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      Dauntless’s hooves beat a steady rhythm on the thin soil, mixing with the swaying tree limbs above. Gage sniffed the air, smelling the telltale dusty scent of coming rain.

      The weather would help to mask their passage, but he feared for the women in the cold and wet. Over the past few days, they’d traveled over rough country afoot, and it had taken a toll on their dresses. Escaping a schoolroom, they weren’t dressed for the wilds, let alone a storm.

      Steel creaking, he threw a look back at the women. The small blonde, Pearl, had the lead on a dappled palfrey. She looked like a child, with her slender limbs and rosebud lips, but he couldn’t forget the shape of the body beneath those ragged skirts, and the knowing confidence in those eyes.

      The girl riding tall behind Pearl had her own inner confidence, but it differed from the blondes. Delicia was regal, like a Spanish princess. The raven-haired teens self-worth came from something inside, while Pearl’s… Gage didn’t know where the tiny thing got her iron-firm resolve, but the girl followed him closer than any of her friends, or even their teacher who sat a saddle the worst of the lot.

      “That’s going to be a problem,” he said, nodding up at Cassandra as she swayed down the switch-back trail.

      Pearl frowned up at her teacher and nodded. When she did, he noticed how her top lip curled upwards, trying to reach her disarmingly attractive button nose.

      “What’s your plan?”

      She asked it straight out, not beating around the bush, and he nodded in gratitude as he explained it in short sentences. Pearl’s grim frown deepened, but she didn’t argue and didn’t balk.

      “I’ll keep them from doing something stupid if you promise to return to us… I’m not done with our conversation,” the diminutive blonde nodded sharply, then turned to Delicia and the others. “We’ll be stopping soon to rest the horses while Master Gage masks our back trail.”

      The raven-haired teen nodded in agreement, but Josie’s thick lips pursed into a frown, and she tried to argue she could be useful in hiding their trail, but Pearl was adamant the women needed to stick together.

      “Sitting on a perch and shooting down at bumbling regulators is one thing,” Pearl cut through the redheads’ protests with a soft voice. “But facing trained soldiers is something else entirely. I won’t let your bravery take you from us, Josephine.”

      The girl didn’t like it, but she kept her silence after that. Gage was the most surprised by Cassandra. The teacher accepted her pupils’ commands with a submissive bowing of her shoulders and only voiced concern for how they would remain hidden when he left them.

      “We’ll cut down a few tree limbs and build cover for you,” Gage said. “It won’t keep you hidden from hounds, but I’ve got something to deal with them.”

      

      An hour later, with the sun high overhead, Gage angled his mount away from the game trail he’d been following and up a broken slope into a stand of dense trees. He set to work immediately, downing a dozen limbs, taking care to keep his cuts hidden. Those he set in a sheltering wall, driving them into ground and weaving the branches into a thick tree.

      There was just enough room for the women to huddle within. Their mounts would be staked to graze in a clearing behind the stand. The risk grated on his nerves, but they couldn’t trust the horses to wander free. The horses were of fine stock, if mixed breeding, and were barely blowing after the morning ride and Gage thanked god for small favors.

      While the ladies staked their mounts, he dug into his saddlebags for a certain envelope of paper. Cassandra wandered over and sniffed curiously when the telltale scent of pepper filled the air, and she saw the black grains rolling around within.

      “That would’ve been useful when I was making supper yesterday,” she frowned.

      Gage shook his head. “Stuff’s too valuable to eat. A handful spread over our back trail will keep hounds from scenting anything for a day or two. They can bring more, but by that time we’ll be out of these hills and on open plains.”

      “Then what?” Cassandra asked, arms folded beneath her impressive bosom.

      “Then I dump you in the nearest town where you’ll be safe, and I’m free of the headache you’ve brought me.”

      The teacher smirked as his visor slammed into place and stepped close as he swung up into the saddle. Resting a hand on his armored thigh, she felt powerful muscles flexing beneath, rocking the steel plates. A full suit of plate looks comical on a person, but Gage wore his armor as easily as another man might wear a woolen coat.

      “You promised the girl… come back to us.”

      “Hmph,” Gage grunted, and with a tap of his heels, Dauntless was off, the great horse’s hooves making little sounds on the game trail.

      Cassandra felt carved out as she watched the man leave her again, as if the pillar of her world was walking out of it. She tried to paint a confident smile on her face when she turned to the girls, but they weren’t looking at her for guidance.

      “If he’s gone longer than a few hours, he won’t be joining us,” the blonde said as she sank against the tree’s trunk. “We might as well get comfortable while we wait.”

      “I hate waiting,” Josie groused, flopping onto the ground and kicking her skirts as she crossed her legs. “Why can’t we ride ahead and he catch up to us? I feel exposed just sitting here.”

      “We’re safer in one place, hidden, than we’d be moving across a trail, skylined,” Delicia remarked, carefully folding her ragged skirts beneath herself as she sat on a thick pile of needles. The raven-haired teen turned to Pearl with a suspicious frown. “Master Gage told you more than you’re telling us, didn’t he?”

      The blonde didn’t reply to her friend nor look her way. Closing her eyes, she settled her hands in her lap.

      “You should try to sleep while we can. We’ll be riding hard again in a few hours.”

      “What’s he planning, Pearl?” Cassandra stepped in front of the blonde, but the girl didn’t have the nerve to crack an eyelid. “We deserve to know!”

      “You want to know, Cassandra.”

      When those lids did open, the pale blue eyes that regarded her teacher were icy calm and the older woman found herself smoothing her bodice and pushing her hair in place as her confidence faltered.

      “But what you don’t want,” Pearl continued, “is the anxiety and fear that will follow the knowledge, but very well. Master Gage is engaged in a diversionary tactic. He will assault the forward group and kill or drive them off, then lead the rest on a chase back to the falls and creek. If he can lose them there, he’ll circle back to us. If not… His death will buy us the time we need.”

      “That’s… madness!” Cassandra hissed, a grunt escaping her when her rear made contact with the ground. Hugging her legs close, she glared at Pearl, then softened the look and shook her head. “Will it work?”

      Pearl shrugged at the same time Delicia and Josie said, “Yes.”

      The pair grinned at one another and ignored the sour looks the teacher sent their way. After that, the four sat in silence, listening to the steady drumbeat of rain grow as the storm approached. Soon they were huddled close together for warmth as fat drops of rain worked their way through the canopy above.
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      Two miles to the north and higher up the mountain, Gage let the last of his doubts, worries and frustrations fade away as the same clouds passed overhead. The rain pinging off his armor brought back warm memories of riding with comrades across the alps, and the foggy bogs of northern Europe.

      He’d left four thorny problems behind and rode into a simple one. Clean.

      But something tickled at the back of his neck, and that was how quickly he’d left them behind again. He couldn’t fight while protecting all four of women, that was true, but had he thought through every possibility? Or had he taken the first one that rid him of the pressure those four women put on oaths, both old and new?

      Dauntless’s ears twitched, and he shoved the problems aside, senses opening. One hand relaxed its grip on the reins, while the other reached for the rifle holstered on his saddle. A smile touched Gages lips as he caught the hints of his enemy approach.

      

      “All this for some horse rustler?”

      The petulant voice reached Captain Luisant at the head of the line, and he barked another order for silence, but the grumbling continued, if at a lower volume.

      “The men aren’t happy with this detail, sir,” offered his lieutenant, but the captain ignored the man.

      None of his soldiers had seen combat yet. Scraped together from a half dozen slums across Europe and pressed ganged into service. He trusted them to fight when ordered, but with little else. Not until the General had hardened them in a few battles.

      That’s why the emperor had placed men like Captain Luisant in places of command, he reminded himself. To season these raw recruits.

      “My concern isn’t their happiness,” he said, the yellow plume on his helm swaying this way and that as his horse picked its way down the trail. “It’s their readiness for the campaign to come. They won’t be facing stiff armed resistance in these barbaric lands. But there will be natives to subdue, and I need to know the men won’t balk when the guillotine is brought out.”

      “Then our mission…”

      “A diversion,” the captain snorted in amusement. “A Division will march west to deal with the holdout, and companies have been sent east to demand oaths of fealty and secure supplies. While we… subdue the local populace.”

      “Didn’t the governor swore his allegiance?” the lieutenant grimaced when his superior shot him a glare. “Sorry, sir.”

      The captain sighed as if it was to be expected. “Your mother was a washerwoman, yes?” he shook his head sadly. “You wouldn’t understand these things. The governor has authority, but he’s the child of peasants. He’ll need a firm hand to keep him in line.”

      “What about these settlers we keep finding, riding west with their covered wagons?”

      The captain turned his head to the side with a grimace and spit.

      “Vagabonds,” he spit again, “Fit for nothing more than collars if the emperor listens to advice. Orders are to avoid them but those wagons look heavy with gold and grain… I wager those orders change soon.”

      The pair fell silent when the reek from their tracker reached them. Swathed in black cloth covering everything but the slit of his eyes, even a glimpse of the hashishan was enough to fill a common man with terror. They’d witnessed the man’s strange rituals. Kneeling on a blanket and speaking the tongue of demons towards the east.

      Men spoke the Hashishan’s leader as one might speak of the devil, but the captain refused to feel fear around the giant killer, or his coterie of assassins. Crossing themselves to ward off evil, both grimaced when the small, wiry man halted in front of their captain.

      “Ambush point ahead. Put the men on alert,” the words were almost unintelligible with his harsh accent and the captain twisted a finger in his ear to clear it, while peering ahead.

      “You think a horse thief’s setting an ambush for two dozen armed men?” he stifled the snort of amusement that tried to escape his lips and rolled his eyes at his lieutenant.

      “A horse thief thirty miles from the nearest farm or settlement? Stealing the finest Spanish stock from the center of your army, Christian?”

      The assassin didn’t bother hiding his own snort of amusement and Captain Luisant’s hand tightened on the grip of his sword before he forced the fingers to relax. The sound cut off abruptly and the wiry man shook his head.

      “Brother’s Mohammed and Azim are dead, after chasing a single man. It shouldn’t be possible that there is one in these lands who can defend against our arts. I’ll not chance that there’s another. Put your men on alert, Captain.”

      Those black eyes stared back in challenge and this time the captain’s fingers did close about the blade at his side, pulling it an inch free of its scabbard before he shoved it back with a growl of frustration. Why his commanders listened to these Moorish bastards, the captain would never understand, but he grimaced and gave a nod for the orders to be relayed.

      Rifles were brought forward, and swords loosened in their scabbards. Captain Luisant would have loved some of the repeating rifles he’d seen in the new world, but a soldier had to be content with his lot and arming five thousand troops in secret hadn’t been easy for the general and his command staff.

      When the men were in position, he gave the order to continue the march and ignored those dark eyes that crinkled at the corners in what Captain Luisant suspected was a smug grin. Biting off the oath he wanted to give, he cantered his mount after the wiry man and prayed an enemy would leap from the foliage so he could stab something.

      The captain would come to regret the prayer.

      

      Gage sat upon Dauntless’ saddle, behind a rock outcropping a hundred meters up from the trail. He watched the Captain directing his men through a choke point on the trail, and though he couldn’t see them, he knew their knuckles would be white on the grips of their guns.

      If he wanted, he could pick the raw recruits off one by one from where he sat Dauntless. With the tree and brush covered slope between them, he was confident he could take down all fifteen before they reached him, but it was the hashishan he had to worry about.

      Even the least of that fell organizations killers would be trained enough to let the men die and lie in wait, springing on Gage from the shadows when he least expected. He’d survived one bout of the killers’ poisons, but couldn’t put his faith in living through another.

      Whispering in Dauntless’ ear, he slipped from the saddle and, mindful of the rattle and creak of his armor, made his way carefully down the backside of the slope. The trail curled around the mountainside, winding back upon the same place, only lower down the mountain. Once he was well clear of the ridge, he let his momentum carry him down the mountain slope, keeping his feet to roots and bunches of grass so mask the trail.

      Past the choke point that would have been a perfect ambush point for a squad of men, the trail hugged the mountainside with little cover above and below on the scree lined slope. Gage took in the lack of cover and hiding places and grinned.

      “My kingdom for a shovel,” he chuckled to himself, hands digging into the soft soil as he counted down in his head.
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      Omar could smell a trap, but nothing materialized when the soldiers tromped their way through a tight stand of trees and rock outcroppings.

      This wasn’t the service Omar had been trained for and he cursed silently when the fools passing his hiding place made enough noise to alert an enemy miles off of their coming. A dagger didn’t scout for soldiers or hunt down horse thieves. Two of his brothers were already dead with little explanation from Master Xavier, except to say they’d failed in their mission.

      Failure.

      The word hung over Omar’s head like a knife. He could still remember the valley he woke in as a boy. Trees covered in plump fruits, nuts, even a river of sweet water that ran from one end to the other with naked, nubile virgins cavorting in it, ready to be raped. When he woke the next day in a cold, black cell and began his training as a hashishan, he and all the other boys knew the only way to return to that paradise was to succeed in their mission.

      My daggers hunger for blood. Give the order Master Xavier, and send us after this fledgling nation’s President, and elected officials, Omar licked his lips in eager anticipation. We’ll bring chaos to this land of infidels.

      The narrow warren of rock outcroppings and trees passed, Omar didn’t let his guard down as he skirted a scree covered slope. Unfortunately for the foreign-born assassin, these lands were new to him, and he failed to register that the network of twisting vines he stepped over normally grew in shadow, and the surrounding ground was unnaturally smooth. Moving with quick, practiced motions, he reached the only cover on the slope and settled in, eyes scanning the mountains ahead for sign of the horse thief.

      When the hairs rose on the back of his neck rose, Omar knew something was wrong and instinct more than training guided his hand to the dagger at his side and he thrust backwards. When steel scraped on steel, cold washed down his spine, but the scream never reached his lips as gauntleted fingers closed around his neck and twisted.

      The last sound Omar the Hashishan heard were the bones in his neck cracking and then all was dark.

      

      Captain Luisant breathed a sigh of relief as he exited the chokepoint. Ahead was an empty slope, the trail winding its way down the scree covered slope until it met with another outcropping and stand of trees.

      “Where’s the arab?” Asked lieutenant Lefite.

      “Check the shadows under your horse,” their corporal said with a grimace.

      The junior officer frowned at his corporal, but the captain noticed him glancing beneath the horse when he thought no one was looking.

      “When we caught the thief and strung him up, are our orders to return to the army?”

