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      We crossed the river without issue. The horses disliked the process but tolerating it when Delilah walked amongst them, her touch quieting each. On the other side we parted with Dutton and his young associate, and I kept his advice at the top of my mind the closer we drew to Frisco.

      Delilah spotted a trading post where two main wagon trails crossed, and we angled towards it. We could see wagons off in the distance, but the ramshackle building was empty save for a wizened old figure sporting a toothless grin. We would learn what we could from the man about the treacherous hills ahead. We were so close to the sea; hints of ocean smells came to us on strong eastward winds. We were eager to finish our journey, but the last few steps are always the most treacherous and I didn’t plan on letting my women down.

      A dumpy fellow stood outside in the sun, dressed in his Sunday best and grinning like a fool. Over one arm he held a white cloth and in the other a leash attached to a collar around his throat. The grin slipped slightly when he saw us ride up then his eyes lit on me, slowly climbing up to where I towered over him and he trembled, the grin returning even stronger this time.

      “Mistress a Man has arrived… you will… you must see him,” the older fellow licked thin lips, and I saw with some amusement the tiny tent in his pants, “he… oozes masculinity… like you said the one you hunt does.”

      “John,” Jasmine said, her voice tense as she noticed something in the buggy, “we need to go.”

      “No sense leaving so soon!”

      Called a familiar husky voice from within, and with mixed feelings of desire and dread, the incredible body of Sylvia sauntered out of the dark interior. The woman dressed impossibly for the surroundings in a red sequined gown that glittered, casting bright glares across the small man’s face as he was awestruck by the woman’s massive breasts and swaying hips.

      “Not when we worked so hard to track you down and catch you up.”

      The predatory gleam ever-present in her eyes only sharpened when they passed over the women behind me until they alighted on Grace. The grin slipped then, and she offered a small nod to Delilah’s mom.

      “Grace,” her accent softening oddly, “you’re looking well.”

      “And you, Sylvia,” the pale-skinned woman said with a gracious dip of her head. “The chase suits your complexion.”

      The madame raised an eyebrow at that but was forced to nod her head in acknowledgement of a blow struck. The dumpy fellow looked between the two self-possessed, confident women, shaking now, unsure where to look.

      “I take it Lilliana is here as well?” I asked with a tired sigh.

      “Hello Jonny boy,” Lilliana said, stepping beside her sister and moving the rifle she held behind her back, “just making sure everyone’s happy to see one another… we are… right? Mija, you’re ok?”

      “I’m perfect aunty Lilliana,” Jasmine said, flashing a bright smile back at her aunt, before turning the suspicious frown on her mom.

      “Dine with us,” Sylvia said, biting her bottom lip and sliding a hand down one side as she motioned inside with the other, “We’ll spend the evening in my slave’s disgusting hovel. Or better yet, on the ground outside to escape the stench of him.”

      “Oh, thank you, mistress! I am sorry for being such a worthless slave mistress,” the small man said, the words babbling forth one after the other. The behavior was so odd to me, I watched him in puzzlement.

      “See something you like?” Sylvia asked as the others were dismounting, “no… you’re so far from the submissive, and slave-like mindset… aren’t you?”

      “I’m neither,” I said, dismounting and tying up my horse. No matter what the woman’s plans were, I intended we stay as far from this place as possible. She was right about the smell. Poorly built outhouse if I missed my guess. “I’m just a man.”

      “Exactly,” she purred, biting her thick bottom lips and stepping over to fold her daughter in a hug.

      The girl resisted for a moment, then relented, her entire body sagging slowly as the older women held her tight. We left the two to speak for a few minutes, finding plates of fruit, cheese and meats laid out for us. I tore into a loaf of bread, groaning at the fresh yeasty taste and rich aroma.

      When Jasmine and her mother returned the girl’s, face was troubled. I caught her eye, but she waved me off, seeing out Grace. I saw Sylvia’s eyes grow tight around the edges and her lips turn down in a slight frown when her daughter began speaking quickly and quietly with the older brunette.

