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      The sun was bright and its glare harsh as Cassandra stepped out of the cobbler’s shop where she rented a room. She glanced up and down the town’s single street and drew in a nervous breath. She spotted a group of Regulators loitering outside the saloon and quickened her pace.

      Lips pressed into a worried frown, she nearly walked into Henry the cobbler as she stepped off the porch. The man tipped his cap to her but remained silent. He’d learned to be wary of his wife’s jealousy and refused to hazard another comment on her dark hair or the way her dress hugged her figure.

      Three weeks she’d been staying with the man and his wife and every day had been uncomfortable for the young woman. The man couldn’t keep his eyes to himself, and his wife was all too eager to point out that unattached women always caused the evils in a man’s mind. And if Cassandra was attacked in these wild lands, well then, it would be her own fault.

      Ignoring the woman’s dagger stare through the curtains, Cassandra pulled a shawl over her head and wrapped it about her shoulders. The light fabric did little to keep the dust off her, but it did much to keep the hungry stares of cowboys and worse off her body. There was only so much she could do about her figure, but bulky skirts, and a padded shirt, along with the shawl, helped.

      When she’d set out from Boston seven months previously, the west had seemed a grand adventure. With a job waiting for her, and a place to live with members of her pastors flock back east, things should have been ideal. And if not for this conflict that was brewing in the region between the governor’s Regulators and the trappers, it might have been.

      Cassandra picked up her pace, boards creaking beneath her feet as she made her way down one side of the street. She could feel the eyes of trappers and Regulators alike on her as she passed before the saloon, and a shiver passed down her spine when she heard the saloon door swing open.

      “Now, ain’t that the finest rear end a man’s seen in ages,” there was an edge of malice in the drawl that sent another shiver down Cassandra’s spine, this time in revulsion but before she could pick up her pace, the voice growled out, “You give me your full attention when I’m talkin’ to you, cunt.”

      The click of a hammer accompanied the final foul word, and Cassandra froze. She turned on her heel, fingers locked together so tightly the joints ached, and stared down the barrel of a revolver. Since leaving Boston, this was her closest encounter with a gun. Oh, there had been hunters on the wagon train, and most kept a firearm near their sides when traveling the plains, but this was the first time she’d seen a gun pointed at someone, and it was at herself.

      “Can I help you?” She asked, grateful to hear a strength in her voice she didn’t feel.

      Greasy black hair hung down over half the large man’s face, hiding a scar that twisted lips curled into a cruel grin. He wore the leathers of a trapper, and from the smell rolling off him, it had been months since he was last in town.

      “Those thick lips could help relieve my cock of its stiffness,” his tongue ran along his lips, revealing a collection of missing and black teeth that turned Cassandra’s stomach, but it wasn’t at his mouth she stared but the finger caressing his trigger.

      “I’m a god-fearing woman,” she said, hating the slight waver in her voice as her fear refused to fade. “If you want… that… The Lady will serve your needs.”

      “I ain’t want no whores,” he spit a long streamer of black liquid into the street, where it hit with a dull thud. “Always wanted one of them uppity easterners and lady. You’re wound tight as they come. Let ole’ Jax loosen you up.”

      He took a step forward, leveraging himself off the saloon’s open door, the pistol never wavering, but he didn’t make it to Cassandra. A heavy boot thumped down on the boardwalk and a shadow fell over Cassandra and Jax, causing the man to turn with a frown. When his eyes traveled up and up, the thick form looming over him, the trapper gave an audible gulp.

      “We have a problem here?”

      The newcomer was a giant of a man. Tall, broad, and young, Cassandra noted with a blush that it wasn’t fat coating his thick frame but slabs of solid muscle. Hair and beard cropped short; his pale blue eyes fixed the trapper with a challenging, almost eager stare as he ignored the cocked pistol in the man’s hand.

      “Mind your own business, friend.” Jax sneered up at the man, letting the pistol drop but keeping his finger on the tripper. Cassandra felt another shiver of fear when she saw the smaller man puff out his chest like a rooster, as fear morphed into anger. “The lady here and I was just fixin’ to have us a party and you’re not invited.”

      “I’m not the partying type,” the larger man said, and there was such a lack of fear in his voice that Cassandra found herself staring more closely.

      Seeing his face clearly for the first time, she felt a fluttering in her breast, like someone had released a dozen butterflies to flit about inside her. Smooth planes made up a face carved from Greek antiquity. She felt like she’d seen him before, but certainly this was a man she would remember.

      Jax had turned fully to confront the larger man, the pistol still in his hand.

      “You one of dem trappers, boy? Or you with us Regulators?” Once again, he spit, barely missing the other man’s arm before it landed in the dusty street. “Maybe I’ll do us all a favor and drop you… eh?”

      “I’m no government stooge,” the large man said, his eyes hooded and voice calm as well water as he stared down at the other man. His hands were at his sides, Cassandra saw. The arms were relaxed, but both hands were within easy reach of the twin six-shooters on his hips. “Was on the cattle drive with Borango and his boys.”

      The mood shifted instantly as the smaller man grew tense; the hand holding his pistol lowering fully to his side.

      “Borango? Why didn’t you say so… I meant no offense… You want the woman, she’s yours friend.”

      Tipping his cap one last time, Jax turned and pushed into the saloon with a quick step, never bothering to glance back at Cassandra. The woman didn’t know if she should be relieved or more afraid now that she was alone with the giant of a man. Before she could think of something to say, or turn to flee, he gave her a small nod and followed after the other man.

      “Ma’am,” the hint of a smile he offered her before disappearing within sent another storm of butterflies swirling in her belly and left Cassandra trembling.

      It was a few seconds before she remembered herself and glanced around in embarrassment. Thankfully, the long street was nearly empty and there were no witnesses to her shameful display.

      Three decades and NOW you trip up over a man. She thought to herself, a scowl marring her perfectly sculpted lips. Mother always said you had a foolish heart, and this might take the cake.

      What Lady Abigail would think of her educated daughter throwing silly grins at a dusty cowboy, she didn’t want to think about. Trying her hardest to push the terrifying encounter, and that beautiful man out of her head, she started on the three miles up to her oasis in this wild frontier.
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      Gage pushed his way into the saloon and was instantly hit with the familiar reek of sourness and grease. A mixture of uncured hides, road dust, and horse sweat that caused his upper lip to curl.

      A slender fellow sitting just inside the door mistook the grimace for a scowl and tumbled back out of his chair when he started in fear. Gage ignored the man, having grown used to such reactions throughout his life, and made his way towards the bar.

      She wasn’t afraid of me; he thought to himself, seeing the gorgeous brunette in his mind’s eye.

      It wasn’t hard to remember those exaggerated curves trapped in a fancy dress that had no business existing on the frontier. If she thought those bulky skirts and the stuffing about her waist were fooling anyone, she was mistaken, but Gage could understand the desire. If what she’d just experienced hadn’t happened before, then she could expect it to again, especially without a ring on her wedding finger.

      Shaking his head, he signaled the bartender to bring him a triple whiskey and sank onto a stool. Putting the woman out of his head, he pulled out the tally sheet and began calculating how much his trip would cost. He’d taken his first sip when the sound of several sets of boots marching in step drew his head around.

      Gage was the first to spot the Regulators outside the windows as they marched down the street, straight towards the saloon. Then his gaze swept around the place, and he saw the sea of trappers surrounding himself and he swore softly. Tossing back the last of his whiskey, he spotted a small door behind the bar, leading to the back.

      “Where you headin’ young fella?” The bartender asked with a cocked eyebrow when Gage stepped behind the bar.

      “I got no desire to be in the middle of a shoot-out. Stay if you want, old fella, but the Regulators are about to drop a hammer on this place.”

      The barkeep shifted his scowl around the room, then he spotted what Gage had outside the windows and he swore. Snatching a bottle from deep beneath the bar, he tossed it at the larger man.

      “Get yourself somewhere safe, then. I’m staying to protect my property.”

      Gage wanted to argue with the man, that chairs and tables could be rebuilt, but his life couldn’t, but he could see the stubborn step of the man’s jaw and shook his head. He’d heard about the trouble brewing between the trappers and the governor on the ride north, but hadn’t realized until arriving that it had come so far.

      Two hundred men had been deputized as Regulators and tasked with ‘taxing’ the regions’ trappers. After a decade of little to nothing flowing into the government’s coffers because of smuggling and graft, the new governor had said enough was enough. There had been a number of small confrontations, but nothing like what he saw brewing in town.

      Shouts erupted from inside the saloon the moment he stepped out the back, but he ignored them as he raised a hand, shading his eyes from the harsh glare. Fingering the top off the whiskey bottle, he took a long draw from it, relishing in the long-missed heat as the liquid burned its way down his throat.

      As the shouts sharpened, and the heavy thud of fists on flesh met his ears, Gage couldn’t hide the smile that grew on his lips. The sweet sounds as muscle and bone dancing were music to his ears, but he leveraged himself off the wall and gave a sharp whistle.

      With nowhere else to go, and his plans to sleep in a soft bed for the first time in months on hold until the commotion behind him ended, Gage staggered towards the mountains north-west of town as the steady clip-clop of his stead followed him. The alcohol went to his head, on an empty stomach, and after three months a saddle, and he whistled along to the pop-pop-pop as gunfire joined his horses hoof-falls and made a merry beat behind him.

      

      Cassandra stepped into the one-room schoolhouse and stifled the smile creeping onto her face when she took in the girls. Girls no longer, she had to remind herself. Each was a woman in her own right, if unwed and unclaimed by family and kin.

      Begun as a charitable organization for wayward girls, an industrious group of church elders back east had organized this fledgling academy. The intent was to bring eastern education and culture to the young women of the frontier, but Cassandra had found it more difficult than expected to recruit students.

      Many hungered for education and they devoured books like water, but the west was even more patriarchal than the east. Most found it impossible to escape overbearing fathers, or the stigma that came with being a woman of letters. Only five had responded to the advertisements, those funding her had run in various papers and publications around the country.

      

      
        
        “Become the best wife and mother possible! Tame the wildness in your heart through the exercise of your body and mind!”

      

      

      

      That had been the catch phrase, though Cassandra wasn’t sure she agreed with it. Her curriculum was designed to foster a woman’s independence and personal growth in the home and community. She herself wasn’t married and had been chosen for that reason to teach the students.

      Three were all that remained, the first two having been married off by fathers in search of land or animals to help work their land. Those left behind spoke of the first two in awed, hushed tones when they thought Cassandra wasn’t listening. Having left with their letters and numbers, both had claimed higher doweries than any other in the region.
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      As she sank into her seat, her thoughts skittered back to the moment, and she was right back there, fear gripping her until a face floated into her mind’s eye. It wasn’t the most handsome one she’d ever seen, but it had a rugged beauty that still arrested her. It wasn’t his handsomeness that washed away the fearful memories, but the calm confidence behind those pale blue eyes.

      Mountains would break before he would.

      “But have you seen the man Sally married?” Josie’s voice cut through Cassandra’s thoughts, and she looked up from her desk to where the girls were packing away the last of their bedding beneath the benches.

      Having the lone room was a godsend, even if it was hidden in the middle of the densest part of the hillside thickets. The church had built it for the girls, wanting the unattached women as far from the drunkenness of town as possible, without being too close to native territory.

      “His gut hangs over his belt and his head’s bald as a baby’s!” Josie snickered. “How can she even find his, you know what, beneath all that fat?”

      “Josephine!” Pearl’s stern voice cut through the laughter and Cassandra wiped the smile off her own lips.

      It wouldn’t do for the teacher to be seen grinning at the jest, but she’d seen the man and Josie had a point. He was as wide as he was tall, and the girl he married a spindly thing who had to duck beneath doorframes. Then again, Cassandra had seen stranger unions in her travels, and God knew she carried her own secret predilections.

      “If you girls are quite finished with your gossip,” Cassandra said with a raised eyebrow. “Then please take your seats and we’ll begin the lesson where we left off yesterday.”

      Pearl was in her seat before Cassandra finished speaking, with pencil and notebook in hand. The diminutive blonde was an excellent student and staunch rule follower, but could show surprising bursts of emotion when under pressure.

      Her mother had died when she was young, a victim of the unforgiving new world. Raised in the east, her father had dragged the family west in search of opportunity. That or to run from the pains of his past. Either way, the girl was a burden in the wild country, and a dangerous one for being so young and beautiful.

      The redhead who sat beside Pearl was the opposite of her friend in nearly every way. Bouncing into her seat, she took pains to make certain her enormous bosom bounced as lasciviously as possible beneath the loose bodice covering her torso.

      Cassandra frowned at the lack of a blouse beneath, but she’d long since given up arguing with the girl about her choice of clothing. As long as it was confined to the schoolhouse, she could tolerate the young woman feeling herself. God knew she’d longed to do the same, but she lacked Josephine’s courage, if not her curves.

      Shifting in her seat, Cassandra shuffled her lesson plan and frowned at her bulky dress. Necessity demanded it, but she found herself wishing, if only for today, she’d been wearing the blue dress her mother sent. Cheeks flaming as she imagined walking down the dusty streets in a dress tighter and smaller than what the whores at the Lady wore. She started when a voice broke through her musings.

      “Miss Lauda?” Delicia asked, sinking into her seat with unconscious grace. “Is the child affected by the husband’s age or apparent health, upon time of conception?”

      The teen’s question halted the sour twist to Cassandra’s lips. There was something about her youngest student that intimidated the older woman. At eighteen she the raven-haired girl was one of the most beautiful creatures she’d ever beheld, but the girl had a preternatural poise that belied her age. It was enough to make a woman jealous, if she wasn’t so enamored and flattered by the girl’s excellent studies.