      “No,” the captain answered the corporal. “Commander’s given us license to subdue the locals.”

      “The men will like that,” the corporal nodded. “Too much sitting around is bad for a soldier. A fight and town of fresh women is just what the boys need.”

      “They need to be focused on the task at han-.”

      Captain Luisant never finished the sentence as the bullet entered at the temple and blew the back of his skull across Lieutenant Lefite’s torso and face. Too stunned to react, the young officer blinked red blood from his eyes, mind registering how warm it was, and how soft the brain chucks were that slid down his neck and into his collar.

      “To arms! To-ngk!”

      The corporal was quicker to react that any, and spying the barrel thrust out of the loose soil snapped a shot off as he cried the warning to his men. It earned him the second round, planted in the center of his chest and another that tore out half his throat.

      Blood and bodies tumbling around him, and with no cover or sight of enemies ahead, the young lieutenant wheeled his horse around, screaming as he did, “Pull back! To cover!”

      The soldier marching behind saw their captain fall, blood spurting from the gristly wound as he toppled and then heard the report of a rifle, followed by another that cut off their corporal’s cry. Panic set in, bodies pushing forward, while others pulled back, the soft slope to either side offering little relief from the clustering chaos.

      The lieutenant’s mouth opened to scream another order, but the ground erupted above his horse and a monstrous form dropped onto the trail. The words merged into a high-pitched scream of terror as steel flashed towards his face and only his horse rearing when it sensed his fear saved him a gristly death.

      Pitched out of the saddle, Lieutenant Lefite watched the world flip end over end before he landed on his shoulders and back, hips folding down into his face painfully before the momentum carried him over and down the slope. Above, the world spun sickeningly, but that terrible monster ignored him as his soldiers.

      

      A cold fury gripped Gage as he drove his short sword into the face of a chinless man and fired his pistol into another’s gut. Nothing enraged him more than seeing men ill prepared for battle and killing without challenge. Some beastly part of himself craved a worthy opponent. As he cut down one soldier after another, his rage rose until his face was terrifying mask, unmanning men before they could stand to face him.

      A half dozen were dead before a brave voice rose to rally those who were left. That earned him a bullet in the heart, but it was enough to put steel in a few men’s backs and Gage found himself facing a rifle line with only a corpse to hold up as cover.

      The first volley of shots peppered the body and slope around him. A line of fire on his thigh warned that he’d been hit, but Gage knew that hesitation means death in battle and his feet were carrying him forward before the sound of the last round reached his ears.

      A few started to reload, but three were smart enough to drop the weapons and draw the blades at their hips. Short swords for two and a pair of daggers for one, Gage holstered his pistol and drew a second sword. Lifting them in the warrior’s salute to his foe’s, his legs never ceased churning as he charged. Throwing himself against the mountain slope at the last instant, earned flashes of confusion from his enemies.

      Set and ready for the armored giant’s charge, the soldiers were too fixated on him and unaware of their surroundings. Dauntless’ steels shod hooves broke the backs of two men right before his bulk came crashing into their midst. Jaws as wide as a man’s head tore one from its neck, while bulk pushed another off the trail to tumble down the slope.

      “Vichi! Vichi!”

      Gage threw himself into the fight, throat hoarse as he screamed the battle cry of victory at the top of his lungs. Men already shaken were frozen with terror as he and the great black stallion raged in their midst. Leaving one blade stuck in a man’s ribs, he drove the free hand into another face. Thumb finding and sinking into the eye socket, watery juices oozing around the hand. Twisting the man around as he pivoted, he used him as a shield to block two rifle rounds, then threw the corpse at the shooters, knocking them down the slope.

      He was a frozen pond, cold to his core as he moved one step in front of the other, pushing his way through enemies that stank of fear. His arms moved with delicate precision, as Dauntless moved past, hooves lashing backwards to take a man in the chest. Ignoring the snapping of bones, Gage ducked beneath the dying man and drove his blade into another.

      It twisted out of his hands when the man fell, but his other hand already dropped the corpse it held and with the slap of leather came up with his pistol. One shot took the last man facing him in the heart, and the last three rounds took two men in the back, dropping them before they could escape back down the trail.

      Gage turned and found three men still lived. The lieutenant was frozen in place a hundred yards down the slope. On his back, feet up, he lay like a turtle flipped over, craning his head up the man’s whispered prayers reached Gage’s ears as an eerie hush fell over the battlefield.

      The armored giant silhouetted himself against the bright blue sky, but reaching for the rifle at his side was the last thing on the young officer’s mind. Two of his soldiers lived, half trapped beneath a corpse, but an icy hand of horror gripped the back of his neck when their monstrous enemy turned. The helmed head tilted and moving with a negligence that broke something inside the lieutenant, the monster swept his blade through their necks, and they dropped like marionettes with their strings cut.

      “Mother, save me.” the words didn’t register as the young man uttered the prayer. All he could think about was escape.

      Throwing himself to his feet, he lurched down the slope, tilting forward precariously, he tumbled head over feet until out of sight.

      “Hmm,” Gage grunted when he watched the flailing man disappear into the underbrush hundreds of feet down the loose slope. He cocked an eye at Dauntless. “You want to go after him?”

      “Nneigh,” the horse shook its head adamantly, tail swishing to put an emphasis on it.

      “Me either,” he chuckled and, feeling older than his years, set about searching the dead men.

      The grisly task wiped the grin from his face but was accomplished quickly. When he found a sealed letter in the captain’s pocket, he slipped it into his hand, bundling their weapons together, whistled for Dauntless. Breaking off from munching a tuft of bunch grass, the horse gave a toss of his head when Gage swung up into the saddle with all that weight.

      “Can’t leave them to rust out,” Gage chuckled when he noted the horse rolling his eyes back at him. “It’s a sin.”

      Dauntless didn’t agree from the clack of teeth he gave and though Gage tapped his heels to the horse’s flanks, he didn’t increase his pace from a canter to a trot. Grumbling to himself about the madness of horses and women, he took out the letter he’d found and inspected the seal.

      Quartered by embossed spears with an eagle emblazoned in the center and without writing of any kind, it could have been from anyone across the Atlantic or on this side. But when he lifted it close to his face, he noticed a detail around the eagle’s head. A crown sitting between the eagles raised wings. Cracking the seal, he began to read.

      He recognized orders when he saw them, but the details were odd. The captain was to take his men down from the hills for ‘exercises’. Driving any fleeing civilians’ eastwards to avoid engagement to the west. The orders were brief, but they mentioned the need for speed as the holdout, a Maxwell Bliss, was gathering local support quickly.

      The hold out was good news, but Gage doubted they could hold out against an army unless they were five times its size. Training and discipline would win against rabble unless confronted by overwhelming odds. The orders to the captain didn’t make sense though. Inflaming the local populace would work in the short run, but it would also create a hardened core of resistance that would plague the armi’s movements at every turn. He kept picking at the problem as Dauntless carried him back to where the women were hiding.
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      Cassie pulled her hand away from her mouth for the dozenth time, refusing to chew on the nails as anxiety ate a hole through her insides. A few minutes before the late morning stillness was destroyed by the sound of gunfire echoing around the mountains and as quickly as it had begun, it cut off. Filling the silence after was the fear that Gage wouldn’t be coming back, and any second sour-smelling soldier would burst in on their hiding place and…

      No, Cassie told herself, I can’t let myself go down that path.

      She had to keep faith.

      “We should go check on him!”

      All three women turned on Josie and shushed her, earning a pout from the redhead who jerked her arms tighter around her bent legs. It wasn’t the first outburst, nor, Cassie suspected, would it be the last from Josephine, but she grimaced to hear her thoughts spoken aloud.

      “Gage will triumph,” Pearl said with a confidence her teacher envied. “He’s too important to die to nameless men on a mountainside.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works, Pearl,” Delicia didn’t hide the smile that peeked onto her face, but the blonde didn’t take offense.

      “Pearl’s right,” Cassie said, ignoring the raven-haired girl’s pointed look she continued. “We need to keep faith with the man. He’s protected us thus far. What he’s facing now can’t be worse than what he did that first morning.”

      “Hmm,” Delicia shook her head but didn’t speak up and the rest fell into a tense silence.

      “I’m going have a look!” Josie shifted, about to stand but Cassie and Delicia put hands on her arms, and she settled back down with a huff that turned into a strangled gulp when the sound of hooves clopping on the trail below reached them. The women clung to one another, breaths frozen as those hooves drew closer.

      “Backtrails clear but we need to move,” they breathed in relief when Gage’s deep voice reached them and scrambled from their cover.

      When Cassie stepped out of the tree line and got her first look at the man, she stiffened in shock. Coated in blackened, drying blood from head to toe, he looked like a revenant climbed straight from hell. Those pale blue eyes were flat, hardened and withdrawn, but it was his body her eyes searched, hunting the wounds she knew he carried.

      He didn’t speak when she wrapped his thigh in a strip of cloth torn from the bottom of her dress, but gave a grunt when Pearl stepped up to his other side and rested a hand on the knee. The blonde didn’t speak but in her blue eyes was the thanks the women couldn’t give voice to. Silently they mounted, while he tied a bundle of long rifles to the backs of their saddles, spreading the weight.

      Cassie didn’t miss the grunt of pain he gave when swinging back into the saddle, but allowed herself a flush of pride when only a single trickle of blood escaped the bandage she’d tied. She fell in behind Pearl as they continued down the trail and only when the trees they’d hidden in were lost to sight did the tension leave her shoulders.

      “What now, Sir?” Pearl kicked her mount up beside the taller stallion and craned her neck up at the man.

      “Now, I take you ladies east,” the man didn’t bother looking down at the diminutive blonde which earned him a sharp sniff.

      “And then you’ll be reporting this military incursion to the proper authorities?”

      “Gir-,” he cut himself off with an oath when he caught the look on Pearl’s face and continued in a growl. “What I know about my nation of birth, I learned second and third hand. I’ll inform the local sheriff wherever I drop you, but I’m not riding all the way to the nearest Capitol to show them what I found.”

      “What you found?” Cassie asked and Gage gave a grunt and, reaching into the pocket on his coat, pulled out a piece of thick, white paper folded in quarters.

      Pearl didn’t bother asking and reaching up, snatched the note from his fingers, leaning so far in her saddle, Cassie gripped her own reins in fear. She needn’t fear, for the blonde was an exceptional rider, and easily curled her mount away so Gage’s reaching hand missed the paper.

      “Careful with it,” he warned, but Pearl threw him a withering look and, with fingers as delicate as feather tips, unfolded the note and began reading it.

      The girl’s face darkened as her eyes scanned the paper, and a hiss escaped her lips.

      “Josie…” her pale blue eyes cut back to the redhead who was pushing forward on her mount.

      “What…?” When Pearl held the paper out and she read the name printed on it in bold black ink, she gasped and pressed a hand over her mouth. “Father!”

      “What’s this?” Cassandra asked, taking the letter from Pearl and reading it quickly.

      The teacher’s heart was seized by an icy grip when she read through the orders. She could only guess at some of it, but the words hinted at dark deeds, and she could imagine what uncouth solider given free rein could get up to. Then her eyes locked upon a familiar name, the name of a man she’d met once, and she looked up to see rage mingling with fear on her student’s face.

      “Of course he would fight,” Josie said, scrubbing a hand across her cheeks. “The fool never knew when to run.”

      Gage was frowning at the women and Cassandra explained, holding up the orders.

      “The man mentioned here is Josie’s father,” Gage’s frown deepened, and he turned in his saddle to consider the girl.

      “My father’s a defiant man,” she said, back straight and chin elevated as a hint of pride entered her voice. “If anyone tries telling him what to do, he’s more likely to shoot than listen.”

      “Hmmph,” Gage grunted a half-laugh, raising an eyebrow at the girl, who ignored the pointed look except for a hint of color in her freckled cheeks. “How many men does your father command?”

      “A hundred,” Josie said, face falling as realization dawned, then hope brightened it again. “But other men would flock to him. You read the letter; he’s gathering a resistance!”

      “Untrained,” Delicia said with a frown that matched Gage’s, “unarmed and ill prepared for the war machine marching towards them.”

      “My pa’s a bastard I was happy to be rid of, but he’s no fool. He won’t fight unless he can win, and you can help him, sir,” she turned to Gage, green eyes round and hands clasped together, holding the reins as her firm bosom thrust through the ragged neckline of her dress.

      “I’m flattered,” he said, voice softening. “But we’re heading in the wrong direction and I’m only one man.”

      “You could command them!”

      “You just said you father listens to no one.”

      “Neither did I,” Josie said defiantly, “But you tamed me.”

      “No.” Gage growled. “I made a promise to see you four to safety, and the only safe road now is east. That’s where we go… I’m sorry.”
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      That wasn’t the end of it as far as Josie was concerned. She continued to pester and cajole the man at every turn. Wheedling, flirting, teasing, badgering and even breaking down in tears at one point, but nothing would budge him. Cassandra wanted to warn the girl off, when she noticed his face darkening with frustration, but she couldn’t bring herself to it, not when she saw the pain in the girl’s eyes.

      Maxwell Bliss wasn’t a bad man, but he also wasn’t what a young woman would consider a good father. Eager to sell her off for a large dowery, he’d never seen the use in having a daughter. Raised by farm hands, and ill-prepared nannies, she’d been something of a wild child on her father’s lands.

      Cassandra would like to take responsibility for Josie’s growth and maturity over the last year, but if she was being honest with herself, it was the girls’ friends who’d given her wisdom. Delicia and Pearl had influenced the girl in a dozen ways but mostly with their presence and now they drew close to their friend, offering silent comfort as the trail wound its way down the mountains.

      Breathtaking vistas gave way to low, rolling foothills covered in thin forests. The going got easier, and Cassandra breathed a sigh of relief. She’d grown up in eastern cities and horses had frightened her as a girl. Her trip westward was aboard a wagon and the hard seat had suited her better than a saddle, but she was kicking herself for not developing the skill earlier.

      Her mount was a placid beast that picked its way carefully across cliff-top trails and as the afternoon wore into early evening, she began getting the hang of sitting high in the saddle and letting the horses sway roll through her hips, instead of trying to master the movement and remain still. It was the ache in her inner thighs that was the worst, and she grunted a sigh of relief when Gage called a halt to their march.