      Esther, Delilah and I unpacked the horses for lunch, the girls putting the food together as I brushed down the horses and hobbled them with feed. I worried over what to expect between there and San Francisco, but the women were preoccupied with something else. For once Jasmine had finished speaking with Grace, the older woman sent her to talk with Delilah while she spoke with Esther.

      “It’s Jasmine’s Uncle,” said a soft voice from the grasses nearby. When I glanced over, I found Lilliana, the beautiful but slender aunt of my lovely young lover. “Sylvia and I’s father was murdered by Esposito. The bastard has paperwork from the governor claiming anything in mine, Sylvia or Jasmine’s name is his, because ‘as women we can’t be trusted not to waste our holdings.’ Double negatives in a legal document… and they say women are the stupid ones. Hhmph!”

      The woman’s narrow features twisted in distaste and I saw her true beauty come out, oddly, when she was angry and frowning. The sharp angles aligned into something extremely compelling, and I had to train my thoughts away from her beauty.

      All this lovemaking is turning me into a lascivious bastard, I thought, forcing my eyes back to my task.

      “Is there nothing you can do to keep your… businesses and wealth?” I asked, finding it a touch embarrassing to remember this woman and her gorgeous sister ran brothels with an iron grip.

      “Territory law is even more twisted than Mexican law,” Lilliana said, fingers plucking at her skirts in worry, “But if the woman is married then her husband becomes the executor of her estate, whatever estate she had before marriage.”

      “Executor?” I asked.

      “A legal term,” she waved her hand continuing, “It means if we’re married then he can’t take anything… assuming we can stay safe from him and his men.”

      I’d never spoken over long with the woman before, and I was forced to reassess my earlier impression of her. I’d always through Sylvia was the brains of the pair, and the charm as well. However, the keen spark of intelligence in her eyes was second only to Grace for wit and wisdom, and her mind seemed nimbler.

      I looked over to Jasmine who spoke quickly with Delilah, the younger blonde grinning wickedly, eyes finding Sylvia then me as her grin deepened. And Esther, who wore a frown of concern as she watched Sylvia, one finger tapping the grip of her pistol as if she was tempted to use it.

      “There was a law,” Lilliana went on, drawing my gaze down to her, “written into the territories’ books by friends of a man named Joseph Smith. A law we can use in our favor. It states that any union, even that of polygamy, performed and witnessed outside of the territory, shall be acknowledged within. Endowing all parties to the same rights as any other.”

      Esther finally nodded, drawing a wide smile from Grace’s lips and an even wider grin onto Sylvia’s who’d been hiding her nervousness as she sat on a stump like a queen.

      “It’s decided then,” Lilliana said with a satisfied smile, her eyes passing over Esther and alighting onto me with delight and something far less wholesome.

      “What’s decided?” I asked, although I saw what she was getting at. My mind refused to accept the possibility of such a dream coming true so easily.

      “A wedding,” Sylvia said, and the catty edge was gone from her voice, replaced with deep satisfaction as she motioned to her slave, who leaped up and uncorked a bottle of wine, pouring her a glass. The women shared looks between themselves and slowly turned their eyes onto me. Looking around at all six, including Sylvia and Lilliana, I saw what their desire was, every one of them, and knew there was no way I could refuse them.

      Rising to my feet I stepped forward and dropping to one knee raised a hand toward them all. My stomach dropped out of my body and heart froze over as I reached for words I’d been longing to say.

      “I didn’t think I’d be doing this so soon, but I’ve known from the moment we first spoke that each of you had a special place in my heart. It makes me a fool to admit, but that’s the plain truth. Will you make me the happiest man who’s ever lived?” Looking around, I drew in a deep breath, knowing the enormity of my words and yet feeling they were inadequate for the moment, “Will you all marry me?”

      “YES!” The collective cry was deafening, and I was swallowed under by soft warm bodies. The quickest and most vociferous was Sylvia, shockingly, followed a brief second later by Grace and then the rest as they piled on top.

      Minutes later, after skirts had been smoothed, and food dished up. Sylvia and Grace sat on opposite sides of the group as we discussed our plans.

      “We shall be married beneath gods’ eyes,” Sylvia said, “but free of those prigs stuffy morals.”

      “How do you propose doing that?” Grace asked, coolly.