      “There is some evidence to suggest that is the case,” Cassandra said, turning in her chair and fingering across the small shelf of books behind herself. Pulling one down, she flipped open the section on animal breeding in the Arabian world and rose as she spoke. “We can see evidence in both dogs, and in horses, where age and physical fitness are directly passed down to offspring. The finest horse breeders in the world operate on these principals and others.”

      “I’m not a horse,” Pearl’s brows were pinched as she frowned at the book, her hand scrawling notes dutifully even as she shook her head.

      “You can have the fat slug then,” Josie grinned, “And I’ll take the thick shouldered stallion.”

      “Brave, good, or handsome, you only get one in a man, my mother always says,” Delicia added. “And you’re lucky if it only comes with two sins attached to him.”

      “Pearl wants her prince charming riding horses and quoting poetry,” Josie made a face at her blonde friend. “Wasn’t that the line, Pearl?”

      “It would be a blessing if the man I wed knew the classical works, and it won’t be difficult finding a man with horsemanship skills out here, I should think.”

      “If we’re all done discussing our betrothal vows,” Cassandra’s dry voice drew blushes to all three sets of cheeks and the girls turned their undivided attention on her. Just as she was about to launch into her lecture on the second crusade and its fallout, a series of pops cut through the air. “What could that be?”

      With the surrounding hills and the dense forest, the muted pops echoed around one another, but Cassandra has a sinking feeling in her guts. It was Delicia who rose to her feet with a look of fear etched into her gorgeous features.

      “Miss… those are gunshots.”

      “Are you certain?” Cassandra asked. Her fears screamed the girl might be right, but her mind told her that was impossible.

      She’d heard of the occasional gun fight, of course, but those were out in the badlands or the wilds. To think of it happening in a civilized town was unthinkable. Until she remembered the uncivilized behavior of her harasser an hour earlier. That had been in broad daylight and only a stranger had saved her from a dark fate. Before Delica could open her mouth again and make an argument, Cassandra was up and waving for the girls to follow her.

      “Come with me, girls. We can’t be too safe,” the relief on Delicia’s face was plain, while Pearl and Josie wore frowns of annoyance.

      “Even if it is gunshots,” Josie groused as she pulled a shawl over her naked arms. “Who cares if a couple of cowboys get rowdy? Boys will be boys.”

      “That was more than two men in a shootout,” Delicia peered out the single door and waved the others to follow her. Cassandra’s lips compressed into a line as the young woman ordered her teacher without blinking twice, but she kept her silence when she saw how confidently she moved into the forest.

      The girl led the way into the woods, away from the main path back to town. There was a small game trail that would have been invisible to the teacher if Delicia’s steps hadn’t picked it out.

      “How do you know?” Pearl asked, her girlish voice carrying through the forest.

      The sound of a gruff voice from deeper in the forest caused the women to pause, Josie standing in the open. With one hand on the door’s latch, the redhead peered down the narrow path leading to town. The girl saw something moving in the deeper shadows, a bulky figure that swayed drunkenly, but with the grace of a mountain lion, and she thought she could hear the faint sounds of a drunken song.

      Before Josie could take a step down the path, a large shape lurched out of the woods at her side, a meaty paw clamping down on her forearm. Shock sent electric tingles through her body, and she froze, eyes focusing on the grisly figure stepping out of the woods. Wild beard stretching wide, he grinned savagely and held her arm aloft.

      “Got one, boss! Got one o’ the fillies!”

      “Whoop!”

      “Woohoo, Griff’s got one!”

      Shouts erupted from the dense forest all around Josie as the nightmare became real. Whatever had locked her limbs let go of her, and she reacted instantly. A wiser girl might have jerked free of the hand holding her and escape into the forest, but not Josie, she was all fight.

      The fingers of her free hand became a claw as she drove it at the brute holding her eyes. The scream that leapt from her throat shocked the man, and she felt hot blood spurt through her fingers, and something wet pop beneath one nail. Stomach churning, she ignored the terror and screamed all the harder as she drove the fingers deeper into the man’s skull.

      A bellowing roar joined her scream and for an instant she felt triumph, and then terror once more as something hard as steel slammed into her midriff, throwing her into the trunk of a tree. Josie hit on her shoulder and side, the world spinning as branches and brambles tore the shawl from her arms.

      Josephine found herself staring up at the grizzled mercenary, skirts bunched around her waist and bodice askew. The teen regretted her pithy comments to her teacher, as the man leered at her naked bosom, before his eyes dropped to the panties pressed tightly to her innocence.

      “Don’t you dare!” The girl tried to scream, but a calloused hand clamped heavily onto her mouth and nose cut off her words.

      She could taste the terror now, as the sour stench of him filled her nose. Eyes closed, she waited for the inevitable but the brutes weight never settled upon her and the hand disappeared from her mouth.

      Blood rushed past Josie’s ears with such a mad rush the terror filled scream of her attacker almost didn’t register. Prizing her eyes open with effort, the girl saw a large figure ghosting away from a broken corpse. Shoulders as wide as an axe handle narrowed to a slender waist and powerful thighs.

      In her addled state, Josie registered odd details. Suck as the blood trickling from the man’s fingers and the lack of head on her attacker's body. How could a body pump so much blood? And so far?

      The fear that once ruled her had faded, but it would return when that powerful shadow left her. Scrambling on all fours like a ridge cat, Josie scampered after her savior, narrowly avoiding the next corpse as it collapsed onto the narrow game trail.

      Of the man she could see and hear nothing, but she knew enough to follow the bodies, and pray he got to her friends and their teacher in time.
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      Gage smelled the sweat of men who’ve spent too long in the wilds. An unmistakable blend of wood, smoke and sour sweat, and tanning fluids that always raised his hackles.

      The decade he’d spent away from this world might as well have been a week. He’d forgotten none of the old catechisms.

      The whiskey still burned his throat and muddled his thoughts. With more to come, he was certain, but the distant sounds of gunfire hadn’t ceased, and he could scent violence near at hand. His blood ran cold, the world coming into bright clarity as he took in sounds, smells, and, least important in the mutable forest, sights.

      The scrape of boots on dirt led him onto a slope with a neatly beaten path running through the dense woods. Gage spied four men moving north, following another he couldn’t see but could hear. The tracker didn’t know his work, as dry leaves snapped beneath his boots.

      It wasn’t the group his attention fell to, but the potbellied brigand with his hand on a girl’s arm. The shock of seeing her vibrant red curls swinging through the air was arresting, and Gage gawped at the wild angel beneath the mane. The girl’s eyes swept over him without seeing, locked with prey-fear. She was ready to bolt any second. But again, he was surprised when she attacked the man, popping out his eyeball with disregard for the grisly spray across her face.

      The man’s scream of pain alerted Gage, and he moved, but wasn’t fast enough to save her from a hard blow to a tree. The brigand was atop the girl, one greasy paw tugging at his belt when Gage’s hand clamped down on the back of his neck. Whether from adrenaline or brute strength, the bones beneath his fingers twisted, popping free of their seat and the man’s head tilted at a sickening angle.

      Throwing the body aside, he ignored the wet tearing sound and the dull thud as the loose skull tore free and rolled away into the underbrush. Ignoring the wide-eyed stare of the girl at his feet, he had to force his eyes to keep them from lingering on her soft curves. Eyes scanning the vicinity, he identified no more threats and moved after the other pack of Regulators.

      Screams alerted him to what he would find, and he didn’t waste time sneaking.

      Breathing deeply through his nose and out of his mouth, the words of his grandfather rang through his mind. A hundred battles across Arabia and Europe had forged the old man, who had in turn trained his grandson, giving him skills and tricks few in these parts knew. Chief amongst them was the breathing techniques of the Hashishans. An art that pushed aside intrusive emotions while harnessing the strongest, and speeding a warriors thinking in combat.

      

      Cassandra threw herself in front of Pearl and Delicia as the bandits crowded into the small clearing. The girls had run as fast and far as they could, before the trail stopped near the base of a small cliff face. The cliffs weren’t tall, but the girls couldn’t hope to pull themselves up its craggy face.

      “Stay back!” Cassandra brandished an arm length of wood she’d grabbed, swinging it at a leering bandit when he tried to snatch at Pearl’s skirts. “Back!”

      “I want the mouthy cunt, boss,” the bandit grinned as he ran his tongue along his lips. “Always loved big fat titties like them… Bet she squeals like a piglet when I shove my cock up her ass!”

      In her… what?!

      Cassandra had never heard of the like, and almost tripped in her shock. The thought of this foul-smelling bandit having his way with her, especially in that way, filled her with a dread that sank deep into her bones. Unfortunately, she dropped the stick while saving herself from falling, and the bandit darted in and grappled with her.

      Cassandra clamped her teeth down on the scream of terror threatening to escape her throat. She could hear the girls scream as two others rushed forward and knew this was their last chance to escape.

      Jerking her hand down, she grabbed the rough handle of the bandit’s belt knife and jerked it free. That’s as far as she got, before his stronger hand clamped down on her wrist and Cassandras arms were jerked behind her back.

      “She’s a fighter,” the man growled in her ear, the stench of his breath causing her face to scrunch. The feel of his skin caused hers to crawl in revulsion and she braced herself, ready to fight back the second another opportunity presented itself.

      “Oi! Hands off the girl, Simmons!”

      A tall, lanky fellow rested a hand on the butt of his pistol as he glared at the man handling Delicia. The raven-haired teen’s skirts were twisted as the man palmed her backside, but her face was expressionless.

      “You heard what the captain said. Gov’ner wants one of them. No breaking the merchandise until we’re paid.”

      “Only one of girls is important, right?” Asked the man holding Cassandra’s wrists behind her back. “We can enjoy this one for a bit.”

      Their boss was nodding, but turned his head with a frown. “Where’s Griff? He should have been along by now, unless the fire-crotch was more than he could handle. Simmon’s go check on-.”

      Cassandra was staring at the man and still couldn’t explain what happened next. One moment his hard-featured face was glaring into the woods, and the next it was gone. The man’s feet were above his head, his body cartwheeling into the fourth brigand where it struck with the sound of bone on bone.

      “What the… fuck?!”

      Sullivan’s shout of shock shifted into a whisper of horror when a familiar giant rose from the forest’s shadows. Darkness swallowed the man, but Cassandra would recognize those shoulders anywhere, not to mention the pale blue eyes that seemed to glow from the center of that dark, rushing mass.

      Two hands slapped leather, and Sullivan had his six-shooter out before the giant reached him, but Delicia lurched into the bandit’s side, throwing off his aim enough that his first shot went wide. Cassandra flinched at the loud sound, her ears ringing but eyes locked upon the spectacle before her.

      Their rescuer moved faster than thought across the small clearing, reaching Sullivan before he could get off his second shot. Hand reaching down, he didn’t grab the smaller man’s hand so much as shove it upwards. The barrel of the pistol drove into the soft meat beneath the bandit’s jaw. Sullivan’s eyes widened until all Cassandra could see was white and then they dissolved into mist along with the rest of his skull.

      The second shot was muffled, and a third rang out, but the teacher’s eyes were locked on the destroyed remains of Sullivan. Dropping forward onto her hands and knees, her stomach heaved and tried to expel its contents. Pearl’s scream of terror a moment later, broke Cassandra out of her downward spiral. Tearing her eyes away from the corpse, she found the last man holding the tiny blonde against himself with one arm while the other held his gun to her skull.

      “One move and I blow her brains out! You hear me hoss?!”

      Their large savior circled Pearl and her captor. Cassandra couldn’t see his face but from the other man’s expression it must have been frightful. Hands that looked powerful enough to crack rocks flexed and those massive shoulders rolled. The hairs stood on the teacher’s arms as she sensed impending violence.

      “I said stop! I’ll kill her! Swear to God!”

      “Then what?” The large man’s voice rumbled from deep in his chest, sending shivers down the women’s spines.
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      The question, asked with a calmness Cassandra found impossible under the circumstances, shook the other man as well. He stopped dragging Pearl and licked thin lips, eyes darting side to side. Pearl was still as a statue in the man’s grasp. The tiny blonde’s skin was even whiter than usual, but there was no fear in her eyes. Instead, they stared directly into their saviors, and a calm serenity was stealing over her features.

      “If you pull that trigger,” the larger man replied in his calm rumble, “I’ll tear the arm off before you can pull it again and leave you to the wolves. Man or beast… makes no matter to me what kills you in the end.”

      Again, his voice was so calm and confident that Cassandra felt her fear fading.

      “Huh, sure,” the bandit said with a sneer before turning to the two men laying atop one another on the edge of the clearing. “Sergeant! You awake?!”

      “Your sergeant’s dead, Regulator.”

      “You lie,” sneered the bandit

      “No, they are!” Delicia’s exclamation drew Cassandra’s head around.

      Her other student had been carefully edging towards one of the discarded pistols. But as she’d gotten closer, she’d seen what their rescuer already knew. The sergeant and his scout looked peacefully asleep, if a bit twisted, but upon closer inspection, Delicia saw the back of both men’s skulls were crushed in.

      The teacher wasn’t the only one who glanced over. The bandit did too, and their savior wasted no time. Warning the dimunitive blonde with his eyes, the girl jerked away from the gun. She tensed when she felt the Regulator’s arm flex, but the larger man was faster.

      BOOM!

      The large caliber pistol went off right next to the teen’s ear, sending a stab of pain into her skull, but she cried out in relief when the weight of her attacker left her back. Falling forward, Cassandra snatched her close, and she turned in time to see her attacker’s head twist farther than a human head should.

      The delicate girl should have been sickened, like her teacher, to see lumps of spinal cord and bone bulging from the man’s neck, or his purple tongue lolling out of his mouth. Instead, satisfaction filled her, and a profound sense of relief that brought tears to her eyes. The sound of something scrambling in the underbrush nearby sent a spike of fear through Pearl and she stepped close to the giant stranger, comforted by his warmth, and held her breath. The breath escaped her in a rush of relief when Josie poked her head out of the bushes.

