda, or Mandy, as she was nicknamed. And Mandy had said that her fiancé had two children, a boy and a girl. But what were they doing here alone? Where was her twin? She looked around for a bathroom that her sister might be in, but didn’t see any in the immediate vicinity. Her mind quickly processing unpalatable clues, she swiftly turned back to the clerk. 

“Now, wait a minute – I’m not Mandy, if that’s what you’re thinking. But I’d like to know where my sister is. She was supposed to meet me here.” 

The clerk looked at her as if she were crazy and shook his head. “Just because you changed clothes, I’m supposed to believe you have a sister?” His mouth curled into an unamused smirk. “It’ll take more than that, Mandy. You may find it funny, but I don’t think that Ryker will find it amusing when he learns you’re in town. You and the kids should be home resting from this heat.”

Dusty’s lips thinned, and her thoughts raced furiously. Mandy was up to her old tricks again. The girl on the platform had seemed familiar. No wonder she hadn’t even looked her way. No, there was no doubt about it, she decided as her mind came to the obvious conclusion. 

Mandy had conned her into trading places with her. 

They used to do it all the time, usually to Dusty’s detriment. When Mandy didn’t want to keep a date she’d made, she would con Dusty into trading places with her so she could go out with someone else. Back then, it was juvenile, and Dusty often went along with it for kicks and a bribe, but they were adults now.  She opened her mouth to retort when a deep, male voice rang out behind them. 

“Mandy! What are you doing in town?” They all looked to the door, and Dusty saw a tall man striding towards them, an angry frown on his face. “I saw the buckboard outside and couldn’t believe my eyes.” 

Dusty could barely believe her own eyes as she watched the gorgeous man’s long stride eat up the floor. If this were her sister’s fiancé, how could she want to leave him? He was just the kind of man Dusty dreamed about, but figured didn’t exist on this planet. 

Thick, auburn hair sprang up in waves and was cut in a line along the base of his neck. It was combed neatly back, but a stray wave brushed down the front of his forehead, leading to startling green eyes that seemed to bore right through her. They left her feeling weak in the knees. 

From his strong jaw line to the attitude that clung to him like a second skin, he appeared to be a man who brooked little nonsense. Her mouth watered at his firm, sensual lips that might easily tease and torment a woman into frantic passion. She drank in his broad shoulders, lean and narrow hips, powerful thighs, and muscled legs in cowboy boots and jeans. Her mouth went dry as he approached, looking completely unhappy with her. 

No – with Mandy. 

She couldn’t blame him for being unhappy about the kids being out in the heat; she wasn’t happy about it herself. It was his reaction that made her uneasy. He looked ready to bite nails, and for the first time, she wondered if Mandy wasn’t just being a whiny crybaby in her letter. 

“Daddy!” Christy squealed, launching herself at the big cowboy. He caught her up in his strong, tanned arms as though she were nothing but a piece of fluff on the wind. 

“Mandy didn’t have enough money for another drink, Daddy. Rob gave us a bottle of water,” chimed in Michael, holding out his water bottle. 

Ryker nodded to the clerk. “Thanks, Rob, I owe you one.” 

“No problem, Ryker,” Rob replied. 

“Let’s go,” Ryker hissed at Dusty through gritted teeth. “It’s getting late, and the kids look hot. I can’t believe you came to town in this heat, especially with Michael and Christy. I was leaving town myself when I saw the buckboard. You have some explaining to do.” 

Dusty assumed he was trying to keep his voice low for Rob’s benefit, but she wasn’t sure how to react. Her stomach was quivering with shock and surprise. 

“Look – there seems to be some mistake here. I’m not Mandy,” she replied in a low, breathless tone. “I have to assume you’re talking about Mandy, because she’s my identical twin, but I’m not her.” 

Christy’s father set her on her feet and turned to Michael. “Take your sister to the buckboard, Michael. I’ll be right out, okay?” Then he took Dusty’s arm and moved her towards the door, out of Rob's hearing behind them. “I don’t know what game you’re trying to play here, but if you don’t get your little butt to the buckboard right now, I’m going to ignore Rob and spank all the way there. I’m not in the mood for games today, Mandy. Got it?” 

Dusty’s eyes went wide, and her ardor instantly cooled. Suspicion began to take its place. Did he say ‘spank’? Was this the beating that Mandy had written about? Good Lord, no wonder her sister was having fits, if it was true. No one had ever spanked Amanda; it had always been Dusty who took her licks for her. Mandy had left her holding the proverbial bag more than once, and it sure seemed as if she had done it again. Her eyes narrowed, and she pulled her arm from his grip. “I get it. You don’t need to manhandle me.”

“You’re going to get well acquainted with my hand again when we get home, as I’m sure you very well know. I don’t know what you were thinking today, but I don’t like it.” He gestured in disgust at the pack on her back. “I told you I’d take you to Fortuna to do some shopping when I got a chance. You didn’t have to bring the kids out in this heat just to buy some new clothes or whatever you have inside that new bag.” 

There was no denying the threat in his tone; Dusty could read it a mile away. He was not happy with Mandy. Spanking was from the dark ages, though – he couldn’t possibly be serious. Her stomach shifted uneasily. 

“Daddy!” The scream was Michael's, and they both ran outside to see Christy lying in the back of the buckboard, her little face as red as fire. 

“Christy’s sick, Daddy. Christy’s sick.” Michael was jumping up and down, tears streaming down his face. 

Ryker swore and sprang into the buckboard to kneel at his daughter’s side. 

One look at the little girl, and without thought, the nurse in Dusty went into high gear. “Get those clothes off her. Take them off now. Michael, give me that water bottle.” 

She grabbed the bottle, dropped her pack inside the buckboard bed, and hopped into the bed while Ryker quickly stripped Christy of her jeans and shirt. She poured the cold water on the little girl’s wrists and then along her neck, and then looked up at Ryker. 

“We’ve got to get her out of this sun; she’s suffering from heat exhaustion. Why is she in heavy jeans on a day like today, anyway?” she muttered as she glanced back at the little girl. Then she remembered that it was supposed to have been her who did it, and she was angry with Mandy for
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