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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaning against the wall of a cabin, Jesse pushed a sweat-damp lock of his jaw-length blonde hair behind his ear and leaned back his head.  Dust motes danced in the air, highlighted by the afternoon sun, and, if it weren’t for the rank smell permeating the small cabin, it might’ve been quite peaceful.   
 
    “I won’t give you all night, Sommers!” bellowed a voice from outside.  Jesse sighed, then took a brief second to peak out the window above his head.  Six men, all armed to the teeth with long guns and six-shooters, were clustered around a tall figure dressed all in black.  The posse wasn’t far away, but in the fading light, Jesse couldn’t quite make out the details.  To him, they were little more than silhouettes against the setting sun’s light.   
 
    Not that he needed to see them to know he was in trouble.  Nor did he need to see the leader to know that he was a tall, whipcord thin man with a neatly trimmed beard and the dead eyes of a stone-cold killer.  No – Jesse knew from personal experience that his adversary, a bounty hunter by the name of John Del Rio, was a murderous piece of excrement that deserved to be gutted and left for dead.   
 
    Jesse glanced at the source of the stench, taking in the cabin’s other occupant.  Harvey Upton had been a good man, as far as outlaws could be considered as such.  He’d been loyal.  And mostly honest.  And only a little bit bloodthirsty.   
 
    And Jesse had gotten him killed.   
 
    Certainly, he hadn’t pulled the trigger himself – Del Rio or one of his men had done that – but he might as well have.  It’d been Jesse’s plan that had gone wrong, that had brought Del Rio down on his gang, and there was no escaping the simple fact that if he’d done a better job of planning the bank robbery, Harvey and the rest of the gang would still be alive.  As it stood, though, only Jesse remained, and judging by the impatience in Del Rio’s voice, that wouldn’t be fact for very long.   
 
    Reaching for the pearl-handled six-shooter he’d laid on the floor beside him, he yelled, “You can come in and get me yourself, Del Rio!  I’ll be waitin’!”  
 
    Gun in hand, he cocked the hammer back and held it aloft.  No – Jesse had no intention of going without a fight, and given his skills, he wouldn’t go alone, either.  Only seventeen, he’d earned his reputation as a gunhand a hundred times over, and he’d killed almost a dozen men himself.  He knew, sitting there with his gun over his shoulder, he’d never see his eighteenth birthday.   
 
    After the botched bank robbery had left two of his men dead, Jesse and two others, including Harvey, had fled into the wilderness.  They’d been harried by Del Rio and his posse for close to a week before they’d been cornered in the old, abandoned cabin.  Harvey and Jesse had been the only two that had made it inside, and the older, pot-bellied man had been shot while peering through a window at the men tasked with bringing them to justice.   
 
    At first, Jesse had offered to pay them.  After all, Del Rio and his men held no animosity toward Jesse; it was just business that had sent them after the bank robbers.  But he’d refused, probably because it didn’t matter whether he brought Jesse in dead or alive.  In fact, for a man with Del Rio’s reputation, Jesse was reasonably sure that dead was the preference.   
 
    Then, he’d offered them insults and threats.  They’d laughed them off.  Even a man of his vaunted reputation couldn’t stand against a half-dozen men, regardless of their competence.  He was doomed, and he knew it. So did Del Rio. 
 
    “Don’t make this harder than it’s gotta be, boy!” he yelled, impatience staining his voice.  “No point in you sufferin’.  No point in you dyin’, come to that.  Just come out with your hands up, and we’ll take you in.  No muss, no fuss.”  
 
    Jesse gritted his teeth.  Even though he knew Del Rio was lying, it was a tempting offer.  There was little point in prolonging the inevitable, and the slim chance that he might escape the cabin with his life gnawed at his subconscious mind, undermining his resolution to resist until the very end.  He wanted to go down swinging, but if there was a hope – miniscule thought it may be – he had to take it, right?   
 
    “Ain’t no hope here,” he muttered to himself.  He was about to respond to Del Rio when, suddenly, the cabin door shattered open and a great bull of a man came tumbling through.  Jesse sprang into action immediately, firing at the bear of a man.  His shots were straight and true, and he hit the intruder twice.  But they didn’t stop him.  They barely even slowed him down.   
 
    With a roar, the huge man rolled to his feet and lumbered toward Jesse, who’d already fired again.  And again.  At that range, he knew he’d done enough damage to kill his opponent, but the man didn’t seem to care.  Whether he lived or died didn’t matter.  He wanted Jesse’s blood, and a few bullets weren’t going to change that.   
 
    Jesse felt all the breath leave his body as the much larger man crashed into him, pinning him against the wall.  He fired again.  And again.  But the man was unaffected.  So, Jesse dropped his weapon – it was spent, anyway, and he didn’t have time to reload – and slithered an arm free.  He raked at his attacker’s face, and the big man roared in pain and fury.  However, he didn’t let go until Jesse’s thumb found his eye socket.  Pressing with every ounce of strength his wiry body possessed, Jesse dug his thumb into the man’s eye, and miraculously, it worked. 
 
    The big man howled in pain, clutching his hand to his ruined eye as he stumbled back and into a table in the center of the one-room cabin.  Robbed of his balance by a duality of blood loss and agony, the man fell into it, crushing it to kindling.  Four oil lamps that were the only remnants of the cabin’s previous occupants went with it, their contents spilling all over the dusty, dry floor and soaking the wood.   
 
    Jesse didn’t have much time to think.  Nor did he know why the big man had come alone.  Either the man had been overconfident, or he’d simply gotten tired of waiting.  In either case, Del Rio wasn’t stupid enough not to use it.  In short order, the tall bounty hunter and the rest of his posse would follow, and, once that happened, Jesse was done for.   
 
    But what was he supposed to do?  Even if he managed to reload his pistol, it was unlikely that he’d be able to take so many men.  Impossible, really – Del Rio had a reputation of his own, and he was no slouch with a weapon.  He couldn’t face them.  Not in a fair fight.  He needed to change the stakes.  He needed a distraction.   
 
    And then it came to him. 
 
    He was in motion before the thought had time to circulate.  Or maybe it was before he could convince himself just how stupid it really was.  In any case, it didn’t matter.  He didn’t have a choice.  So, he grabbed a match from his pouch, struck it, and tossed it into the pile of bone-dry wood and spilled oil.  A second later, he was out the back door and racing across the hundred-or-so yards to a nearby copse of woods.   
 
    Jesse chanced a glance back, seeing that the cabin had already been engulfed in flames.  After taking a deep breath, he turned and continued his mad dash to freedom.  The fire wouldn’t distract them for very long.  Minutes, at most, and he had to use it to his full advantage.   
 
    He was twenty feet into the woods before he even realized that he’d left his weapon behind.  He cursed his stupidity, but there was nothing to be done for it.  He certainly couldn’t go back.  So, he forged ahead, the sun setting behind him as he tried to stay ahead of the men who wanted him dead.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse wiped sweat from his brow, wishing that he’d remembered to grab the wide-brimmed hat he’d left in the burning cabin.  Or his six-shooter.  That would’ve come in handy as well, because in the two weeks since he’d fled, he could’ve had ample opportunity to whittle the posse down.  But they were all bigger than him, and he’d never been much for fisticuffs.  So, armed with nothing but a hunting knife, he’d left them alone.   
 
    After leaving the cabin behind, he’d gotten a solid hour’s headstart before he heard the sounds of pursuit.  That first night had been the worst; trekking through the wilderness in the pitch black was inadvisable and dangerous.  However, Jesse hadn’t had a choice.  Nor did he dare stop to rest.  Instead, he merely put one careful foot in front of another, stretching his lead.  Since then, he’d barely allowed himself to stop, save to eat foraged berries, drink from streams, or relieve himself in the bushes.  It made for a miserable trip, but it kept him mostly ahead of his pursuers.   
 
    So, one day became two.  Two became three.  Three became four, and so on.  Jesse barely kept track of time, but, eventually, he’d been forced to acknowledge that two weeks had passed.  That meant, if he was even close to on target, he’d soon find his destination.  He’d soon find help.   
 
    Even so, Jesse’s mood didn’t begin to lighten until he started to recognize landmarks, until he recognized the woods as those near Crichton, the town he’d once called home.  Nestled in a small valley, it wasn’t a big place.  Certainly, it was prosperous and large enough that a boy could lose himself there, but it wasn’t exactly metropolitan.  It didn’t hold a candle to some of the places Jesse had been since leaving, but it was still home.  It still felt safe.  So, when he finally cleared the woods and looked down on the town, he couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of relief.   
 
    But with it came the other side of that coin – foreboding.  He hadn’t lost his pursuers.  No – Del Rio knew him.  He’d likely figured out Jesse’s destination, and while Jesse trekked through the woods, the bounty hunter and his men had likely found easier ground.  That meant that they weren’t far behind.  They might’ve even beaten him there.   
 
    So, Jesse settled down, his back to a tree, as waited until dark to return home.  He settled down to wait, to watch from the tree line as people milled about the small town.  It had grown since last he’d been there, both in population and acreage.  A dozen new buildings had bloomed at the edges of town, and the skeletons of nearly as many more stretched the city limits even further.   
 
    “Everything changes,” he muttered, chewing on a long piece of grass.  “Even me.”  
 
    It was true, too.  When he’d left town, he’d been a fourteen-year-old kid, and now he was a man.  Perhaps he hadn’t grown much – he’d never been very big, and adulthood hadn’t changed that fact – but he’d matured.  He had killed.  And he’d had the trust and respect of men who didn’t give either easily.   
 
    Both had been misplaced.   
 
    Over the course of his flight, Jesse had had plenty of time to ruminate on his many mistakes.  He should’ve scouted the bank himself instead of trusting it to someone else.  Someone who didn’t know what to look for.  Sure, he hadn’t done so because, since he had joined the Fletcher Gang, his reputation had made him a wanted man, and his face adorned wanted posters in every town in the territory.  But he should’ve taken the chance.  If he had, he’d have recognized the covert guard.  He would’ve planned for him.   
 
    But he hadn’t, and because of his oversight, men had died.  Clancy.  Harvey.  Slim.  Billy.  Big Phil.  Jose.  They were all gone because Jesse was afraid of being recognized.  It was enough to make him want to vomit.  If he’d eaten more than a few berries and a handful of mushrooms over the previous two weeks, he might’ve.  Instead, as the sun started its descent below the horizon, his guilt gnawed at his gut.   
 
    He ignored it.   
 
    When the sun had finally set, Jesse rose and trudged down to the town.  Keeping to the shadows, he slinked through town, hoping and praying that he wouldn’t be noticed.  He wasn’t.  It took longer than he expected, and it was only a little short of midnight when he finally arrived at his destination.   
 
    The young bandit took a deep breath, then banged on the door of Kendrick Freight.  He waited, then banged again.  And again.  He kept knocking until, at last, the glow of a lamp outlined the door.  The person on the other side slung it open, anger evident in the jerking motion, and soon, Jesse found himself staring up into a familiar, ruddy face.   
 
    He’d been drinking, as evidenced by the red nose and flushed cheeks.  Or maybe he was just angry.  Either way, he was far from happy to see Jesse gracing his stoop.   
 
    “What the hell are you doin’ here, boy?” he demanded, poking his head out to look left and right.  The avenue outside the freight hauler’s premises was empty.  Jesse never would’ve approached if it hadn’t been.  But the old man obviously wasn’t taking chances.  “You know how many people are lookin’ for you?”  
 
    “That’s why I’m here, Danny,” Jesse said.  “I need your help.”  
 
    For a brief second, Daniel Kendrick hesitated, and in that instant, Jesse was sure he’d be refused.  After all, it had been over three years since the last he’d seen of the old teamster.  And in the two years before that, he’d avoided the man as much as possible.  But Jesse was desperate, and he didn’t have anywhere else to turn.   
 
    Finally, Kendrick nodded, then stepped aside.  “Better get inside, then,” he drawled.  “You look like a half-starved rat.”  
 
    Jesse let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, and as he muttered his thanks, he stepped into the freight hauler’s familiar premises.  It was a small office, and it barely took up a third of the building’s first floor.  The rest of the ground floor was occupied by a kitchen and a stable for the teamster’s huge draft horses.  The second floor, Jesse knew, was where Kendrick and his family lived.  Where Jesse himself had lived for nearly a year after his own father had died.   
 
    The slamming door broke Jesse from his reverie, and he shook his head.  “I’m sorry, Danny,” he said.  “I didn’t know where else to go.”  
 
    Kendrick set the lantern on a nearby desk, casting the office in an eerie glow.  “Figured,” he said. “How bad is it?”  
 
    “Real bad,” was Jesse’s answer. 
 
    “Is any of that yours?” the old man asked, nodding at Jesse’s bloodstained, white shirt.   
 
    Jesse shook his head. “No, sir,” he said.  “I wasn’t hurt.”  
 
    Kendrick sniffed loudly, a familiar sound, saying, “You know where the water is.  Get cleaned up and come upstairs.  I think we have some of your daddy’s old clothes.”  
 
    Jesse nodded, thanking the man, and quickly retreated through the office’s back door and to the stables.  It didn’t take him long to find the huge basin of water in the back, and he soon found himself stripped down to his trousers and scrubbing the blood and grime from his torso.  He’d done the same a hundred times, so he even though he’d been gone for years, he was well practiced, and he made quick work of it. 
 
    When he turned to go back inside, he let out a gasp of surprise.  Moira Kendrick stood in the doorway, clutching a neatly folded pile of clothing.  Though her hair had gone a little greyer than when last he’d seen the woman, she still looked as solid as ever.  No one would’ve ever confused her for a beauty, but she was handsome enough, in her way.  In any case, she was a cheerful, kind woman who’d made it a point to help a poor, orphaned boy so long ago.  For that, Jesse would be forever grateful.   
 
    She shoved the clothes into his arms.  “These should fit good enough,” she said, her familiar brogue grating his ears.  She’d been living in Crichton for most of twenty years, but she still hadn’t shed her Irish accent.  “Get dressed and come upstairs.  We’ll get some food in you.”  
 
    That’s when Jesse saw it.  There was something missing.  Something wrong.  Her eyes looked dull.  Lifeless. And she wasn’t smiling, which was a first as far as Jesse could remember.  She wasn’t happy, and Jesse had a good idea why.   
 
    “I’m sorry for this, Moira,” he said. “I really am.  I just didn’t –” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she said, flashing her familiar smile.  It looked forced.  “You’re family, and we take care of our own.  Come on, now.  Hop to it.”  
 
    Even though Jesse was certain that she didn’t want me there – he couldn’t blame her, in any case – it was reassuring that she’d decided to treat him the same as she always had.  After everything that had happened, it was nice to find something familiar, and the Kendrick home was definitely that.   
 
    Jesse finished washing up – getting all the blood off was tougher than expected – and donned the provided clothing.  It was a simple white shirt and a pair of tan trousers, but they fit reasonably well.  They were a bit big, but that wasn’t necessarily unexpected.  He was small enough that he was used to it, and in any case, he wasn’t exactly spoiled for choice.  So, Jesse buttoned the shirt and soon found himself mounting the stairs.  By the time he made his way to the top and pushed through the door, Jesse almost felt human.   
 
    Mrs. Kendrick thrust a steaming mug of something hot into his hands, saying, “Drink that.  It’ll help calm your nerves.”  
 
    Jesse did, and though he couldn’t readily identify the taste, he couldn’t deny that it was quite flavorful.  More, it was hot, which would’ve made up for even the worst flavors.  The older woman ushered him through the door, pushing it shut before guiding him to the family’s scrubbed wooden table.  Mr. Kendrick was already there, as was a girl near my age.   
 
    Jesse sat.  “Thank you,” he said.  “I won’t be here long.  I just gotta –” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Mrs. Kendrick.  “You’ll stay as long as you need to stay.”  
 
    He gave her a small smile of thanks before taking another sip of the tea. 
 
    “Tell us what’s going on, boy,” said Mr. Kendrick, a stern look on his grizzled face.   
 
    He sighed, then stared at the nearly opaque liquid in the earthenware mug of tea.  He didn’t know where to start.  So, Jesse just told him everything.  No one interrupted him.  No one commented.  They didn’t ask questions either.  So, when he finally finished, he said, “And now I’m here.  I don’t know where to go.  I don’t know how many are after me.  And I’m scared, Mr. Kendrick.  I’m really scared.”  
 