      “I hear more coming towards the school!”

      “That’s my cue to leave,” grumbled their savior, who turned to push into the forest without so much as a wave of farewell.

      “Wait!” Called Cassandra.

      Their teacher leapt to her feet, leaving Delicia to help Pearl to her feet as she caught up to the large man. She reached out to grab his wrist, but hesitated as her eyes passed over the corpses.

      “I suggest you get the girls to safety,” the man turned those pale blue eyes on her and Cassandra forgot what she was about to say, one hand rising to press fingers to her lips. “A battle’s brewing between the governor’s tax collectors and the trappers. Looks like it chose now to break out. I’d get scarce til it blows over.”

      “We have nothing to do with that.” Cassandra shook her head. “I run a finishing school for girls! Why would the governor want one of them?”

      “Is that what they said?” He turned to her with a frown and there was something off about the way his perfectly formed lips twisted in a frown. Then she noticed him swaying lightly on his feet, and drawing in a breath through her nostrils scented whiskey on his breath.

      He’s drunk! She thought, her lips creasing into a frown.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m no one,” his lips quirked into a crooked grin that was filled with entirely too much boyish charm for Cassandra’s liking. Despite herself, her frown slipped. “Just passing through on my way to find a decent bar or maybe even a whore house. Who knows? My vows are broken, anyway. This was a diverting bit of exercise, but I think I’ll be on my way.”

      “Sir,” Pearl’s girlish voice rang out in the clearing, “My father will pay you handsomely if you keep me and my friends from harm.”

      “I don’t want your money, girl.”

      Pearl drew herself up to her full height, spots of color appearing in her cheeks as she smoothed her skirts. Licking her pale lips, she met the man’s eyes.

      “You may have my body in payment, but please, save these women if you’re able.”

      The look on the girl’s face was that of a martyr, but Cassandra wasn’t fooled. She could read the greedy hunger underlying Pearl’s words. The thought of the large man taking the tiny teen should have sent the acidic bite of jealousy to the back of her throat, but she found her thighs pressed together and her bodice uncomfortable. The image that flashed through her mind wasn’t as objectionable as it should have been.

      “My vows may be broken, but not my soul.” His speech was getting more slurred by the second, but the sway in his step faded, the teacher noted with an errant thought. “You think me a monster like them?!”

      The teacher was shocked at the man’s anger, but no less than Pearl, who swayed like a willow tree before the storm.

      “A child rapist!?”

      “Child?!”

      From dismayed fear - to anger in an instant, the diminutive blonde bristled. Tiny fists shoved down at her sides before one rose and pointed a finger up at the man.

      “I’ve been a woman grown for two summers; I’ll have you know!” Her arm turned as he lumbered past her. “Hey! Where are you going?!”

      “Quiet, girl,” his growl sent a shiver down Cassandra’s spine and quieted Pearl, who muttered, “I’m not a girl,” beneath her breath as she drew back to where the teacher and Delicia stood.

      “Stay here,” he ordered, before moving on silent feet into the tightly packed trees.

      “Josephine, stay here.” Delicia warned.

      The redhead shot her friend a sour frown but stopped short of trailing after the man into the forest. The group stood waiting, the man’s shadow disappearing after seconds and the only sounds to reach them were the rustle of leaves, creaking trees, and singing birds.

      “We need to go,” Cassandra said, voice tight as fear gripped her throat. She grabbed the girls and tried herding them towards where the forest met the cliff face, but Delicia resisted. The raven-haired girl shook her head when Cassandra shot her a frown.

      “We need to stay right here.”

      “Why?” Pearl asked, her girlish voice faint and small as she cowered beside her taller friend.

      Cassandra’s respect for the raven-haired young woman grew as a predatory smile spread across her plump lips. When the teen spoke, she heard someone whimper and prayed it wasn’t herself.

      “We’re bait.”
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      Gage didn’t know why he was letting a few pretty faces lead him into trouble, but decision made, he sank into the familiar old mindset of the killer and stalked his prey.

      They were wary after finding the schoolhouse empty, but failed to maintain proper discipline. Reaching down to draw the Arkansas Tooth-pick from his boot, Gage slipped in behind the squad’s rearguard.

      Without proper uniforms, it would have been difficult to tell the Regulators apart from simple bandits, but Gage knew government steel when he saw it. Horse thieves, rapists, and cattle rustlers they may be, but someone had armed them to the teeth. As he clamped a hand over the rearguards mouth, pressing a thick finger against the man’s cheek to drive the flesh between his jaws, stopping him from biting the inside of Gage’s hand, he whipped his dagger down and into the man’s heart.

      The blood spray from a neck wound would alert the rest of the squad, or so he assumed. As he slipped behind their corporal, he wondered if anything would alert these heavy-footed fools. Just as the front ranks spotted the women huddled together, an eager hiss escaping their lips, Gage punched his double edge dagger into the man’s back.

      A death scream rang out in the night, causing the four remaining men to jump in fright. Each spun, searching for the threat as their companion staggered in a half circle, one hand reaching behind him as he tried to draw the dagger from his back, while the other hand swept his blade wildly around himself.

      “He’s in the shadows, and missing a weapon,” hissed the smallest of the Regulators in an accented voice.

      Gage focused in on the man as he edged away. The small crossbow that sprang into his hand was of special design and rare on this continent. Hackles raised, Gage bull-rushed out from cover, erupting into the narrow space of the trail. He couldn’t let the small man get a bead on him, guessing the tip of that arrow held poison.

      Shoulder-smashing into one man, Gage twisted to avoid the swipe of a dagger, feeling something nick his side before he was clear. Lashing out with one heel, he felt a knee buckle beneath his boot and heard a man scream, then hot blood sprayed his face as his skull connected with a face; the nose crumpling.

      The fighting was hot and fierce for several heartbeats, and almost ended in tragedy when the Regulator, with a dagger in his back, finally drew his pistol and turned to fire blindly at their enemy. Gage thrust an enemy between him and the barking muzzle, then silenced it and its screaming wielder with a well-placed dagger throw.

      Gage was expecting a bolt at any second and spun with a snarl, bloody daggers in both hands as he searched for the small man, but of him he could see no sight save light tracks leading into the woods. Feeling hunted, Gage crouched and searched the dead Regulator’s with practiced motions. Finding several coin pouches, bowstrings, and nothing in the way of orders, he rose and jogged back to the small clearing.

      “We have to move. Now.”

      He thanked God they didn’t argue, but fell in silently behind him. Raising his head, he gave a sharp whistle and smiled when he heard Dauntless whinnied. The women turned in surprise when the black Arabian shouldered his way up the trail.

      “Watch the rear,” he called to his friend while swirling his finger in the sign. If the horse’s presence had surprised the women, it shocked them when it gave a whiney in response and waited for the women to march ahead of him.

      The women made a racket as they pushed their way down a little used game trail, and Gage knew they would be leaving a trail as plain as the sun above. Dauntless would be easy enough to track, but from the snapping of twigs, and the stomp of feet, he knew there was no hope of masking the trail.

      “Sir… you’re bleeding,” he turned to find the redhead was practically on his heels, her concerned frown directed at the nick on his side.

      “I’ll clean it when we stop.”

      “When will that be?” It was the teacher who spoke now.

      “When I find us someplace safe to rest up. Any more questions?” The woman’s shoulders curled inwards, and she shook her head, but the tall, raven-haired teen who was standing behind the older woman spoke up.

      “We would have your name, sir, if for nothing else than to know who we should thank for saving our lives.”

      “Gage,” he said, nodding to them before turning and pushing his way through the thicket.

      “Thank you, Gage,” Delicia replied softly, but the man had already moved on. She shared a look with her teacher, the pair seeing a reflection of their own desire in the other.

      “Come on,” Josie grinned at the pair, “He’s getting away.”

      “Wait for me!” Pearl called, her delicate footfalls avoiding the worst of bramble and branch.
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      For women in skirts, they made great time and never uttered a complaint. Something Gage wouldn’t have wagered on at the start of their hike. The woods thinned out as the hills rose, but the ground was rough. Sharp-edged rocks poked through the thin topsoil and rolled underfoot if you weren’t wary.

      He had to admit the women were tougher than they first appeared. The redhead he wasn’t worried about. The girl had shadowed his heels all afternoon, her footfalls growing quieter as she learned to place her feet where he did.

      The tiny blonde had struggled mightily to keep up, but had accepted his order for her to climb aboard Dauntless’s saddle. The black Arabian tossed his head at the unfamiliar rider but accepted the girl.

      “Don’t get used to it,” Gage warned the beast, knowing it appreciated the girl’s slight weight, and grinned when he heard Dauntless’s teeth clack in response.

      “Sir,” Pearl asked with a delicate frown as he stepped away from the stirrups, “What kind of horse is he? I’ve never seen the like.”

      “Don’t fill his head with nonsense,” Gage said. “He’s prideful enough already.” Once again, the horse tossed its head, rolling its enormous eyes before clacking his teeth again.

      “He’s an Arabian,” Delicia told her friend as Gage pushed his way to the fore, “of Spanish descent if I don’t miss my guess. How did you purchase him? I’ve heard they’re worth more than the crown jewels of Spain. And with his lines, he must come from a storied breeding house.”

      “He was a gift.”

      Gage would say no more as they hiked higher into the black hills, though Delicia and Pearl tried quizzing him several times about the beast. The horses seeming preternatural intelligence unsettled even Cassandra, who cared little for horses, and Josephine, who hadn’t grown up riding.

      It followed wherever Gage hiked, carefully picking its way through boulder paths and over deadfall without the need of a lead. Pearl noted several times that his footfalls were so light, her rear was unaffected by saddle soreness. Her exclamations stopped after a few hours and Gage noted the sour twist to her lips as she shifted in the saddle and knew she would be feeling it later.

      With the sun setting behind him, Gage found a sandy bar beside a creek. With hills to either side and dense brush choking one end of the creek, it was the best shelter he could find while on the run. They wouldn’t be protected from wind and rain, but it had good sightlines and he would be able to obscure their trail on the hillside.

      “We’ll bed down here for the night,” he announced, seeing a frown mar the teacher’s pretty features.

      “Thank you again for the help, but what’s the plan?”

      “The plan?” Gage asked. “Lady, there is no plan. You and the girls are alive. I’ll ride you back to town tomorrow and you can settle things with the sheriff if he’s still alive.”

      “Still… alive,” the woman’s hands fluttered about her midriff as she looked around at the girls. “Yes, well… I suppose we can get started on supper then, girls.”

      Gage reached up and helped the slender blonde down off Dauntless’s back. He was surprised at how light she felt in his arms, and tried to ignore his body’s response to the feel of her youthful form sliding down his. Untying the saddlebags, he turned and nearly tripped when he found Josie standing behind him.

      “I’ll take those,” the redhead beamed, reaching for the bags. When she staggered back beneath the weight, her eyes caught sight of the lump that had formed in the front of Gage’s britches and she froze in place for a pregnant moment.

      “Jos, bring the pots so we can get water started,” Delicia frowned at her friend, who stumbled away from the man with a wide-eyed expression. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “I saw his…” the redhead shot a look over her shoulder, making sure Gage was out of earshot. The man was making his way down the slope, swinging a long branch before himself in an effort to hide their trail. “His… you know what.”

      “Josie!” their teacher admonished, “That’s no way to treat our rescuer.”

      “Hmm,” the girl chortled. “I’d treat him to a night in my bed if that’s what he wanted.”

      “You would give your innocence away to a strange?” Cassandra frowned. “I thought you were raised better than that.”

      “You’ve been teaching us to think for ourselves and to recognize a man of genuine worth, from fool’s gold,” Delicia added without raising her head from the hard biscuits she was laying out near the fire. “I can’t remember meeting a more worthwhile man that him… and I’ve met a lot of men.”

      “Did you see the ink on his arm?” Josie asked, “It looked foreign.”

      “The writing is French,” Pearl said. The diminutive blonde had folded her legs beneath herself and was stirring the fire up with a stick, while combing out her hair with a free hand. “Foreign Legion, I think, but the markings were odd. Not what I’ve seen before.”

      “And where have you seen a legionnaires badge?” Their teacher asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Father hired one to command our guards when our family came west,” her face fell as memories of that terrible time surfaced in her mind and Delicia reached over to grip her friend’s hand.

      Their eyes met, and they shared a smile. Over the past three months, the three had spent long nights together in the schoolhouse, sharing stories of their past and dreams of their future with one another. Delicia sympathized with the tiny blonde. Having come from a household with her a cruel father of her own, the teen knew how long it could take those wounds to heal. Drawing in a deep breath, Pearl gripped her hand for comfort as she went on.

      “The man was a brute, but my brothers said he knew his business.” Pearl gave herself a shake and turned to their teacher. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about them, ma’am. Besides the stories.”

      “We can’t be certain that’s what he is,” Cassandra replied. “You said the symbol was different.” She frowned down the hillside, where his dark shape moved in the dwindling light. “I believe we can trust him for now, but we need to get back to town and figure out what’s happening.”

      “That might not be possible,” Delicia said, shifting around on the boulder she employed as a stool and wiped the dust at their feet clear.

      Taking the stick from Pearl, she began sketching out a rough map of the area.

      “If Gage is correct, and those were Regulators that tried to take us, then we can’t trust the law.” She waved at the circles she’d drawn to indicate the hills to north and west of town. “The trappers have claimed these woods for decades, and the town sits right next to the forest. If we try to circle around, we’ll hit the river where they’re certain to have Regulator’s on boats, and south are empty plains. We either lose our heads to natives or get caught out in the open.”