      Cassandra nearly tipped over when she stepped down from the saddle and it was with careful, delicate motions that she unsaddled the beast and brushed it down. The mare turned a grateful head and whiney’d at her, before dipping its head back down to munch on grass and the teacher found her grimace of distaste softening.

      “You did good, girl,” she said, blushing when she felt the man’s eyes on her.

      “Feed her this,” he pushed a tiny, hard green apple into her hands, from where he’d gotten it she couldn’t say but the mare shook itself in pleasure and nipped the fruit from her fingers with surprising delicacy and she scratched its ears as she’d seen Pearl doing.

      “We rest the horses and get what sleep we can,” he said, unfurling his bedroll on a patch of dry grass and not bothering with the tent or a fire. “If they’re commanders smart, he’ll put dogs on our trail, and I want to get moving before light.”

      “In the dark?”

      “Aye,” he nodded. “Sky should be clear enough for Dauntless to pick a safe path. I want to be free of these hills and riding on open plains before first light. Distance is more important than discretion.”

      Delicia nodded in agreement, but her face softened when she took in Josie’s red eyes.

      “If your father’s a fighter, then he’ll dig in,” Gage said as he tugged off his boots, eyes unable to meet the redhead’s face. “There’s a chance they hold out, but it won’t matter if reinforcements aren’t coming and they can’t come if we don’t get the word out. I know it’s hard, but it’s the right strategy.”

      Josie sank cross-legged onto her unfolded blankets and drew in a deep breath. She nodded after a long moment, then looked from her friends to the man.

      “I’m impatient, and hasty, but I know my father and he’ll hold out.” She nodded, but the hardness didn’t leave her eyes. “You’re probably right, but I don’t have to like running away, even if it’s smart. You gave me this.” she reached for the long rifle she still carried, now laying beside her blankets within easy reach. “And I plan to use it. He’s a bastard, but he’s still my pa and some foreign emperor isn’t taking the land I grew up on.”

      The girl’s speech stirred Cassandra’s heartstrings, but it was the man’s face that captured her attention. It was as if he was seeing the redhead for the first time. Flat, hard eyes softened, and a fire burned deep within them. He shifted on his blankets, half rising and from the sudden shift in the atmosphere it was clear what he intended, but then seemed to remember the blonde and their teacher and hesitating, sank back into his blankets.

      “The fire in your heart becomes you, Josephine.” The girls’ eyes shone with hope. Hope that was dashed as the next words left his mouth, “But I can’t be a party to folly that will see you dead. Leave war to boys and men without the sense to run from it.”

      Josie would have shouted if not for Delicia’s calming hand on her upper arm. Instead of rage, her emotion shifted into tears, and she sank into her friend’s arms. Cassie curled into her own blankets, trying to sleep while the strange black stallion walked the perimeter of their camp as silent sentry.

      

      The girls curled together, snoring softly in minutes after the long, exhausting day, but Cassie found her thoughts racing, and ears tuned into the slow, deep breaths of the man as he slept just out of arm’s reach.

      A week she’d known this man, and already he’d wormed his way into her every thought. From that first encounter outside the store, when he’d saved her from a leering red arm, to God knows what he’d done on that mountainside this day, to win their freedom. Those thoughts had led her into sin with Pearl, and what an eye-opening experience that had been. Nothing that beautiful could be against god’s will, and she found herself questioning everything as she lay beneath the stars, her only companion in the dark, the giant beast that stalked around their small camp, watching over human and horse alike.

      I don’t understand your master; she thought to the horse. But I know myself even less.

      Curled beneath her blankets, Cassandra ran through the previous night’s events and felt a flush wash over her body. Girlhood fantasies were one thing, but that had been a reenactment of her most sinful dreams. What troubled her, deep down, was the fear it’s like may never come again, and the chance to live out her own secret desires was gone.
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      The moon was still rising when Gage rose from his blankets. Sandy eyed and aching in every limb of his body. He stretched carefully. Mindful of the stitches crisscrossing him, and breathed in relief when the wounds relaxed.

      Stepping outside the camp to relieve himself, he came back and pulled on his shirt, carefully stowing his armor away and praying he didn’t regret the choice. When he rose to wake the girls, the older woman was already sitting up, fingers brushing her long dark hair as she watched him work.

      “Sleep well?” She asked with a flash of white teeth in the darkness, and he gave a grunt in answer.

      Cassie’s pale blue eyes seemed to gather in the moonlight and twinkle as she watched him. Those pale fingers brushing her hair before they adjusted her threadbare dress and pulled the blanket around her shoulders to ward off the chill. She rose and shadowed Gage as he moved amongst the horses, checking for lameness that might slow them.

      “The girls’ fallen for you. You realize that?” Gage stiffened and rose from where he was checking a mare’s shoes and fixed the woman with a stare.

      Cassie’s hands fluttered the blanket at her breast, but she didn’t back down or retreat from his glare, even if it made the hairs rise on the back of her neck to remember how easily those large hands could manhandle her.

      “What do you want, woman?”

      Soft eyes flashed with rare anger and the hands clutching the blanket about her dropped to her hips.

      “I want you to do your duty by those girls. Stop teasing us with your lingering looks and man up. Take what you want, but be honest about it!”

      Her words confused him, but he heard one thing in them above the others and heedless of the consequences stepped forward and took what he wanted. Cassandra filled his arms with a soft warmth that pushed back the cold gripping his heart since before he could remember. The shock of emotion and sensation warring with one another, as her pillowy lips brushed, and then crushed his, left his legs weak.

      His hands circled her waist, pulling her tight, and the body that conformed itself to his wasn’t that of a teenage girl, but of a woman, and his body responded with shocking speed. Finger flexed and stitched popped, but they weren’t on her dress but the waistline of his britches and the deep growl of desire that escaped their hungry kisses didn’t come from him.

      “I need this,” Cassie’s hissed whisper should have shocked her, as her fingers slipped within his waistband and down, fingers finding something hot, thick, and deliciously stiff, filling them. “Please!”

      Those icy blue eyes burned, and Cassandra understood his need. She was willing to throw away everything to feel this man pressed against her. To go to that wicked place of freedom and pleasure she’d seen the girls transported to. Standing amongst the horses, he couldn’t take her as she wished, but she could do something she’d been dreaming of and, with a wicked grin, began sinking to her knees, fingers tugging his britches down.

      The man had other ideas, though, and with a single shake of his head and a grunt, took her by the scruff of the neck and spun her about. Cassie gasped in shock, eyes widening and mouth parting, as her sex quivered, gushing wetness down her thighs as she nearly came. Being manhandled by Gage was a revelation, and she relaxed back against him, large ass pushing against his throbbing hardness before he jerked her skirts up.

      “Nghhnn,” she threw a look back at him, nodding in eagerness as his calloused fingers slid over the smooth skin of her rear.

      “Gage?”

      Pearl’s voice cut through the sounds of the horses and straight through the storm of Cassandra’s desire. The man froze but didn’t look ready to stop himself and biting her bottom lip, and knowing she would hate herself later the teacher pressed a hand to his iron hard abs and pushed a gap between their bodies.

      “Later,” she mouthed, though unsure if he could see her mouth in the dark and called out to Pearl softly, “I think he’s searching around the camp.”

      “Bloody woman,” she heard Gage growl as he slipped silently away into the night, and she couldn’t mask the smile that tugged at her lips as she adjusted her dress back into place.

      Brushing the hair from her face, she composed herself before stepping clear of the horses to find the blonde folding up her blankets.

      “I thought I saw two pairs of legs amongst the horses,” the girl said, and when Cassandra didn’t reply, she gave a faint grunt. “But I’d have heard you, if that’s what was happening. I know your moans of pleasure well.”

      “There’s no need to speak of that now,” Cassie tried to keep her face composed as she bent to gather her blankets, but the girl stepped close enough she was forced to stand up straight.

      Pearl pushed her face close, breath hissing in through her nose and shocking the teacher darted her face forward and stole a brief kiss. When Cassie pulled back with a hand against her mouth, the girl grinned in triumph.

      “Your chin is red from his scratching whiskers.” Cassie’s fingers brushed the chin and Pearl’s grin grew. “I thought we’d trap him together… but perhaps it’s every woman for herself now?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Cassie cringed at the weak lies and shuffled in place, the small girl’s eyes as hard as daggers as they pinned her in place. “You couldn’t have been serious… What you said the other night… it would never work.”

      “You care too much about what others think,” Pearl whispered, eyes cutting over to the blankets stirring as Delicia and Josie woke. “You’re like him… frightened of what you want. But not me. I’ll have sisters who love and support me at my side, and a king to give my love and devotion to. One noble, good, and brave enough to defy the notion that love shared is love divided and not multiplied.

      “God put us on this path together, Cassandra,” the tiny blonde drew herself up, back straight and chin raised. Pride showing through her every pore. “I would walk it with you, but I won’t be denied.”

      Turning on her heel, Pearl clicked her mouth and the mare she’d been riding the day before perked up her ears. The gesture was reminiscent of the way Dauntless watched his master, and Cassie’s heart swelled. Reaching out, she stopped the girl with a hand on her shoulder.

      In all her life, she’d never felt this close to another woman. Sister’s the girl had said, but it was more powerful than that. She saw within Pearl the perfect mate and partner for the man. His heart was a maze, but quietly and determinedly, the small blonde was waging a war against it, prying the stone open to reveal glittering crystals within.

      “Have faith and patience, sister,” she winked at the older woman. “Our time will come.”

      “Heaven help me,” Cassie breathed, thighs and hips remembering the feel of his calloused fingers on her.

      “Heaven helps those who help themselves, remember that.”

      The girl drifted amongst the horses, a pale ghost of eerie confidence as she calmed with a touch and a word. Her talent with the giant beasts became her, and Cassie found her own fears somewhat silly as she watched the diminutive blonde move amongst them. Sighing, she turned to rouse a snoring Josie, knowing how difficult it could be to wake the girl before she wanted to be woken.
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      Josie was withdrawn as they rode away from the small camp and down onto the flatlands. Leaving the mountains and forests, and the terror they’d experience, should have been a triumphant moment but Cassie’s shoulders hunched in on themselves and she felt hunted. As though every tree and ridgeline behind them held hidden eyes.

      Gage pushed them hard through the darkness. Dauntless leading the horses unerringly from game trails to hard packed clay. The mares learning to trust as they walked behind the great black stallion.

      When the stars faded and the sky stained with the sun’s early morning rays, Cassie got her first good look at the prairie land, and she sighed. The most interminable and boring months of her life had been trundling across this barren, flat landscape. The mountains and forest held dangers, but they also filled the heart with joy and following Gage into that sea of tall grasses felt like she was walking away from life.

      “How far can an army march in a day?”

      Josie’s question caused the man to turn in his saddle, and he eyed the redhead for a long moment before answering. Those blue eyes flickered to Cassie so quickly she almost missed it, but a surge of pleasure bloomed in her breast. He’d ignored her when they rode out, but, in that brief look, she’d seen a swirl of desire and conflict that quieted the frightened voices in her mind.

      Surrounded by beautiful young girls… but you still want me. Smiling to herself, she rested a hand on her mare’s neck.

      “Fifteen to twenty miles if they’re pushing hard, but more likely nine to ten.” his blue eyes were hooded as he watched the girl.

      “But a man can ride twenty or thirty on his own, right?”

      “Farther if he has a good horse,” Gage said.

      “And men will fight for gold, even the idea of it, right?”

      “What are you thinking, Jos?” Delicia asked nervously.

      “If we spread word that the black hills have gold, and a foreign army is taking it… won’t that make a lot of men angry? Angry enough to pick up their rifles and fight back?”

      “That would be a lie,” Cassandra frowned, but she could see from the speculative look on the man and Pearl’s face that they were considering it. “You can’t really think it’s a good idea,” she said to the blonde.

      “Nothing would inflame men more than the promise of gold, and if they thought a French Army was here to steal it…” she turned to Gage with a raised eyebrow. “The idea has merit.”

      “Hmm,” he grunted and, flicking his reins, set Dauntless to a slow trot, mind working through the possibilities and pitfalls. “We’d need raw gold as proof-.”

      “That’s the best part,” Pearl said excitedly, upturned nose practically twitching as she seized on the idea. “We have foreign gold and it’s so poorly minted, people could be convinced it was done in a mountain camp. Foreign gold in the pockets of politicians and probably Sheriffs, and no rumors of it entering the country. A few whispers in the right ears, and the rumors would spread in hours.”

      “Within days a mob would be marching west,” Delicia nodded, but she stifled the grin that wanted to break out and shot the man a wary look. “Do you think it could work?”

      He looked from Pearl to Delicia and to Josie, whose large green eyes were filled with hope. Finally, his gaze fell to Cassandra, and he grimaced.

      “It might work, but you don’t know what a gold rush would do to these lands. The kinds of men it would bring in, over the months and years, to come. It’s a good idea but I can’t countenance the chaos such a lie would bring to innocent lives… And to your own, even if you can’t see it now.”

      “You won’t help then,” Josie said, sounding defeated.

      “I didn’t say that,” Gage tilted his head back, face upturned and feeling the first rays or morning light warming it. “When the four of you are safe, I’ll ride west and stand with your father, Josephine. On my honor, I could do no less.”

      Josie should have been filled with joy to hear the vow, but instead tears filled her eyes, and she sank her face in her hands. Cassie reached out and rested a hand on the girl’s shoulder, just as Delicia did the same.

      “Foolishness,” Pearl snapped, tapping a heel into her horse’s flank, and sending it up to ride level with Gage’s taller stallion. “You don’t owe us a noble death because she and Delicia rode your hips a few times.” Delicia blushed, while Josie blinked in shock at the sudden tirade. “And if you think we’ll honor such a sacrifice, then you’re not the man I thought you were. Live for us, as I saw you do in the mountains and the rewards will be better than what could wait in heaven… Or… throw your life away. The choice is yours.”

      The snap in her tone hit Gage like a whip, and he stared after the girl as she rode ahead of him with wide, blinking eyes. Cassandra felt a flush of pride for Pearl, thinking she could never have spoken to the man in such a manner. All while carefully forgetting her own forwardness under the cloak of darkness.

      He fell in behind the girls, with Josie throwing glances back at him that he ignored as his thoughts turned inwards. Cassie would have given her every nickel to know what was going on in that head, but he gave nothing away on his face. She might have prodded him but Delicia threw an arm up and pointed.

      “Movement on the horizon!”