    It had been years since Jesse had dropped his guard with anyone, and though it made his heart race, the vulnerability felt good.  Natural.  It was hard work to sit behind a perpetual wall of confidence, and letting it go removed a great weight from his shoulders.  Even so, he never would’ve dared, had anyone but the Kendrick family been there.  Simply put, he couldn’t afford to show weakness to anyone else.   
 
    As Jesse finished his story, he studied the old teamster across the table.  He didn’t look much different than visage Jesse had etched in his memory.  Sure, there were a few more lines on at the corners of his eyes, and his head had a little less salt-and-pepper hair, but he was still the same stocky, solid man from the younger man’s memories.  That was reassuring.   
 
    So was Hazel’s presence.  She and Jesse were of an age, and there had been a time when Jesse had dreamed of marrying her and starting a family.  Even now, years later, she was pretty enough to elicit all sorts of irrational thoughts.  They had been close, too.  Almost like siblings.   
 
    And then it hit him. 
 
    “Wait…where’s…w-where’s Lizzy?” he asked, referring to the younger girl who had always followed the elder couple around.  She was only a couple of years younger than Hazel, but that had been enough to establish her as an annoyance.  Still, Jesse had thought of the younger girl as a little sister.   
 
    Mrs. Kendrick dropped her eyes to floor, and her husband looked away, anxious.  When he finally spoke, his voice cracked with emotion.  “She passed,” he said.  “Last year.  Fever.”  
 
    “You’d know that if you hadn’t run away to play outlaw,” Hazel spat.  “If you’d been here, maybe she wouldn’t have even gotten sick.”  
 
    “Hazel Kendrick!” her mother hissed.  “Don’t put that on his shoulders!  Apologize, and right now!”  
 
    “Sorry,” said Hazel.  “But it’s true.” 
 
    That last bit had been under her breath, but Jesse heard it.  More, he was just tired enough for an irrational agreement to flood through his mind.  Everything would be different if he hadn’t left.  If he hadn’t run away. 
 
    “What do you need from us?” asked Mr. Kendrick. 
 
    “Hide me,” Jesse said without hesitation.  “Just for a week or two.  Maybe a month.  After that, they’ll have moved on.  I’ll make my way out west, and –” 
 
    “Can’t,” Kendrick said. 
 
    “W-what?” Jesse asked.  “I mean, I…um…I guess I understand.”  He stood.  “I’m sorry to bother you, then.  Thanks for the clothes.” 
 
    “Wait, boy!” Kendrick half-shouted. “I wasn’t finished.”  
 
    Jesse shrugged.  “You can’t hide me,” he said.  “I get it.  I wouldn’t want to stick my neck out, either.  And if you can’t hide me, I gotta use whatever lead I’ve got before –” 
 
    There was a loud banging on the door downstairs, followed by a familiar, booming voice. “Open up, old man!  I know you’re up there!”    
 
    “That’s him!” Jesse spat, his voice barely more than a whisper.  “I’ve got to get out of here!”  
 
    “Calm down,” soothed Mrs. Kendrick.  She grabbed his arm, saying, “We can put you in the attic.  He won’t look up there.”  
 
    “But –” 
 
    “No ‘buts’, boy,” she said, already dragging him through the small apartment and into a hall.  She disappeared into one of the rooms, and a second later, reappeared with a small folding ladder.  She unfolded it, then said, “Up you go.”  
 
    Jesse looked up to see a cleverly hidden door to the attic.  Even though he knew it was there, it was difficult to see.  He obeyed without another word, shimmying up the ladder and into a small crawl space.  Meanwhile, Mrs. Kendrick removed the ladder while her husband descended the stairs, bellowing his discontent.  Jesse held his breath as he heard the distant mumble of voices, followed soon by the heavy fall of boots on the wooden steps.  A lot of boots.  Del Rio had brought friends.   
 
    “You better not be hiding him, Kendrick,” the tall man said.  “If he’s here, there’ll be hell to pay.”  
 
    “And if he ain’t, you owe me an apology,” came the solid teamster’s reply.  “And he ain’t, so get to apologizin’.”  
 
    “We’ll see,” Del Rio responded.   
 
    Jesse didn’t move a muscle as a trio of men ransacked his friends’ home.  It took them the better part of an hour, but they didn’t find a thing to suggest that they were harboring Jesse.  And he could tell that Del Rio was frustrated when the slender bounty hunter said, “Fine.  I apologize for interrupting what appears to be a midnight family chat.  If you do see that little snake, be sure to contact me or the local marshal.  I’ll make it worth your while.”  
 
    “Don’t have to pay me,” Kendrick replied.  “I ain’t seen the boy in years, and even if I had, he ain’t my family.  Don’t owe him nothin’.”  
 
    “See that you remember that,” Del Rio said. 
 
    And just like that, the quartet of men left the house, but Jesse still couldn’t bring himself to move until, after almost twenty minutes, Mrs. Kendrick pushed the attic door open.  Jesse could only see her head as she said, “Come on down.  They’re good and gone, now.”  
 
    Jesse hesitated.  What if he’d only heard three sets of boots instead of four?  What if there was still someone down there?  What if Kendrick had been telling the truth when he’d said he didn’t owe Jesse anything?  After all, it was probably true.  He’d satisfied any obligation he’d had to Jesse’s father years before.   
 
    But what else was Jesse going to do?  Sit in that attic for the rest of his life?  And besides, Kendrick was the most honest man he’d ever known.  The most loyal.  He wouldn’t betray Jesse.  It just wasn’t in him.  So, Jesse followed the woman down through the door and down the ladder.  When he got back to where Kendrick and his daughter remained, he couldn’t ignore the worry on the old man’s face. 
 
    “They know,” he said.  “They know you were here.  One of his men found the bloody shirt you left in the stable.  You can’t stay here.”  
 
    Jesse sighed.  “I understand,” he said.  “I’ll leave.”  
 
    Kendrick shook his head.  “You can’t stay here, but someone else could,” he said.  “Do you trust me, son?”  
 
    Jesse looked up into the man’s eyes, then said, “I do.”  
 
    “Good,” the teamster said. “Because this isn’t going to be easy.  It’ll work, though.  I’m sure of it.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse stared at Mrs. Kendrick, saying, “There is no way this is going to work.”  
 
    It had been most of a month since he’d come to the Kendrick residence for help, and since then, Jesse hadn’t left the building – not even at night when he was certain that the long shadows would hide him from any observers.  And there were observers.  One or more of Del Rio’s men were almost constantly watching the freight house, which meant that he had little chance of making a break for it.   
 
    And he desperately did want to make a break for it, and not just because he didn’t want to put his hosts in further danger.  That was part of it, but the bulk of his desire to flee was rooted in the plan Kendrick and his wife had concocted to get him to safety.   
 
    “It’s going to work, dear,” she said.  “So long as you commit.  Otherwise, you’ll be found out, and you’ll end up dangling by your neck.”  
 
    Jesse frowned, sitting on the nearby bed.  He’d been given Elizabeth’s old room, and it still bore the marks of her presence.  A doll here.  A bit of lace there.  A small wardrobe filled with dresses.  A chest of drawers with feminine underthings.  The Kendricks hadn’t rid themselves of any of their deceased daughter’s possessions.   
 
    “No one’s going to believe I’m her,” he said.  “I don’t know why I agreed to this.”  
 
    The older woman reached out to stroke his freshly dyed, shoulder-length hair.  It wasn’t quite as long as Elizabeth had worn hers, but it was the same shade of dark brown.  More, he’d been brushing it twice daily for the month since he’d gone into hiding.  And it showed. 
 
    “Stop stalling, girl,” the woman said, the label cutting through Jesse like a knife.  “Get out of those clothes so we can get your looking like a proper lady.”  
 
    “But –” 
 
    Mrs. Kendrick cut him off with a glare.  He had agreed to the plan, which would have him pose as Elizabeth in order to get him past Del Rio and his men.  The family had publicly been planning a move out west, which provided a perfect opportunity for escape.  Jesse merely had to convince a few people that he was a girl, and then he’d be free.  It was a good plan, and in theory, it sounded like it might work.  But in practice?  The idea of posing as a woman terrified him.   
 
    That terror jumped into his throat, threatening to choke him as he began to undress.  First, he unbuttoned, then removed his shirt, revealing his skinny chest.  Next came his pants, exposing his thin legs.  He’d always been thin, with narrow shoulders, and that had only been exacerbated by his desperate flight after the bank robbery.  He’d been desperately underweight, and even a month of filling meals hadn’t prompted a complete recovery.  Even if he’d been at his normal weight, there was barely a difference between his size and the deceased Elizabeth’s.   
 
    For a moment, Jesse stood in front of Mrs. Kendrick, naked and trembling despite the relatively cozy temperature in the room.  The older woman grabbed a mortar and pestle set from the nearby nightstand and ground the pestle a few times into some semi-liquid slush.  She nodded, then said, “Stand still.”  
 
    After that, without preamble, she knelt and started spreading the stuff all over his manhood.  He almost jerked away, but instead managed to ask, “What’s that for?”  
 
    “To keep it from getting in the way,” she said.  “It’ll keep it from reacting.  I know how boys your age are.”  
 
    Jesse ground his teeth together, but he didn’t respond.  Indeed, he didn’t think he could speak, given his embarrassment.  So, he remained silent until, after about fifteen minutes, she declared the job done and adding, “Just stay like that for a couple more minutes.  I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Jesse didn’t have time to object before the woman disappeared out of the room, leaving him standing there naked and wondering why his groin was tingling.  But he didn’t dare disobey her.  Not when there was so much on the line.  Not when he was in such a compromising position.   
 
    He didn’t have a terribly long time to wait before Mrs. Kendrick returned, and to his horror, Hazel trailed behind her.  He tried to cover himself, but the older woman slapped his hands away.  “We’re all women here,” she chided.  “You’ve got no reason to be embarrassed.” 
 
    Hazel coughed, obviously hiding a giggle while her mother reached down, feeling between his legs.  “Good,” she said.  “It’s dry.  Have a look, then.”  
 
    Jesse followed her outstretched arm to an ancient looking, silvery mirror.  It must’ve cost a fortune.  But Jesse didn’t care about that.  Not now.  Not seeing what he saw.  Not when his heart started racing and his heart jumped into his throat. 
 
    “It…it’s gone,” he whispered.  “It’s gone!”  
 
    “Hidden,” she said.  “Tucked away, if you will.”  
 
    Jesse couldn’t resist the urge to feel for himself, and when he did, he found what felt like a plaster-like substance.  But more flexible and flesh-toned.  “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Something I learned back home,” she said.  “It’ll keep until it gets wet, though.  Then it has to be reapplied.  Hazel will teach you how to make it.”  
 
    “O-okay,” Jesse stammered.  “But why?  If I’m to wear a dress…” 
 
    “Because men and women walk differently,” she said.  “They move differently.  And if you’ve got that thing swinging between your legs, it’ll change things.  We can’t have that.”  
 
    While she explained, she’d been working again with the mortar and pestle, and when she was finished, she said, “Hold your arms out.  That’s a good girl.”  
 
    Jesse bristled at the label, but he obeyed, lifting his arms.  Immediately, Mrs. Kendrick started applying some thin, watery paste to the underside of his arms.  Then his chest.  His rear.  His jaw and cheeks.  And finally, his legs.  As she worked, she hummed to herself.  Meanwhile, Hazel was busy stifling her laughter.  When she was finally finished, he felt sticky.  And the tingle it elicited bordered on pain.   
 
    “And this?” he asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “For the hair,” she said.  “You’re not as hairy as some, but girls aren’t nearly as hairy as men.  We’re just fixing that.  It won’t get rid of everything altogether, but if you use this every day for a few weeks, it’ll thin it out to an acceptable level.  There.  Leave it for ten minutes.”  
 
    And she left.   
 
    “You deserve this,” said Hazel.  “You do realize that, right?”  
 
    Jesse turned to her, cutting his eyes in her direction.  He knew precisely how ridiculous he looked, but he refused to give her the satisfaction of acknowledging it.  Instead, he said, “I told you I was going.  It’s not my fault you didn’t believe me.”  
 
    The girl rolled her eyes, sitting on a stool.  Her wool skirt billowed as she sat, but she smoothed it down.  Frowning, she crossed her arms.  “I didn’t believe you when you said you were going to be a bank robber?  Of course I didn’t!  It’s ridiculous!”  
 
    Jesse looked away.  Put like that, it certainly did sound ridiculous.  However, he’d been so overrun with a need to do something other than help Kendrick drive wagons that he’d latched onto the idea of banditry as a reasonable solution for his restlessness.  So, he’d spent the better part of a year saving every dollar he earned so he could buy a cheap pistol.  And then, he’d spent the following year practicing as often as possible so he could use it properly.  He was good, too.  Really good.  So, when the opportunity presented itself, he’d set off on his own to make his fortune as an outlaw. 
 
    Back then, it had all seemed so glamorous.  He’d seen such men in town, and they had gotten the sort of respect he dreamed about.  He wanted that.   
 
    The reality, however, had fallen far short of the fantasy, and he’d quickly found that such a life meant sleeping on the ground more often than not and spending most nights wondering whether or not he was going to get a knife in the back.  Still, he’d managed to amass something of a reputation, and he had fairly quickly found himself joining a marginally successful crew.   
 
    But all the while, he’d intended to come back, collect Hazel, and start a life with her.  At some point, though, that had changed.  At some point, he’d realized that either that wasn’t what he wanted or that he simply wasn’t going to inflict the kind of man he’d become on someone as genuinely good as Hazel.  Clearly, though, she’d never forgiven him for disappearing.   
 
    “I was going to come back,” he said. 
 
    “But you didn’t,” she responded.  “Not until you needed daddy to bail you out.”  
 
    “I don’t –” 
 
    “Drink your tea,” she said, nodding to the nearby nightstand.  “It’s good for you.”  
 
    Jesse grabbed the mug, noticing that its contents were still steaming pleasantly.  He’d been drinking the same tea twice a day since he’d gone into hiding, and it hadn’t seemed to help his constitution.  However, Mrs. Kendrick kept insisting that it was good for him, so he drank it willingly.   
 
    Sipping it, he said, “Listen, Hazel – I’m sorry I –” 
 
    He never got it out, because Mrs. Kendrick came in, saying, “Let’s get that off, then.”  
 
    She heaved a large, wooden basin onto the floor.  Water sloshed out with the motion.  Then, she handed Jesse a sponge, saying, “Go on, girl.  Let’s get you cleaned and dressed.”  
 
    Jesse sighed.  Dressed.  That was the part he’d really been dreading.  Still, he quickly sloughed the tingling paste off of his body, careful to keep his groin from getting wet.  As he dried off, noticing that a few of the darker hairs stayed on the towel, he said, “Are Lizzy’s clothes going to fit?”  
 
    The question was mostly rhetorical.  If Mrs. Kendrick didn’t think they’d fit, she never would’ve gone along with the plan.  Or, perhaps, she’d have simply altered it accordingly.  So, he wasn’t surprised when she said, “Of course, dear.  They might be a bit loose, but a few more weeks of good food should cure you of that.  You’ll fill them out nicely.”  
 
    Again, Hazel giggled, and Jesse shot her a steely glare.  It was ineffective.   
 
    “If you two are quite finished staring daggers at one another?” Mrs. Kendrick said, her tone mild.   
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” both Jesse and Hazel said in unison.   
 
    “Good,” the older woman said, a slight smirk turning up the corners of her mouth.  “Hazel, help your sister get dressed.”  
 
    Sister.  Jesse let out an inner groan as the pretty, brunette girl sprang from her stool and quickly gathered a few garments from the chest of drawers.  First came a linen chemise, which Jesse slipped over his shoulders.  It fell over his torso, tickling his sensitive skin as it went.  Next came some knickers, which were little more than short, cotton pants.  Certainly, they were a little more form-fitting than he was used to, but they only elicited the barest hint of embarrassment.  After that came a white, long-sleeved blouse with lacy trim.  It fit a little loosely, but it was still tighter than the shirts he normally wore.  Then there were some stockings, which he rolled up his legs, and, finally, came the woolen skirt that matched Hazel’s almost exactly.   
 