      “We can sneak back in, right?” Josie asked with an eager grin, her head nodding as she went on, “One of us will slip into town disguised and learn what’s what.”

      “Do you imagine a young woman would go unnoticed around the thugs that attacked us?” Cassandra asked, and the girl didn’t have an answer for her teacher, nor could she meet the woman’s dreadful expression. Each of them had faced their own moment of terror at the hands of those brutal men, and none wanted to return to that feeling of helplessness.
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      “Who taught you tactics, girl?”

      All four heads snapped up and Josie let out a muffled curse when they noticed the looming shadow of Gage.

      “Don’t sneak up on us like that,” Cassandra hissed. “You frightened us nearly to death.”

      Gage regarded the woman for a long moment, and she shifted uncomfortably on her rock seat. She couldn’t see his expression in the shadows, but she could feel those eyes on her. Smoothing her blouse, the teacher was suddenly aware that she was molding the cloth against her figure in a way that drew men’s eyes and halted with a blush.

      “Do you have anything for Josie to wear? Now that we aren’t running for our lives, I think it best we try to maintain some decorum.”

      The man glanced over at Josie, who had the decency to blush and shift an arm across her pale bosom. The bodice covered her torso, but left a scandalous amount of bare arm, and the sway of her young bosom was all too obvious when she moved. Kneeling, he dug through the saddle bags and spoke in a careful voice.

      “There was an assassin in the second squad sent after you four,” the women glanced at one another, unsure if they’d heard what they thought they had.

      “A what?”

      “The going rate to hire the services of a Hashishan, is ten thousand dinars. That’s more coin than the Governor of this territory could hope to scrape together.” Pulling a small white bundle from the bags, he threw it to Josie. “Why would a Hashishan be hunting a schoolgirl?”

      “I’ve… never heard that name before in my life.” Cassandra shook her head. “These girls come from simple families. They have some wealth, but nothing like what you’re talking about… Right girls?”

      The three looked at one another, sharing a long silence, before Delicia dropped her head.

      “I fear my presence has endangered you all,” Delicia whispered.

      Cassandra frowned at her student. “What are you talking about? Your father is a landowner and farmer… right?”

      “He is… amongst other things,” the raven-haired teen sat up straight and shook her long tresses back over her shoulders, but it wasn’t to her teacher she addressed herself but to their rescuer. “My father was born a grandee in the Hapsburg Court.”

      “Fuck,” Gage muttered softly, sinking to his haunches beside the fire.

      “His mother was a Dowager, but he gave up his title in favor of going into business for himself.”

      The girl carefully adjusted her skirts, and Cassandra didn’t fail to notice spots of color appearing in her cheeks at the man’s proximity. She felt her own chest rising and falling faster than necessary as the scent of sweat, horse and a musk that could only be him reached her nostrils.

      “The worst sin a nobleman can make in those parts is doing anything that would resemble work,” Gage nodded.

      “That’s what I was told,” Delicia nodded. “He set sail for the New World in his twentieth year… I thought that side of my past was long buried.”

      “Why would they want you?” Josie asked with a frown. “That was before you were born, and you’ve got nothing to do with Spain. Who would come to kill you now? It makes no sense.”

      “I agree with Josephine,” Pearl added, earning herself a sour grimace from her redheaded friend. The girl disliked her full name, but the blonde found it difficult to be so informal, even with her friend. “If these… hashishan’s… are as expensive as you say, Master Gage, then it makes little sense to waste it on Delicia. Sorry, no offense meant.”

      “None taken,” Delicia shrugged.

      “Whatever the reason, we won’t figure it out tonight,” Gage rose and began pulling blankets out of the second set of bags. “I’ll take the watch tonight. Get what rest you can. We’ll be moving with first light.”

      They ate a spartan meal of hard biscuits warmed by the fire and fried bacon. The girls wolfed the food down, finding their stomach still rumbling in hunger after the meal. While Gage brushed down Dauntless, the girls got ready for bed. Josie pulled the white shirt on beneath her bodice and found the material to be silky and smooth. It caressed her skin and had the finest stitching she’d ever seen.

      “Look at Miss Lauda,” Pearl’s whisper drew Josie’s head around and she found their teacher standing as if rooted in place, her jaw hanging open and eyes round as they stared at the man.

      As Josie’s eyes followed where their teacher was staring, a groan escaped her own throat before she could think to stop it, earning her a snort of amusement from Pearl. Josie swatted her friend’s arm, never tearing her eyes from the sight, and the blonde finally turned to look, a sigh escaping her tiny mouth.

      “Now that’s a heavenly sight.”

      The man had removed his shirt while working, hanging the heavy black cloth on a branch to dry. It wasn’t at the garment the women stared, nor at the horse, whose sleek lines could have made a queen weep. Their hungry gazes were locked upon his sweat-slick back, rippling with muscles, the corded arms, and powerful hands that guided the brush with calm certainty.

      “What are you three staring at?” Delicia asked, stepping from around a bush and settling her skirts back in place.

      Unfortunately for the women, Gage heard the raven-haired teen and threw a look back over his shoulder. Caught out, the girls panicked. Pearl turned to leave, stepping into Josie, who’d been doing the same, but in the opposite direction. Delicia barked a laugh when the girls staggered away from each other, rubbing their heads, and trailed after them to their blankets, stifling the rest of her giggles.
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      “Thank you again for what you did.” Cassandra walked forward, hands clasped before herself and arms compressing her large bosom as she thrust her chest forward. “Such bravery is rare, and you didn’t need to risk your life for strangers.”

      “There was no option for me,” his voice was soft in the night, and he gave a shrug as he turned back to his work. “Only monsters hunt women and children. And monsters deserve killing.”

      “Is it so easy for you, then… to kill?”

      The brush paused in mid-stroke and he turned those mighty shoulders to her, pale blue eyes gathering the moon’s light.

      “If you’re about to sermonize me, sister, then save it. I’ve heard every argument in the book.”

      “No!” Cassandra waved her hands, cheeks heating. “I’d be a milksop if that were the case… No, if anything, I envy you.” The woman gave a shiver as recent memories surfaced. “I never want to feel that powerless again.”

      The man’s eyes traced the lines of her face, and she felt her cheeks warming further, but refused to turn away from his regard. The fear she’d felt quickened within her into something dark and hungry as she stared up at the powerful man.

      “Have you ever fired a weapon?” She shook her head at his question, and he nodded. “Tomorrow, if we can find the time, I’ll instruct you and the girls on the basics. I have a spare set of rifles… would be nice if we get into a tight spot if you knew something about marksmanship.”

      “Thank you,” Cassandra breathed, her hand reaching out and resting on the iron hard muscles of his forearm. “Again, I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done… If there is anything,” she screamed inside at her forwardness but the will to stop herself was absent, and she took the half step forward, breasts brushing against his sweat-slick chest. “Anything I can do for you… A man alone with young women in the wilds… It must be difficult for you.”

      He stiffened as her hand caressed his arm, but she felt that massive chest rising and falling with rapidity, and something massive shifted against her thigh.

      “Don’t tempt me, woman,” Cassandra wasn’t ready for the raw emotion lacing his words, nor the calloused hand that pushed her back, none too gently. “You don’t know the dam you threaten to break open.”

      “I…”

      “Go to your blankets, Cassie… I’ll wake you when it’s time to go.”

      The dismissal in his tone should have pained Cassandra, but a thrill zipped through her body. Her father was the only person who had ever called her Cassie, and the sound of the long-forgotten name filled her with warmth. She crawled beneath her blankets with a smile on her lips and tried to ignore three sets of eyes staring at her from beneath their blanket.

      “Go to sleep, girls,” she whispered, her smile souring slightly when she heard their stifled giggles and realized she’d failed to ignore them.

      “It was a nice try, Miss Lauda, but you gave up too early.”

      Cassandra tried to ignore Josie’s whisper, and the continued conversation from the other pile of blankets. The girls were cuddled together, their voices too low for their teacher to hear, but she could make out movements beneath the blankets. As she drifted off to sleep, a hand betwixt her thighs, she called up her secret fantasies and dreamed of all the wicked things such a powerful man could do to the innocent girls.

      

      Gage tried his hardest to ignore the slumbering forms behind him.

      The vows no longer bind you, whispered a devilish voice in the back of his mind.

      For a man who knew only war and hardship over the course of his twenty-four years of life, kindness was hard to accept. And women all the more so.

      The world his grandfather trained him for, then sent him across the salt sea to embrace, no longer existed. Gage had found the old knights, and the ancient families that had once marched upon Jerusalem for God and honor.

      Old men. Fat, wealthy, and soft.

      They’d put the young blade to use, carving more land and power for themselves. Seven years of bloodshed and all the young man had to show, for it was a bag of gold and a body covered in scars. Their honors they could keep, along with the army they tried to saddle him with.

      Five months on a merchant ship had returned him to the Orleans port, and delivered Dauntless happy and fat on grains. A job rustling cattle saw the pair of them back in shape and headed north to familiar lands, where a bottle of whiskey and a bad decision now saw him saddled with three beautiful young women and another whose eyes cut deeper into his soul than the words of God.

      You can’t know the dam you threaten to break with your teasing, woman.

      The thought did nothing to relieve his tension, nor could he handle it and maintain watch. The memory of that short, dark man’s quick and silent movements wouldn’t leave his mind, and he knew, as certain as the sun’s rise, that he hadn’t seen the last of the man.

      With his weapon roll open before him, Gage slipped the dagger he’d been silently sharpening back into its place and withdrew the next, a long stiletto with a needle-sharp tip. Wetting the stone, he began rolling the tip across the porous surface, carefully grinding away the nick made the last time he’d punched through chain mail with it.

      All the while, those steady breaths in the background kept the four women ever-present in his mind. As his eyes roved the dark night, and his ears focused on every sound, his mind filled with sinful images. As the night passed, the tension coiled in his loins and he was grateful when and he spotted a line of wood smoke rising from the hills below them as the first glow hit the eastern horizon.

      It didn’t add up to him. Why would a frontier governor, more interested in settlement and native relations than tax collection or international affairs, give two figs about the second cousin of a Hapsburg?
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      The trail of wood smoke disappeared before the first rays broke the horizon, and Gage knew the hunters were back on the trail. Cassandra’s eyes snapped open the moment his hand rested on her shoulder, and she gave a single nod of understanding when he explained they had another squad on their tail.

      Not wasting time with needless questions, she rose and began waking the girls. Her dress was rumpled and stained from sleeping on the ground, but she paid it and the knots in her hair no mind, as she helped Gage pack away their things.

      The girls didn’t wake as quickly, but they wasted no time in packing up. Gage noted all three found the time to brush off their dresses and comb the worst of the knots out of their hair. He tried to ignore their ablutions, but when each slipped a wet cloth beneath their bodices, he found it impossible to ignore the jiggle of their nubile bodies.

      “What’s today’s plan?” Cassandra asked him, while Delicia accepted the washcloth from Josie.

      “We have another party hunting us out there,” He pointed to where he’d seen the wood smoke. “And if I don’t miss my guess, they’ll have more men this time.”

      “More?” The fear in the woman’s eyes softened Gages’ expression.

      “We can ride north or west and lose ourselves in the wilds. Give your hunters a good chase. But you women aren’t prepared for a night outside, let alone weeks. We’d need to find supplies somewhere.”

      “Can’t we go back?” Cassandra shook her head when he frowned at her. “Not to town, but back east? Surely we can find good people who will help.”

      “Help with what?” The man asked, “If the Governor’s going to this much trouble to steal the girl,” he turned to nod at Delicia and felt his cheeks heat instantly when he caught sight of pale side boob, and slender, naked arms. “He’ll have issued an arrest warrant for all four of you. The only help you’ll get is from outlaws, or those similarly constrained.”

      Cassandra frowned at the younger man.

      “How do you know so many things?” her eyes narrowed as they traced the lines of the man’s collar. “You speak like an educated man, and your shirt was made in Europe by a master tailor. Who are you really?”

      “I told you before… nobody.”

      Their conversation stalled after that, and the teacher didn’t offer a protest when he had her climb atop the black stallion and ride behind Pearl. It pinched her pride when she figured out it was because he thought her less fit than Josie or Delicia, but as the morning wore on and their hike grew more and more difficult, she appreciated the mount.

      Without knowing where they were headed, the women followed the giant of a man with growing trepidation. Gage led the women north and west, towards a range of cliff-faces that rose and fell along a creek. When they reached the bank, he ordered the women to refill their water-skins while he shimmied up a tree to get a better view.

      “If we’re going to escape, now’s our chance,” Cassandra hissed at the girls, once the man had disappeared amongst the branches.

      “He’s the only thing keeping us alive,” Pearl said, her eyes round and frightened at the prospect. “Where would we go? How would we survive?”

      “Miss Lauda is right,” Delicia nodded, careful to keep her voice down as she continued, “We know nothing about this man. He’s shown us honor so far, but we can’t trust that to last, and he’s given us no information about himself, which makes me suspicious.”

      “It wasn’t suspicion you were dreaming about last night,” Josie snickered at her friend, earning herself a frown from Delicia. “Don’t look at me like that! I wasn’t the one humping my hand for an hour.” She ignored the other girl’s heated stare but continued in a quieter tone. “He might be a mystery but don’t forget what he did yesterday… I agree that life isn’t a fairy tale and men don’t risk their lives for strangers, but he did, and he’s shown us nothing but respect since we became his problem. So forget running away,” she pointed to the horse munching sedately on a bush, “As if that great black beast would even let us. We need to focus on getting back home.”

      “I’m responsible for you three-.” The teacher began, but Delicia cut her off with a sigh and a shake of her head.