      The black stallion let out a snort as if upset he hadn’t seen the motion and was dashing off with his rider before the sound left the air. They watched him curl south, keeping to the low parts of hills as he circled close to the strangers and when he pulled up and rejoined their small group as a slow trot they breathed sighs of relief.

      “Wagon train,” he announced as he drew close. “I suggest your four steer clear while I rode over and warn them about what’s ahead.”

      “I, for one, wouldn’t feel safe while you carry out that mission alone, sir,” Pearl frowned. “Can we not approach them together?”

      “He doesn’t trust strange men around us,” Delicia smiled. “Especially not a wagon train full of them.”

      “We don’t know the situation,” Gage said, ignoring the girl’s sly smile. “They could be honest settlers, or they could be under the thumb of unscrupulous guards who see a woman unaccompanied as opportunity. It’s your choice, though.”

      “Then we’d rather stick together,” Cassie said, with a look around at the girls. Pearl gave a nod at that and motioned the man onwards.

      “Lead the way, good sir. We have business to be about and if you won’t assist us, then don’t slow us down.”

      With a muttered growl, Cassandra was glad she couldn’t make out, he wheeled Dauntless and set the stallion to a fast trot. Her own oath wasn’t quiet as she bounced atop the mare’s saddle. Watching the blonde with envy, she tried to mimic the way she and Delicia rode in the saddle, but it was impossible as she swayed this way and that.

      The girls rode with straight backs, heads high and hand lightly holding the reins. They looked like a lady and her maid, or more aptly, a princess and her lady-in-waiting. No one would think of Delicia a maid with her cool, confident gaze and unflappability. Even Josie, with all her curves and swaying grace, rode like a woman born to it.

      Which she had been, Cassie reminded herself. Lips pinching in determination, she set to learning the skill with the same single-minded determination that had seen her learn Latin before her tutors thought it possible. When she set her mind to something, Cassandra Wilson didn’t fail.
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      Gage was done with willful women.

      Dauntless tugged at the reins, showing his displeasure in his master’s firm grip and Gage threw a frown at the beast. All the horses he’d taken were mares and fillies and the stallion had taken to the herd. Getting in his head they were his now.

      “We’ll find you another set of fillies,” he growled, but the horse shook its head hard, never breaking stride as its long legs ate the ground.

      Though Gage spurred the horse on, he never stretched himself and kept the other mounts close by his rear. The poor women were eating dust, which brought a smile to his lips. When he saw the waggoners gathering with rifles in a scared little group, the smile soured. Frightened men are unpredictable, and he pulled up on the reins, slowing his run before they drew close.

      “Those aren’t guards,” Delicia said, pulling up abreast him.

      Now that he looked closer, he saw she was right. The men were armed, but those pressed white shirts looked out of place on the dusty prairie and they milled about, looking uncertain.

      “What are they?” The tall teen asked as her friends joined them.

      “Let’s find out,” Gage said, turning Dauntless to approach the wide fellow, who seemed to have some authority amongst the three dozen men.

      Throwing a glance back, a smile tugged the corner of his lips when he saw Cassie. The woman’s dark hair was plastered to one side of her face as sweat rolled down it, and her skirts were showing leg up to her knees, but she sat the saddle with more grace than she had the day before. Those winces made her all the more lovely, but he forced his gaze away from those swaying curves and back to the task at hand.

      As he drew close, he saw Delicia was right. These were no simple settlers, with a hired gang of teamsters and guards. There were more women than men stretching along the train, holding large gaggles of children near their skirts. The women wore matching hairstyles, and dresses in the same cut, of skirt and arm with the neckline at their chins. They threw scandalized looks at Josie, and the girls that shifted into concern when they noticed blood stains.

      “Ho there stranger! No further now!” shouted the round, pot-bellied fellow with a fringe of gray hair who looked to be in command.

      Gage pulled Dauntless to a stop and was grateful the women heeded him when he held up a hand for them to wait behind him. Delicia and Josie moved in front of the other two, long rifles held casually across their saddles, but the raven-haired girl had the barrel of hers pointed directly at the speaker. He noted in approval.

      “Looks like you lot have seen some trouble,” the man peered from Gage to the women behind him with a concerned frown. “You ladies need any help. Just speak up now and we’ll have this big fellow sorted out. You’ll be safe with the womenfolk. We’re humble servants of the lord.”

      Gage opened his mouth to reply, but bright, tinkling laughter rose from the tiny blonde and she spoke before he could.

      “We owe this man our lives, good sir. It’s your firearms that frighten us, but never him. Never.”

      The round-faced man blinked at the girl and looked again at them all, considering. Gage could see the thoughts working behind his head and would have the girl’s words back, or at least the heat in her tone. Knowing what was coming next from devout pilgrims, he was shocked when the pot-bellied leader dropped his rifle and waved them forward with a smile.

      “A righteous man is he who helps a woman in need. Come, friends, and be welcome among our wagons!”

      

      Cassandra didn’t know what to make of their saviors. Circling their wagons, they’d drawn the newcomers in like family. Women adroitly peeled her and the girls away from the men, plucking at ragged dresses while exclaiming over injuries and sweat crusted hair.

      Delicia was wary, and the man plainly untrusting as menfolk surrounded him and his giant stallion, poking and quizzing, while he stood silent and watched the women disappear. Pearl and Josie were in their elements, with the former a queen gliding amongst her subjects and the latter, enjoying the shocked looks her outrageously torn dress drew.

      The redhead didn’t try to push against their sensibilities. She was kind and respectful in every way and accepted the ankle to neck covering dress with grace, but even with the loose dress covering her, she couldn’t be denied, and the young womenfolk could be seen peeking at her whenever they got a chance.

      “The young lady’s words were quite convincing, but, pray tell, what’s happened to you ladies that’s brought to such a state?”

      Mother Smith was a hard-faced, and iron-eyed woman in her later years, but that didn’t stop her from taking the iron pail and fetching hot water for the girls washing. She directed her girls to set up a makeshift tent, with pinned blankets strung around them, so they could bathe and change in privacy.

      “Delicia?” Pearl turned to her friend and the tall girl nodded.

      “We’re students and devotee’s at St. Mary’s School for Girl’s. Mrs. Wilson, is our instructor, ordained by and administered by the church to guard us in these wild lands. Four days ago we were about to begin morning lecture when a suspicious noise drew us from the schoolhouse and we were set upon by brigands with the darkest of deeds in mind…”

      The girl told their tale, with flourishes and embellishments that catered to their audience. She spun a web of words that had the women in her thrall. The two dozen grew to three and then Cassie lost count of the numbers that crowded close and hung on Delicia’s every word.

      The teen told of their flight through the woods and rescue from the brigands. She was hazy about who the men were, but took pains to describe the heathen hashishan in detail. Of their hero, she told little, but from the titters rising from the growing crowd of listeners, they’d all taken note of the man.

      Their flight through the mountains and night within a grotto sounded romantic, even with the salacious details left out and Cassie feared the women would cast frowns of disapproval at her and the girls, but again, the opposite happened. Mother Smith clucked over the girls, and took a shine to Cassie herself, pushing a precious slip of scented soap into her hands when she slipped within the tent to bathe.

      “It’s good to let a man know you’re appreciative… And good for the girls to have a strong role model,” she gave Cassie a significant look that passed right over the teachers head but the smiled in gratitude as she took the floral scented soap and washed the grime of days off her.

      Delicia continued the story as they bathed, remaining hazy about why they were still being pursued. Gage’s discovery of an army hidden within the mountains wouldn’t remain secret and she revealed it to a wide-eyed audience who blinked in confusion, as if unable to comprehend if it was fancy or truth.

      “The horses we rode in on,” she nodded to Pearl and the others, “were taken from them.”

      “And all those long rifles your man has strapped to the spares… Your tale is true, girl?” Mother Smith’s eyes could have broken stones with their hardness, but Delicia was unbowed before the glare and nodded, simply.

      “With god is my witness, nothing we told you is a lie,” she said, careful not to reveal that it was only half the truth. The faint blush to her smooth cheeks was almost unnoticeable. Almost.

      “We’ll have the truth of it, from our husbands. The promised land awaits, and we’re tired of running… But if you’re right…”

      The old woman’s brown pinched in worry and she nodded to a few of the older woman who bustled off towards where the menfolk had taken Gage. Delicia cast her a frown of worry, but Cassie had faith the man would make them see reason.

      “You lot’ve foun’ a righteous man,” a pretty young blonde beamed up at Cassie as she turned away from Delicia and washed the soap from her hair. “His glory’s plain to the eye. You lot cleave to him? Or he free fer my sisters and I to make ‘im an honest man?”

      She nodded to a pair of busty young beauties behind herself who blushed beneath their bonnets. Those blushed might look innocent, but the eager light in their eyes and the way their fingers twisted in the ties of their dresses told her what lurked in their minds.

      “Beware of trespassing on a staked claim, ladies,” Pearl sat on a small, overturned bucket, a towel wrapped around her slender body and another in her hands, drying her golden locks. The look in her baby blue eyes made Mother Smith glare look like a kitten’s compared to Pearl’s calm certainty, similar to a lioness reclined on the plain.

      “Coveting is sin for both man and woman. But remember,” her upturned lips curled in a knowing smile as her gaze flickered up and down the young woman with dismissal, “Once collared, the lion must be tamed before he’s ridden. And you think that’s possible with your petticoats and bonnet?”

      “Mi’ Lady,” the girl blinked, mouth working as she struggled for words and Pearl gave a soft mocking laugh, before the girl turned and fled, along with her sisters, through the crowd.

      The women gathered wore mixed reactions. Many frowned after the retreating girls, while a handful of others threw their displeasure at Pearl. Most watched the young blonde with something close to reverence.

      “I’ve been departed from society too long, and social graces have left me. Pardon me, I have an apology to make.”

      The other women murmured incoherent submissive sounds as Pearl glided through their midst. None mentioning, or seeming to notice that her long dress was folded beside the overturned bucket, and her naked, slender legs flashed in the late afternoon light. Dragging her gaze away from shapely calves, Cassie set about trying to understand the complicated button situation with these dresses.

      She found to her surprise the garment allowed for her heavy bosom and hips, but tugged tightly on her waist in a way that made her feel more wanton than her old ragged dress. The frank regard Delicia gave her when she stepped clear of the makeshift tent shouldn’t have filled her with as much pleasure as it did, and she chased down the thoughts about a certain man’s eyes on her and tried to kill them. That didn’t work, of course, and left her flustered as she thanked the women for their aid and goodness.
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      Gage wasn’t thanking anyone, as he stood with arms across his chest and jaw clenched so hard it threatened to crack a tooth.

      He’d relayed the tale in stark terms, avoiding the shameful parts but holding nothing back about what these settlers were riding into. The men were slow to realize, but their leader was a cagey fellow who saw the angles quick enough.

      “We don’t doubt you friend, but there’s no path for us eastward, nor southwards. Zion lines beyond the mountains and only death or the hand of god will stop us.”

      “Hmm,” Gage grunted a nod. “You’ll get death if you keep heading west as you are. Your women and children will get worse.”

      “Fear mongering!” Growled a sour-faced fellow with no chin and a hand that kept straying to the dagger at his side. “You bring these good folk words of fear and tell us to what? Ride straight into your brigand’s trap? Blinding our eyes with slatternous women!”

      “Speak another ill word about those women, and we’ll have problems, friend,” Gage pinned the sour-faced man with a hard stare.

      “Peace Henry, peace,” Father John, the pot-bellied leader, said, waving his companion back into the crowd. “The man has no cause to lie to us, and we’ve little enough for brigands to steal.”

      “We have wives,” Henry grumbled, and Gage’s frown deepened at the plural.

      “What manner of settlers are you, anyway?” He frowned around at the wagons loaded with furniture and home goods that looked like they’d traveled hundreds of miles longer than normal.

      “Come, my friend.” Father John waved Gage forward and motioned at the circle of wagons. “Let us enlighten you to the faith.”

      What followed was a strange tale about golden plates and god’s true message being preserved for his people, here in the New World, that reminded Gage of small sects of the faith he’d encountered in Spain and eastern Europe. There it was confined to isolated communities, while here, he could see it had taken on a life of its own.

      They looked no different from a thousand other settlers until you took time to count the number of womenfolk and children for each man. The lack of guards and a guide to chart their path across the prairie lands were strange, but Father John spoke of faith lighting their path. He didn’t mention that the path was a wandering one, but from signs Gage saw on many of the wagons, these people had been on the road for years, not months.

      “If you’re determined to push on, then go north. There are passages through the mountains that won’t be blocked by the army,” he said to the older man, when they’d stopped at a cookfire.

      “I wish it were that simple,” Father John motioned to the pot bubbling on the fire, filled with grains and slivers of meat that looked to have come from rabbit. “We’re on the last of our stores and if we don’t get a crop in the ground in the next season, we’ll be living off buffalo and whatever else we can hunt up. We don’t have a choice but to push on.”

      The man frowned at as a small group of women bustled up and, waving an apology to Gage, went to see what the problem was. They spoke in hushed whispers, careful to keep their tones low enough that he couldn’t overhear.

      “Sir,” a young man with farrier stains on his leather apron stepped up to Gage and offered a respectful tip of his cap. “Your mount, sir. He’s refusing the feedbag and brush… Almost bit young Charles’ hand straight off.”

      “He’s a war horse lad,” Gage said. “Smarter than working and racing stock, he’s trained not to take food from a stranger’s hand. Leave him be, and I’ll come see to him when I’m down with your master.”

      “Of course, sir.” He hesitated, looking like he wanted to ask something, but fear, or shyness, cleaved his tongue to the roof of his mouth. Turning fully to the young man, who Gage realized was only a year or two younger than himself, he fixed him with a stare.

      “Out with it.”

      “Your horse, Sir… I’ve seen war horses in the south. Not like the knights of yore rode, but great destriers fifteen hands tall and more. I know horse flesh, sir, and that stallion isn’t normal… He’s god-touched.”

      Gage chuckled softly again and nodded. “You’re more right than you know. If a popes blessing means anything…” he shook his head sadly. “But they don’t.”

      “What’s this?” Father John asked, having approached and heard the tail end of their conversation.

      “Uhh, nothing, father. The travelers’ mount is special, s’all.”

      “Special, you say… yes, well, much of this day has been that. Mister Gage, I would like to invite you and your womenfolk to stay the night. Sup with us and share stories, get to know our mission and we’ll decide on the morrow about where we go from here. You’ll be safer amongst our wagons than you would on the plains alone.”