    He felt ridiculous, but more than that, he felt that there was little chance he’d ever convince anyone that he was a woman.  More than a moment’s inspection would no doubt yield the truth.  And from there, he’d not only be recognized as the criminal outlaw he was, but also as a deviant who wore women’s clothes.  He said as much, which only elicited another giggle from Hazel.  Her mother just said, “Trust me, dear.  You’ll be fine.”  
 
    Then, the two women attacked his hair with a fury, pinning it this way and that before finally declaring that he was acceptable.  Hazel dragged him in front of a mirror, saying, “See?  You look like Lizzy.”  
 
    Jesse could only stare, because she was right.  Certainly, anyone who knew the girl wouldn’t be fooled.  However, to a stranger, he looked…like a girl, and a pretty one, too.  Prettier than Hazel, he had to admit.     
 
    “Oh, God,” he moaned. 
 
    “Language, young lady,” said Mrs. Kendrick, smiling broadly.  “Now that you’re dressed, the hard part beings.”  
 
    Jesse quirked a delicately arched eyebrow, asking, “The hard part?”  
 
    “Certainly,” she said.  “You look the part, but that’s not enough. You’ve got to act like a young lady.  You need to sound like Lizzy.  And we’ve only got two more weeks to get it right.”  
 
    Hazel giggled.  “This is going to be so fun,” she said.  Then, she added, “Little sister.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies,” said the man, tipping his hat at Mrs. Kendrick and her two daughters as the bustled by.  He was a big man with broad shoulders and a patchy beard and a stiff, broad-brimmed hat. “Mornin’.”  
 
    Inwardly, Jesse grimaced at the man’s assumption almost as much as his lecherous gaze.  He’d known men like the speaker, and he knew exactly what was going through his mind.  The idea of being the subject of that man’s fantasies was abhorrent to him.  And, if he was honest, a little exciting.  After all, it was as much of a sign as any that Jesse’s “training” had been successful, and despite the fact that he’d never asked for any of it, he’d worked extremely hard to master the voice, mannerisms, and movement of a woman.  Having his hard work pay off was, in its own way, satisfying.   
 
    Hazel gripped his arm, dragging him along.  “Don’t smile at him!” she hissed when they were out of earshot of their admirer.  “You know he’s one of them!  What is wrong with you?”  
 
    “I was just being polite,” he muttered, careful to keep his voice in the proper pitch.  It came far easier than he might’ve expected, and at times, the modulation felt almost natural.  He did it without thinking, most of the time.  And if the stakes hadn’t been so high – if he slipped up, he’d be hanged – it might’ve scared him.  However, with the situation being what it was, it was all he could do to keep his mind on the task before him.   
 
    “He probably thinks you’re interested in him, now,” Hazel whispered, leaning close as they turned a corner.  “He’ll definitely remember you, now.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, feeling every inch the chastised little sister.   
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” she sighed.  “Just don’t let it happen again.”  
 
    Mrs. Kendrick looked back at the two of them, saying, “Catch up.  We’ve got to get the remainder of the supplies arranged before the morning.”  
 
    Jesse and the other girl hurried to catch up to the older woman, and for the remainder of the short walk to the general store, everyone remained silent.  That gave Jesse plenty of opportunity to ruminate on his circumstances.  It had been almost a month since his transformation into Elizabeth, and he had spent the entirety of that time bending his mind to the task of imitating the young woman.  And like the modulation of his voice, the rest of the act had progressed to the point where it came without much thought.  He walked like a girl.  Talked like a girl.  And he’d even forced himself to think of himself as such.  As a result, he was confident that, when they finally set out for San Francisco, he’d be indistinguishable from the girl he pretended to be.   
 
    “And who’s this pretty young thing?” asked Mr. Burroughs, the owner and operator of the general store.  Jesse jerked his attention to the present, realizing that the man was looking at him with a kindly smile.   
 
    “I’m Elizabeth, sir,” Jesse said, casting his eyes downward as he smiled shyly.  “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed.  “Elizabeth?  Surely, you can’t be –” 
 
    “Not my Elizabeth,” interjected Mrs. Kendrick.  “This is cousin Elizabeth.  She’s going with us to San Francisco.”  
 
    “Curious,” said the older man, stroking his thick, white mustaches.  “Suppose it’s a common enough name, but in the same family?”  
 
    Mrs. Kendrick shrugged, saying, “I thought so as well, but I can’t speak for her parents.  Between us, Daniel’s brother has always been plagued by envy.  It’s no surprise, then, that he’d try to steal my daughter’s name.”  
 
    The shopkeeper stared at Mrs. Kendrick for the space of a moment before, at last, he broke into a wide grin, saying, “You can’t pick your family, can you?”  
 
    The older woman smiled, replying, “That’s the honest truth.  Now – about that grain…” 
 
    Jesse stood aside as the pair began to haggle over the supplies.  He gripped his skirt, making fists as he started browsing the store’s goods.  He didn’t see much of it, but it was a good smokescreen to hide his anxiety.  Not only had he passed the first test of his disguise, but he’d done so without the old shopkeeper suspecting the truth.  And that, despite all his practice, surprised Jesse, somewhat.  If he was honest, he’d half expected the man to point at him and accuse him of being a deviant.  He’d expected everyone to see through the mask in the space of an instant.   
 
    But they hadn’t, and he had to admit that he shouldn’t have been surprised.  Over the course of the two months since he’d started hiding with the Kendricks, he’d put on a surprising amount of weight, mostly in the form of extra padding around his hips and rear end.  His upper body remained as slim as ever, but his muscles had begun to lose definition.  The effect was that, with each step, he felt his flesh jiggle in all the wrong ways.   
 
    Jesse was so occupied with those thoughts that he barely paid attention as Mrs. Kendrick finished arguing prices with Burroughs and arranged to have them brought to the back of the freight yard behind the Kendrick residence.  His mind wandered as they retraced their steps back home, and he didn’t come out of his reverie until a worried-looking Mr. Kendrick asked to speak with him alone.   
 
    Jesse followed him out to the stables, where he asked, “What’s wrong?”  
 
    The old man took off his floppy, wide-brimmed hat, wiping the sweat from his brow.  “I just wanted to make sure you still want to do this,” he said.  “There’s no shame in making a run for it.  I certainly couldn’t do what you’re doing.”  
 
    Briefly, Jesse imagined the old man in a dress, and he almost laughed aloud.  “That would be an interesting sight, daddy,” he said, forcing himself to stay in character.   
 
    “So it would,” was the old man’s grinning response.  “But I am serious, son.  I think I can get you out of town.  I’ll give you a horse.  Some supplies.  You can go on your way, and –” 
 
    “They’d catch me within a week,” Jesse said.  Multiple times over the previous weeks, he’d thought much the same thing.  Getting out wouldn’t be so much an issue, especially under the cover of darkness.  He’d spent much of his youth slinking through the shadows and stealing whatever he could.  However, that wasn’t where it ended.  His face was famous, and as soon as he tried to go into another town, he’d be found out.  And word would inevitably get back to Del Rio and his men.  Then, it would only be a matter of time before they ran him down.   
 
    It was all so inevitable, and the only way to avoid such a fate was for him not to be Jesse Sommers anymore.  And Elizabeth Kendrick was as far from the brash, young outlaw as was possible.  No – there was little choice in the matter. 
 
    Jesse added, “I have to do this, Danny.”  
 
    Kendrick nodded, then replaced his hat.  “Then you have to know that I won’t let you endanger my family any further than you already have,” he said.  “That means that, from here to San Francisco, you’re Elizabeth.  No slip-ups.  No mistakes.  Understand?”  
 
    Jesse swallowed hard.  The idea of spending another few months as a young woman was a daunting one, but it was the only way he could assure his own safety.  “Can I ask you something?” he asked. 
 
    “I’d be a little surprised if you didn’t,” the solid, old man said. 
 
    “You were planning on leaving even before I got here,” Jesse said. “Why?  Mrs. Kendrick and Hazel won’t say anything about it.”  
 
    The old man let out a sigh, his shoulder slumping, and suddenly, he looked a lot older than he was.  He sat on a nearby stool, then picked up a few pieces of straw.  He stared at them for a few seconds before he said, “It’s been hard since Lizzy passed.  It was all so sudden.  We didn’t have a chance to prepare for it.  But she got sick, and then…then she was gone.  Nothing’s been the same since then.”  
 
    Jesse toyed with his braid.  It wasn’t nearly as long as Hazel’s, but it reached past his shoulder.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “She was like a sister to me.”  
 
    “I suppose she was,” said Kendrick, still not taking his eyes from the straw-covered ground.  “But everywhere we look, here, it’s a reminder of what’s gone.  Too many memories.  So, Moira and me, we decided we needed a fresh start.  It’s better for Hazel, too.  More choices.”  
 
    Jesse nodded.  As much as Crichton had grown over the years, it was still a hotbed of crime and vice.  The only reason there were any honest people left was because of its proximity to a series of silver mines.  But even with the obvious wealth circulating through the town, it didn’t offer a young woman of marriageable age many good choices.   
 
    “Once it was decided, it was easy to liquidate,” said the old teamster, finally looking up.  “Sold most of the horses.  The wagons.  These premises.  And I got enough money that we can make a good start in San Francisco.  They have freight needs haulin’ too.”  
 
    “I suppose they do,” Jesse said.  “I suppose they do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse shielded his eyes as he rode on the wagon.  The sun was relentless, and he desperately wished he could just wear pants like he’d worn all his life.  However, that would’ve ruined the entire disguise.  So, he had little choice but to simply accept it.  Still, he was busy complaining under his breath when he saw, on the horizon, a dust cloud rising from the road leading from the town they’d left behind that morning.   
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Jesse called from the back of the wagon where he sat with Hazel, his legs dangling over the edge.  “One rider.  Maybe two.”  
 
    “Expected as much,” said Mr. Kendrick from the front of the wagon.  “Couldn’t be avoided.”  
 
    Jesse swallowed hard, looking around.  The wagon itself, led by a team of draft horses, was covered, and it mostly contained supplies for the journey west.  However, there were also plenty of mementos, their clothing, and a fair few personal items none of the Kendrick family wanted to leave behind.  A trio of spare horses trailed behind, their traces hooked to a peg at the back of the wagon.  Not for the first time, the young outlaw marveled at the fact that their whole lives and twenty years’ worth of living in Crichton had yielded so little.  Certainly, the elder Kendrick had a stack of paper money he intended to spend on setting up their new lives in San Francisco, but that seemed mostly intangible to Jesse.  
 
    “He’s going to catch us, isn’t he?” asked Hazel, sheltered from the sun by the covered wagon.  “What’re we going to do if he recognizes you?”  
 
    Jesse’s hand crept to his waist, where he’d always carried his six-shooter.  He found nothing but the bulky fabric of his skirt.  Suddenly, he felt naked.  Helpless.  If the man – surely, a bounty hunter working with Del Rio – saw through Jesse’s disguise, he’d be unable to defend himself.   
 
    “I don’t know,” Jesse admitted, nervously toying with his braid. 
 
    Slowly, the dust cloud became a speck of black, which in turn took shape as a rider who’d whipped his mount into a frenzy of forward momentum.  And finally, after an interminable span of time, the man pulled up next to the wagon and matched its pace.  Jesse recognized him as the big man who’d stared at him so intently the day before.  He was tall, with massive shoulders and a patchy beard.  His clothing was mostly black, save for his shirt, which was a dingy, sweat-stained white.  A pair of glittering, silvery six-shooters hung from a gun belt at his waist, and a rifle jutted from his saddle.   
 
    “Stop the wagon,” he growled, just loud enough that Kendrick could hear.  The old teamster did as he was bid, and slowly, the conveyance rolled to a stop.  It was all Jesse could do not to bound from the back of the wagon, grab one of the spare mounts, and try his hand at outrunning the bounty hunter.  However, his better judgment prevailed, and he was forced to acknowledge that he’d never make it.  So, he simply sat in the back of the wagon where the covering blocked his view.   
 
    “What can I do for you, sir?” asked Kendrick, his voice pleasant.  “We’ve got a long way to go, and I want to reach –” 
 
    “What you want don’t matter,” said the man.  “I gotta search your wagon.”  
 
    “My wagon?  What for?” asked Kendrick, a note of outrage in his tone.  “You got no right to –”  Jesse heard the unmistakable sound of a pistol cocking. “Hold on.  No need to pull your weapon out, sir.  If you want to see in the wagon, so be it.”  
 
    “Thought you’d see it my way, old man,” came the gunhand’s reply. 
 
    “What’s your name, son?” Kendrick asked, grunting as he swung himself off the wagon.  His feet hit the ground, and he quickly covered the distance to the back of the wagon, saying, “Out you get, girls.  That’s it.”  
 
    Jesse pushed himself off of his seat, and Hazel climbed out after him.  The two “girls” smoothed their skirts as they stepped to the side, behind Kendrick.  The big man dismounted his horse, tying it to the wagon before joining them.   
 
    “Name’s Wagner,” he said, flourishing his weapon before replacing it in its holster.  “Kurt Wagner.  Sure you’ve heard of me.”  
 
    No one there had, Jesse was sure, but Kendrick said, “You work with Del Rio, right?”  
 
    “I do,” said the man, smiling.  His teeth gleamed white, a stark contrast to the rest of his hygiene.  He stepped forward, his eyes intent on Jesse. “People in town said you only had one daughter.  Or one alive, at least.  Who’s the spare?”  
 
    Kendrick slid in front of him, shielding the other two.  “That’s Elizabeth,” he said.  “And Hazel.  My daughters.  People in town were mistaken.”  
 
    Wagner sneered.  “One daughter risen from the dead,” he said.  “Lucky.”  
 
    “She was sick,” the teamster said, and Jesse saw his hand drifting toward the large knife he had at his belt.  Jesse knew from experience that the old man could draw it faster than most gunfighters could get their weapons from their holsters, and, with the bounty hunter so close, it would probably be far more efficient than a gun.  “Got better.  People in town like to gossip.”  
 
    The man leaned to the side, studying Jesse and Hazel.  Kendrick’s fingers grazed the hilt of the knife, and Jesse could see the tension in the man’s shoulders.  He was ready to spring forward like a striking snake, should he be pushed any further.  The old man was ready to kill for him.  For his family.   
 
    “So they do,” said Wagner, rocking back on his heels.  He glanced into the wagon; there were no viable hiding places in there.  Kendrick relaxed, but only a little.  He was still ready.  Wagner knelt, looking under the wagon, then stood.  He removed his stiff-brimmed hat, wiping his forehead.  “And they’re almost always wrong, eh?”  He flashed his blinding grin before adding, “Have a safe journey, old man.”  
 
    Jesse didn’t let out the breath he’d been holding until the man was on his horse and galloping back toward Crichton, kicking up dust in his wake.  “That was close,” he muttered. 
 
    “Get in the wagon,” Kendrick said.  “We’ve got a long way to go, and there’s no reason to sit here staring after him.”  
 
    Everyone did as they were told, and within a few minutes, they were trudging along, same as before.   
 
    “Well, I guess you passed the test, huh?” said Hazel. 
 
    “I guess so,” was Jesse’s reply.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” whispered Hazel, snuggling close to Jesse beneath the wagon.  Sun had long since set, and the air had a decided chill to it.  “You seem tense.  More than usual, I mean.”  
 
    “Nothing,” was Jesse’s habitual response.  It was an obvious lie.  Over the previous few weeks, the family had made steady progress toward their destination.  The trail they followed was well-worn and mostly safe, so they went as quickly as possible.  However, they were still in a wagon, which was an objectively slow means of conveyance.  That wasn’t what was on Jesse’s mind, though.  As impatient as he was to get to San Francisco and regain his life, he was far more concerned with the steady erosion of his masculinity.  He could feel it dripping away, bit by bit, replaced by the softness of femininity.   
 
    And it terrified him.   
 
    If it was any one thing, he’d have been able to combat it head-on.  However, it felt like his entire world had collapsed in on itself.  Not only had his body continued to soften – no doubt, because of the lack of physical activity – but he’d also become disturbingly comfortable thinking of himself as Elizabeth.  Sometimes, he went whole hours without even thinking of his old life, of his real identity.   
 