      “That duty ended when we were chased out of the schoolhouse, Miss Lauda… Now we’re all struggling to stay alive, and each of us is responsible for one another.”

      The raven-haired girl softened the rebuke by reaching out and resting her hand on the woman’s. Their fingers laces together, and she felt the older woman tremble and they shared a smile, Cassandra blinking rapidly to dispel her tears.

      “Are we agreed, then? That we will be safer if we remain with him than if we strike out alone?”

      Josie let out a snort of derision, “We’ll die by tonight if we try going it alone. What I want to discuss is Miss Lauda trying to roll in the hay with him last night.”

      The girls’ eyes focused on the woman’s face, which turned a violent shade of crimson. Cassandra opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. She’d couldn’t explain her actions, and looking back on them in the light of day, shame washed through her. The blush spread down her neck and chest, and she breathed a sigh of relief when Pearl spoke up.

      “Jealousy will only drive a wedge between us, and we need to stay strong if we’re going to help Delicia,” they shared glances around the group and Cassandra wasn’t the only one blushing by the time the tiny blonde continued. “These questions are moot until we can gain a measure of safety for ourselves. I for one, don’t want to make a habit of sleeping on the ground and freezing to death every night.”

      “Do you have an idea?”

      “There is a lawman to the northeast. I’ve heard stories about him in town. If we can’t trust the law or governments in these parts, then we should try another.”

      “How do we get there?”

      Pearl cast a glance upwards where the distant sounds of boots on branches told them the man still climbed.

      “It’s a nice idea,” Josie said with a frown. “But there are a half dozen native tribes between here and there.” She gave a shrug. “That’s what the wagon masters said, anyway. The trains travel across the prairie to avoid them.”

      “You’re on the right track of thought, though,” their teacher reassured them. “Break down the problem and let’s see if we can figure a way out of this. First, what are the facts we know?”

      “We know they’re trying to kidnap or kill Delicia and want to do the same, or worse, to us.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Pearl said, a thoughtful frown pursing her rosebud lips as she tapped a finger on her chin. “They never said they wanted Delicia. Only that it was one girl. We assumed that, and we can’t make any assumptions if we’re to make a sound plan.”

      “You’re right,” Delicia nodded, her lips pressed into a firm line as she stared down at the ground, mind racing. “All we really know is that someone is after us, and if we can believe him about the Hashishan, it’s someone wealthy. They might not even be Regulators, but wearing the uniforms and using the conflict between them and the trappers to hide their movements.”

      The others thought over the teen’s words and Cassandra shook her head after a few moments of futility trying to pick apart the possibilities.

      “This is all too much,” she breathed, voice ragged as the emotion broke within her.

      A pair of arms circled her shoulders, drawing her against a warm chest and she wept quietly, as another shook in tears against her side. Reaching out an arm, Cassandra pulled Pearl into the fierce hug. Looking up at who was holding her, she saw Delicia’s face set into a grim mask. The soft planes of her beautiful features were flat and hard as she stared into the distance.

      “Whoever they are, they won’t hurt us. I promise it.”

      “We promise it,” Josie growled, causing Cassandra to crane her neck to the side where she found the redhead gripping her folded legs tight as she rocked in place. “Daddy showed me how to shoot a rifle when I was three,” her eyes shifted to meet each of theirs. “If we can get steel, we’ll be safe.”

      “He said he’ll arm us,” Cassandra drew in a ragged breath as she sat up, arms still holding Pearl and Delicia close.

      “If he does, I’ll give him my virtue.”

      Pearl gasped in shock at Josie, but Delicia spoke right over the girl, “As will I… and if I’m to die soon, I may, in any case.”

      It was Cassandra’s turn to gasp in shock at her student. The composed teen raised a single eyebrow at the older woman.

      “Do you have a problem with that, Miss Lauda?”

      Cassandra gawped like a fish out of water, shocked at the girl’s forwardness, but with her own outrageous behavior the night before, she couldn’t find the courage to respond. The truth was, she hadn’t been on firm footing since the assault the day before. Her wrist still bore the bruises from where she’d been grabbed and felt the fear whenever she remembered those moments.
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      The cold, damp forest had no ending, and there would be no warm bed for her that night. It was only now that she realized what she’d gotten into by coming out west. There was no authority to turn to, nothing she could trust. There was nothing to keep the wolves at bay.

      Nothing except a more deadly predator.

      As Cassandra looked upwards, where the man had disappeared, she let herself entertain those forbidden fantasies in the light of day. When she glanced around at the girls, she realized it wasn’t a fantasy anymore, but a growing possibility. The thought sent chills down her spine and raised goosebumps down her arms.

      Fantasy is one thing… But what kind of women would countenance such a life…

      “Do you remember my first lesson on the Ottoman Empire?”

      The girls turned quizzical frowns at her, but she pushed forward, ignoring the heat in her cheeks. “Their citizens benefit from the safest and most stable empires we’ve seen since Rome, but what lies a few hundred miles north?”

      “The mountains that nearly broke Alexander,” Delicia answered, nodding as she already saw their teachers’ point.

      “I don’t get it.” Josie frowned at her friend.

      “The only law that rules there are the laws hard men make, and it’s the same here. We can’t forget that.” She went on in a softer voice, “And we can’t forget what happens to women there.”

      “They join a harem if they find the right man,” Josie grinned and Cassandra made an ‘eep!’ of shock to hear her secret fantasy voiced aloud, even in jest.

      Delicia gave her a frown of concern, but the older woman shifted on her rump, rubbing her hip to hide the outburst behind a twinge of pain. They didn’t mention it again, but as they debated possible plans, each would get a far off look in their eyes and Cassandra knew when the blush suffused their cheeks, and they couldn’t meet each other’s eyes, what had been on their thoughts.

      It took longer than they thought for the man to return. When he dropped the last few feet, his shirt, hands, and britches were black with sap.

      “I didn’t catch sight of them, but I’d bet anything they’re gaining on us.” he knelt, scrubbing his hands with dirt to remove the sap. The dust that rolled free clung to his torso, leaving him a dark mess. His eyes looked all the brighter to Cassandra when he peered up at them. “Do any of you know how to use a rifle?”

      Josie vibrated with excitement as her hand shot into the air, followed by a more composed Delicia. The man raised his eyebrow at the raven-haired teen, but her expression never shifted and he gave a final nod and opened his mouth to lie out his plan, but before he could Pearl spoke up.

      “If we’re to continue with you, sir. Then I would know what your motivations are in helping us.”

      “Like I said before,” he rose, ignoring the girl’s frown as he brushed off his britches, “I didn’t have a choice. You and you,” he pointed at Josie and Delicia, “Come with me.”

      Cassandra and Pearl followed the three, their curiosity compelling them. Gage reached behind his saddle and pulled down a long, oilcloth-wrapped bundle. Laying it down carefully, he pulled a steel box that rattled from his saddle’s bags.

      “These rifles will differ from the muskets you’ve seen before,” the man’s eyes flickered over all four of them as he unwound the cloth and Casandra recognized a nervous edge to his expression. “They were designed special, for long range and repeating fire.”

      When he flicked back the oilcloth, Cassandra wasn’t sure what she was looking at, but Delicia gave a coo of pleasure and knelt before the weapons, her dark eyes round with awe as she ran a gentle hand down the long barrel of one.

      “What’s the guard for?” Josie asked, pointing to a long flange of metal that curled around the trigger.

      “It isn’t a trigger guard,” Gage said with a grin. His nervousness had shifted into excitement as he talked about the firearms, and Cassandra was left wondering what had the young man so nervous. “It’s a lever that engages a falling block.”

      When the girl looked at him with a frown of confusion, he opened his mouth to explain, but Delicia’s fingers were tracing the long red-cherry handle and the teen spoke up first.

      “The block slides the next round in place, reducing reload time… right?”

      Cassandra’s insides curdled ever so slightly when she saw the grin of pride the young man gave Delicia.

      “That’s right,” he nodded, “an old family friend crafted them.” Tapping the steel box, he went on, “They take a special caliber munition, and we’re limited on supply until I can find a forge.”

      He picked up the weapons and placed one in Delicia's and then Josie’s hands. The girls regarded the weapons resting across their palms with very different expressions. Delicia had a look of awe as she ran her fingers over the breech and action, while Josephine looked like a cat ready to pounce.

      “The plan will require you to fire, but you don’t have to kill,” Gage warned the girls. “The trail ahead will funnel them into a slot canyon, and I’ll deal with them there. If we’re lucky and can trap them down there, they may leave without a fight and you girls will be safe.”

      “Just tell me what to do.” Josie grinned with a fierceness that told her teacher that she wasn’t frightened at the prospect of a fight or having to kill.

      Delicia was more circumspect and listened with an attentive ear as Gage laid out the plan. It would entail little risk from one of the girls, while the other would be in more danger but hidden with Gage. The biggest risk would be leaving Pearl and Cassandra behind, but he assured them he had spotted the ideal location.

      The older woman kept her silence as they headed out, but she gripped the diminutive blondes like it was a safety line. From the iron strong fingers that gripped her back, she knew the girl shared her fears. It was an hour later when they stepped around a step bluff and heard the dull roar of a waterfall, that the fear crystallized in Cassandra and she spoke up.

      “Where are you taking us?” She hated the quaver in her voice, but couldn’t master the emotions swirling within.

      “There will be a cavern behind the falls,” the man said, his eyes narrowing on her and Pearl.

      “How can you be certain?! Have you been here before?”

      “Never,” he shook his head, those perfectly formed lips curling down in a frown. “There isn’t time to go into the geological factors, but I’m almost certain, in this terrain, that there will be enough room for the two of you to hide.”

      “And if this Hashishan, or the brigands with him, knows the same?”

      “The falls are past the slot canyon. You’ll only be in danger if we fail to drive them off.” That frown remained, but he walked back down the trail and placed a hand on either of their shoulders. “I am but a Poor Soldier of Christ, but my arms and life will be spent in your protection. I swear it on the cross most high, and the angles above, that each of you,” he met all four of their gazes in turn, “Will live to see tomorrow, and those who seek evil upon you shall receive the final judgement.”

      The comforting pressure of his rough hand upon Cassandra’s shoulder lifted, and she felt the weightiness of the moment shift. Blinking, she caught Delicia’s eyes and the raven-haired teen mouthed something silently, her eyes wide with awe as she stared at Gage.

      When the young man turned to continue leading them, he stood straighter, shoulders back, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He took off with renewed energy and the women were hard pressed to maintain the pace of rough terrain.

      Their shoes and clothes weren’t made for the narrow trails and sharp rocks. By the time the sun had risen a quarter into the sky, the edges of their skirts were ragged, and sweat poured down them. The lone bright spot, Cassandra thought, was that the mud and dirt was washed away between the mixture of their sweat and the growing mist as they approached the falls.
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      Gage breathed easy, more easily than he had in years as his long legs carried him up the narrow trail. He could hear the nervousness in the women’s whispers and feel the fear rolling off them, but his shoulders were relaxed.

      God works in mysterious ways, he thought to himself.

      A year spent running from his oaths. Escaping into the wildest country known to mankind. Couldn’t carry him away from what he was. Blood oaths are impossible to break, and fate has a way of finding a man, wherever he is. Of forcing him to protect, when all he wanted to do was run.

      The marriage vow is a sacred thing, but for a man to give his vow to war itself, and protecting innocents, is something God doesn’t take lightly. When your blood is spilled on the tomb of Christ, in the land of David, by the last remaining knight of that most holy order, you can’t run from fate.

      War has found me again… but it’s different this time.

      Try though he might, the sounds of the women’s voices and the scent of their feminine bodies kept drawing his attention. Their presence should be painful, for each was beautiful, and a test from God in her own right. But their companionable chatter was a balm to his old wounds, and he felt as comfortable around them already as he had his first comrades in the desert.

      Spying the lightning split trunk, he motioned the women to halt and pointed to the tall, raven-haired teen. The girl took a deep breath and gripped her long rifle close. Her eyes remained locked on Gage as her friends gave her brief hugs before slipping behind him.

      The ground sloped up, its surface dotted with craggy rocks that poked through the roots and vegetation. Gage showed Delicia how to step from one crag to the next, and she did the same. Her long legs letting her follow in his footsteps.

      When they reached the base of the cliffs, Gage stood on a narrow patch of flat rock. The girl took the last leap without hesitation, her fingers grasping at his outstretched hand before she pulled herself against him.

      The cliffs were broken and craggy, offering dozens of small cubbies the girl could crawl into and be invisible from below. She craned her head over, scanning the cliff for handholds and a likely spot, and gave a sharp nod when she had her path.

      “Keep Josie safe.” the girl’s dark eyes bore into his as she shuffled around him on the narrow ledge. “You two will be in the firing line and she’s… impetuous.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Gage said with a dry edge to his tone.

      The girl wasn’t amused and fixed him with a firm stare. He tried to focus on her, but the press of her slender, yet softly rounded body kept intruding on his thoughts.

      “What is the signal, again?”

      Her fingers gripped his elbows, and Gage recognized the tightness of fear around her eyes. She had done well masking it up until now, but he saw the girl beneath the cool and composed demeanor. He wanted to pull her close and whisper that everything would be fine, but resisted the impulse. Relaying the plan again, she nodded and gripped the rifle close before turning to climb across the cliff.

      At the last moment, Delicia spun and reached up with her free hand to snatch at his shirt. Gage could have resisted her grip as she pulled him down, but he was too stunned to do so and found his thoughts scattered to the four winds as pillow-soft lips met his.

      There was nothing chaste about the kiss. As Delicia’s eager tongue slipped into his mouth, Gage felt more than heard himself growl. His feet shuffled on the small landing, but he ignored the risk of toppling to their deaths as his free hand slipped behind the girl’s back. Sliding down her back, his fingers trembled as soft, yet firm flesh passed beneath it.