      Gage wasn’t certain about that, but it was growing late and the smell of cooking stew was too good to pass up.

      “Thank you for the offer, we’ll gladly take you up on it,” he held out a hand and shook the other man’s, spying three of the women approaching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      It was strange to see them clean, with their hair brushed out and even with the long dresses on. Their beauty could not be denied, and he found himself struggling to decide who was the most attractive out of the three.

      Josephine’s curly red hair was tamed into a thick braid that hung over one shoulder. Her freckled cheeks were creamy and lips plump and crimson above a body that filled her dress almost to overflowing. Hips that rivaled Cassandra’s swayed with almost as much hypnotic grace as the older woman’s, who moved with a sway that could rival the best harlots.

      It was the woman’s dress that captivated him the most. Where it was demure and chaste on the settler women, on her curvaceous body, it looked obscene. Buttons up the chest strained against the bulk of her large, firm bust and threatened to pop free with her every step. Eyes that had lost the shyness the once held, locked onto his with more heat than he thought right, given their hosts.

      Delicia looked the most comfortable in the long-sleeved dress and wore it like a lady might a gown. Skirts swaying as she seemed to float across the ground. The tall, slender teen had a way of commanding attention with her solemn beauty that made men stand straighter and women press their skirts straight. He found his eyes hunting for the little blonde, but she was nowhere to be seen and he had a guess where he could find her.

      “We’re staying the night, then?” Cassandra asked, and he gave a single nod before rising and brushing his pants clean, eyes looking anywhere but at those buttons straining to hold her within.

      “These good people were kind enough to offer us safety for the night. We’ll rest up and decide what to do next by morning.”

      “A sound plan,” Delicia murmured before sinking beside the woman stirring the stew. “Barley and crow?”

      “Excellent nose,” the woman beamed at her.

      Crow tastes the same as rabbit, Gage thought to himself as he marched through the wagon circle in search of their mounts.

      He found them standing apart from the waggoners mounts. Dauntless stood tall and proud as the mares and fillies clustered close to him. Tossing his head when he saw Gage, there was an embarrassed flicker of his ears that didn’t make sense until he spotted the blonde girl standing on the horse’s other side, a currying brush in hand as she slickened the stallion’s coat.

      “I’m surprised he let you care for him,” Gage said, surprising the girl, who jerked her head up, almost losing the towel wrapped around her hair.

      Another towel lay folded across her mount’s back, and the buttons on the back of her dress weren’t fully done up. When she saw him notice the loose fabric, she stepped away from Dauntless and turned her back to him.

      “I was apologizing to a young woman when I dressed and couldn’t reach the buttons… Could you?”

      Gage gave a grunt that could have been annoyance or assent. The buttons were large, thankfully, and he managed to do them up without popping any off. The concentration helped him to avoid thinking about how creamy smooth the girl’s skin was, or the way her upper lip curled upwards in such a fetching manner.

      “Our hosts believe you’re bedding all four of us,” his fingers froze on the last button, and she turned, body so close he could feel its warmth as she gazed up at him with mocking laughter in her eyes. “After this morning, I’d say they’re mostly true… How was she?”

      Gage stiffened further when her hand reached up and delicate fingers cupped his manhood, trapped within his britches. He stiffened uncontrollably and the mocking laughter in her eyes grew heated, those long lashes dropping almost sleepily.

      “Your grandfather was nobility. Prussian, unless I miss my guess, right?”

      Gage blinked in shock, rocked as the girl pushed him from one extreme to another, and a growl escaped his throat.

      “Damn you woman, what’re you all trying to do to me?!” He didn’t mean to grab her arm so roughly, but the towel flew from her hair, pale golden locks cascading around her shoulders. Relaxing his fingers, he feared he might have hurt her, but the girl never showed a hint of pain, only an excitement that brought a dazzling smile to those rosebud lips as she press her slight body against his for an instant and breathed out.

      “You finally see me as a woman… and I see you… A lord without title. A King without a crown. You were placed before us for a reason… Every battle, every war you’ve fought has brought you to this point. The only man with the skill and will to save Josie’s father… To save this country…” Those eyes held nothing mocking in them and though Gage wanted to open his mouth and protest, the intensity of her stare wouldn’t let him.

      “The powers that be will not honor you for it… they may never even thank you… But we will… We’ll spend a lifetime thanking you… In every way you can imagine,” Pushing off the man’s solid chest the blonde let her eyes drink in his ‘V’ shaped torso.

      “Hell’s woman,” the man’s voice had a breathless quality to it and Pearl enjoyed how his eyes refused to leave her face. “You’re all mad.”

      “Perhaps,” the blonde nodded, smiling gently. “Perhaps it’s madness, but then, doesn’t love always make a woman crazy?” She tossed him the currying brush and swept the towel into her hands, turning to go, pausing and turning back with a twinkle in her eyes as if just remembering something, “I spoke with a daughter of Father John and these god-fearing people would never allow you to share a tent with unwed women, alone,” her lips curled upwards when he stiffened, face growing scarlet. “But she assured me that if we say the words before the faithful and god, none here would question a man taking four wives to bed.”

      “Pearl,” Gage swore softly, “You can’t just think I’ll-.”

      Small enough he could break her in half without a sweat, she ignored the heat in his words, and the fingers flexing as emotions swept through him and pressed gentle fingers to his lips.

      “Did you have something better in mind for your future?” When his eyes darkened, hers hardened at seeing the confirmation. “You planned to die in those mountains, didn’t you?” He pulled his head back from her hand, eyes flat like a bear at bay, but hers blazed with a sudden anger and she further shocked him by reaching up to snatch his collar and jerk his face close to hers. For one so small, she had surprising power.

      “You will not throw your life away!” she hissed in anger, each word pressed home with a gaze that could have driven nails into stone. “You owe us more than that! Promise me… Promise!”

      “I promise.” the words were pulled out of him and after she released his collar and spun on one heel to stalk away, he realized the ache inside at seeing disapproval in those gentle blue eyes.

      You’re going to let a slip of a girl force you into a promise?

      The thoughts soured in his mind, because he could still feel the outline of that slender body pressed against his, and smell the herbal scent of her hair. She’d said something that he only now processed and jerking upright the frustrations with Pearl disappeared.

      A man and his four wives?

      Dauntless threw a look back at his master, and whinnied in annoyance, but the man was lost to this world. Brush swinging through empty air, two feet from the horse’s rump, he wore a slightly dumb smile as he tried not to think about the images that kept flashing through his head. He didn’t see the determined expression on Pearl’s face as she marched away. A general in the middle of her campaign, spotting Delicia, she set about putting the next phase of her plan into motion.
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      Gage took his time with the horses. Ignoring the settlers who came to stare at the black stallion, he let himself consider Pearl’s words.

      Once he would’ve said what she proposed was impossible. That jealousy and rivalries would form, tearing apart any hope of a healthy family, but those had been his fears before the past two mornings. There wasn’t the expected explosion of recriminations and spite. In fact, the women appeared to be getting along better now than they had been that first day.

      Could it work?

      He chased down the thought and crushed it or tried to. It kept surfacing. Refusing to be ignored as he considered all four women. The faith would call it glutinous, but they couldn’t know the bottomless sea of emotion trapped within him. It would overwhelm any single woman if he revealed it to her…

      “You’re considering it,” he growled to himself and, spinning away from the last horse angrily, he stopped short when he found a small group of young men standing there, with Father John’s youngest son Davie at their fore.

      The young man sketched something like a salute before dropping his hand with an awkward frown.

      “Sir… Father John says we might be walking into a fight,” he nodded to the bundle of long rifles wrapped in oil cloth that Gage had ridden in with. “Mistress Josephine said you’d arm us up… if’n we asked polite, like.”

      His words trailed off as Gage’s gaze rested heavily on the lad. The young men weren’t green. They’d known struggle and seen the wolf that lies in men’s hearts, but they were farmers, and wagon-wrights. Coopers and blacksmiths. Fear brought them before Gage, but courage got them to overcome their ego’s.

      Still, arming a large group of young men could have a thousand unintended consequences. History was replete with such scenarios and gage wouldn’t inflict that horror upon the world without setting guardrails.

      “I’ll arm you lot, on one condition,” he held up a finger and Davie looked up with hope, the lads behind him already nodding. “You agree to a week of training. No shirking, and no back talk. I won’t arm men otherwise.”

      Davie looked around at his companions and Gage sighed inwardly when he saw their eager nods growing. They would accept the condition, with no clue what was in store for them. Before any could speak up, a warning shout came from outside the wagon circle, and Gage’s hackles rose when he felt the mood shift.

      

      Cassandra was helping wash up after supper and missed the first shout of warning, but when she saw Mother Smith hurrying over, face twisted in worry, a cold seed of fear blossomed in her guts.

      “Soldiers on the horizon, a lot of them,” she informed them, waving for Cassie and the girls to follow her.

      “We should leave you then,” Delicia said with a worried frown. “If we’re caught here, it will be bad for your people.”

      “There’s nowhere for you to hide on the plains,” Mother Smith shook her head and motioned to a pair of wagons on the circle. “We’re prepared to be harassed. You’ll be safe in our hidey holes.”

      “But what about the horses?” Josie asked with a sharp frown. “The mares might go unnoticed, but Gage’s stallion will be remarked upon.”

      Mother Smith stopped in place, a pinched frown growing on her face, but it was Pearl who spoke.

      “He’ll have an idea,” she said with a firm nod and, turning on her heel, marched off in the direction of the horses.

      “That girl,” Cassie frowned after Pearl and seeing Delicia’s head nod, smile gratefully at her and hurried off after the blonde.

      Her short legs were carrying her quickly, and Cassie had to quicken her pace to keep alongside her. They spotted Gage standing amidst the horses, wearing a frown, as he watched the settlers scurrying about. He shouted a question when he saw Pearl and Cassie and his face darkened when he heard their answer.

      “Stow us in a hidey hole?” Gage frowned. “And you trust them?”

      “I do,” Pearl nodded, looking to Cassie for support.

      “And you?” Gage asked her.

      Composing herself, she nodded, “It’s a great risk, and would only take one person to give us away, but we can’t keep running. Mother Smith’s right… where would we hide out there? Wouldn’t we be run down, eventually?”

      “I could keep us ahead of them,” Gage frowned, arms crossed before his thick chest. “But you’re right. If they aren’t fools, they’d catch us, eventually.”

      Cassie could read the frustration in the tightness around his eyes. She wanted to reach out and comfort him, but those blue eyes were flat as his mind worked to get them out of the tight spot. His finely chiseled lips grimaced, and he turned to the tall stallion with a determined frown.

      “Dauntless…” the stallion cocked its head curiously at its master. “Libertas dies.”

      The horse gave a whiney of disapproval and tossed its mane, but Gage’s face grew harder and he whistled, tongue curled in a way that made the sound cut through Cassie’s thoughts. The horse gave one last whiney and a hurt harrumph that didn’t shift the man’s expression one iota. Swiping his tail in a way that clearly demonstrated his displeasure, the tall stallion chomped the lead line holding the mares in place and, with a rearing scream, sent the small herd running racing onto the plains before him.

      Dauntless threw one last look back at his master, before tossing his mane in anger and racing off. Dirt flew as his massive hooves churned the soil, sending the horse after the mares like a black bolt.

      “Will he return?” Cassie asked, something breaking in her heart as she watched Dauntless race off with her mount. Her backside still smarted from the mare, but she’d grown fond of the old girl.

      “Perhaps,” Gage shrugged. “We’ve never tested this command.”

      “A day of freedom,” Pearl translated from the Latin he’d spoken. “It sounds like a lovely thing.”

      “Hmm,” Gage grunted, and though he tried to hide it, Cassie could see the pain rimming his eyes as he watched his friend ride off. “This better work. We’re putting too much faith in people we’ve only met hours ago.”

      “Faith is all we have,” Cassie said.

      “That isn’t all we have,” Gage nodded to the piles of long rifles wrapped in oilcloth.
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      The settlers were well practiced at hiding both people and items within their wagons and moved with speed as they gathered up the long rifles and ushered Gage and the women.

      Three wagons had false bottoms, with cleverly wrought hinges that made the doors into them practically invisible. The spaces were tight, but three women could fit into one with Gage and another in the second, along with a half dozen of the rifles. The rest were laid in the third, along with the settler’s extra ammunition and powder.

      “Delicia should take the second with you, sir,” Pearl informed Gage as they were storing their gear and saddlebags. When he frowned at her, she explained, patiently. “At our height, the positioning would be unseemly, or do you disagree?”

      Gage turned his frown at the hidden compartment and saw what the girl meant immediately. The arguments ended after that, but as Gage settled onto his side and watched the door drop into place above him, he tried not to picture the door of a coffin closing on them and forced himself to relax his shoulders. The tight confines were claustrophobic, but it was the fears cropping up whenever he thought about how easily they could be sold out that made it hard to breath.

      “This was a mistake,” he whispered, back knotting as the murmur of voices reached them but not the words.

      “Relax,” Delicia’s hand brushing his caused him to flinch in the darkness, but her fingers worked their way through his and gripped him tight. “We must have faith.”

      “Faith in cultists,” Gage growled, chest tightening as the wood pressing into his shoulders seemed to close in around him, choking off his breath. “Fuck this, I’ll fight-.”

      “Hush, now!”

      The tight space became markedly more-so when the woman shuffled close enough, he could feel her body’s warmth. The panic receded and his focus shifted from the trap he was in to the soft fingers gripping his, and the scent of herbal soap filling his nostrils.

      “Good,” Delicia said softly, one hand gently touching his hip, fingers working the muscles of his lower back in a soothing rhythm. “Relax now… Their beliefs may be strange, but these people have no love for invaders, pr governments, and have nothing to offer them save…” she grimaced at the dark thoughts and shook her head, careful not to make a sound against the wagon bottom. “Well, if it comes to that, I won’t stop you from fighting… I’d want to fight them myself.”

      “Hhmh,” Gage snorted a soft laugh. “You’re brave, woman… Crazy… but brave.”

      Delicia couldn’t see anything in the dark but she could hear the smile on his lips and, moving unerringly, pushed her lips against his. The shocked grunt filled her with pleasure, and when his iron-hard muscles relaxed and one heavy arm pulled her close, she let out her own growl of pleasure.