    Even so, that wasn’t the most troubling part of his role.  That label belonged to the way he felt when, each night, he and Hazel snuggled together for warmth and drifted off to sleep.  At one point in his life, Jesse’s every dream had centered around the girl, in one way or another, and many of them had strayed into sexual fantasy.  More nights than not, he had masturbated to their imagined coupling.  Even after he’d left to find his own way as a bandit, Jesse had satisfied himself the same way.  It wasn’t until he’d had his first woman – a whore in a nameless mining town where he’d scouted his first job – that he began to broaden his horizons.  Even so, barely a week had gone by without the return of that familiar fantasy.   
 
    So, the fact that he could lie next to her, her back to his front, the smell of her filling his nostrils even as his hands clutched her soft curves, without even a hint of physical arousal was incredibly emasculating.  The dried past which had caged his manhood for the better part of three months had been reapplied multiple times, but it still did its job well.  No doubt, the infallibility of it was probably responsible for the elder Kendricks’ peace of mind.   
 
    But as it stood, the totality of his circumstances had conspired to make Jesse feel less manly than he’d ever felt in his life. And while that served its purpose – his mask had held through two towns already – it did little for his mindset.   
 
    “Something’s wrong,” said Hazel, flipping over until her face was only inches from his.  Even in the dark, he could see how beautiful she was.  No doubt, she saw just as much beauty reflected back at her.  “I know it.  I know you.  Just talk to me.”  
 
    Jesse sighed, turning on his back.  The cold wind tickled his shift-covered chest, and he wished for the heavy, cotton blouse that was part of his daily costume.  His nipples reached for the sky, tingling.  “What do you want me to say?” Jesse muttered, ignoring the troubling sensation.  “That I’m scared?  I am.  That I’m embarrassed.  I’m that, as well.  You have no idea what it’s like.”  
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” she said. “Remember, I’ve been in skirts my whole life.”  
 
    Jesse reached up, toying with his braid.  Doing so was mildly reassuring.  “Not the same,” he said.  “You know it’s not.”  
 
    “Isn’t it?” she asked.  “I see the way you tense up when you’re around people.  I see the way your hand moves to your waist.  You’re scared.”  
 
    “I just said that I was,” I admitted. 
 
    “No – you’re scared of men,” she said.  “You’re not used to being helpless.”  
 
    “So?” he asked.  “I don’t like it.”  
 
    “Nobody does,” was her response.  “But that’s just the way of the world, sometimes.”  
 
    Jesse didn’t immediately answer.  Instead, he thought back to the first time he saw a real gunfighter.  He’d only been ten years old, and his father was still alive.  But as soon as he saw that man walking through town – and the wide berth given to him even by the toughest men in town – Jesse had been awestruck.  The gunfighter wasn’t a big man.  He wasn’t physically imposing.  But he had their respect.  He had their fear.  And Jesse desperately wanted that.   
 
    Growing up, he’d always been the runt of every litter.  Small and scrawny, underfed as often as not, he’d been bullied relentlessly.  He fought back, and he’d never given in, but that only made it worse.  And each day his father saw him, bruised and battered, he had lost a little of the elder Sommers’ respect until, eventually, his father had all but abandoned him.   
 
    But a gun?  A gun could change everything.  If he was fast enough, if he was good enough, nobody would ever bully him again.  He’d be the one with all the power.  It was the overriding motivation of his life, whether he wanted to admit it or not, and it had driven him to, first, start stealing from the town’s residents, and then, to his departure and his life as an outlaw.   
 
    And he’d gained the respect he had so craved.  No one ever messed with Jesse Sommers and lived to tell the tale.   
 
    Elizabeth Kendrick was another story altogether.  She didn’t care a gun.  She was just a weak girl who had little choice but to hide behind her father for protection.  And Jesse hated that fact.  He hated being powerless.  He hated being weak.  And he hated depending on anyone else.  Never was his shame more prevalent than after that first encounter with Wagner, but even after the man was gone and he was safe, the humiliation of it hadn’t faded.  Jesse suspected that it never would.   
 
    “Lizzy?” ventured Hazel, after a while.  “Are you still awake?”  
 
    Jesse didn’t answer.  He didn’t dare, lest the other girl discover that he’d been weeping.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…I can’t,” Jesse said, standing on the bank of the stream, clutching my skirt and making bunches of the fabric.  “I just…what if someone sees?”  
 
    Hazel had already shed her blouse and was busy removing her skirt when she looked back, saying, “Nobody’s around for miles and miles, Lizzy.  Nobody’s going to see you.”  
 
    “But I can’t,” Jesse persisted. 
 
    “You need to,” was her response.  “You stink.  You need a bath.  We all do.  And this is as good a spot as any.”  
 
    Jesse glanced around at the sparsely wooded landscape.  The steam itself was closer to a small river, lined with rocks and boulders.  It was as secluded a spot as they were likely to find, which was why Hazel had chosen it for their bathing needs.  Beside Jesse lay changes of clothing, neatly folded and stacked into two separate piles.   
 
    It would’ve been easy to refuse, and truthfully, it probably would’ve been the prudent course of action.  However, Jesse had felt increasingly dirty over the previous weeks, and there had been no respite from the constant grime of the road.  The stream offered that, and Jesse could scarcely turn it down, regardless of the dangers.  So, with trembling fingers, he started to unbutton his blouse.   
 
    Meanwhile, Hazel went back to her own task, and soon, she was completely naked and wading into the stream.  Clutching a huge, yellow cake of soap, she shivered, yelling out, “It’s cold!”  
 
    Jesse ignored her, concentrating on removing his own clothing.  He took his time, but he could hardly prolong the inevitable forever.  So, only a minute or two after he’d begun, he stood on the bank, one hand covering his naked groin while his other arm crossed his chest.  His nipples had already sprung to attention, insistently pressing against his forearm, and as he took one tentative step after another into the cold water, he couldn’t ignore the telltale jiggle of the flesh beneath his arm.   
 
    Nor could he fail to notice Hazel’s naked, lithe form.  She wasn’t nearly as curvaceous as some of the women Jesse had been with, but what she lacked in curves, she made up for in the sheer vibrance of youth.  Her breasts, naked to the world, stood out from her chest, high and proud and perky.  Her stomach was flat, and her groin, half hidden by the flowing water, was decorated by a triangle of thick hair.   
 
    “Oh, my goodness, Lizzy – don’t be so ridiculous,” she said, gripping Jesse’s arm and dragging it away from his chest.  She stared at him, wide-eyed, for a long moment before she said, “Oh.  You…y-you…have…” 
 
    Jesse didn’t need her to finish the sentence to know where it was going.  He’d felt them for weeks, growing steadily, and while the breasts jutting from his chest weren’t big, they certainly weren’t going to be mistaken for anything but what they were.  The rest of his body was in a similar predicament, and he had to admit that his own curves were at least a rival for Hazels.  With a sinking feeling in his stomach, he thought that they were probably even more prominent.   
 
    “I look like a…a…girl,” he said, feeling the water splash around his thighs.  He stepped forward, as much to get away from Hazel’s incredulous share as for a desire to be clean, and soon, the water had risen to is navel, hiding his womanly hips.   
 
    “I don’t understand,” Hazel said. “How?”  
 
    Jesse shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “It’s just…I mean, I’ve noticed it a little, but I didn’t think it’d gone so far.  Or maybe I didn’t want to believe it.”  
 
    Hazel didn’t immediately respond, but, after a few seconds, she said, “You’re very pretty.  You know that, don’t you?”  
 
    Jesse turned, flashing a wan smile.  “That doesn’t really help.”  
 
    She shrugged.  “I guess not,” was her response.  She offered him the soap, saying, “You can go first.  Little sister.”  
 
    Jesse suppressed a groan, but he took the soap and went to work.  Within a few minutes, he’d lathered his whole body, including his hair, before ducking under the water to rinse off.  Despite the revelations about his body, getting clean had worked wonders on his mood.  As he stepped out of the stream, he almost felt human.   
 
    But then he noticed something that nearly stopped his heart.   
 
    Where his penis had once been was an inch-long nub that was all but hidden in the tangle of his pubic hair.  He let out a little squeal, and in seconds, Hazel was there beside him.  He stared down at it in horror.   
 
    “W-what…where…w-what happened to…” 
 
    He could barely stammer an intelligible word.  He could hardly think straight.  All he knew was that his penis, his pride and joy, was all but gone.  Even his testicles had retreated, leaving a loose, mostly flat collection of tissue beneath his devastated manhood.   
 
    “Calm down,” Hazel soothed, gripping his shoulders.  “It’s going to be okay.  It’ll be okay.”  
 
    “O-okay?” Jesse said, looking up and into her eyes.  “I’m…I’m a eunuch.  I’m a…” 
 
    “You’re not a eunuch,” Hazel said.  “It’s the stuff we’ve been putting on there.  It takes a little while to work properly, but it kind of…it sort of shrinks everything.  But it’ll go back in a while.  It’s going to be okay.  I promise.”  
 
    But Jesse was inconsolable.  He sank to the ground, naked and clutching his knees to his chest, and he wept.  He wept like he hadn’t since he was a baby, but it didn’t help.  Nothing would.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse sat on the inn room’s bed, his legs folded beneath him and his skirt spread wide as he brushed his hair.  Hazel was getting undressed nearby, which, in another life, might’ve made me slightly uncomfortable.  Or aroused.  Probably both.  As it stood, though, he merely took it as a matter of course.  He’d seen her naked.  They had slept next to one another.  And seeing it again didn’t seem terribly interesting.   
 
    “Are you just going to sit there?” she asked, unbuttoning her blouse.  “Or did you plan to sleep in your skirt?”  
 
    Jesse glanced aside.  “It’s getting worse,” he said, hating the register of his voice.  He’d tried to use his old tone, but it came out sounding like a poor imitation of a man’s voice.  “A lot worse.”  
 
    “Let’s see,” she said, turning to him.  Her blouse was open, revealing her round breasts.  She hadn’t worn a slip that day.  “Go ahead.  Get undressed.”  
 
    Jesse took a deep breath.  They’d repeated that same inspection a few times over the previous few weeks since that day in the stream, and each time, his body had grown more feminine.  And he knew that this would be no different.  However, morbid curiosity dictated that he keep looking.  So, he undressed.  It didn’t take long before he stood before her, completely naked.  He knew what she saw, but he was still surprised when she turned him toward the inn room’s mirror.   
 
    His hips were wide, his waist was narrow, and his breasts had grown in tandem with the rest of his curves.  They weren’t enormous, but they certainly would never be mistaken for mere flab, and they were topped by a pair of nipples that didn’t belong on any man’s chest.  The same could be said about the rest of his body, come to that.  In fact, standing side-by-side with the semi-nude Hazel, he had to admit that he looked more like a woman than she did.  Even the tiny, flesh-colored lump of his shrunken penis did little to distract from that impression.   
 
    “We’re going to have to let out your clothes a little,” she said, her tone business-like.  “And you might have to start –” 
 
    Jesse sighed.  “That’s all you have to say?” he asked, resisting the urge to cover himself.  “Look at me, Hazel.  Just…look.  I…I’m…I don’t know what I am.  I’m scared!”  
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” she said, turning him.  She gripped his shoulders, rubbing her arms up and down his upper arms.  “I promise.  It’s all going to be fine.”  
 
    Jesse jerked away, turning toward the dark wall.  “How can you say that?  You have no idea why I’m like this,” he said.  “You don’t know what caused it, and –” 
 
    “It’s the tea,” she said. 
 
    “What?” he asked, looking back at her. 
 
    “The tea,” Hazel said.  “The stuff mother made you drink for so long.”  
 
    “How…h-how do you know that?” Jesse demanded. 
 
    “She told me,” was her response. “I asked, and she told me. It’s some kind of combination of things she learned back in Ireland – her mother was an apothecary – and what she learned from an Indian she met.  I don’t know what’s in it, but this is what it’s supposed to do.”  
 
    “W-why would anybody…why would anyone want to do this?” Jesse asked, gesturing to his feminized body.  “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “Because some boys want to be girls,” Hazel said.  “I know it’s not something anybody talks about, but from what mother says, there are men who wear dresses and –” 
 
    “She did this to me,” Jesse said, collapsing onto the bed.  He buried his head in his hands, and his loose hair made a curtain around his face.  Quietly, he sobbed.  “I can’t believe it.  I…I trusted her.”  
 
    Suddenly, Hazel was beside him.  “She did what she thought she had to do,” she responded, rubbing his naked back.  “I don’t know if you’d have made it so far without what she did.  I think you’d have been caught by that first bounty hunter.”  
 
    She was probably right, Jesse had to admit.  However, he wasn’t feeling particularly rational.  Nor did it lessen the sense of betrayal.  At the least, Mrs. Kendrick should’ve told him what was going on.   
 
    “It’ll go away,” Hazel said.  “That’s what mother says.  Eventually, you’ll go back to normal.”  
 
    “I…I don’t know if I believe that,” was his tearful response.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse lay in the bed, his back to Hazel.  She was still awake.  He’d slept beside her enough times to know her breathing patterns.  But he didn’t care.  After she had spent the better part of an hour reassuring him through his tears, Jesse wasn’t in the mood to hear her voice.  If she spoke, he’d likely start crying again, and he had little desire to revisit that well of emotion.   
 
    He felt betrayed, and not just by Mrs. Kendrick.  No doubt, her husband knew what was going on as well, and he had just as obviously approved of his wife’s actions.  They knew what he’d become.  They had counted on it.   
 
    At least Hazel hadn’t known.  She had been just as surprised as he’d been when she saw the development of his body.  No one could fake that kind of reaction.  So, at least he could trust one of them.  The one who had no power.  No say-so in anything that happened.  The weak one.  It was enough to send his stomach roiling in anxiety.   
 
    However, he had little choice but to continue on as before.  They were approaching the final leg of the journey, and he still had a month or two before he could be free of the dishonest family.  But even then, he had no idea what he was going to do.  Jesse knew the life a woman faced among the men he’d once considered friends.  It wasn’t pretty, and he didn’t wish that on anyone.   
 
    So, what was he to do?  Who was he to be?  Even if he returned to his old body – which he doubted – it wouldn’t be immediate.  There was no hiding his womanhood, now, so he’d have to maintain his disguise for some time to come.  And he didn’t know what a life like that offered to someone like him.   
 
    Suddenly, as his mind wandered, he realized that Hazel’s fingers had crept up to his breast, and she’d pinched his sensitive nipple between her fingers.   
 
    “W-what –” 
 
    The other girl put her hand over his mouth, hissing for him to be quiet, to relax.  Jesse did, as much because of her request as because whatever she was doing with her fingers felt amazing.   
 
    She kissed his neck, sending a shiver down his spine.  Her lips trailed down his neck to his shoulder, then down his slim arm, and eventually, to his nipple.  He let out a low, quivering moan as her tongue flicked out, caressing it lightly.  After that, Hazel clamped her lips down on his nipple, kissing and sucking until Jesse’s heartbeat quickened and a series of trembling breaths had escaped from between his own, plump lips.   
 
    Hazel ripped the sheet from his body, then her clothes from her body.  Next came Jesse’s, exposing him in all his femininity.  Without hesitation, she straddled him, the wetness of her sex rubbing against his taut stomach.  They kissed, their lips coming together in a soft embrace.  Their tongues intertwined, and both pairs of hands roamed all over the other’s body, squeezing and caressing until they were both panting with unspent arousal.   
 
    Hazel backed away, walking back on her knees until she was at the end of the bed.  She forced his legs apart, then grinned before leaning forward and burying her face in his groin.  Her tongue darted out, licking the nub that was his penis even as her finger found the opening of his anus.  If Jesse had known what she intended, he would’ve flinched away.  But it happened so quickly that he had no time to react before it slipped inside him.  And once it was there, it felt good enough that he had little thought of stopping it.  Instead, he clutched the sheets, biting his lip as he tried not to cry out in pleasure.   
 
    Jesse had no idea how long Hazel was down there, but by the time she finished, he’d already orgasmed once.  And though he hadn’t spurted more than a little thin, watery semen, it had felt like the release of a gallon of the stuff.  He’d bucked his hips and smothered his screams of ecstasy with a pillow.   
 