      Before he could grip her large rear, Delicia broke off the kiss with a sigh. Her dark eyes sparkled as she flashed him an impish smile, then turned to climb the cliff.

      “If we survive this, I’m doing that again.”
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      He didn’t have an answer for the whisper that floated down as the teen crawled into an alcove. Head spinning, Gage returned down the cliff-side, careful not to leave any tracks that would lead their pursuers to where Delicia hid. Even if they spotted a trail, the girl had a clear vantage point and an almost unassailable position up there. If she rationed the ammunition he left with her, she could hold out longer than any of them.

      He found Cassandra and the other girls back on the trail and led them forward. The girls were quiet as they made their way into the slot canyon, the sound of the roaring waterfall growing louder and louder with each step.

      Gage pointed for Josie to wait for him at a turnout on the trail and took Cassandra and Pearl forward. The waterfall was wide and flowing this time of year. The pool at its base roiled with flowing waters, but narrowed into a wide stream as it washed its way down the mountains.

      Gage’s guess proved to correct when he saw softer stone beneath the shelf or granite at the waterfall’s mouth. Leading the women around the fall’s side, he dropped off his weapons and ammo before leading them behind the curtain of roaring waters.

      Cassandra stared around in awe at the wide cavern behind the falls, clutching her arms about herself in the chill. When she turned around, she found Gage fighting with the black stallion as he tried to pull the beast in by his lead strings. The horse balked at passing behind the edge of falling waters and would have pulled free of the man’s grip on the reins if not for Pearl’s calming presence.

      The slender girl raised her hand, gentle voice reaching the horses pricked ears as she carefully took the reins from Gage’s fist. The man opened his mouth to object but didn’t voice a sound when he felt Dauntless’s energy calm almost immediately.

      “Traitor,” he grumbled at the beast, voice drowned out.

      He couldn’t deny the way the gentle girl had with the animal. Dauntless’s flanks trembled, but he picked his way carefully forward. There was little room in the cavern once the horse was within, but his presence was a comforting warmth to Cassandra and the girl. Before Gage could turn to go, the teacher reached out and gripped his wrist.

      “Be safe,” she mouthed, eyes filled with emotion as they searched his.

      Before he could respond in kind, the woman lurched forward, her midsection connecting with his before she collided with his chest. Her slender arms grabbed at him, fearful of falling into the rushing waters nearby as he glared at his snorting horse.

      “What did you do that for?” He asked the beast, but only got a shake of its black head in response, before it nudged Pearl against him as well.

      “I think he likes us!” the blonde shouted. Her delicate features were bright with a grin, despite the terror of her surroundings.

      Gage shoed the beast back and extricated himself from the pair with care. Cassandra clung to him with more strength than the diminutive blonde, and he couldn’t be certain fear was her only motivation. He tried to ignore her massive bust as it heaved against him but failed to and caught her sharp, indrawn breath when she felt him stiffen.

      “Stay here until I return!”

      The pair were seated on sharp rocks, clutching one another and Dauntless’s reins, when he withdrew from the cavern. Worry covered the blonde girl’s features, but something hungry animated the older woman’s, and her eyes followed his every movement.

      Those pale blue eyes filled his mind as he hurried back down the trail to where Josie waited. The girls were flirty, but that woman could stare with eyes that promised him the world one moment, and the next have him second guessing what he thought he’d seen.

      The redhead was crouched behind a bush when he stepped into the clearing, popping up with her rifle in trembling hands. Gage raised a hand and pushed the barrel aside.

      “Careful where you’re pointing that thing.”

      “Sorry, I thought you might be them,” she cast a fearful glance around as he turned towards the mountain slope and the small clutch of short trees coverings its slope.

      “They’re hours behind us at least,” he pointed at the dense bramble. “They’ll suspect an ambush from there, so that’s what we’ll give them.”

      “And you’re sure this will work?”

      “I’m never sure of a plan once battle starts,” Gage shrugged, “But we don’t have much choice. Go on,” he nodded to the slope. “I’ll be right behind.”

      The girl’s thick red lips compressed into a thin line when she judged the steep incline. Putting her head down, she hiked up her skirts and started. When she caught the man’s eyes lingering on her firm backside, Josie’s lips curled into a smile, and she found opportunity on the loose boulders to stumble back into his arms.

      “Sorry about that,” she smiled up at him, breath quickening when his powerful hands gripped her waist and easily lifted her off him.

      The memory of those hard muscles against her back, and the stiffness that had dug into her rear, distracted her from the arduous climb. By the time Josie pulled herself into the shade of the bramble, she was coated in a thin sheen of sweat, and only part of it could be blamed on the climb.

      Gage crawled in behind the teen, pushing sandy dirt around to make a comfortable spot for her to lie. The plan called for the girl to guard the slope below, while Gage took out the Hashishan and whomever else he could.

      “You’ll be safe from return fire here,” he told her. “Just stay put when the shooting starts.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “Right on the other side of this bramble,” he pointed. “There’s an outcropping of rock that gives sightlines across the entire canyon.”

      “How long do we have to wait?”

      “Hours most likely,” he shrugged, as he laid out an oilcloth rag and set a pile of ammunition upon it. “If they’re not here by dark, it’s doubtful they’ll come through until morning, but keep sharp until sunset.”

      With that, the man slipped away, leaving the teen to tremble in place as her eyes scanned the horizon. She was full of fear. Not knowing what was to come and trusting her skill with the rifle in her arms less than she’d let on wasn’t a good recipe for peace of mind, but her excitement kept winning out over the terror.

      The redhead had spent her young life obsessed with tales of gun battles and fights. The reasons she’d learned to shoot in the first place was to live out girlhood fantasies of riding with outlaws. She’d always been drawn to hard men and dreamed of one day marrying a man other men feared, and the closest she’d ever come to one was their rescuer, who was pressed into a crevasse within shouting distance.
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      Gage watched the last of the sun’s ray disappear over the western horizon and frowned down the slope.

      With no sign of their pursuers all afternoon, his worries that he’d miscalculated something grew. He could slip away and try tracking their whereabouts, but that would leave the girl alone, and risk letting their enemies double around on them.

      His frustration didn’t fade when he heard the brambles rustle and saw the rounded shape of Josie push through to him. Before he could open his mouth to question her, the girl’s red lips parted, and white teeth flashed as she held aloft a hand piled with plump red berries.

      “I thought you might want a snack, since we’re gonna be here for a while.”

      Gage’s frown faded as he plucked a few berries and threw them into his mouth. As the sweet juices burst across his tongue, he sighed in pleasure and tried to ignore the rumbling in his belly. The small pile of berries didn’t destroy the hunger, but it retreated, and Gage relaxed against the small rock spire, his attention divided between the girl and the fading vista below.

      “Who thought it was smart to establish a school for girls on the outskirts of a lawless town?”

      “It’s a school for young women, thank you very much,” the girl’s freckled chin rose and she sat primly, if one could do so while crouched in the narrow space between rock and bramble. “The church leaders established it back east. They wanted something to offer an alternative to… the work most women take up in the frontier.”

      The girl’s cheeks were bright red as she tucked her skirts in tightly about herself and she couldn’t seem to meet the man’s eyes.

      “What about you?” She asked him after an extended silence, “What brings you out west?”

      “I’m from here,” he sighed, certain their pursuers wouldn’t be making the treacherous climb in the dark. He shifted his back against the rocks so he could face the girl. “I was raised a hundred miles west of here. These mountains are my boyhood stomping grounds.”

      “When did you go overseas?”

      Gage wasn’t one to offer details about himself up readily, but he found himself speak. There was something about her bright green eyes and cherubic smile that told him she had no artifice. The girl wasn’t trying to manipulate a secret out of him, and the tension in his shoulders relaxed as he spoke.

      “Grandfather insisted on it when I reached my fifteenth year,” Gage’s eyes gazed into the distance as long buried memories surfaced. “You see, my parents had perished on the trail. A flux swept through the train, killing most, and those that didn’t die starved or froze to death in the coming weeks. Grandfather found me six months later, living off raw squirrel meat and sheltering with a bear in her cave.”

      He ignored the girl’s hanging jaw, wondering why he’d told that story. In all his travels on the continent, he’d never opened up like this, and now he was spilling his secrets, or near enough to a pretty girl he’d just met. His alarm didn’t stop the words from tumbling out like a cracked dam. He couldn’t stop the flow.

      “His only daughter dead. He raised me right where he found me. The old man was a… He was part of an ancient order with roots across the old world. That order was his true love, and my childhood was spent preparing to join them. Hmph,” he snorted a derisive laugh, “If you could call that a childhood.”

      “Was he… a Hashishan?” Josie asked nervously.

      Gage barked an amused laugh, careful to keep his voice down so it didn’t echo in the box canyon. “The old man was the opposite. The last of his kind. Stuck in a gilded past of honor and tradition that no longer exists.”

      The girl shifted in her seat, and he felt the warmth of her soft hip press against his side. She didn’t speak, but her presence was comforting. As the moon tracked its way across the sky, the girl eventually spoke up.

      “What was Europe like? It’s my dream to visit Paris.”

      “Paris and Rome are wonders,” Gage nodded, “But the rest…” he shook his head. “It’s old and calcified. The poor locked in their places and rich nobles living fat upon their backs. The sacred oaths have all been forgotten, and the Knights who should uphold justice have become bankers and moneylenders. Their eyes blinded by wealth.”

      He shook his head and tried to wipe the bitter expression from his face, but emotion coiled in his guts, feeding upon itself.

      “Madrid, Rome… even Jerusalem itself… The Old Orders are more concerned with politics and trade than anything else. And the work they task a young blade with darkens the soul and will leave a man questioning his faith, and the vows that bind him.”

      He shivered when her arm slipped within his, her small hand resting on his forearm as she pressed herself more fully against his side. He knew he should push her away, but the touch was so welcome he couldn’t find the strength to.

      “I know something of vows,” Josie whispered, forcing Gage to strain to make out each word. “They’re only as worthy as the spirit animating them. Sacrifice for sacrifice’s sake is an exercise in pride. My father lived such a life and would have it for me as well. Living, with all its messy emotions, and competing desires, will always be more difficult than the aesthetics path.”

      Gage was surprised to hear such wisdom from the excitable redhead and glanced down at her. The girl was looking up, and he found his lips hovering mere inches away from hers.

      “I want to live. To experience things, before some man locks me in the kitchen, barefoot and pregnant,” she snorted a laugh, and Gage was all too aware of her hand slipping off his wrist and down, where her fingers rested on his inner thigh. “Did you find any fun while you were overseas? A randy lord’s wife, or maybe a courtesan who taught you her wicked tricks?”

      Gage blinked down at the girl and opened his mouth to object, but nothing came out and she shook with silent laughter.

      “You’re as bad as Miss Lauda,” the girls’ fingers were tracing their way farther and farther down his inner thigh and Gage reached down to remove her arm but the girl shifted and he found his arm trapped between her massive bosom and his thigh.

      “Tell me,” she breathed, curls of her coppery locks tickling his skin she was so close. “Does this vow keep you from… comforting a woman who needs it?”

      “Don’t,” Gage’s voice was rougher than he intended, and the girls’ eyes widened when he forced her back, for she was like a rag doll in his powerful grip.

      “Don’t what?” She asked, and though he could see a glimmer of fear in her eyes, something else burned there that set his heart racing and the fingers pressed against her chest, forcing her away at arm’s length sweat as they felt the firm, rounded flesh beneath the soft material of her dress.

      “Girl, you don’t what you’re playing with,” he growled, but instead of retreating, she pressed forward, skirts bunching around her legs, the pale flesh reflecting the moons like and drawing eyes down her body.

      “Girl?”

      There was something dangerous in her tone, something that forced him to stare as she lay back upon the loose dirt of the slope. The young woman ran a hand down her side, conforming the ragged dress to her curvaceous body.
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      Her lips quirked into a grin as she watched his breathing deepen and something stiff press against the leg of his pants. But the grin slipped when his stiffness grew and grew, and his brilliant blue eyes filled with a hunger that dwarfed anything she’d seen before.

      “I’m alone with a much stronger man and no one is around to hear my screams…” her lips quirked when she imagined the type of screams she wished to be shouting. “But I’m not the one who's terrified. Can a pair of soft thighs defeat what nothing else can?”

      “Girl-.”

      He cut off when she sat up with a fierce glare, her small fist snatching at his shirt. More for leverage than to pull him close because the man was solid as a boulder and refused to budge. Her pale green eyes burned as she hissed.

      “Before this night is through, you will see me as a woman.”

      His lips parted to respond, but she snatched forward, her soft lips pressing against his. For the second time that day, Gage found himself kissing a beautiful young woman.

      The flush that swept through Josephine sent the hairs standing on end along her arms and around the back of her neck, but the flush of pleasure shook when his powerful hand pressed against her back. In the strength of his grip, she felt the edges of an endless sea of desire, the currents of which dragged her deep within.

      The self-control he’d fought to maintain for years crumbled as the teen’s lips pressed to his. As he pulled her close and felt the soft roundness of her body, the last of his shackles fell away.

      There was no slow, sedate lovemaking. Nature took over, her powerful will overcoming theirs as skirts were pushed up and britches torn down. Josie’s nails left red trails down his back as her soft thighs encircled his waist, her lips never breaking off their passionate kiss. The girl’s eager tongue darted into his mouth, shocking Gage with her wickedness and then a heavenly warmth gripped the head of his manhood.

      “Take me, take me, oh god take me!”

      Josie broke off the kiss as the breathy words escaped her mouth, body undulating against his as her hands sought to touch every inch of his flesh beneath his thick shirt. Gage had a moment of clarity as he hovered above her entrance.