      The sound brought them both back to the moment, and Gage pulled away from her lips with a ragged, indrawn breath. Even in the darkness, she could feel those eyes boring into her and smiling to herself, rested her hand on his chest, feeling the heart pound within.

      “I was sent into this unforgiving place to be forgotten… My dowery would’ve beggared my family, and it’s one less person to split inheritances with.” The girl rarely spoke at length, and Gage found himself absorbed in the sound of her voice, within nothing else to cling to in the dark. “I stayed, because I had nowhere else to go… Why did you come back?”

      Caught off guard by the question, he began answering before he could stop himself.

      “There was no honor across the sea… No honor in men, or women. I came back to…” the words died on his tongue when he confronted the thought for the first time. “War changes a man. Sours everything good in him until all he is, is a plague, spreading violence and chaos wherever he goes.”

      “So, you came out here to die?”

      She said it without inflection, but he heard accusation and stiffened. The fingers caressing his, and the hand pressed against his back, offered only support and he began in a whisper. Confession unburdens the soul and Gage’s was heavy as lead.

      “They sent me to the desert first, where I found honor amongst the men I killed and faithless greed from my own command. Afrika was the hell… Slave traders aren’t the worst of it. Men are treated worse than dogs, and the women worse still. It’s the same for the poor southern Europeans, living in ghettos and slums. Driven as chattel into battle. Men whose only purpose is to tire a knight’s swinging arm so he might be brought down by hooks and ropes… and killed like a dog.”

      The words tumbled out of him, much of them the same as he’d confessed to Josephine less than a week before. His tongue still tripped over them, but they grew easier to speak as he went on. It was important, she know who he was, before they made a foolish choice, but his fingers wouldn’t release the grip he had on hers, and she didn’t pull back as the horrors spilled from his tongue, but drew him closer, hand rising to pull his head against her breast until tears spilled from his eyes unbidden.

      “The world’s taken from each of us, but what we have left, we share… Yes?”

      When he tilted his head up from the cushion of her bosom, there was nothing to see in the dark, but their lips came together in an indrawn hiss of emotion. Gage had to force himself to stillness, or risk rocking the wagon and giving away their presence, but his hands wouldn’t cease their wandering and fingertips sizzled when they found her bar flesh.

      One hand slipping beneath her skirts, he palmed the firm flesh of her full rear, while clutching her tight with the other. The girl’s arms were bands of iron, keeping him from floating away. Outside the wagon the world might be crashing down on their heads, but Gage relaxed his need for control, knowing that he could do nothing and giving himself over to the moment.

      From the first moment he laid eyes on the girl and her friends, the ever-present cloud of darkness that had hung above him for years was gone. Early on, it was the stress of keeping four women alive in the wilds with killers on their trail, but things changed that first night when he found himself confessing his sins to a flame haired girl with gentle fingers and curious eyes.

      His vows were already broken, but taking the innocent teen in the way he did should have damned him for eternity. Instead, more blessings and violence followed. Twinning together like a pair of long, slender legs were about his.

      Gage came home to live out his days in isolation. In part to punish himself for breaking his vow, but mostly for peace. The empty mountains of his boyhood were the only times he’d known joy in his short life, but the memories were just that, and when he returned, he found cowboys, bandits, on his trip home.

      It wasn’t in the mountains he’d found peace, but in the arms of this young woman and her friend. He’d found joy again, in the blue-eyed gaze of an older woman, and the mysterious thoughts of a tiny blonde that should have broken with their flight through the mountains, but instead she’d hardened, clarifying like carbon under pressure.

      Pulling his lips from hers, he ran thick fingers through silky black hair and breathing in the scent of her, “I can’t believe I’m considering it… but if you will have me-.”

      He cut off when her fingers closed over his lips, silencing him.

      “I want more than anything to hear those words from your lips, but I won’t steal the moment from my sisters… yes?” When he nodded into her hand, she grinned in the darkness and pulled her fingers away, and let him feel her smile as she stole a kiss. “Pearl and our teacher, too?”

      Gage nodded, but whatever he was about to say cut off in a strangled hiss when the girl’s hand slipped between their bodies and within the waistband of his britches.

      “What are you-.”

      “Shhh,” Delicia breathed, shoulders shifting in the tight space so her arm had freedom of movement. She popped the top few buttons on her long-sleeved dress and sighed in pleasure when the man’s questing lips found her bosom.

      Outside the wagon, through tight-fitting boards could be heard the accented voices of men, muffled and indistinct. Gage knew the sound of soldier’s voices, and the distinct bark of orders, but for the first time in his adult life his mind wasn’t stuck working through possible battle scenarios, or preparing himself to kill. He’d relinquished their fate to strangers, and if it came to fighting, he would act, but the smooth skin pressed around his face and the slender body filling his hands demanded he stay present with her.

      Her bulky dress couldn’t be removed in the tight confines, but their hands explored one another, and lips sought every inch of flesh they could reach. With slow movements that grew with confidence, sought and found every place that made Delicia moan, while the girls lipped his hardness between her slender thighs. There she worked and teased the both of them to a shuddering release that had them clutching, lips sealed against one another’s keeping their moans from escaping.
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      In the wagon beside Gage and Delicia’s a redheaded teen was panting heavily, but for another reason.

      “They’re going to find us. We’re fish in a barrel. They’ll just shoot through the wood and we’re dea-.”

      “Hush, Josephine!” Pearl’s whisper cut the girl off, but only for a moment.

      “I can hear-.”

      The sound of a hand slapping onto skin gave all three women pause, but Cassandra didn’t remove her fingers from Josie’s lips. Lying on her back between the other two, Josie had been calm at first, but with each passing minute the girl’s anxiety grew. Causing her to shift in place, fingers plucking at her dress, the boards above her and anything that would distract her from the unknown.

      “We have to calm her down,” Pearl's delicate voice was calm, but Cassie heard the tension underlying it and was surprised when she pulled Cassie’s fingers from Josie’s lips. “I have an idea… Just trust me.”

      Cassie stiffened when Pearl guided her hand down Josie’s body and opened her mouth to protest when their fingers crawled over the teen’s firm stomach and down to part her skirts.

      “What are you… Oh, Pearl… not now!... Mhnnn.”

      Josie breathed in a sharp hiss when she realized there were two hands popping the buttons on her long dress and she turned to her teacher. In the faint light cast by gaps in the boards to either side of them, Cassandra caught the girl’s hesitant smile.

      In for a penny, in for a pound… god forgive me, I want this. Biting her bottom lip, she watched the girl’s thick red lips curl into a sly smile before darting forward and pressing themselves to Cassie’s. Moaning in pleasure, and a little shock, the older woman’s fingers peeled the fabric away from Josie’s curvy form and her eyes drank in high, firm breasts capped in pale nipples.

      “Did you fuck him?” Josie purred in her teacher’s ear, hips rocking into Pearl’s questing fingers as a hiss escaped her mouth.

      Cassie shook her head, grateful for the darkness that hid her red cheeks.

      “When you do… I want to watch,” Josie’s next words caused the older woman to relax against her, the tension leaving her shoulders, and the girl chortled. “Oh, you can’t wait for that, can you? Should I help hold these big things tight so he can slide that thick… hot… cock between-.”

      “Oh god,” Cassie kissed the girl, body conforming to her side as she ground her sex on her hip. The images dancing in her mind as Josie continued to speak had her body vibrating like a struck cord.

      On Josie’s other side, Pearl listened with avid interest, her own dexterous fingers finding her nubbin as she kissed Josie’s naked shoulder and breasts. Fingers slipped into the girl’s golden locks, surprising her and guided her face down Josie’s body. Purring happily to herself, she let her teacher slip her between her friends’ thighs and with delicate kisses she coaxed the redhead over the edge, careful to keep her peak from reaching too high for fear of the screams of pleasure that would follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Gage lay awake hours later while the tall teen slumbered against his side, head resting against his chest. His thoughts didn’t wander dark paths but sought brighter horizons for the first time in years.

      For the sake of a bright pair of eyes, and stirring emotions he could no longer deny, Gage had put all of their fates into the hands of strangers. He wouldn’t go down without a fight, if it came to that, but when the seal on their hide away cracked, his hand wasn’t gripping the six shooter at his side, but laced within the long fingers of a girl who could put princess’ to shame.

      She showed that poise now as she woke and rose, long dark hair cascading to the side as she blinked up into the starry night.

      “Are we safe?”

      “Aye mistress,” Father John doffed his cap, and reached in himself to help her and Gage rise from the wagon bottom. “Thieves took every ounce of sugar and half the salt and barley, but we’re rid of them.” Turning his head, he spat to the side, and when Gage leveled a harder look on him with a questioning frown, the older man shook his head quickly. “No, thank the lord. Their commander seemed more concerned with feeding his men, and ensuring we’re headed west, thank with… that other thing.”

      Delicia frowned at the men in confusion, but a moment later, relief washed over her face when understanding dawned, and she was grateful the womenfolk were left unmolested. Gage helped her out of the wagon, and she was pleased to note small spots of color on his weathered cheeks and his fingers didn’t leave hers when they were standing beside the wagon. Father John noticed the contact and cleared his throat, a frown of concern crossing over his face, but Gage spoke before he had a chance to.

      “Sir, I have a favor to ask of you…” looking to his right, he saw the three women climbing from the wagon and straightened his coat. “Suppose I should do the asking first.”

      “No need,” Pearl cut in, blonde hair somehow immaculately in place, while the other two women had wild manes they struggled to tame. The girl’s pale blue eyes nailed Gage in place with a raised eyebrow. “Unless you intend to pick and choose, we’ve agreed to take you to husband.”

      “Tradition’s important,” Gage said, returning her direct stare.

      The girl held the challenging stare for a second longer, as if testing him and with a nod that said he’d passed whatever it was, she gathered Josie and Delicia close before pulling Cassandra to the center of their little group. Confronted with the four’s expectant stares, and a growing crowd of settlers, Gage felt his palms grow clammy and tongue dry up. Swallowing hard, sank to one knee, words finding his lips unbidden.

      “I don’t know what tomorrow will bring… In truth, I didn’t plan to see many tomorrows, but in an instant you changed that,” his eyes locked onto Cassandra’s. “God, fate, or chance, that afternoon I saw something to live for and seized upon it, selfishly.” His gaze shifted to Josephine, whose green eyes shone with unshed tears and bottom lip trembled. “You saw me… Past the armor and scars, and touched a place that’s been cold and alone since… ever.”

      The shame was gone, as his gaze shifted to Delicia, and the tall teen smiled to see it lift from his shoulders.

      “You’re better than I deserve, better than any man could live up to, but I promise to live my life trying.” As his gaze shifted to Pearl, the mercurial blonde with a mysterious smile, he admitted to himself how much he wanted this. “I promise to be the man you need. To be a husband worthy of you all. I don’t have rings-.”

      “I’ve prepared something,” Pearl cut in smoothly, reaching into her golden hair and pulling something from it. Four small, woven rings, made from thick grasses torn into strips, passed from her hand to his with a wink. “I had a suspicion.”

      His laughter when it rolled out sent tingles of pleasure down the girl’s spine and theirs weren’t the only skirts shifting in appreciation of the deep, manly sound. Aware again of their surroundings, Gage glanced up nervously, but Father John and his portly wife were beaming, along with most of the gathered settlers. A few of the younger women shot looks at Pearl and the others that he couldn’t quite read, but put out of his mind when all four presented themselves before him.

      “Do it proper now,” Josie warned with a dimpled grin, holding one hand out before herself. “Each of us equal, like.”

      Turning on one knee to the girl, he took her hand in his, holding the woven ring hovering before the ring finger.

      “Josephine Maxwell, will you take this humble soldier as your husband?”

      “Yes!” She didn’t let him finish putting the ring on before throwing her arms about his neck and kissing him soundly. She might have carried on but showed unusual restraint by pulling herself away and reaching for Delicia, pulling the raven-haired teen before the kneeling man.

      “We’ll be sisters in this, and in all things,” Delicia said to Josie, before turning to Cassandra and Pearl. “I always wanted sisters.”

      The older woman brushed a tear from one lower lid, breath catching as she heard their man speak the words, then push the grass ring onto one long, slender finger. Watching the pair kiss, she should have felt shame for the flush of pleasure that washed through her body, but the girl turned from the passionate embrace and drew Cassie forward.

      “Could you be our sister instead of our teacher?”

      “I would be your wife,” Cassie breathed, fingertips brushing the girl’s creamy cheek, before she turned to the kneeling man. “And yours.”

      “Cassandra Wilson, will you take this ring, and be mine forever, to love and cherish?”

      “With pleasure, I do.” Cassie’s heart stopped when their lips finally met, and it was only with an effort of will that she tore herself away from his arms.

      The memory of where he’d touched her still tingled on her skin, and her body ached to feel those powerful hands on her again. But this was more important. Turning she drew Pearl forward, envious of how the girl glide across the ground like a ballerina, graceful without effort, and then biting her inner lip when she realized she no longer need feel shame, or envy towards this gorgeous girl.

      “Our strengths are one another’s, as are our weaknesses, and our love is stronger for it,” Cassie said, her stomach tingling as she pressed the girl’s small hand into his. Watching his rough fingers close over her tiny, delicate ones, Cassie couldn’t help picturing what it would look like when he took the girl, and her thighs were trembling as she joined the other three.

      Pearl wore the same plain dress as every other woman there, but on her shoulders it hung like a gown. Straight-backed and proud, she stood like a queen before their man. On second thought, Cassie thought to herself, the girl’s a hawk. Looking down on her prey from on high, talons ready to strike.

      The predatory glint was unmistakable as Gage spoke, and they sharpened when his words registered on her ears. Cassie struggled to make sense of the foreign words. The shape of them was familiar but not the meaning and only when she heard whispers of ‘latin’ from the watching crowd did her mind make the connection.

      “Vin uxor mea fieri?”

      The blonde bowed her head low, finger sliding into the woven band as she breathed, “Etiam dominus, meus.”

      Gage rose, arms gathering around the girl, and a cheer of joy rose from the watching crowd. Cassie and the girls were thrust into the heart of the celebration, shaking hands and hugging wives as Gage was peeled away from the women by Father John and the rest of the men. She watched her man go with longing in her eyes and caught him seeking her and the girls out before wagons cut them off from one another.
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      “Don’t worry about the menfolk,” Mother Smith reassured her with a gentle pat on the back. “They’ve their own traditions for the groomsman. It’s you and the girls my sister-wives and I want to talk to.”