    But Hazel wasn’t done.  She’d given him a release, and she wanted one as well.  So, she climbed up his soft, curvy body until her own sex stood poised before his face.  And then she descended.  Jesse didn’t hesitate to give her what she so obviously wanted, and he licked her slit with reckless abandon.   
 
    And by the time he’d finished, they had both experienced more than one orgasm.  The two collapsed onto the bed, sweaty and exhausted and their breath coming in ragged gasps.   
 
    “Where did that come from?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” was Hazel’s answer.  “I just…I don’t know.  You were right here, and I was…I just wanted you, and…I…I’m sorry.”  
 
    “No,” Jesse said.  “Don’t be sorry.  It was the best thing I’ve ever experienced.  Never be sorry for giving me that.”  
 
    And then they did it again.  And again.  Three times, they made love, and by the time dawn presented itself, neither had slept a wink.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Hazel sat beside him in the back of the wagon, butterflies danced in Jesse’s stomach.  His fingers intertwined with Hazels, and his heart beat a little faster.  It had been two days since the night in the inn, but it still felt fresh.  Exciting.  It still felt new.  Each night since then, they’d kissed and cuddled beneath the wagon at night, and while it wasn’t completely satisfying, it certainly made the trip to the mountain pass all the easier.   
 
    He looked up, feeling a little claustrophobic.  The mountains bore down him, looming over him like great, rocky bullies.  Meanwhile, the pass was fairly narrow, and was frequently flanked by sheer drops down into a crevasse.  It was daunting, and not just because Jesse had never really seen anything like it.   
 
    “I feel small,” he admitted. 
 
    “Me too,” was Hazel’s response.  “Lizzy would’ve loved them, though.  She always used to talk about the mountains.  She read one of those books, you know?  The romances she used to like.  And the author wrote these wonderful descriptions of the mountains.  Lizzy was infatuated with them.”  
 
    Her voice trailed away as she no doubt reminisced about her deceased sister.  Jesse did the same, except about his own losses.  The death of his father had come as a huge shock to him.  To his eleven-year-old self, the man had seemed as immovable as one of the mountains looming over him.  He’d worked odd jobs around Crichton, often for Kendrick.  It was on one of those jobs – a run to the nearby town of Red Creek – that he’d been ambushed by a band of marauders.  They killed him and stole his cargo.  They’d even burned the wagon he was driving.   
 
    When old Kendrick told him about it, he hadn’t believed him.  He’d thought it was a joke.  A lie.  In fact, he’d persisted in his disbelief until a man brought the elder Sommers’ body home.  But when Jesse saw the body, he broke down.  He wept like only a recently orphaned child could, but in his mind, he’d vowed revenge on the bandits who’d murdered his father.   
 
    “I completely forgot about it,” he muttered. 
 
    “What’s that?” Hazel asked. 
 
    Jesse hadn’t realized he’d spoke aloud, but when he did, he answered, “My dad.  I told myself I’d avenge him.  But I forgot.  I never even tried.  I don’t deserve –” 
 
    A gunshot rang out, echoing through the pass, and the wooden frame of the wagon exploded into splinters.  After that, everything was chaos.  Jesse threw himself from the wagon as another shot rang out, and Hazel followed, the both of them rolling into the underbrush.  Spooked by the suddenness of the noise combined with the nearly-as-loud echoes, the horses reared, and the spares managed to pull their traces from the wagon’s peg.  They bolted back down the trail, thankfully impeding their pursuers.   
 
    Jesse spared a glance back, recognizing Wagner.  He could almost imagine the man’s gleaming white teeth, bared in a grimace.  His unfamiliar companion was much smaller, and he raced along beside him.   
 
    The horses hitched to the wagon whinnied, and Jesse’s head snapped around.  His bride flying, he saw the horses buck, lose their footing, and slip from the path.  It all seemed to happen so slowly that Jesse could see every single detail.  The look of surprise on Mr. Kendrick’s face.  The terror in the eyes of the falling horses.  The sudden, creaking lurch of the wagon.  Mrs. Kendrick’s blood-curdling scream.   
 
    And then they were gone over the edge.  A second later, a great crash echoed through the pass, and Jesse knew that the wagon had been smashed to splinters.  There was no way that anyone could survive that.  It was impossible.   
 
    He crouched in the brush, Hazel trembling beside him.  He wanted to do something, anything.  He wanted to fight, to protect Hazel.  But what could he do?  He was too small.  Too weak.  He was too much of a woman.  And without a gun, he had little chance of protecting himself, much less someone else.   
 
    The pursuers bore down on their position, Wagner’s eyes searching.  As soon as the alighted on Jesse’s hiding position, he grinned and cantered his mount to within a few feet.   
 
    “Go on, now,” he said, gesturing with his one of his nickel-plated six-shooters. “Get on out of there.  You’re caught.”  
 
    He was right.   
 
    But that didn’t mean Jesse had to go down like a coward.  So, he pushed himself to his feet, brushed off his skirt, and stared defiantly at the man.   
 
    “You sure this is the right…um…person, Kurt?” said the other man.  Up close, the size difference was even more dramatic.  While he was still much heavier than Jesse or Hazel, he was nearly a head shorter than his partner.  “That looks like a girl.”  
 
    “She does, don’t she?” said the taller man.  He stroked his stubble-covered chin, then spat.  Without another word, he dismounted, then holstered his weapon.  To his partner, he said, “Watch ‘em, Turk.  Watch ‘em both.”  
 
    He stepped close to Jesse, who stood with his back straight and his shoulders back.  It wasn’t until the man’s hand found its way to his full breast that Jesse realized his mistake.  His stance had accentuated the femininity of his figure.  He tried to recoil, to pull away, but Wagner gripped him around the waist.   
 
    “Let me go!” he screeched, kicking him in the shin.  Thin kneeing him between the legs.  Then scratching at his face.  He didn’t have a plan.  He just wanted to hurt him, to drive the big man away.  It didn’t work.   
 
    Wagner leaned in close, whispering, “If you don’t hold still, I’m gonna tell Turk back there to put a bullet between your little friend’s eyes.  Got me?”  
 
    Jesse went limp, then nodded.  Wagner smiled, but he didn’t say anything as his hands roamed all over Jesse’s feminized body.  But his smile continued to broaden as he reached down and lifted Jesse’s skirt.  His hand went immediately to the feminized boy’s groin, and within seconds, Wagner’s smile faded, becoming a grimace of revulsion.   
 
    He jerked his hand away.  “It’s him,” he said.  “I don’t know what’s happened, but –” 
 
    With a wordless roar, something big and fast smashed into Wagner, sending him careening into the brush.  Jesse had a moment to consider that it was a pity the attack hadn’t come from the other side; if it had, Wagner would’ve found himself at the bottom of a twenty-five foot fall.  In any case, the tall man was sent sprawling into a thicket of thorny bushes.  He howled in pain as his attacker wheeled around.   
 
    “Run!” Kendrick screamed, his face a mask of pain and anguish.  Blood trickled for a dozen small cuts, and Jesse had enough time to see that the man’s leg was all but ruined.  He pivoted on his good leg, and his knife glittered through the air.  A split second later, it sprouted from Turk’s neck.  The short, bullish man clutched at it, trying to stem the flow of blood, but it was useless. The spewed, red and hot and steaming in the fall air.   
 
    Jesse felt a tug on his arm, and he turned to see Hazel, beckoning him away.  He didn’t hesitate any longer.  Instead, he started running.   
 
    The two of them scampered up the pass, never looking back.  About twenty minutes after their flight began, a cold rain started to fall.  And then, they heard a piercing shriek, the cry of a dying man.  It only quickened their steps.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “One foot in front of the other,” Jesse mumbled, mostly to himself.  It was unlikely that Hazel could hear him over the howling wind or the falling sleet.  It didn’t matter, though.  The girl was hardier than she appeared to be, and in the eight or so hours since they’d begun their flight through the pass, she hadn’t complained a single time.  “Just keep going.”  
 
    Jesse had no idea how far they’d come.  Nor did he know how far they had yet to go.  The only thing he knew for certain was that they had to keep moving.  And so far, they had.  Through the rain that had turned to sleet and the dropping temperature, they’d trudged along the pass for an entire day.  However, night would soon fall, and with it, any chance of survival without some sort of shelter.  So, for the previous couple of hours, Jesse had been searching for signs of a cave, an overhang, or anything that might offer solace from the wind and precipitation.  He’d yet to find anything. 
 
    He felt a tug on his skirt and turned to see Hazel’s pained face.  Her hair was plastered to her face, and, even through the rain and sleet, he could tell that she’d been weeping.  So had he.  The accident had come so suddenly that neither had had any opportunity to process it until they were hours into their flight.  But that had obviously changed, and with that came the realization that their entire world had come crashing down.  Mrs. Kendrick was gone.  Mr. Kendrick was almost as surely dead at the hands of Wagner.  And they were alone on the side of a mountain with only the slimmest chance of survival.  To say that their prospects were dire would’ve been a vast understatement.   
 
    “I think I saw a cave,” she said, her voice barely audible in the storm.  “Come on.”  
 
    A cave.  So close to winter, it was unlikely to be unoccupied, and the last thing either of them wanted was to awaken a sleeping bear.  But what choice did they really have?  What other options were there, aside from freezing to death in the cold, dark night?  None.  So, without complaint, Jesse followed the girl as she branched off the path and led him to the cleverly hidden mouth of a cave.   
 
    After they’d ducked inside, Jesse asked, “How did you know this was here?”  
 
    Hazel didn’t immediately answer.  Instead, she busied herself with inspecting the space.  It was unoccupied.  More, there was evidence that someone else had taken shelter inside, because there was blessedly dry wood stacked to one side and an oft-used fire pit in the center.  Finally, she turned to him, saying, “I thought this was the right place.”  
 
    “You knew this was here,” Jesse stated. 
 
    She nodded.  “I came with daddy through this pass once,” she said, her voice cracking over the mention of her father.  “I was sick, and there wasn’t a doctor near Crichton.  I was really young, and it was in summer, but I remembered him stopping here.  I think it gets used all the time.”  
 
    It was all Jesse could do not to simply collapse onto the cave’s floor, but he couldn’t let himself.  Instead, he gathered the firewood and stacked in the pit.  He found a match in his pouch, and, thankful they’d remained dry, struck it.  A few moments later, the kindling took, and the beginnings of a fire bloomed to life.  Still, it was a while before the blaze was big enough to provide warmth, and when it did, he and Hazel huddled close. 
 
    “Do you think the fire will be visible from outside?” he asked.  Even if it had, they were too cold and too wet to go without.  They needed it if they were to survive the rapidly dropping temperature outside the cave.   
 
    Hazel shook her head, holding her hands out to the fire.  The light danced across her face as she said, “No.  Not unless someone’s coming from the opposite direction, and even then, it’s pretty well hidden.  I doubt anyone will find us unless they know where we are.”  
 
    “But your dad will know,” Jesse stated.   
 
    Hazel didn’t respond.  It was obvious that she thought her father was dead, just like her mother.  Just like her sister.  Just like them.  With the immediate needs for shelter and warmth out of the way, it had freed her mind to settle on their own prospects for survival.  They weren’t good.   
 
    “Where are we going to go?” she finally muttered.  “What are we going to do?”  
 
    “When the storm breaks, we keep going,” Jesse said, trying to sound confident.  His efforts were only marginally successful, even to his own ears.  “I think there’s an old trapper’s cabin up the trail a little.  Your dad talked about wintering there if the snows hit early.  He said something about a man named Morrison.”  
 
    “But what about that thug behind us?” she asked. 
 
    “I think your father might’ve –” 
 
    “He didn’t,” she said.  “He’s dead.  And the best we can hope is that daddy wounded him.  With that and the storm, he might’ve turned back.  Maybe.”  
 
    “Y-you don’t know that,” Jesse said. 
 
    “I do,” was her cold response.  “I know my own father’s scream when I hear it.”  
 
    Jesse had no retort, and so, for the next few minutes, the two remained silent.  The fire did its job, warming the small space until, at last, Jesse said, “We should get out of these wet clothes.  Give them a chance to dry for when we get out of here.”  
 
    There was also the very distinct chance of hypothermia.  Despite the fire’s warmth, sitting in a cave in wet clothes while the temperature dropped below freezing was tantamount to suicide.  So, the two of them quickly undressed down to their underthings and huddled together near the fire.  Despite the closeness, there was nothing sexual about it.  Neither had the energy or inclination to change that, either.  They were simply too tired.  Too distraught.  Too deeply mired in grief.   
 
    After a few minutes, during which Jesse tried to keep his mind from wandering into the abyss of despair threatening to overwhelm him, he felt sleep overcome him.  And soon, the blessed relief of unconsciousness enveloped them both. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next couple of days were difficult.  Not only did they lack any food, but water became an issue as well.  When the precipitation was still mostly liquid, they tried gathering enough of it in their hands, but it was a paltry sum, and it left their fingers numb.  It was worse when the rain turned into snow, and they were forced to melt the stuff in their mouths.  The only other option was to go thirsty.   
 
    But, as difficult as it was, the two persisted as best they could.  However, Jesse – and Hazel, too, probably – knew that their time was limited.  Hunger gnawed at their bellies, and they became weaker by the day.  On top of that, their cache of firewood was finite, and they could see it dwindling with each passing hour.  Soon, they knew, they’d have to make a break for it, storm or not, and let the chips fall where they may.   
 
    Curiously, Jesse’s fear of death, which had once raged through his mind like a wildfire, had subsided into a weak simmering and mostly nameless dread at the back of his thoughts.  It was still there, but it had been robbed of much of its power.  Death would come, sooner rather than later, he knew, and there was little he could do about it.   
 
    Hazel was worse.  She’d barely spoken since the apparent death of her parents, and when she did, her words were tinged with apathy.  The girl simply didn’t care whether she lived or died.  And Jesse understood it.  She had lost everything, and in the face of such grief, the simple act of taking a breath had become a meaningless chore.  She had nothing to live for.  Nothing to drive her to survive, save the most basic of human instincts.  And that worried Jesse at least as much as the lack of food or water.   
 
    But then, on the third day, the storm miraculously broke.  The world outside of their little cave was covered in white, but the sun shone, inviting and bright. 
 
    “We need to go,” Jesse said, crouching at the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “Why?” Hazel asked, poking the fire with a long stick as she stared into the flames. 
 
    “Because we don’t know how long this break’s going to last,” he said.  “We need to take advantage of it.  We need to –” 
 
    “He’s probably out there looking for us right now,” Hazel said, interrupting him.  “As soon as we get to the trail, he’ll find us and kill us.”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” Jesse said.  “If we stay here, we’ll die for sure.”  
 
    Hazel shrugged.  “At least we’ll die warm,” she said. 
 
    Jesse’s shoulders sagged.  He didn’t want to leave her, but he also had no intention of lying down and dying in that cave.  If he had any life left in him, he would use it to keep going.  To keep putting one foot in front of the other until he simply couldn’t do it anymore.   
 
    “Or we could live,” he murmured.  It wasn’t a loud proclamation, but it carried to Hazel’s ears easily enough.  “We will live.”  
 
    Hazel kept staring at the fire for a long moment before, at last, looking and saying, “Fine.  One tomb is as good as another.”  
 
    And so they went trudging from the cave like two people arising from the dead.  They were pale.  Too thin.  And worn out.  But they kept moving.  They kept going.  And to Jesse, that had to be enough. 
 
    Once they reached the path, the way was a little easier, which was to say that it was barely on the right side of impossible.  The snowfall had left its mark, and their steps had to compensate accordingly.  So, rather than walk as they normally did, they were forced to do so, their knees rising to their waists with each footfall.  Couple that with the slight slope of the path and the fact that neither was dressed for the weather, and it was a recipe for rapid exhaustion.   
 
    Before long, their motions had become lethargic.  And soon, the lethargy built upon itself until neither could think.  It was all they could do to keep going forward.   
 
    Hazel collapsed after the third hour.  She didn’t say a word.  She barely even grunted when she fell to the snow-covered ground.  And when she fell, she didn’t attempt to rise.   
 
    “Come on,” Jesse said, bending down to hook his hands under her arms.  He tried to lift her to her feet, but her weight was too much for him to bear.  “You have to help me.  We’ve got to keep going.”  
 