      Shame washed over him as he let the teen’s ankles dig into his thighs and pull him within her depths. He could no more stop himself from taking the girl’s innocence than he could stop the sun from rising. Her eyes widened when he felt the head of his cock bump against something.

      Gage tried to hold himself in place, but Josie shook her head slightly, red lips trembling as she strained. A gasp escaped her throat as he felt himself tear through, and then the thought dissolved as the fiery grip sucked him within. Gage’s hands slid up the teen’s body, enjoying her every curve.

      Her lips pressed to his neck and broke the spell holding him in place. Growling like a hungry beast, he drew out of her depth and drove back in. Josie bit her bottom lip, a gasp of shock escaping the back of her throat. The pain was fading, while a pleasure she’d never experienced grew deep within her belly.

      His weight atop her could have sent Josie over the edge, for the teen had spent years dreaming of his moment. Her arms clung to his broad back as he rutted within her, their breath mingling as her whimpers joined his grunts and groans.

      Gage would have taken more care if he was able. He knew how delicate a woman’s first time could be, but the feel of her soft hips and ass beneath his hands, the heavy sway of her large firm bust beneath the dress spurred him on. He pawed at the girl’s chest, eliciting a moan of pleasure from her as she pulled his lips to her breast. The fabric got in the way, but he felt a hard nubbin of flesh roll between his lips and clamped down.

      “Yes!”

      Josie’s cry of pleasure echoed through the night, drowning out the wickedly wet sounds of their sexes meeting. Her sex gripped Gage’s with renewed tightness and he felt the pleasure crest within him. In a moment of clarity, he tried to draw himself out of her depths as his cock throbbed, but the teen locked her ankles behind his ass and drew him fully within her.

      “In me,” the girl husked, her trembling fingers drawing his face to hers.

      Her pale green eyes burned with an inner fire that he couldn’t deny, and Gage froze as the pleasure grew almost painful. Then he was flooding the girl’s womb. Josie gasped, eyes widening and pupils swelling as her body gave a sharp convulsion.

      “So hot!” she hissed, her nails digging into the back of his head before their lips met.

      Gage was trembling as he slumped to the side, his nerves afire as he slipped from her depths. There was a moment of perfect peace as she rolled against his side and snuggled her face into his chest. Then the reality of what they’d done set in, and shame washed through him.

      “Dear god,” he whispered, forearm falling across his eyes, “What have we done?”

      “We lived,” Josie purred as she undulated beside him. The girl's fingers traced the muscles of his stomach, pushing his shirt up as she shifted beside him. “That was… better than I dreamed.”

      Gage heard a hitch in the girl’s voice and lifted his arm to spy on her with one eye. The redhead wore a nervous smile.

      “Do you regret it so terribly?”

      “No,” he admitted, and saw the tension around her eyes melt away and the nervous smile widen into a full-lipped grin. “But it was still wrong.”

      “It didn’t feel wrong to me,” the teen purred and when Gage went to adjust himself, for his manhood was still naked to the world, Josie’s hand stopped him.
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      He frowned in confusion as she sat up and, with seductive movements, unbuttoned the front of her bodice and top. Before Gage could think to dissuade her as she shrugged free of the garments and bared her massive young bosom to his hungry sight. His mouth was dry, but the girl wasn’t done there. She shifted on her hips and gazed down at his manhood with a hungry stare.

      Gage’s confusion melted into absolute shock when Josie bent forward and touched a tentative tongue to the tip of his manhood. Slick with their combined juices, it had begun to droop in his refractory period. The moment her fiery tongue touched the sensitive glands, the beast gave a mighty lurch.

      “Mhmm,” Josie purred, “Pearl taught me about a French trick… supposedly it’s wrong too.”

      “What are you… oh god,” Gage’s head fell back as the deep moan escaped his lips.

      The heavenly warmth engulfing his cock pulled his head back up, and he watched the teen’s thick lips slide down onto his manhood. Gage had spent most of his life around soldiers and had heard of this act, but had never dreamed of experiencing it. Even whores thought it too wicked to take a man within their mouth, but the girl kneeling before him moaned as the thick head of his cock stretched her throat.

      Pulling back off him, she ran her tongue around the head. She took her time, exploring his length with her fingers, lips, and tongue, almost like she was at an altar in worship. He couldn’t have said how much time passed beneath the stars, as the teen worked him over, but as she grew confident in her budding skill, his stones tightened, and Gage’s nerves were afire.

      “If you don’t stop, I’ll…” he couldn’t bring himself to say the wicked words, but if anything, the girl redoubled her efforts.

      “Mhmm!”

      Moaning in affirmation, Josie brought both of her hands to his length, stroking as her mouth rose and fell on the head. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked, tongue slithering around the head inside her mouth. Those pale green eyes remained locked on his face as the pleasure crested within Gage and he watched in awe as she swallowed his seed.

      “Mmmhpmm oh mmm god mmmhh!”

      “Christ woman,” Gage hissed, the pleasure shifting almost to pain as the girl continued to suck as if seeking every last drop.

      His mind was reeling from the shock of his first blowjob, but the fire within him was still burning. Strong hands pulled the teen up and he drew her into his lap. Her massive young bust pushed into his face and a firm nipple between his lips as Josie ground her wetness against him.

      “I need it,” the girl breathed in his ear, “Please.”

      Her last whimper was all the consent he needed. Gage pulled her ass up, shifting his hips, and felt her wetness slip over the head of his dick, and then he pulled down. Josie let out a guttural groan as her sex sheathed upon him. In one thrust, he felt himself press against the back of her sex and she let out an ‘oof!’.

      Skirts bunched around her hips, Gage let his hands wander the girl’s naked ass as it rocked upon his lap. Josie hunched over the large man, grinding her clit along his length as she rocked back and forth.

      There were no words as the pair fucked, but hungry kisses were shared between the teen sitting back and letting the man indulge in her gorgeous young body. His obsession with her large firm bust was only matched by her sensitive nipples, and the girl came a half dozen times as he suckled and played with them.

      Throughout his young life, Gage had been a soldier, tracker, hunter, and worse, but the one thing he would always be; was a student. He took to the act of lovemaking like a student to his lessons. His attention locked upon the girl in his arms as he sought every point of pleasure that would drive her wild.

      Losing himself in the work, he let loose the demons hiding within. Josie never protested, just the opposite, but the girl became a rag doll in his grip. Bending her over, he stripped her naked and reveled in the feel of her youthful body against his as cool mountains winds whipped around them. Their moans of pleasure lost in the night as he fed the hungry beast within.

      

      A half mile away, crouched together in the chill, misty darkness, Cassandra and Pearl counted the minutes. They’d spent the first couple hours in awkward silence, but as time passed and their nerves frayed, the pair huddled close.

      “We’re going to be stuck here until morning, you know,” Pearl had to speak up to be heard over the roaring falls. “And she’s going to be with him all night.”

      “Perhaps that’s for the best,” her teacher responded, the woman’s face tight with worry but without the edge of jealousy Pearl had expected to find.

      “Miss Lauda!” the girl couldn’t stifle her grin as she stared up at her teacher, and even in the darkness she could see Cassandra’s cheeks darken. “You want her to trip him into her skirts, don’t you?!”

      “Certainly not,” the dark-haired woman said with a firm shake of her head.

      “You’re picturing it right now, aren’t you?” Pearl asked with a sly grin, not believing the other woman’s protest one bit. “Josephine’s smooth thighs wrapped around his waist… his massive… stretching her body-.”

      “Pearl Ann Todd!” Cassandra barked, the teacher’s voice coming out of her. The girl’s words mortified her, but she couldn’t deny the pictures they painted in her mind, and she shifted on her seat, inner thighs itching. “I thought you were the sweet one out of you girls. Where did such filth come from?”

      The diminutive blonde didn’t respond right away, and Cassandra disliked the knowing look in the girl’s eyes. There was no way she could know about her teacher’s secret fantasies, for the woman had buried them deep. Or so she thought.

      “Do you remember the lesson you gave us about polygamists, celibate Shakers, and the free-loving Oneida Perfectionists?”

      Cassandra frowned at the girl and nodded.

      “It was part of the lesson on the structure of family life… what about it?”

      “It was Delicia who wondered.” the girl adjusted her skirts with one hand while the other slipped between her teacher’s arm and her side, hooking her close. Cassandra was stiff with nervous expectation, but the girl’s warmth was comforting, and she breathed deep the herbal scent of her pale blonde hair.

      “If those stupid men could start a new society around wanting to marry a young girl ever few years, why couldn’t we start our own?” Cassandra frowned in confusion, but the girl continued, “Delicia can protect herself with a rifle as well as any man, and Josie’s not far behind. And out here, I’ve heard there are women who own land… We could build our own world. This frontier is filled with more resources than grass to run cattle on. The brutes carving their tiny kingdoms are so myopic and blind.”

      Cassandra blinked at the girl, shocked by the passion of her tirade, and reassessed her.

      “I didn’t realize you were so passionate.”

      “There is a lot you don’t know about me, Cassandra,” the girl’s voice was a throaty purr over the roaring falls that sent shivers down the teacher’s spine. Those baby blue eyes were staring into hers and there was a fire burning deep within them the older woman couldn’t place until she felt slender fingers slide across her large bust.

      “What are you… ohhh, hsss!” Pearl’s rosebud lips pressed to the delicate flesh of her neck and whether because of her lack of sleep, their intense experiences, or the images of a powerful young man taking the busty young redhead floating through her mind, Cassandra turned into the girl.

      Delicate fingers played across the older woman’s bust, finding her nipples, and teasing them to hard points.

      “This is… sinful,” the woman breathed, but her eyes spoke another message to the teen as she stared at her with growing desire. “To… and with a woman…!”

      “There is nothing wrong with seeking comfort… and pleasure,” Pearl’s lips curled into a hungry grin when her fingers popped the top buttons on her teacher’s bodice.

      Cassandra’s protests grew weaker and weaker as the skillful young woman kissed and caressed her way down her body. A lifetime of following the church’s dictates were tossed aside, as nature took over. If not for the maddening levels of lust growing within her since meeting Gage, she wouldn’t have been as defenses as she found herself.

      Shock swept through Cassandra when she felt something brush her sex, then fiery pleasure licked across her rosebud, and she felt more than heard herself scream in pleasure. Fingers laced within the teen’s silky blonde hair, and her thighs closed about her head as the older woman experience one shock after another to her system.

      As the waters roars around them, and the black stallion munched sedately on a bag of grains, the pair clung to one another, experimenting and exploring until the hint of morning light reached them.
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      Delicia shifted in place for the hundredth time, reliving the pressure on her hips from where roots pressed against her.

      The most difficult part of her job should have been staying awake, but after hearing a female scream of ‘Yes!’, that she was certain was Josie. Sleep hadn’t been an issue. The mess within her skirts was an issue, and the envy that burned through her veins like acid, but not staying awake.

      Unlike her new friends, Delicia had spent her young life surrounded by men of means and power. She’d experienced the full gamut, from austere and honorable, to rapacious and toxic. All kinds had sought to gain her father’s favor by winning her regard, but each fell short. The men she’d read of in renaissance romances who could hawk, hunt, paint, and fuck in the same day didn’t exist anymore. Or so she’d thought before the giant swept her and her friends into the wilderness.

      There might not be an artist’s heart hidden behind those impressive muscles, but she couldn’t deny he was a man. The touch of him against her was still fresh in the teen’s mind.

      Her thoughts were down in this gutter when movement below drew her attention. Breath freezing, Delicia pressed herself tight against the rifle as figures resolved below. At their head was a giant of a man with lank, oily black hair and a scar twisting the skin of his lips. He was almost as big as Gage, but it wasn’t him that drew Delicia’s gaze but the slender man stalking behind him.

      The dark-skinned Hashishan was loaded for bear. A long rifle rested in his hands, ready to shoulder and fire at any moment, and a pair of pearl-handled pistols rode his hips. Strapped to his back, above a small back was a double-barreled shotgun that looked like it would cut a man in half.

      Delicia’s fears ratcheted up as she watched the large man pause and pick his way through their trail. Her heart seized when he passed over the path she’d taken up, but he didn’t seem to notice any signs of her passage. She breathed a sigh of relief when they moved on, but the feeling didn’t last as she saw more and more men pass by.

      The Hashishan had brought more than a small armory with him. More than a dozen men trailed after him and the scarred tracker, and a more dangerous group of men she’d never seen before. Fearful for her friends, Delicia checked her rifle one more time and carefully tracked the last men as they passed beneath her.

      

      Jax’s lips peeled back in a grin as he scented the air.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he confirmed the musky aroma and adjusted himself in his britches. The man’s feral grin turned sour when he thought of one of the fillies they hunted being broken in already, but he reminded himself his sights were set on finer meat.

      When one of the Governors hired heathens arrived back in town looking for men to hunt down the wayward teacher and her girls, Jax had been eager to sign up. He could still picture the tasty fear in that uppity woman’s eyes and couldn’t wait to get his hands upon her.

      The Hashishan had promised them a day’s entertainment with all but one of the girls. Jax and several of the men were planning on putting a dagger in the heathens’ back once the big bastard protecting the girls was dead. He licked his lips at the thought of it, and just stifled a grimace when the heathen barked an order.

      “Keep tracking, infidel.” the man’s accent was thick, making it difficult to understand his words.

      Jax’s skin crawled as he met those dark, tattoo encircled eyes. He thanked heaven once more that the heathen’s commander wasn’t on the mission. The small Hashishan was bad enough, but Jax had watched their giant leader flay a man alive with such skill his screams continued for another week before he died.

      “Bark at me one one more time and I swear to god…” Jax kept his mutter to a bare whisper as he stepped around the block of granite, eyes scanning the rocky trail for signs of their prey’s passage.