      “Sister-wives…?” Cassie turned, finding Delicia and the others at her side as a cadre of women circled them.

      “The blessing of sister-wives in the endeavor of marriage is help in the birthing chamber and after, but I’ll caution you now,” Mother Mary cast a frown after the retreating men. “Menfolk have no control over the spilling of their seed. You lot get with child at once, and you’ll tear each other’s hair out in the process. The rearing of children is cherished by all, but motherhood’s a calling. Lean on one another and you’ll do alright.”

      “And another thing,” said, her sour face a hint softer than it had been, but hardening by the second without Gage around. “Keep a man like that wanting it, and you’ll find his eyes straying, even from pretty little things like you-.”

      The frank conversation didn’t end there, and Cassie found her cheeks flaming before a minute had passed. These women spoke of things she’d only dreamed of and in terms that had her thighs quivering again. Pearl and Josie listened as if taking mental notes, but Delicia wore calm equanimity, and when pressed to express her fears about the wedding night, spoke with quiet dignity and silence any more questions.

      “Why would I fear what will be the greatest night of my life till now?”

      After the settler woman’s advice trailed off, with some casting the tall teen frowns of dismissal, or sniffing and tossing their hair before walking away. Cassie noticed the girl and her friends didn’t storm off, nor did they feel less than by Delicia’s presence. They watched her and Pearl like they were strange and magical creatures and only avoided looking at Josie because when they giggled and couldn’t tear their eyes away from her curves.

      “They’re so jealous of you it’s hilarious,” Delicia chortled to Cassie, pointing to the wives and mothers gathered around the edges of the group.

      “What do you mean?” Cassie asked, frowning around at the women in confusion.

      “They’re jealous of the way he looks at you… envious of how set-up the four of us are now,” Delicia smiled wickedly and hooked an arm in Cassie’s, steering her towards where a group of women were dishing out supper. “I heard them wondering who should be more excited about the bedding, you or the handsome young man.”

      Cassie snorted to herself. “Lord knows it won’t be him. Not with you girls around,” she cocked an eyebrow at Delicia’s statuesque figure. “Look at you three.”

      “You don’t see it, do you?” The girl’s lips quirked into a knowing smile and her own eyes took longer to travel the older woman’s figure. “Cassandra, he wants to tear your clothes off every time he looks at you. Ever since that first day… A few times I thought he might… You certainly tempted him into it.”

      “Well,” Cassie waved a hand before her face, cooling heated cheeks but couldn’t seem to wipe the smile from her lips. “I wouldn’t say I tempted him… But those eyes put the wildest thoughts into my head.”

      “Same here,” Delicia said, accepting a bowl of stew and heel of bread before sitting beside her sister’s. It would be a long night of conversations with each, but for now they enjoyed a time of silence and peace together.
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      Gage settled into his blankets after a long evening of conversation with Father John and his followers. It had been a strange series of talks, with the older men couching advice for him in parables and stories from the bible.

      They seemed concerned that he would run rough-shod over Cassie and the others and spoke endlessly of a man’s duty to protect and cherish his women’s femininity. Gage had stifled a smile at that. He didn’t know Pearl as well as the other three, but he suspected it would be impossible to force the tiny blonde to do anything she didn’t want to.

      Their conversation had strayed to what the caravan was riding into and though the old men listened to his council, he could see in their eyes they didn’t believe him. Not deep down. They put their faith in god to see them through, and their past struggles with the government didn’t leave them eager to defend it.

      “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t,” Gage said, earning a few nods of agreement from the younger men.

      It was to them he couched his arguments as the night wore on. They were protective of their womenfolk, but it was the threat to the children and younglings that push the fear deep in them. Gage described the press gang’s he’d seen in France that swept up boys as young as thirteen and carted them off to the front lines. The emperor had never thrown men’s lives away needlessly, but he wasn’t above tossing the untrained out front as literal cannon fodder.

      “They’re too busy securing the land they have, and spreading that control outwards to worry about hostages,” Gage said as the evening’s conversation was winding down. “But once they’ve dealt with the holdouts out west, and secured supply lines, they’ll come for your firstborn, for your pretty daughters, and if they can’t convince you with gold, they will with rifles.”

      “What cause is there to frighten the lads?” a man asked with a sour frown. “God will protect us from the unrighteous. We have faith.”

      “God helps those who help themselves,” Gage replied softly, and looking around at the gathered men he saw fear mingled with disbelief on most faces.

      “Problems for tomorrow we leave for tomorrow,” Father John said gently, breaking the tension and rising with a clap of his hands. “It’s time we all get some rest for the big day tomorrow.” He smiled at Gage. “We may be simple folk, but we know how to celebrate a union, and tomorrow you’re one of us.”

      “Thank you,” Gage said, shaking the man’s hand before retreating to his blankets.

      Rising with the sky still dark, but the stars hidden as dawn’s light stained the sky, he stretched and walked outside the wagon circle, eyes scanning the horizon for signs of his friend. Dauntless would return eventually, but with a herd of fillies and mares chasing after the stallion, it could be a day or two.

      “Enjoy yourself, old man,” he said to the dark. “You deserve it.”

      “He won’t be the only one enjoying himself, unless I miss my guess,” Gage turned to find Father John stepping out from the wagons, a woolen sweater pulled up to keep off the chill. “Those women were determined to trap you one way or another.”

      Gage grunted, “Women are in charge more than we menfolk want to acknowledge.”

      Father John blinked in surprise and nodded, “Wise words than I’d think to hear from a man so young, and I can’t deny their truth…” the man turned and looked back at the wagon with a frown, then gave a sigh. “Henry and the others wouldn’t like me talking with you, but I agree with what you said last night. The government’s no friend of ours but I wouldn’t see this nation burned down for one man’s pride… Some of the younger men in the wagons don’t agree with us old men and may come to you… Asking after those rifles you brought in, or instruction. I won’t presume as to your plans, but they could use the firm hand.”

      Gage considered the man for a long moment, then looked over the wagons. They had arms, but mostly single shot rifles and old blades handed down from their grandfathers. They might fight off natives, or a band of bandits, but they’d never hold out against trained soldiers.

      “What you ask is more than a simple request,” he said, finally. “But if they’re serious, I’ll train them and take whoever will come to save Josephine’s father.”

      Father John grimaced and after a time nodded, “I’ll speak with Henry and the others.”

      “Do so,” Gage said. “And remind them your path goes through this man’s lands. Holdings that stretch through the mountains.”

      The older man wore a considering expression and after a few minutes of thoughtful silence clapped Gage on the shoulder.

      “We can worry about this later. Come, I smell bacon cooking and soon the music will start up.”

      Gage was surprised by that and delighted when a small group gathered around the morning cook fires with fiddles, and other stringed instruments. They sang hymnals as he ate, but the pace picked up and as the sun climbed overhead couples joined together in dance. Gage clapped along with their steps from the sidelines, his eyes locked upon the four figures that stood opposite him.
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      Wearing the same long dresses as the settler women, they stood out like lone lilies in a field of green grass. It wasn’t that there weren’t beauties amongst the settlers, but the four each had a presence that drew the eye.

      Josie was wildfire, laughing one minute and throwing heated looks across the space between them, heedless of the looks she drew from the settlers. The older women frowned in disapproval, but the younger women watched the redhead with envy and a few of the younger wives took her cue when flirting with their husbands.

      Delicia sat with a group of young girls, relaying stories from her time in European courts. The girls weren’t the only ones listening with rapt attention and as the morning wore on, the surrounding crowd grew. She wasn’t the only one holding court.

      Pearl didn’t try to be the center of attention, she simply was.

      Mother Mary and the other women with strong wills found themselves gathering around the diminutive blonde, and even began picking up her habits and mannerisms as the day wore on. She was alone, out of the four in that she never looked Gage’s way while the music played but was ever present in his field of vision making sure he didn’t miss her sparkling blue eyes, or plump upturned lips as she charmed the settlers.

      It was Cassandra who surprised him the most.

      The older woman could be forward, shockingly so at times, but he’d also sensed hesitation within her. That emotion was absent as she sang and danced with the settlers, dark hair cascading around her shoulders. She seemed to have decided within herself and a peace had settled over her countenance. That didn’t stop her from throwing looks as heated as Josie’s his way, and Gage shifted uncomfortably as his britches tightened.

      A large meal was prepared and served, with the wagons stopped for the day several women had set to baking and Gage’s mouth salivated when a steaming loaf was set before him. Eating his first filling meal in days, he found his own voice joining those of the settlers as they sang an old harvest song he knew.

      After noon the women left, giggling as they went, and Gage found a new coat waiting for him. Sewn from black cloth it fit snuggly at the shoulders and was short at the waist. The man whose wife had altered it fretted over the fit, but he thanked her for the fine garment as he strapped on his sword. The blade drew stares, but his grandfather would roll over in his grave if he faced this day unarmed.

      “Women and wars plague a man. Better to go armed amongst both,” he would often say.

      The old man never took a wife, Gage thought to himself. But I don’t share his hatred for them.

      He didn’t know what his grandfather would make of the situation he found himself in, but doubted the old man would be amused.

      The world’s changing, and so am I, Gage thought as he settled the blade into position. Dear lord, what am I becoming?

      Love shouldn’t have found him. He wasn’t didn’t feel deserving of it from a single woman, let alone four. Should listen to his grandfather’s ghost and run away from the gluttonous future he foresaw, but his feet wouldn’t move. He’d already decided he couldn’t leave their sides, and if what they’d already done was considered sinful, then to hell with all of it. It had been the sweetest pleasure he’d ever known and instead of being sullied, his soul was healing.

      The doubt still swirling in his guts, and his mind was a churning sea of conflicting thoughts, until four figures emerged from behind a wagon. Hair braided with the same intricate plaits, and dotted with wildflowers, each wore flowing garments of white and smiles upon their lips.

      “May we have the brides, and groom step forward, please,” Father John smiled in thanks to his wife as he took his bible from her and Gage stepped beside the women before him, heart fluttering in his breast.

      Is this really happening? He thought to himself, glancing to the side and swallowing hard as he took in the four shining faces. A giddy joy blossomed in his breast that he smothered, along with the wild smile that wanted to creep onto his lips.

      “If you would take each other’s hands,” he nodded to Gage and Josephine, who stood beside him. “Dearly friends, we’re gathered here today to witness the union, for time and all eternity of our new friends. Sir Gage de Paynes, and his lovely companions wish to sanctify their union before God and man.” He looked over the crowd. “If any wish to speak against these unions, speak now, or forever hold your peace.”

      Gages’ shoulder’s tightened, expecting someone to voice an objection. Surely someone would, with a single man marrying four beautiful young women. But none did, and when he cast a quick look around and saw the families standing together, most with several wives gathered around a single husband, his shoulders relaxed, and his worries faded.

      Josie’s fingers gripped his tightly. The girls’ eyes locked onto his as Father John spoke the vows. As Gage recited his part, those bright green eyes sparkled, and her own voice spoke the vows with clear confidence. When the final words were said, it wasn’t a weight that settled around Gage’s shoulders but a lifting of one.

      In a whirlwind affair over the past few days, he’d gone from alone, and wishing for death, to knowing he would never be alone again. The thought delighted him and when the girl’s lips met his, sealing the union, there was no hesitation as he pulled her close before hundreds of witnesses and kissed her back.

      He didn’t want to part from the girl, but she pulled back and his gaze fell upon Delicia, who stepped forward. Josie took the tall girls’ hands and pressed them into Gage’s, and with tears of joy in her eyes, stepped to his other side and watched Father John begin the vows anew.

      “In sickness and health, in good times and bad, for time and all eternity, do you Delicia Esperito take this man as your lawful husband?”

      “I do,” she said in a clear, strong voice and then he was pulling her close, breathing in the scent of mint on her breath and feeling her slender curves against him but she was gone as fast as she’d come, hands pressing their teachers into his.

      The ceremony was a whirlwind of emotions that Gage weathered with a smile, only hesitating before pulling the diminutive blonde close for a kiss. Pearl was as beautiful as any, and a woman grown at nineteen, but there was an innocence about her porcelain beauty. The hesitation dissolved when her soft lips met his, and he heard a faint whimper escape from her throat. Folding his arms around her, she filled them quite nicely, and he released her with regret as she pressed Cassandra’s hands into his.

      The older woman had her own air of innocence, but it was absent as she spoke her vows with something close to breathless wonder. She was the quickest to push forward for a kiss and would release him until their tongues had intertwined and he was left panting, hair mussed and eyes wild.

      “Now we celebrate!” Father John announced to a chorus of hoots and applause.
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      Gage floated through the next couple of hours of dancing and celebration. There was no alcohol to be found in the wagons, but he felt drunk all the same.

      He spun in a four-step with each of his new brides and had to remind himself of the fact each time. Josie was a red flame in his arms, spinning fast enough to shock the good wives and cause their husbands to blush as her well turned claves flashed in sight. While Delicia moved like a ballerina, delicate as a feather in his arms for all her long limbs.

      It was Pearl who shocked him, stepping closer than all the others. The small blonde didn’t hew to the four-step like the others but swayed her slender hips to the music, moving like a tavern girl as she teased Gage with secretive smiles and bright eyes.

      “I’d have you carry me off to a tent right now, but I don’t think she’ll survive another hour without… reassurance,” Pearl turned and looked towards Cassie, who sat with Delicia and a few of the older woman chatting amiably.

      The dark-haired woman’s eyes kept returning to Gage, never losing the heat that had kindled in them during the ceremony.

      “You planned all of this, didn’t you?” He asked the girl, gaze settling on her.

      “I couldn’t plan for all of this.” she waved around at the settlers and wagons. “But… yes. I did plan for the four of us to make you ours.”

      “Why?”

      A crease formed in her upturned nose and, he saw a flash of heat in her eyes. She didn’t speak in anger, but there was an edge to her words that brooked no argument.

      “There are hardships in any union, and even though we love one another I’m certain there will be issues that crop up between my new sisters and I. Don’t and to it with willful blindness… yes?” Gage frowned, and the girls gave a sigh before linking her arm in his and steering him through the crowd. “You can protect us, true. And I’m certain you’ll provide us with a good life. But life is about more than that. The life I want to live, at least.”

      They’d arrived outside the wagon circle where a large tent had been set up. Gage swallowed hard when Pearl turned her back to him, presenting him with a line of small buttons marching down her back.