    For a long moment, Hazel didn’t respond.  She simply stared off into nothing, no doubt wondering why she would bother prolonging the inevitable.  But then, against all odds, she blinked, then focused on Jesse’s face.   
 
    “Lizzy,” she muttered.   
 
    “Help me,” Jesse said.  “It’s not much further.”  
 
    His statement might have been true.  Or maybe not.  He had no way of knowing.  But it was the only thing he could think to say that might awaken her from her exhaustion-induced reverie.  And it worked.  Hazel settled her feet under her, then pushed herself upright, her arm draped over Jesse’s shoulders.  And like that, the two kept moving forward for some time.   
 
    Until they couldn’t.   
 
    Jesse collapsed, taking Hazel with him.  And neither rose.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse awoke to a cacophony of pain.  His entire body hurt, but much of the worst pain was concentrated in his extremities.  Specifically, his feet felt like someone was rapidly stabbing them with needles.  But even so, if he was in pain, that meant he was alive.  And judging by the relatively comfortable temperature, he was someplace warm.   
 
    His eyes fluttered open, and he took in his surroundings.  The cabin wasn’t large and consisted of only one room.  However, it seemed big enough to accommodate a half-dozen people.  Its walls were lined with the stuffed carcasses of various animals, and, in one corner, a series of large, metal traps hung from the ceiling.  In another muddled a stooped figure in a homespun dress.  Sensing that Jesse had awoken, she turned, revealing a plain, if kind-looking face.  Her hair was tied back in a single, thick braid, and her smile revealed a few missing teeth.   
 
    “So,” she said, her voice gravelly.  “Awake, huh?”  
 
    “Where am I?” Jesse croaked, trying to sit up.  When he did, he was alarmed to find that he was completely naked and covered with a thick, fur blanket.  “Who are you?”  
 
    “Gert,” she said, hefting a tin bowl.  She shuffled to the fire, where a huge pot simmered.  She withdrew a large, metal ladle and slopped the contents into the bowl before she quickly covered the short distance to Jesse.  Handing him the bowl, she said, “Eat.  You need it.”  
 
    Jesse took the bowl, then a crude, wooden spoon.  He dipped the utensil into the stew, then raised it to his mouth.  Surprisingly, it was quite good.  Or maybe it was just that he was incredibly ravenous.  Either way, he could hardly concentrate on anything else until he found the bottom of the warm bowl.   
 
    “More?” asked Gert.  Jesse nodded, and they repeated the same two more times before Jesse’s hunger was sated.  And when he finally said so, Gert responded, “You and your friend were in a bad way when I found you not a hundred yards from here.  I brought you in and saw to your injuries.”  
 
    It was then that Jesse realized that Hazel slept beside him.  “Is she okay?” he asked.  “Why is she still asleep.”  
 
    “No frostbite, lord be thanked,” the old woman said.  “Lucky, that.  By all rights, you should’ve both lost at least a couple of toes, traipsing around in the snow like that.”  
 
    “W-we…we didn’t have a choice,” Jesse said.  “We were traveling through the pass when we were set upon by bandits.  Our wagon went over the edge of a cliff, and me and Hazel, we just ran.”  
 
    “You’re Daniel Kendrick’s girls, ain’t you?” Gert guessed.  Jesse nodded.  “Said he’d probably be through here.  Was going to winter here if winter came early.  Is he dead?”  
 
    Jesse nodded.  “We think so,” he said. 
 
    Gert shook her head.  “Shame,” she said. “He was a good man.”  
 
    “Is it…is it just you here?” Jesse asked, thinking of the man who’d pursued them.  If he came upon them, Gert wouldn’t be much help. 
 
    “My husband died after gettin’ on the wrong side of a bear last spring,” she said.  “Mauled somethin’ fierce.  Died then and there.”  
 
    “I…I’m sorry,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Weren’t your fault,” she said, her croaking voice carrying with it a note of grief.  “We all gotta go sometime.”  
 
    Jesse didn’t respond.  Instead, he turned his head to study Hazel’s sleeping form.  She looked so peaceful, it was difficult to remember that her parents had just been killed.  Finally, Jesse asked, “Can we stay here for the winter?  We’ll be gone in the spring.”  
 
    “Figured you’d ask,” she said.  “And I can’t rightly refuse.  What’s mine is yours.”  
 
    Hazel awoke a few hours after Jesse, and the conversation was repeated almost verbatim, and she accepted it without comment.  After that, their life in the cabin began.  At first, Jesse half-expected Wagner to burst through the doors and murder them all.  But that eventually never came to pass, and over the next few days, he began to relax.  Hazel didn’t, though.  She remained withdrawn.  And no amount of safety could rob her of her grief.   
 
    However, the cabin proved to be exactly the haven they needed.  Gert, old as she was, kept a well-stocked house, and it became clear that she’d endured a great many winters in that old cabin.  There was plenty of food and water, and the woman was completely self-sufficient.  Even so, as soon as Jesse had managed to recover from their ordeal, he began to pitch in by gathering firewood and water from the nearby well.  The work helped distract him from their ordeal, but time itself proved to be the most potent cure for their grief.  As the days passed into weeks, Hazel slowly began to open up, and by the time they’d spent a month in the cabin, she seemed almost like her old self.  Certainly, she still rarely smiled, but she stopped crying herself to sleep each night.  That was progress.   
 
    “You know,” Jesse said, sitting near the fire while he tended the stew.  It was five weeks into winter, and the three of them had fallen into an easy rhythm.   
 
    “What’s that, love?” asked Gert. 
 
    Hazel lay in the pallet she and Jesse shared, apparently asleep.   
 
    “About me,” was Jesse’s response.  “That I’m not a real girl.”  
 
    “I saw,” Gert said. 
 
    “But you didn’t say anything,” he pointed out.  “Why?”  
 
    “Not my place,” Gert answered.  “I learned that a long time ago.  You look like a girl.  You act like a girl.  You told me you was a girl.  Ain’t my place to argue with you about your own self.”  
 
    Jesse didn’t pursue the conversation further.  Instead, he focused his thoughts inward.  If Gert could accept what he’d become, then why couldn’t he?  Sure, he’d never really given much thought to the idea of being a woman – aside from as a disguise – but the fact remained that that was exactly what he had become.  No matter what else happened, that wasn’t soon going to change.  He had the body of a real woman – no one would ever dispute that, given the femininity of his curves – and was past time he came to terms with that.   
 
    But could he? 
 
    It seemed a lot easier, in theory, than in reality, especially when he found himself considering the consequences of such a line of thought.  It was one thing to play the role; it was something else entirely to commit to it in the long term.   
 
    However, he had to acknowledge that he’d gotten comfortable in his mask.  More, he felt more at ease as Elizabeth than he had since his childhood.  He didn’t feel the need to prove himself, to take charge, to seek respect.  Jesse hadn’t realized it, but that pursuit had occupied much of his mind, and had thrown him into the life that had, ultimately resulted in him almost dying in an obscure mountain pass.  Certainly, it had gotten the Mr. and Mrs. Kendrick killed, and he wouldn’t soon free himself from the guilt of that fact.   
 
    For the next couple of weeks, as the snow deepened, those thoughts occupied his mind, often to the detriment of all else.  But no matter how much thought he gave his situation, it didn’t seem to help.  He didn’t know what he was going to do, once spring hit, and he’d come no closer to discovering his path than when he’d begun.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse was in the middle of darning one of his stockings when the cabin’s door shuddered open, sending the fresh snow swirling in.  Wagner, looking thin and bearing an ugly red scar on his cheek, loomed in the doorway.  Another figure, smaller but still oppressively intimidating, loomed behind him, holding a long gun.   
 
    Gert was moving as soon as the door swung open.  She dove for a shotgun leaning against the small table where they often ate, but she was too slow.  Gunshots rang out, and when the dust settled, Gert had been thrown wide of her target.  She collapsed against the wall, her breath coming in ragged, coughing gasps.  She clutched her middle, blood seeping through her fingers.   
 
    Then, Jesse was moving, throwing himself at Wagner.  His plan was to wrestle the pistol out of the bounty hunter’s hand and turn it on its owner.  It was a good enough plan, given the circumstances, but his efforts were about as effective as a child’s.  Wagner saw him coming, and with a contemptuous backhand, he sent Jesse to his back.  Hazel, who’d had a similar plan, ended up no better.  However, instead of an open hand, she’d gotten a fist which had knocked her senseless.   
 
    “Now, now, ladies,” said Wagner, stepping into the cabin.  Gert wheezed in the corner, still trying to crawl toward the shotgun.  “Let’s all play nice.”  
 
    Jesse leapt for the pistol again, but, like the first time, he was slapped down.  Wagner turned a murderous glare on him, saying, “Stay down.  For your sake.”  
 
    Jesse obeyed.  Sprawled on the floor, he rubbed his jaw while staring daggers at his attacker.  Hazel stirred, but she didn’t rise.   
 
    “Go ahead,” Jesse snarled.  “Do it.”  
 
    “Do what?” asked Wagner, followed by the unfamiliar man.  He shut the door behind him.  “What do you think’s going to happen here, little girl?”  
 
    Jesse blinked.  “Just kills us and get it over with,” he spat.  “Just like you did with Mr. and Mrs. Kendrick.  Just like you did to Gert.”  
 
    Wagner stepped forward, his bootfalls heavy on the wooden floor of the cabin.  When he reached Jesse, he squatted.  With his gunhand propped on his knee, he said, “Got no reason to kill you or your little friend.  Not if you don’t give us trouble.”  
 
    Jesse studied his attacker.  Wagner looked terrible.  His nose was beat red, and the angry scar on his face looked only half-healed.  His eyes had dark circles beneath them, and his cheeks looked sunken.   
 
    “We ought to just time ‘em up and throw ‘em on the back of one of the horses,” the other man said.  “We could get down the mountain and back to –” 
 
    “Not possible,” Wagner said.  “It was bad enough getting up here.  You really want to make that trip again?  The horses are half-dead as it is, and going down a mountain in the snow is a recipe for disaster.”  
 
    “You wanna stay?” asked the other man.  “That’s –” 
 
    Wagner wheeled on his partner, quick as a snake.  As he stood, nose-to-nose with the thick man, his body quivered with barely restrained violence.  “We’re staying here until the end of winter,” he growled.  “A month.  Maybe six weeks.  And that’s the end of it, Jack.”  
 
    Jack, who had a heavy beard and a low, jutting brow, held his hands up in surrender.  “I ain’t arguin’ with you, Kurt.  Just asking,” he said. 
 
    Jesse glanced toward Hazel, who’d gathered her wits enough to sit up.  She sat there, staring at the pair of men.  Her jaw had already begun to purple.  They exchanged a meaningful look before both turned their attention back to their attackers. 
 
    “Besides,” said Wagner, turning to look at the pair of girls on the floor.  “This little delay doesn’t have to be unpleasant.  In fact, I think it might be quite enjoyable.”  
 
    Jesse recognized the hunger in the man’s lecherous eyes, and he began scrambling away.  There was nowhere to go, though, and soon, his back was to the wall.  Both Wagner and Jack, their evil minds operating on the same path, laughed at the pointless effort.  There was no humor in it.  Only vileness.   
 
    Hazel, for her part, didn’t move.  She seemed resigned to her fate as Jack stepped close to her, already unfastening his belt.  He let it fall to the floor with a clunk, but Hazel was far past trying to take advantage of the situation.  To get to the gun, she’d have to go through the much larger, far more violent Jack.  And she knew how that would go.  Jesse made a similar decision when it came to Wagner, who suddenly was looming over him.   
 
    “Lift your skirt,” he growled. 
 
    Jesse, to his shame, obeyed, exposing his stockinged legs.  Wagner reached down, ripping them into shreds.  Next came Jesse’s knickers, leaving his groin bare.  Wagner stared down at the feminized boy’s pitiful manhood.  It was little more than a bump amidst Jesse’s pubic hair.  Easy to ignore.  Easy to discount.  And Wagner did. 
 
    The tall, broad-shouldered man tossed his gun belt to the floor only feet away from Jesse before unfastening his trousers.  A second later, and the man’s thick manhood, already erect, loomed large in Jesse’s view.  It was intimidating as anything he’d ever seen, and he practically cowered before it.  On the other side of the cabin, Jack had already descended upon Hazel, and the girl’s soft whimpers mingled with the bandit’s grunts.   
 
    Jesse knew what was coming.  He’d seen as much happen when he’d mired himself in a career of banditry.  Some men didn’t think twice about forcing themselves on women, and Wagner seemed of the same mind.  He lowered himself between Jesse’s legs, and hooked his hands under Jesse’s knees.  Lifting, he shifted the feminized boy, pinning his legs wide.  Jesse didn’t fight.  He didn’t dare, lest he end up like Gert, who’d already succumbed to her injuries.   
 
    Even so, he couldn’t keep himself from letting out a cry of agony as Wagner thrust himself deep inside of him.  Every muscle in his body clenched as pain arced out from his stretched anus, and tears began flowing down his cheeks.  Wagner ignored it.   
 
    No – that wasn’t completely true.  He didn’t ignore it.  He reveled in it, a lecherous grin on his face as he one thrust followed another.  Over and over, he pounded into Jesse until, after an agonizing eternity, he tensed, then finished inside of the boy.   
 
    He lay there, panting, for a few seconds before pulling out.  Wagner didn’t say a word.  Instead, he pulled up his pants, fastened them, then replaced his gunbelt.  Jack finished a few seconds later and repeated the motion.  Hazel lay there, her legs still spread, silent sobs racking her chest.  Jesse suddenly realized that he was doing the same thing, and with an effort of will, he closed his legs and sat up.  The man’s seed leaked out of him, the insult to injury.   
 
    “What do you plan for us?” he managed. 
 
    At first, Wagner didn’t seem to hear.  Or maybe he’d just ignored his conquest’s question.  In any case, it took him a few moments to answer, and when he did, his raspy voice was surprisingly pleasant. 
 
    “Del Rio never needs to know you’re alive,” he said.  “You could’ve died when that wagon went over the cliff.”  
 
    “But we won’t get paid for –” 
 
    Wagner glared at his partner, cutting him off.  “I can make Del Rio believe it,” he insisted.  “We’ll get half the promised bounty.  That’s still more than you make most years.”  
 
    That shut Jack up.   
 
    “Why would you do that?” Jesse asked, summoning a little defiance to put an edge to the question. 
 
    “Keep us company,” Wagner said.  “For the rest of winter, we’re just one big, happy family.  Don’t try to escape.  Don’t try to kill us in our sleep.  And we’ll send you on your way in spring.  That’s the deal.  Violate it even once, resist at all, and it’s off.  I’ll slit both your pretty, little throats, and I’ll collect the full bounty myself.  Take it or leave it.”  
 
    And to Jesse’s horror, he found himself nodding.  He took it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse was naked, but he felt no more exposed than normal.  After all, he’d rarely been allowed any clothing over the previous three weeks, and there was only so much embarrassment to go around before it just became the way things were.  At first, he’d hated being so exposed.  More than once, he’d caught Jack, whose surname was still a mystery, staring at him with a mixture of arousal and disbelief.  That brought Jesse’s situation slamming home, if nothing else did.   
 
    The nudity was a precaution.  Neither Hazel nor he would get far without clothing, and despite the fact that they’d been perfect captives, Wagner still didn’t trust them.  Jesse wished he would.  If the bounty hunter were to drop his guard, even for an instant, Jesse was more than ready to pounce.  There was still some fire of defiance within him, and he stoked it at every opportunity.   
 
    Hazel wasn’t so vigilant.  She had clearly lost all hope, and, as such, she’d simply given in to her fate.  She hardly ate, save for when food was forced upon her, and when Jack took her, she barely showed a hint of a reaction, a fact which drew the man’s constant complaint.  Meanwhile, Jesse actively tried to play the role that had been forced upon him, and as eagerly as he could manage.   
 
    The worst part was that he actually liked it, after a fashion.  He’d had plenty of sex as a man, and he had enjoyed it as well as anyone.  However, when Wagner took him, when he thrust himself inside of him, it was so very different, and it tickled a different part of his arousal.  After the first week, the pain had subsided, which only exacerbated Jesse’s enjoyment.  Before long, he was squealing in passion as the man savagely fucked him.   
 