      The signs had faded over the past couple hundred meters and Jax had a suspicion why. The canyon had narrowed around them significantly and the horizons offered direct sightlines down onto the trail. Feeling like eyes were boring into his back, he stepped into a small clearing.

      There was a clear boot print in the dust, but it was angled towards the cliff wall. Looking up, he saw nothing but a small tangle of manzanita trees.

      “They’ve pushed through the canyon.” Jax pointed up the trail as the Hashishan emerged from the boulder forest behind him.

      The dark-skinned man hesitated before coming into the clearing, eyes scanning the slopes to either side. When they rested upon the manzanita grove, Jax saw his lips curl.

      “Eish Alruma,” the man muttered in his heathen language, causing Jax to turn and spit. “That is a perfect shooter’s nest.”

      “A hundred and fifty meters away? Up a slope?” Jax snorted a derisive laugh. “Only God could make that shot, and not your black-skinned desert god. The real one.”

      The Hashishan’s fingers played along the gold wrapped dagger in his belt, but he chose to ignore the offense. Stalking forward, he waved for the rest to follow.

      “You should appreciate the fact that I am more secular than my commander. He’d cut the tongue from your head if he heard such blasphem-.”

      Jax ran his fingers along the grip of his pistol, wondering if he could draw and put the heathen down before it got that dagger into Jax’s guts. The thought wasn’t serious. Jax wouldn’t act without support or a powerful advantage. He was no fool.

      As this thought passed through his mind, the Hashishan’s skull dissolved into a spray of red mist, gray brain matter, and bright white bone. Jax flinched as the warm miss coated his face and chest, his mind trying to make sense of what it was seeing. It wasn’t until the echo of a rifle’s report reached his ear a half second later that Jax realized what was happening.

      Whiz!

      Something hot zipped past his cheek as he stumbled backwards and Jax noticed the flash of muzzle fire from above now. Screaming for backup, he let the men rush past him as he pointed up the slope. The sight of the dead Hashishan, his guns and dagger scattered in the dirt, gave some of the men pause.

      “Ten-thousand-dollar bounty on whoever killed the Hashishan! Ten grand boys! Go git em!”

      Jax knew how to inflame a man’s spirits, and greed was the surest way. Most let out whoops of joy, shouldering rifles and aiming for the trees, while others charged up the slope like bull goose fools. Within seconds, they peppered the manzanita trees with a dozen shots and Jax let his feet carry him backwards.

      There wouldn’t be four women hidden in that small grove of stunted trees, and Jax had an idea of where the man might have stashed a few. His lips curling in a predatory grin, he left the sound of gunfire behind and let his long legs carry him back to the sound of rushing waters.
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      Gage crouched in the hole he’d dug in the soft ground and hoped Josie was wise enough to do the same. Rounds skipped off the dirt and rocks around him, their whining screams rattling his teeth, but he kept his patience.

      That first shot had been the most critical, and he’d breathed a sigh of relief when the Hashishan was struck. His second shot went wide, but he’d seen movement on the other side of the canyon and hoped Delicia had better luck.

      “Keep your head down until I signal!”

      “Okay!”

      He ignored the relief filling his chest when the girl’s voice reached him over the rapport of small arms fire and focused his attention on the sound of shouting men and boots scraping on rock. Judging his timing, Gage rolled to the other side of the boulder, ignoring the recent memories of his wild night that flashed through his head and crouched in the shadows.

      He counted eleven men on the slope. Most had taken cover and were training their rifles on his cover, while five brave souls tried rushing up the slope. Knowing he would give away his position the moment he fired, Gage sighted carefully before pulling back on the trigger.

      Correcting for the elevation was a simple thing and there was no wind to pull the round off course. The riflemen trained their fire on Gage before he got off his second shot, but he ignore the muzzle flashes as he sighted carefully. The man scrambling farthest up the slope tried to dodge and weave, but Gage’s large caliber round blew a hole in his chest and the body toppled to the side.

      Bullets skipped off the slope below, and one even ricocheted off the boulder to his side, but Gage’s gamble paid off. With the angle and elevation, they’d failed to get a bearing on him. Knowing he couldn’t trust them to miss a second time, he barked a single word.

      “Now!”

      Peeking under the boulder’s sloping edge, he watched the third man charging up the slope stagger backwards and drop his pistol. His arms reached around the spreading redness on hit guts and he fell to his knees. The last two screamed, eyes wide with fear as they charged the last few feet, only for one to be met with the butt-end of a rifle across their throat, and the other to get a heavy caliber round to the face.

      The scream of the dying man with half his face ripped off triggered a scream in Josie, who stared at the mess of white bone and blood in horror. The teen couldn’t see her savior with the manzanita between them, but heard a grunt of pain from him after the last charging man fell back with his throat caved in. A cheer raised from below them wiped away Josie’s terror and her scream became a holler as she rose to her knees and fired upon the men.

      As soon as she opened fire, Josie was force do to duck back down as pistols and rifles were turned on her. Josie’s gun was empty, and her fingers were trembling too hard to think about reloading. There was a pause in the fire, and she was about to call out and check on Gage, when something dark swept out from behind the boulder.

      Flipping onto her stomach, Josie watched with awe and horror as Gage launched himself down the slope. His timing was perfect, as only one man raised a loaded weapon, but Josie saw with a cry of shock that blood coated her man’s side already. Before the enemy could fire his pistol, Gage’s arm whipped forward and a fist-sized rock smashed into the weapon, sending the discharged round into the dirt.

      Then he was amongst them, and Josie was hard-pressed to follow his movements. Gage’s hands blurred and curved daggers appeared in both, sweeping around him as he spun amongst the men. Red lines appeared in their wakes, followed by sprays of hot blood steaming in the chill morning air.

      Josie covered her ears as death screams filled the air, her heart pounding and eyes shying away from the corpses littering the slope. Two of those men were dead at her hands and the teen’s mind skittered past the fact, for fear of her stomach heaving up what little it held.

      Down below, Gage faced off with two men who held daggers in their hands. One of the men was screaming curses and waving his blade frantically, while the other stalked around the larger man with deadly intent. Gage swayed on his feet, either from exhaustion or blood loss, Josie couldn’t be certain. Whatever the case, she screamed in terror when the pair rushed him.

      Gage moved like an eel between the sweeping strikes. One moment he looked ready to collapse, and the next was an explosion of movement as he swayed beneath one attack and swept his hips wide of the other. Josie didn’t see the counterattacks, but couldn’t miss the twin fountains of dark blood that gushed from the men’s slit throats.

      Two more men sat hunched in the rear, their rifles resting in their hands, but now that Josie looked, she saw red stains across their backs. A dark-haired figure stood on the opposite side of the canyon and waved her rifle high.

      “One got away! He’s headed for the waterfall!”

      Delicia’s faint voice caused the hairs to rise on Josie’s arms as she thought of her friend and their teacher trapped in that small space. Before she could move, Gage was off, daggers sheathed and long legs carrying him back down the trail.
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      Cassandra stared at the dark roof of the cavern and tried to wipe the smile from her lips. Her soul may be damned, but she couldn’t deny the few hours she’d spent embracing Pearl had been the best of her life.

      She tried not to think about what would happen when they returned to the school, once this adventure was over. There would be time later to deal with the awkwardness and fallout of her actions, but for now, she let herself luxuriate in the feel of a warm body against hers.

      The teacher’s mind kept drifting to the things she’d whispered to the blonde nineteen-year-old in the heat of the moment. It was one thing to say they would seduce Gage together in the heat of the moment, but something else to imagine it without desire filling her like a prairie storm.

      “I wonder if Josie got to try that french thing,” Pearl mused in a loud enough voice to be heard over the falls. The girl’s delicate fingers tracing soft patterns on the older woman’s taunt stomach, head resting on her shoulder.

      “French thing?”

      “Something I learned about it from a maidservant,” Pearl giggled into her side, voice dropping into a conspiratorial whisper in her ear, “It’s where a woman uses their mouth on a mans… you know what. Can you imagine? Doing something so wicked?!”

      “Hmm,” Cassandra felt herself stiffen and tried to relax.

      She’d known of the act for years, having listened in on the older women gossiping as a girl. They’d called it ‘prick eating’, an odious term, but the idea had been kindling to the fire of her young mind. Cassandra felt Pearl shift against her side and knew the girl could read her like a book. Closing her eyes, she licked her lips and tried not to remember the taste of soap from the time her mother had caught her, testing how deep she could take a vegetable while touching herself in an indecent way.

      Cassandra flinched, expecting the girl’s accusatory tone to draw the truth from her any second, but it was another voice that spoke.

      “Well, what do we have here?”

      Eyes snapping open, Cassandra stared in horror at a familiar face. Only two days before, this man had accosted her on the street and how he stood behind the falling curtain of water, his twisted lips pulled back in a cruel smile as he took in the pair of them.

      “Looks like you cunts got the party started without me,” his hand waved to the side and Pearl hissed in fear, her small hands gripping Cassandra hard when they noticed the pistol in his grip. “Move out of the way, woman, or I put a bullet in the doll’s face. Governor never said which girl he wanted, heh, as if he’ll get them unbroken.” He trained the muzzle on the young blonde. “Bend that ass over. I promise to be quick. Then you’re both coming with me.”

      “No,” Cassandra didn’t realize the word came from her own lips until the man snarled in anger and moved to snatch at her legs. “No!”

      Fear filled the woman, but it didn’t freeze her limbs in place like it had that first morning. Reacting like a cornered rat, she kicked out with her heels, driving them at the man’s midriff, while grabbing for his gun hand.

      The bright flash and ear-splitting bang drew a scream from Pearl. Cassandra, fearing the worst for her student, knew what she must do. Ignoring the cold upon her naked flesh, she heaved forward, rocks rolling beneath her hip and knee as she edged herself and the sour-smelling man towards the rushing waters.

      “Fucking cunt!”

      Something heavy and solid connected with the top of her skull and she felt her gorge rise as nausea swept through her, followed by the sickening feeling of something wet and warm rushing past her ear. Mind locking on the shame she’d felt after her girls were almost taken and herself molested, Cassandra wasn’t going to give up until death or unconsciousness claimed her.

      Screaming, she heaved again, and something flashed past her face, a bare inch from her nose. Dauntless’ hoof caught the scarred man on the wide of his face, tearing through flesh and bone as he toppled into the roaring wall of water.

      Their limbs entangled; Cassandra’s breath left her when she felt the terrible power of the falls, but a powerful hand locked over her ankle, hauling her back. When the water’s grip released her, the dark-haired woman spun, a scream on her lips and feet ready to kick at the new attacker, but she collapsed in tears instead to find Gage’s powerful form standing there.

      “You…” his eyes filled with horror when he took in her naked form, and Cassandra snatched an arm over her breasts and pressed her thighs together, a retort floating to her lips until she realized what he must think.

      “He didn’t hurt us,” she shook her head, “He just got here when…”

      “Then what happened…?”

      Cassandra felt her cheeks heat and tugged her torn skirts over herself, but Pearl sat with a straight back, small breasts standing proud as she let his eyes rake over her nakedness. When the silence grew, the girl raised an eyebrow, and the man let out a grunt.

      “Forget it. We need to get a move on.”

      “You’re bleeding!” Cassandra forgot her previous inhibitions when she saw the blood coating Gage’s side. Sitting up, she pushed his hand aside and pulled up the wet fabric of his shirt. “This will need stitching soon, or you’ll bleed out.”

      “It can wait,” Gage growled, or tried to. The last word rose in a hiss when she prodded a finger into the deep cut. He frowned down at the woman, but his eyes fell to the pendulous sway of her heavy breasts and his mind flashed to what he’d done the night before.

      Fearing what he might do next, Gage turned without another word and whistled. The women were forced to scramble back as Dauntless trotted after his master, hooves trampling their discarded clothing.

      When the pair emerged from behind the waterfall, they found Delicia and Josie dragging a large oil cloth bundle back down the trail. Cassandra and Pearl frowned in trepidation at the body sized lump until they heard the rattle of weapons from within.

      “We looted them,” Josie offered, and the older woman was curious to see the fire that had animated her eyes during their adventure was tempered, though she painted a brave smile on for her friends. There was something else in the way the red-haired teen tracked Gage as he made his way around Dauntless, checking the horse over, something that smacked of ownership.

      “I’m so glad you’re both safe,” Delicia said, rushing into her friend’s arms and pulling Cassandra into the embrace. “When I saw him run towards the falls…”

      “We’re all safe now,” the teacher assured the girls. “We can go back…”

      Her eyes happened to be tracing the lines of Gage’s powerful shoulders as he unbuckled the feedback from Dauntless, and she watched him falter. One leg buckled, then locked in place and a hand raised to his head. Before the man fell, Cassandra was moving. Rushing forward, a cry escaping her lips, she caught him, or tried to, as he collapsed.

      “Gage!”

      His weight pressed her legs to the ground, but he pulled his face around, and was shocked at the heat she felt backing off him.

      “What’s wrong?!”

      Josie’s terror filled cry didn’t help her nerves, but Cassandra kept her cool as she thumbed back his eyelids and checked his pulse.

      “He’s alive, but unconscious.” She said, surprised at the calm in her voice. “There’s a fever raging in him… poison?”

      “Possible,” Delicia’s lips were pressed into a firm line as she looked around and ran a hand down the barrel of the rifle she still carried over her shoulders. “We need to get him somewhere safe.”

      Dauntless let out a neigh of worry when he saw his master passed out and offered no resistance when the women had him kneel. Tying the man to the saddle, they set out north, deeper into the wilderness and far from anyone or anything that might help or hurt them.

      Or so they thought.

      

      To Be Continued…
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