      “What kind of life is that?” He asked, unable to tear his eyes away from Pearl’s pale skin as the back of her dress parted under his fingers.

      Turning into him, and letting her dress fall forward so her shoulders were bare, she flashed a hungry grin before snatching his collar in a small fist and pulling him down to her level.

      “Come find out,” her small white teeth nipped at his bottom lip, sending a spike of sensation through the center of his being, before she darted out the circle of his arms and pulled aside the tent’s flaps.

      Within lay a dark-haired woman upon a pile of soft blankets. Cassandra’s white dress was twisted about her body, as if she’d shifted and turned, trying to find an optimal position to lie in. Reclined with one hand propping up her head, and a knee cocked, her lips trembled tremulously.

      “I’m going to watch,” Pearl whispered as she slipped along Gage’s side, one hand toying with his belt, while the other beckoned Cassie forward. “And then she gets to watch… And then you do.”

      Winking up at him, she gasped in surprise when he snatched her close and kissed her thoroughly. Cassie was forced to kneel and watch, chest rising as her breath deepened. Gage could feel her eyes on him and knew his guesses after their wild night in the cave were true. Forcing Cassandra to watch as he pealed Pearl’s white dress away, his lips trailed down her slender, pale neck and took first one nipple and then the other, loving how her nails dragged across his back while the other hand tugged his britches free.

      Prizing himself off the blonde before he grew carried away, Gage turned to the older woman. In the faint light from the large tents lone lantern, she looked a goddess. Thick dark hair cascaded around her shoulders in loose curls, about a heart-shaped face, but it was the heaving chest, and the treasures trapped within her dress that drew him forward.

      Fabric parted with a soft rip as he pressed her back, lips seeking hers as a week’s worth of pent up desire surged through him. Nothing would stop Gage from taking what he wanted this time, and he gave a sigh of pleasure as his fingers found warm flesh.

      “Lay back,” the woman said, but he was having none of it.

      A growl escaped his throat and Cassie fell back, eyes wide as she took in his broad shoulders and tense muscles. The man throbbed between them and, with a nod of understanding, and a flush of heat to her cheeks, parted her thighs. The last of her dress tore free with a rip of fabric and her heart flushed with pride when she saw his eyes take in her nakedness.

      Calloused fingers slid over soft flesh, plucking and pinching her most tender bits as her heels curled around his thighs. When Gage pressed against her sex, he found it wet and hungry, sucking him into its depths as a gasp of shock escaped her mouth. For a frozen moment, they stared into one another’s eyes, but there was no stopping the momentum of their passion. Collapsing together, their hands explored one another’s naked bodies as he eased himself in and out of her with gentle thrusts.

      Breaking through her innocence, he was forced to take his time, inching himself deeper with each thrust, for fear of hurting her but that effort was lost as she began pulling him, and begging in hissed whispers.

      “Take me… hard… Tell me… oh god…!”

      The first hard thrust sent her over the edge and he grinned as her teeth sank into his shoulder, nails raking his back, and then it was him riding the edge of sanity as her gripping sex sent him to the brim of nirvana.

      “Mother of god,” he swore, and a smile flashed on her face when she read the pleasure on his.

      He went forward for a kiss, but the woman turned and reached out, eyelids fluttering as her orgasm receded. Gage was about to frown when delicate, upturned lips darted into kiss him, a young, pink tongue sliding along his. Moaning into the kiss with Pearl, he was sent to the brink again as Cassie’s ankles locked around his ass and her sex shivered on his throbbing cock again.

      “So beautiful,” the older woman purred, earning a pleased moan from Pearl and a shudder from the man pressed between them.

      Arms full of the woman he’d been lusting after, and falling deeply for. Finally, it was a shock to be kissing the girl, as she pushed in against both their sides. What was an even bigger shock was when she broke off the kiss and turned to Cassie. Watching their lips press together in a sensual kiss, as the older woman’s nails dug into his back was enough to send him over the edge and in a gruff voice, he let them know.

      “Yes!” Cassie purred, breaking away from the girl’s lips, eyelids fluttering as his thrusting sent her over the edge again.
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      The world faded into white bliss for an instant as Gage sank to the hilt within Cassie. Toes curling, he was only dimly aware of burying his face in her large bust. When he came back to himself, he was on his back; her sweat slick form pressed to his side as cool fingers ran gently down the chiseled muscles of his shoulders, chest, and abs.

      He had to remind himself this was really happening as Pearl rose beside him and shed the last of her clothing. Delicate undergarments fell aside, and he beheld a delicate treasure. Reaching out a large hand, he hesitated before brushing calloused fingers up her side, enjoying the trembling smile and shiver that passed through her body.

      “This feels like a dream,” he said, and the girl nodded, her eyes shifting from his to the woman at his side.

      Glancing over, he wasn’t surprised to see the heat in Cassandra’s eyes as she watched his fingers trail across the girl’s body. She shifted at his side, and his cock gave a lurch when her heavy breasts shifted against him, hard nipples dragging across his skin.

      “Life is a dream,” Pearl recited softly, blue eyes dancing in the dim light as she turned into his hand, pressing her firm little ass into it. “But we make of it what we wish…”

      Gage couldn’t tear his eyes from her slender curves as she twisted before him. His manhood giving another lurch as he took in her slender profile and high firm breasts. Slight, and capped in firm little nipples, his lips ached to taste. She looked like an angel. Cassie slipped from the crook of his arm, disentangling herself with a indrawn hiss as he rose to meet the girl.

      A sliver of pale delight in his arms, Gage took reins on the flaring desire within before he crushed her against him. The girl didn’t seem to mind his powerful arms pulling her close, and moaned into his kisses so wickedly a whore would blush. He wanted to press her back, but the minx had other ideas.

      Nipping his bottom lip, she pinned him in place with her eyes as she kissed her way down his chest. All the while, her delicate fingers danced along his manhood. The feather light touches only made him ache all the harder, but Pearl wasn’t a woman to be rushed when she didn’t want to be.

      Legs spreading beneath her, and small, round ass rising behind, her nails ran down his thighs as she let the heavy thickness of him slide along one cheek. Eyes never leaving his, she planted a kiss on the head before those pink, upturned lips parted and took him into the heat of her mouth.

      “Mhmm,” he moaned, and at the same time, there was a gentle gasp from the shadows.

      When he looked to the side, Cassie’s eyes were locked upon the girl as she ran her lips up and down his stiffness. Then Pearl did something with her tongue that pulled his attention back down and he shuddered in pleasure. The girl’s eyes crinkled at the corners in a smile as her cheeks hollowed, small tongue teasing every sensitive part of him.

      When he reached down to run his fingers through her hair, the girl gave herself over to his control with a faint whimper. Muttering a soft oath, Gage watched as his thick cock stretched her pink lips, and though her eyes grew red and strained, she never hesitated as he drove himself deeper and deeper into her throat.

      “Oh god,” he moaned, eyelids fluttering as the tight ring of her throat worked the head of his cock.

      The sounds filling the large tent were obscene, but only drove the woman watching to greater heights of ecstasy. Cassie watched the scene unfolding before her with breathless anticipation, her heart still recovering from the shocking experience of her first time. Her body craved more, but she’d spent half a lifetime dreaming of this very moment and wouldn’t be denied as she watched the giant man handling the tiny blonde like a toy.

      “Fuck her!”

      Cassie blinked in shock at the throaty purr that escaped her mouth, but her fingers found her sex and when the man looked over and she saw what lie deep within his eyes, she nearly crested her peak once more. His muscles trembled with desire, and his massive member throbbed, the head purple as Pearl’s pink lips popped free, but he didn’t press the girl back immediately. Lifting her delicate form in his powerful arms, he brushed golden-blonde strands from her face, their eyes gazing deeply into one another’s.

      Cassie might have felt a twinge of jealousy at seeing the emotion pass between them, once. But the girl had long since wormed her way into the teacher’s heart, and she was bound by god to this man, their fates intertwined. Instead of acidic envy, she felt grateful he loved the girl as much as he did her.

      She couldn’t contain the waves of pleasure that washed through her when Gage let out a guttural growl into the kiss and Pearl threw her slender legs around his hips. Ankles locking the girl rose and with a light gasp, sank herself down onto him. Shivers passing through her body, he lay back with her and hands circling her tiny waist, guided her onto him as she clutched at his chest, plump bottom lip pressed between her teeth.

      “There’s no rush,” he said, fingers reaching up to stroke her back, pausing when a tremble passed through her shoulders.

      Pearl nodded into his neck and legs folded so the backs of her feet rested on his thighs. She rose and fell in gentle movements taking him deeper with every fall. For all her confidence and self assurance in every other situation, Pearl was a fragile doe in the man's arms. Her face was tight with the strain of taking him into her innocence, but his was a mask of euphoria. He glistened with her wetness and when she finally sank the last few inches onto him, gasping in pain before the groan turned into a moan, Cassie saw his fingers tighten on the girl’s ass and waist as he struggled not to release within her.

      "Jesus fucking christ," he breathed, eyes a little popped as the girl rode him gently.

      "Kiss me," Pearl purred, pink tongue reaching out as she leaned forward into him

      The girl wasn't only speaking to him, for she reached one hand out to the side and Cassie felt her heart leap within her chest. Pearl’s fingers laced with hers and she turned her head, half breaking the kiss with him and pulling the older woman in. The girl rode Gage, but trapped all three in a wonton kiss that had Cassie's chest heaving and the man straining to keep from cumming. Pulling back on him, Pearl arched her back, high, firm breasts standing out against her slender chest as she rode him.

      Gage's hands gripped her tiny hips as warm, soft breasts pressed around him, lips finding a firm nipple as he heard a moan of pleasure from Cassie. It was all he could do to stave off his orgasm, for the grip of her sex was unlike anything he'd felt before. Pearl's nails dug into his chest, and her sex fluttered around him, as Cassie rose, pressing herself to the girl’s side, lips finding her neck and large, swaying breasts pressing around her upper arm.

      The sight, on top of the feel of Pearl orgasming on him, was too much and with an effort of will not to crush the girl, he gripped her tight as his cock throbbed, flooding her womb. Pearl's eyes flashed wide, and a hiss escaped her throat before she collapsed onto him, face red and skin flush with sweat.

      The three lay together, catching their breaths as Gage cradled both close. It still didn't seem real, but he would not fight against his desires anymore. Turning and stealing a kiss from Pearl and then Cassandra, he lingered on the older woman's lips, his fingers brushing the firm swell of her backside.

      "What's next for us?" Cassie asked.

      She directed it at no one, but it was Gage who replied, rough fingers brushing gently up and down her back, sending tingles along her skin and spine.

      "I made a promise to Josie," he said, voice solemn. "I'll arm and train whoever will take it. If her father can hold out a week, I might be able to do enough damage to the invaders’ supply lines that they break off the engagement." His voice fell silent when Pearl rested a gentle hand on his chest and gave him a look.

      "She mean't us," the girl said, stressing the plural. Her smile was gentle as her hands. "Children, of course... And you will build us a house."

      "I will, eh?" he asked with that crooked grin again.

      "With a bath, big enough for all of us," Cassie added, cheeks heating when he turned to her with a cocked eyebrow.

      "Roman style?" His deep laughter rolling out sent a thrill down to the center of her being and Cassie shared a smile with Pearl, ideas forming.

      "I think that would shock our neighbors too much." his smile slipped a little when he glanced towards the tent flaps. "I'm sure we just shocked our hosts."

      Cassie's blood was heating as she read the girls mind, and licking her lips in anticipation breathed into his ear, "Josie and Delicia are keep them far enough away they won't overhear," brushing a stray lock of his hair back from those pale blue eyes. "But, you'd be surprised. They aren't as chaste and innocent as they let on."

      When he cocked an eyebrow, Pearl nodded, resting her elbows on his chest as she leaned up.

      "Father John's youngest daughter asked if she could join us." Pearl winked at him with a sly smile. "You'll be lucky to escape these wagons without a fifth or even a sixth wife."

      Gage's eyes grew a touch wild at the corners, but the girl gave a gentle laugh and shook her head. 

      "Fear not," the blonde winked. "We want you all to ourselves."

      "Mhmm," Cassie purred into his neck and added in a husky whisper, “For now.”

      She and the girl wore twin, wicked smiles as they shifted against his sides. Gage half rose, but Cassandra pressed him back gently. The woman's cheeks were a fiery shade of red, but her eyes were livid with wicked pleasure as she and Pearl kiss their way down his torso. The pair's hands weren't idly, touching and teasing one another as readily as they did him. They put on a show as his cock rose between them. Cassie moaned softly when she saw him throbbing and pulling the girl down with her, took a firm grip on the base.

      It was Gage's turn to moan as their head turned and, watching him, began placing wet kisses up his shaft. When they reached the head, their lips joined, sharing him back and forth between them as their tongues reached down, finding every sensitive place. Awkward at first, they soon discovered how to move in tandem, or give one another space as they worshipped him with their mouths. It didn't take long for his stones to throb, but the women teased him like pros, backing off until his breathing calmed, before returning to their work with slow, sensual movements.

      Bodies stretched to either side of him, his hands wandered them, cupping massive breasts, and small, and sliding over the firm swell of their rears, to find the wetness dripping down their thighs. While Cassie moaned in pleasure as his fingers delved her, Pearl sucked him with renewed passion, one fist gripping the base while her beautiful face rose and fell. Then she switched off, back arching as his fingers brought her off. Cassie paused and rose to kiss the girl as she came, fingers continuing to stroke him.

      "I'm...!" Gage couldn't get out the rest as his toes curled and the world went white for an instant.

      Pleasure racing from his fingers and toes, back to the center of him and only with an effort of will did he manage to focus on the beautiful pair as they took his cum across their lips and cheeks. tongues reaching out, the women lapped up ever drop before turning and kissing, sharing him between them.

      Gage lay on his side. Cassie and Pearl curled into his body as he cuddled them close. The women snored gently, smiles of bliss stretching their lips. Tomorrow would bring more complications for him, not to mention he had no idea how to navigate a wife, let alone four.

      "You've gotten yourself into it this time," he breathed, worry about their future churning in his guts.

      For the first time, there was no voice in the back of his mind, listing his sins and broken vows. His past still rested on him, but a brighter future drew him forward and Gage wouldn't squander it this time. He would tear down the mountains themselves to keep that future alive, and nothing, not an army, nor a mad emperor, would keep him from it.
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