    Jesse tried to tell himself that it was a ruse, and perhaps it was, at first.  The more Wagner saw him as a simple means of pleasure, the less wary he became.  Eventually, he’d drop his guard.  It was a good plan.  A logical one.  But Jesse knew it was a simple excuse to mask the reality of his own sexuality.   
 
    Soon after that, their lives fell into something of a rhythm.  The men never left the girls alone or unguarded.  When Wagner left the cabin to gather firewood or water, Jack remained behind, his eyes wary, and vice versa.  It was frustrating, because Jesse was ready to take advantage of even the slightest opportunity for escape.  In fact, he spent most of his free time – of which there was plenty – dreaming up ways to get the upper hand on his captors. 
 
    Hazel was no help.  Even as Jesse formulated and discarded one plan after another, she put forth the least amount of effort necessary for survival.  Most nights, she cried herself to sleep, and Jesse couldn’t blame her.  Not only had she lost everything, but she was living a nightmarish life of rape and captivity.  And she’d certainly gotten the worst of the partners.   
 
    Where Wagner was tall, broad-shouldered, and bordering on handsome, Jack was a cretinous blend of brutish appearance and even more thuggish attitude.  His hands were huge and scarred from numerous bouts of fisticuffs, and he was missing the upper half of one ear.  His hair was lank, and he stank in a way only the truly disgusting could.   
 
    And each day – sometimes more than once – he forced himself on Hazel, and with each coupling, she lost a little part of herself until only the thinnest shell remained.  It was difficult to watch, given the way Jesse felt about her, but he was as powerless as she was.  He couldn’t stop it.  He couldn’t save her.  He couldn’t even save himself.   
 
    Even so, Jesse refused to lose hope.  If they didn’t escape, he knew there was little chance that the men would allow them to leave.  But neither could they truly escape until spring.  So, he endeavored to bide his time and endure whatever he must.  He could only hope that Hazel was strong enough to do the same.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Winter broke seven weeks after their captivity began.  A chill still clung to the air, but it didn’t have the bite it’d carried only a few days before.  The snows had begun to melt, and Jesse knew that the day of reckoning would soon be upon them.  He welcomed it, for it would, one way or another, end their captivity.   
 
    Jesse sat leaning against the wall, his bearskin pallet curled around his naked body.  He’d just endured Wagner’s vigorous attentions, and though he was well used to it, he felt sore and exhausted.  Then, he realized that, for the first time since their captivity began, he and Hazel were alone in the cabin.  He bolted upright, suddenly attentive.   
 
    Hazel noticed, then languidly asked, “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Where are they?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “The pigs are outside,” she muttered, flicking her hand in the direction of the door. 
 
    “How long?” was Jesse’s next question.  Hazel told him that they’d been out there for a few minutes.  Sensing an opportunity, Jesse rose to his feet and padded toward the door.  Through the narrow opening between the door and the wall, he saw the two bounty hunters.  More importantly, he heard them.  Leaning in, he strained for their words. 
 
    “You think he’s gonna believe that’s Jesse Sommers?” barked Jack.  “I can scarcely believe it my own self, and I heard her admit it.  You think Del Rio’s gonna just take your word for it?”  
 
    “Leave him to me,” the other man said, his voice dripping with confidence.   
 
    “They gonna fight,” said Jack. 
 
    Wagner laughed.  “You scared a couple of scared, little girls?” he asked.  “Never thought I’d see the day.”  
 
    “I ain’t scared,” Jack said. “I’m bein’ cautious.”  
 
    “So you keep saying,” Wagner said.  “Listen, if it makes you feel any better, we’ll take them separately.  You take mine out into the woods, and I’ll do the other one.  That way, we won’t have to worry about them teaming up against us.”  
 
    “I said I ain’t scared of two –” 
 
    “It’s smart,” said Wagner, cutting the other man off.  “Just do what I say.  This time next week, we’ll be rich.  Just remember that.”  
 
    Jesse recognized the end of a conversation, so he quickly scampered back to his pallet.  He’d just managed to gather the bearskin blanket around his narrow shoulders when the door swung open, admitting their two captors.   
 
    “We’re out of firewood,” announced Wagner.  “Lizzy.  Get dressed and help Jack get some more.  Now.”  
 
    Jesse winced at the name.  Even though everyone in the cabin knew who he really was, they’d continued to use his adopted name.  He supposed it was easier that way for everyone involved.  In any case, he was quickly on his feet and pulling on his underthings.  A few minutes later, he was completely dressed, and had wrapped himself in Gert’s heavy, fur-lined coat.  When he was finally ready, Jack grunted, and Jesse followed him outside.   
 
    The two of them quickly left the cabin behind, and Jesse reveled in the fresh, near-spring air.  For the first time in months, he felt almost free.  That is, until, after about two-hundred yards of walking, Jack wheeled on him, glittering dagger in hand.   
 
    Jesse backed away.  “I’m not…I didn’t try…don’t do this,” he muttered, holding his hands aloft.   
 
    “Why not?” Jack growled.  “You’re worth a lot of money.”  
 
    “Is that all that matters?” Jesse asked, a sudden idea blooming in his mind.  He pushed the coat from his shoulders, then his hand went to the buttons of his blouse.  “I’ve seen the way you look at me.”  
 
    The change to Jack’s expression subtle, but soon, lust replaced the murder in his eyes.  It as especially fervent when Jesse shrugged the blouse off, exposing his full breasts.  For the duration of their winter, Jack had obviously regretted the partners they’d been stuck with.  More than once, he’d suggested that Wagner share the far-more-enthusiastic Jesse.  Wagner had refused, but Jesse hadn’t forgotten the man’s desires.   
 
    He stepped forward, then dropped to his knees.  As he fumbled with the man’s belt, he said, “We could have a lot of fun, you and me.  I know you want that.  I’ve seen you with Hazel.  I know you’re so much better than Kurt.  You’re so much smarter, too.”  
 
    Jack grunted his agreement, his free hand finding the back of Jesse’s head.  Without hesitation, the feminized boy reached into the man’s trousers and gripped his engorged cock.  After pulling it out, he quickly gave it a couple of strokes.  “So big,” he said.  “Bigger than Kurt’s.”  
 
    Jesse leaned forward, taking the man’s penis into his mouth.  It tasted horrible, and after months of limited washing, it smelled just as bad.  However, he knew better than to show hesitation.  For the plan to work, he needed Jack to relax completely.  As he sucked and kissed, Jack kept an eye on the man’s other hand, which held the glittering knife.  It was Mr. Kendrick’s.  And slowly, as Jesse’s head bobbed back and forth, Jack’s grip loosened.   
 
    Then, Jesse acted.   
 
    He bit down, and hard, tasting blood.  Shaking his head viciously, he yanked away, tearing flesh.  Jack’s howl of pain echoed through the mountains, but Jesse paid it no heed.  As he yanked away, he grasped at Jack’s knife, wresting it from the man’s control.  With short, quick thrusts, he stabbed at the big man’s torso, the blade of the knife sinking deep and rupturing organs each time.  Over and over, he stabbed until, at last, the man collapsed, his shirt and groin a mass of blood.   
 
    Jesse spit out the ruins of the man’s pride and joy, and for a second, there was a moment of exultant pride.  It was cut short a second later when Hazel’s scream cut through the spring air.  Reaching down, he retrieved Jack’s pistol – an unadorned, serviceable weapon – and raced for the cabin.  When he arrived, the scene inside was desperate. 
 
    Wagner stood over Hazel, who’d barely moved from her habitual pallet.  The bounty hunter held a gun only a few inches from her head, and she looked resigned to her fate.  Wagner glanced back at the door, saying, “Far enough.  Drop the gun, or the girl dies.” 
 
    “If I drop the gun, we both die,” Jesse said, lofting the heavy weapon.  He held it in both hands, but it still strained the limits of his strength. 
 
    Wagner shrugged.  “Suit yourself,” the man said.  He turned his head, and for Jesse, everything seemed to slow down.  He was used to it – or he’d once been.  He had experienced it plenty of times when he’d accounted himself a gunfighter.  In any case, he didn’t hesitate to squeeze the trigger.  The gun barked, the sound deafening, and Jesse’s aim proved true.   
 
    Wagner’s head all but exploded from the exit wound, splattering brains and gore across the cabin.  He swayed for a moment, his body not knowing it was dead, before collapsing to the floor in a heap.   
 
    Hazel didn’t say a word.  Instead, she quickly grabbed the man’s pistol, aimed it, and discharged every single round into Wagner’s body.  She let out a wordless scream of frustration and anger before collapsing into tears.   
 
    Jesse had crossed the room before he knew what he was doing, and he knelt beside her, wrapping his arms around her trembling shoulders.  He rubbed her arms, telling her it was going to be okay, that it was over. 
 
    Sometime later, the two of them had gotten dressed, gathered some supplies, and looted the corpses.  Neither Jack nor Wagner had been particularly rich, but they’d had a few dollars between them.  Jesse took their weapons, too, and he and Hazel left the cabin behind.  As they rode past Jack, who’d managed to crawl to the path, Hazel spat on him. 
 
    “Fuck you,” she muttered under her breath.   
 
    And then, they continued the journey they’d started so many months before.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse was tired.  Exhausted, really.  The trek through the mountain pass was more treacherous than he had expected, and it was made more so by the timing of their trip.  If he’d had his way, they’d have delayed their departure for a few more weeks yet, but neither of them wanted to remain in that cabin for a day longer.  So, they’d left too early in the season, and their comfort was the price of such a decision.   
 
    Even so, the two of them were reasonably healthy when they finally made it to Haven, a mid-sized mining town that had grown up at the mouth of the pass.  The place didn’t look so different from Crichton, which, as they rode into town, made Jesse feel a little more comfortable than he otherwise would’ve.   
 
    He glanced at Hazel, who’d ridden in silence for most of the way.  She had a faraway look in her eyes, which, to Jesse, as understandable.  After everything she’d been through, it was a wonder that she could function at all.  Everything else would come with time.  He hoped.   
 
    “This is as far as we’re going to get,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Why?” asked Hazel, blinking.   
 
    “We have three dollars and no more supplies,” he said.  “Even if we sell the watch we took off Wagner, that’s not nearly enough to get us to California.”  
 
    “So, what do we do?” she asked.   
 
    Jesse shrugged, then guided his horse to a hitching post beside a saloon.  A sign above the door read “The Gold Mine”.  He’d seen such establishments before.  Like most inns, it would offer rooms, but more importantly, it offered female companionship and gambling to the men who’d latched onto the mining interests in the area.  It was clean, and the women he saw were pretty enough, which meant that it catered to the upper crust of such men.  So, it would suit his purposes. 
 
    “Just follow my lead,” he said, dismounting.  Hazel followed suit, and the two of them pushed through the saloon’s front doors.  He sauntered up to the bar, telling the barkeep, “I need to speak to whoever’s in charge.”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes, cleaning a glass mug.  “You lookin’ for work, girl?” he asked.  He was a thin man with a narrow face and a long nose.  He wore a well-kept mustache above his lip. 
 
    “Maybe I am,” Jesse said.  “Am I talking to the right person?”  
 
    “You’re gonna want Miss Abigail, then,” he said, nodding toward a buxom woman in a scandalous dress that left most of her bosom exposed.  She wasn’t thin, and Jesse suspected that she could hold her own in a fight.  Or at least that’s what the size of her shoulders suggested.  “She’s got a soft spot for runaways.”  
 
    Jesse frowned.  He wasn’t a runaway.  “I’ll talk to her, then,” he said.  “But my friend’s a barmaid.  Good one, too.  You have a need for someone like her?”  
 
    “We’ll see what Miss Abigail says,” the barkeep stated. 
 
    That told Jesse all he needed to know.  The busty woman was in charge, which was a rarity in that kind of establishment.  “Thanks,” he said.  Then, to Hazel, he said, “Stay here.”  
 
    Jesse didn’t stop to see if she’d obeyed; as skittish as she was, she’d comply with even the most onerous of orders.  He stepped toward the woman, but she spoke before he had the chance.  Her tone was brusque as she asked, “You want a job, huh?”  
 
    “I do,” Jesse said. 
 
    “You know what this job is, right?” she asked. 
 
    “I do,” Jesse repeated. 
 
    “Then show me your tits,” she said.  Jesse almost scoffed before he realized it was a test.  So, without a moment’s hesitation, he unbuttoned his blouse and exposed himself.  “Not bad.  A little skinny for my taste, but I’m sure you’ll be very popular.”  She looked over Jesse’s shoulder, adding, “Your friend, too.”  
 
    “She’s not like me,” Jesse said, not bothering to cover himself up.  “She’s a barmaid.  That’s it.”  
 
    “Sister?” asked Abigail. 
 
    Jesse nodded.  “She’s been through a lot,” he said.  “I’m not putting her through anything else.  But if you want me, you give her a job, too, and one that keeps her out of harm’s way.”  
 
    Abigail looked Jesse up and down.  “You’re a confident one, aren’t you?” she said.  “Reminds me of me.” She grinned.  “We’ll get you cleaned up and put to work.  But first, let’s get you two something to eat.  You’re skin and bones.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is wrong,” said Hazel, leaning back in the tub.  The two of them had been fed, and they were luxuriating in the warm bath that had been provided by Miss Abigail.  Despite the woman’s rough exterior, she’d so far proved to be a charitable person.  No doubt, she looked upon the two strays as surrogate little sisters.  “You can’t be a whore.”  
 
    “I can,” Jesse said.   
 
    “What if someone finds out about…you know…it?” she asked. 
 
    “They won’t,” Jesse answered, hating the need to explain himself.  “I’m good at hiding things.  I’ve been the guy in these situations, and I know how it goes down.  Nobody will ever know, so long as I give them a wet place to put their dicks.”  
 
    “Y-you can’t talk like that,” she said. 
 
    “Why not?” Jesse asked.  “I’m past trying to be proper here.  We’re on the edge, here, Hazel.  We don’t have anything.  No money.  No supplies.  I don’t have a choice.”  
 
    “There’s always a choice,” said Hazel. 
 
    Jesse sighed, sinking further into his own tub.  Hazel was, of course, right about one thing: they did have a choice.  There were a million things they could do to earn a little money.  They could take odd jobs at each town along the way to San Francisco, and then, when they got there, they could prevail upon the hospitality of Hazel’s cousins.   
 
    But Jesse didn’t want to do that. 
 
    “The quickest way for us to get where we need to go is to do this,” he said.  “It won’t take but a few months to get enough money to leave.  That’s it.  I can suffer through that.”  
 
    “It won’t be suffering,” Hazel mumbled. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” demanded Jesse. 
 
    “It means that I saw you,” she said.  “I heard you.  You liked it with that brute, and you’re doing this to get more like him.”  
 
    Jesse didn’t immediately answer because, at the end of the day, Hazel wasn’t necessarily wrong.  He had enjoyed having sex with Wagner, and if the act had been isolated from the reality of who and what the man was, he’d have liked it even more.  There was something altogether satisfying about it that he wasn’t completely equipped to examine.  However, he wasn’t going to admit as much to Hazel.   
 
    “I did what I had to do,” Jesse said. “Same as you.”  
 
    “I don’t even know you anymore,” Hazel said. 
 
    Jesse sighed.  “I don’t know me either,” he admitted.  “I don’t, either.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesse – who’d begun to truly think of herself as Elizabeth – pushed her bottom down, taking the man’s cock deep inside her.  Looking back, she let out a trembling moan, saying, “You like that, daddy?”  
 
    The man, who had a pencil-thin mustache and was the mayor of Haven, was propped on his elbows, admiring Elizabeth’s naked back.  More importantly, he was lost in the ecstasy of having his manhood deep inside her.  Meanwhile, Elizabeth clutched her tiny penis, cupping her hand around it, just in case.   
 
    It had been eight months since she’d begun working at The Gold Mine, and in that time, no one had ever come close to suspecting her birth gender.  To everyone in town, she was just another whore – a successful and popular one, but a whore nonetheless.  Elizabeth would have it no other way.   
 
    She bounced up and down on the man’s cock, letting it slip in and out of her, eliciting an exquisite feeling of fulness that soon became genuine pleasure.  She increased the tempo, and was rewarded when, a few moments later, she felt the familiar waves of ecstasy rolling through her body.  Soon after, her latest client, Mayor Charles Bonham, tensed, then sent a jet of hot, sticky semen deep inside of her.  She accepted it gratefully.   
 
    Elizabeth ground her rear into his rapidly shrinking genitals a few more times before rising to her feet.  She looked over her shoulder, saying, “No peaking!”  
 
    The man clapped a hand over his eyes, then spread his fingers, grinning. “Not a single glance, my dear.”  
 
    Elizabeth let out a melodious cascade of laughter as she moved to her dresser, her hips swaying seductively.  Without hesitation, she retrieved a pair of briefs – far more revealing than the knickers she’d habitually worn before taking up residence at The Gold Mine – and pulled them up.  With her modesty thus protected, she climbed onto the bed next to Bonham.  Her fingers traced their way through the hair on his chest, and her bare breasts hung pendulously from her chest.   
 
    The mayor’s fingers found the small of her back as he asked, “Have you given any thought to my proposal?”  
 
    Elizabeth’s fingers found their way down the trail of hair on his stomach to his soft manhood.  She caressed it, saying, “Trying to make an honest woman of me, Charles?”  
 
    “I love you,” he said. 
 
    Again, she laughed.  “There’s a difference between lust and love, sweetie,” she said.  “And I think you’re confusing the two.  Besides, how do you think the rest of the town would react if a fine, upstanding gentleman such as yourself took up with a whore?  They’d riot.”  
 
    “I don’t give a damn about any of them,” he said.  “I care about you.”  
 
    Elizabeth smiled.  “I believe you do,” she said.  “But as I told you last time, I can’t commit to something like that.  Not right now.  But I do so enjoy hearing you ask.”  
 
    After a little more banter, the man reached over to his jacket, which was perched on a chair beside the bed.  He retrieved his wallet, then counted out the appropriate payment.  Then, he handed the bills to Elizabeth, saying, “I’d pay more.”  
 
    “You pay the same as everyone else,” she said, folding the money.  “I can’t show favoritism, can I?”  
 
    He smiled again, but this one held a note of sadness to it.  “I wish you’d reconsider, Lizzy,” he said as he began dressing.  “I really do want to marry you.  And to hell with what anyone else thinks.”  
 
    Elizabeth didn’t respond, save to favor him with a smile, and the man finished dressing.  He gave her one last kiss, then left the room.  As soon as Elizabeth heard the sound of his heavy footsteps recede down the stairs, she pushed herself from the bed, moved to a loose board in the floor, and prided it up.  After retrieving a wad of bills from the recessed hole, she added her earnings to the pile, then replaced it all.  That done, she rose and moved to her wardrobe.   
 
    She paused in front of a low-quality, but full-length mirror, studying her reflection.  There was little left of the man she once had been, and rather than returning to manhood, her body had continued along its way to femininity.  Her hips were wide, her waist narrow, and her breasts were full.  Her hair, once dyed brown, had returned to its natural blonde.  The face staring back at her was both familiar and alien, and it bore little resemblance to that of Jesse Sommers.  No – it was all Elizabeth Kendrick.  No trace of manhood.  Nothing of slim girlhood.  She was a fully developed woman, and a voluptuous one at that. 
 
    Sighing, she retrieved her dress – a maroon, sleeveless number with a top that resembled a corset and skirts of light, nearly translucent silk – and donned it.  Once she was dressed, Elizabeth pinned her hair up, made sure the paint on her face hadn’t been smudged, then put on her heeled shoes.   
 
    After giving her reflection a brilliant smile, she squared her shoulders and left the room she’d called home for most of the last year, traversed the hall, and descended the steps into the saloon proper.  It wasn’t busy – not in the off-season – but there were still a few games of cards going.  As normal, Abigail moved through the crowd, making sure she was visible.  She caught Hazel’s eye, then motioned her to the foot of the stairs.   
 
    Hazel came, still carrying a few empty mugs.  “That was fast,” she said.  “I thought you’d be with him for hours.”  
 
    “He’s got business to tend to in the morning,” said Elizabeth.  “He asked me to marry him again.”  
 
    “What did you say?” asked Hazel.  The previous eight months had brought some of the old Hazel back, but she was stilly shy.  Reserved.  And skittish to a fault.  More times than Elizabeth could count, a rougher patron had sent the girl crying to the kitchens, and at least once a week, she’d cried herself to sleep.   
 
    “What do you think?” asked Elizabeth.  “I can’t marry him.”  
 
    Hazel nodded.  “I guess not,” she said. “How much more do we need?”  
 
    “Maybe another month,” was Elizabeth’s response.  “Then, we can go to San Francisco.  Bosco has agreed to go with us.”  
 
    “I don’t like him,” Hazel said, looking at the saloon’s lone security.  He was a hulking man with a lazy eye and massive hands.  He wore his hair close-cropped, and he had an habitual bowler’s hat on his head.  Gentleman, he was not, but he doted on the two “sisters”.  If push came to shove, he’d lay down his life for either of them, Elizabeth was sure.  And that was enough for her.   
 
    “He’s a good man,” the outlaw-turned-prostitute said.  “And we don’t want to go the rest of the way alone.”  
 
    Hazel shook her head.  The truth was that she didn’t really trust any man, least of all one who looked like he could wrestle a bear and come out on top.  Even eight months after their hellish time in the cabin, the wounds were still too fresh for her to go back to normal.  It was entirely possible that they never would, and Elizabeth was perfectly willing to let her heal at her own pace.  She, of all people, knew exactly how horrible it had been in that cabin, and just because she’d processed her pain in a different way didn’t mean that Hazel’s issues were any less valid.  She was willing to be patient. She’d help and support her as long as she could.   
 
    “I guess not,” Hazel admitted.  “But if he looks at me funny, I’m cutting him.”  
 
    Elizabeth didn’t doubt it.  Hazel kept various knives secreted throughout her outfit, and she had been practicing with them every single day since they’d come to Haven.  Elizabeth knew from experience that the other girl could, when pushed, produce those knives and employ them at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Elizabeth said. “Just be patient. We’ll be gone from this place before you know it.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth added yet another wad of bills to the pile in her floor, and, after counting it, she knew that they had finally reached the threshold she’d set for their departure.  And, with spring having just dawned, it was the best time to travel.  That sealed it.  She was ready to finish the journey they’d started over two years before.   
 
    She smiled, then went downstairs to the saloon.  It was extremely busy, so it actually took her a few seconds to recognize the man talking to Abigail.  However, when she did, her breath caught in her throat, and her heartbeat quickened.  John Del Rio looked in her direction and flashed a humorless smile.  He pointed to her, saying something to Abigail.   
 
    A second later, the saloon’s madam approached her, saying, “You want him?  He’s been asking for you special.” 
 
    A thousand excuses rattled through Elizabeth’s brain, but she knew how hollow they would all sound.  So, she simply nodded, then said, “The more the merrier.”  
 
    “That a girl,” the woman said, smiling broadly.  She had made quite a bit of money off of Elizabeth, and she was eager to exploit the relationship even more.  “Go get ‘im.”  
 
    And Elizabeth did, quickly covering the space between the stairs and where Del Rio sat.  “You found me,” she said. 
 
    “Wasn’t easy,” he replied.  “Upstairs?  Or you want to hash this out down here?”  
 
    Elizabeth glanced in Hazel’s direction.  The other girl stood stock still, frozen in place by the man’s mere presence.  Del Rio followed Elizabeth’s eyeline, then grinned.  “I don’t have to care about her,” he said.  “I could be persuaded to only want you.”  
 
    That tore it.  Elizabeth said, “Fine.  Follow me.”  
 
    With that, she turned on her heel and mounted the steps.  She could feel the thin man’s eyes on her, and she wondered if he might be as easily seduced as most.  An image of what she’d done to Jack at the cabin flashed through her mind.  That would be a fitting end for the man who’d caused so much grief.  When they finally reached the room Elizabeth shared with the other girl, she pushed inside, then turned to face her longtime pursuer.   
 
    Del Rio looked much the same as he always had.  Tall and thin, with a face that belonged on a cadaver.  He wore a black suit, complete with a vest sporting a gold chain that was obviously attached to an expensive watch tucked into the pocket.  He’d come up in the world, but that was unsurprising.  He was a damn good bloodhound.   
 
    “How did you find me?” Elizabeth asked.   
 
    The man pushed the door closed, then leaned against the wall.  He pulled a case from his pocket, opened it, then retrieved a pre-rolled cigarette.  After striking a match, he lit the cigarette and took a long pull.  “Like I said, it wasn’t easy,” he said. “What you did to poor Jack…” 
 
    “Believe me,” Elizabeth hissed. “He deserved it.”  
 
    “Don’t doubt it,” the man said.  “I never did like him.  When him and Wagner didn’t come back, I figured they’d run off.  Nobody knew which way they went, so it took a while to find that little cabin.  By then, wasn’t much left of ‘em.”  
 
    “And once you knew which way we were going, you figured we’d come here,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “Not at first,” the man stated.  “We came through this place a half-dozen times, but we never thought you would’ve stopped.  And my men, they don’t come to places this…fancy.  So, imagine my surprise when I discovered that my quarry – the legendary Jesse Sommers – had become one of the most sought-after whores in town.  Men talk about you, Miss Elizabeth.  They dream of getting enough to buy just one hour with you.  I suppose, in your line of work, that’s something of a compliment.”  
 
    “It makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside,” Elizabeth stated.  “What happens now?”  
 
    “The chase ends,” said Del Rio, taking another pull.  He exhaled.  “Almost sorry.  It was a good hunt.”  
 
    Elizabeth mind whirled.  If she screamed, someone might come to help her.  More likely, they’d assume that she was in the throes of passion; she’d never been a quiet lover, and the more verbose she was, the more popular she’d become.  Men wanted to think they had pushed her past the edge of sanity, and she’d done everything she could to cement that thought in their minds.  It made her a great whore, but a terrible damsel in distress.  And even if someone did recognize the difference between a scream for help and one of passion, it wouldn’t save her.  Del Rio was fast and accurate – he had to be in his line of work – and he’d put her down without a second thought.  No – if she was going to solve the problem, she’d have to do it herself.   
 
    She was used to that. 
 
    “Would you like a sample of what you’ve been missing?” she asked, reaching up to unlace the bodice of her dress.  She stepped forward.  “Do you want to see why so many men dream of being with me?”  
 
    “Stop,” he said, pulling the hammer back on his weapon.  Elizabeth did as ordered.  “Back up.”  
 
    She did, but she didn’t stop undressing.  One pull of the ribbon, and the bodice fell free, exposing her full breasts.  Over the months, she’d seen the effect her bosom had on men, and she had learned to expect their appreciation.  Del Rio was no different.  His eyes flicked down, and for a moment, he dropped his guard. 
 
    Elizabeth was moving in an instant, flinging herself toward the bed.  The gun fired, but the bullet went wide, thudding against the wall.  Elizabeth kept moving, rolling over the bed to the other side.  With the brief respite provided by the cover of the bed, she thrust her hand under her skirt and quickly found the handle of a tiny pistol.  Her slim fingers wrapped around it, and she rose from behind the bed, ready to fire. 
 
    She never had to. 
 
    Hazel stood behind Del Rio, a bloody knife in her hand and an expression of grim concentration on her face.  Del Rio tried to speak, but when he opened his mouth, blood spilled out.  He coughed, then fell.  When he did, Elizabeth saw a half-dozen puncture wounds in his back.  One or two must’ve struck his lungs, and more than one had been along the spine.  He twitched a few times, but he never moved otherwise.   
 
    A trample of feet on the steps announced the arrival of Bosco, Teddy, the bartender, and Abigail.  As soon as she saw Hazel’s blood-spattered form, Abigail enveloped the girl in her arms, guiding her away.  Bosco charged into the room, his enormous fists clenched.  But his services weren’t needed.   
 
    “You okay?” he grunted, barely glancing at Elizabeth’s bare chest.  Teddy wasn’t so circumspect, and though he tried to mask his gaze, he couldn’t help himself.  Bosco solved the problem by removing his tattered coat and wrapping it around her shoulders.  She clutched it tightly.   
 
    “I’m fine, Bosco,” she said.  Nodding at the man on the floor, she said, “He’s not.”  
 
    “What happened?” asked Teddy, stroking his mustache nervously. 
 
    “Same kind of thing that always happens,” she said. “He wanted something I wasn’t willing to give, and he didn’t like it.”  
 
    Teddy nodded, then said, “Well, I don’t suppose the sheriff will think much of this.”  
 
    “I’m sure Garrison will be fine,” she said.  “He’s one of my best customers.”  
 
    Teddy made a few more polite noises before retreating.  Bosco reached down, intending to drag the body away.  However, Elizabeth stopped him.  She stopped next to the dead man and rummaged through his pockets.  She found quite a stash of bills, an expensive gold watch, and a high-quality pistol.  She threw them all on the bed, saying, “For the trouble of having to kill him.”   
 
    She stood, then added, “Go ahead.  Take him away.”  
 
    Bosco did, and, finally, when the man was gone, she allowed her thin veneer of confidence fall away.  She had stared death in the eye on more than one occasion, but before, she’d always done so without a hint of fear.  But as Del Rio had aimed that pistol at her, and she’d started to make peace with the idea that her life was about to end, she’d realized, for the first time, perhaps, that she truly didn’t want to leave the world behind.  She liked who she’d become, and she wanted to keep on going that way.   
 
    And with that realization, she truly discarded the notion that Elizabeth Kendrick was a disguise.  She was her identity, and, going forward, she’d have no other.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth rode between Hazel and Bosco as they crested the final hill and laid eyes on the coastal town of San Francisco.  The sun shown high above them, bathing them in warm light.  “We made it,” she said. “Finally.”  
 
    “Finally,” Hazel said.   
 
    “We just going to sit up here?” asked Bosco, gripping the reigns of his horse tightly enough that his knuckles went white.  He wasn’t a good rider, Bosco, and he’d been forced to spend the better part of a month in the saddle.  “Or we gonna get moving.  I’d like to sleep in a real bed tonight.”  
 
    Elizabeth gave a familiar pat to the big man’s leg.  “Go ahead, Bosco,” she said. “Hazel and I will be right behind you.”  He glanced at her in askance, but she cut off any objection by saying, “We haven’t had any trouble since we left Haven.  We’ll be fine.  And besides, the way you ride, it won’t take much for us to catch up.  I want to talk to my sister for a moment.”  
 
    “Fine,” the man said, then kicked his mount forward.  He shot away, awkwardly bouncing on the horse’s back.  It was all Elizabeth could do not to laugh at his ineptitude. 
 
    As soon as he was out of earshot, Elizabeth turned to Hazel, saying, “I think it would be better if we part ways when we get to town.”  
 
    Hazel studied her for a long moment before saying, “I expected you to say that.  But do you mind if I ask why?”  
 
    Elizabeth took a deep breath, then said, “It’s complicated.  I love you like a sister, but I don’t intend to live a…um…respectable life here.  I don’t think you want your reputation tainted by my presence.”  
 
    “You mean you’re going to start whoring again,” she said. 
 
    “I intend to open my own bordello,” Elizabeth said.  “Look – I feel like I’ve got a new life, here.  No more outlaws.  No more guns.  And I’m good at this.  I like it, and I think I can be happy with it.  I know you’re going to –” 
 
    “I’m happy for you,” Hazel said. 
 
    “W-what?” was Elizabeth’s stunned response. 
 
    “I’m happy,” she repeated. “This is good for you.  I knew from the very beginning that you’d want to be a girl for good.  I saw it in the way you walked and talked and everything else.  And there are worse things than living a life doing what you’re good at.  Besides, what room do I have to tell you what you can and can’t do?  You saved my life.”  
 
    “You saved mine, too,” Elizabeth said. “And you never would’ve been in danger if it wasn’t for me.”  
 
    Hazel looked away.  “I wish mom and dad were here to see this,” she said, training her eyes on the city. 
 
    “I do, too,” Elizabeth agreed. 
 
    “Will you at least ride the rest of the way with me?” she asked.   
 
    “I’d like that,” was Elizabeth’s response. 
 
    And so, the two of them set out to cover the short distance left of their trek.  Neither was the same person they’d been when they set out, and the following years would change them yet more.  But, for that afternoon, they were two sisters relieved to end a journey.   
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