      The two women hadn’t exactly become friends, but there was an understanding between them and a respect.

      “Lilly has a friend who works with the Missions supplying them,” Sylvia said with a wink at her sister. “There’s a Friar just a day’s ride north of here who will perform the ceremony and sign any documents we’d like.”

      “Willingly?” I asked the woman, raising an eyebrow.

      “Si,” Lilliana said, nodding quickly, “He is a friend’s nephew and a good man. We can trust him.”

      “We can’t return without that paperwork,” Sylvia said, “and I’d feel more comfortable if we had a company of riflemen with us too.”

      “It won’t be men with rifles,” Esther said, “but once we visit Frisco, I’ll make sure there’s enough cold steel and ammunition of all of us, no matter what this Esposito has planned.”

      “Your Friar will have to wait a week,” Grace said to Sylvia, “there are some things we need to take care of in San Francisco before any… legal ties are forged.”

      “Fair enough,” Sylvia said, sipping her wine and holding it aloft for her slave to scurry forward and refill, “but don’t dawdle. Friar Zevalza will be heading south for the winter in a couple weeks. We can’t miss him.”

      “We stay together,” I said, drawing all eyes to me as I set aside the biscuit I’d been munching on, “Splitting up, this near those hills we were warned about would be a bad idea. Sylvia and Lilliana, you’ll come to Frisco with us.”

      This pleased the sisters to no end, both looking like the cats who’d gotten the cream. From the smokey looks Sylvia threw at me, she suspected I had ulterior motives and she was telling me she approved. However, the tightness around Grace’s eyes told me she disapproved, but she stayed silent, an acknowledgement of its wisdom.

      “Grace has arranged a house for us all so we’ll have a safe place to rest our heads. First is getting through these hills.” I stood, nodding to the horses, “Delilah and I’ll get the mounts ready while you ladies pack up. We still have a day’s ride north before we can cut through the hills, I’d like to be bedded down in a safe place well before sunset.”

      “An excellent plan, John.” Grace said, standing and beginning to clean up.

      “And you, daughter?” Sylvia asked, the faintest tremble in her voice, “Can you stomach this arrangement like young Delilah?”

      “Promise me this isn’t about gold or power,” Jasmine said, rising beside Grace and more than a hint of steel in her eyes as she held her mother’s gaze, “Swear by Abuela.”

      “I swear it,” Sylvia said, gaze flickering to me and back, “can you doubt me?”

      The girl said nothing, but I could see her soften and nod finally. A shiver ran down my spine as I thought about what I was getting myself into. I’d just found a comfortable balance between four incredible women. How would I possibly handle two more? The thought was daunting, even more so when I let my eyes linger across Sylvia’s curves. I’d yet to allow myself to touch the woman, feeling like I betrayed something or someone when I even looked at her.

      Grace gripped my hand, offering me a reassuring smile, and Delilah took the other, her grin far more eager than reassuring. The girl’s eyes sparkled, and I realized the possibilities this new dynamic might unleash. I’d given up on my shame but must still guard against gluttony, so I tempered my spirits. Resolving to keep my focus on the revelations I’d had that other morning, to protect and treasure each and every one of them as they deserved.
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      Delilah was faster with the animals than me, and in moments our mounts were ready to go. Packing up the carriage Sylvia and her sister had brought took longer, but I was happy to see it was an expensive model, complete with shocks and iron banded wheels. Its frame was surprisingly light, and the prancing mounts we hooked up to the harness seemed eager for the work ahead of them.

      “Mistress,” the odd little man said, twisting his hat in sweaty hands as he stared with blind adoration at Sylvia, “it was the highlight of my little life serving yourself and your lovely sister.”

      “Of course, it was,” the black-haired Madame said with a wink, “now be a dear and forget you ever saw us if anyone comes asking.”

      “Yes, mistress,” the man nodded quickly, “They could put out my eyes, and I’d never speak if you wish me silent, but I could never forget your mag… mun… excellence.”

      I could only shake my head at the weak man’s attitude. Especially when he giggled like a schoolgirl when Sylvia offered him her hand to help her up into the carriage. I thought for a moment he would drop down and let her use his back like a footstool, and if she’d asked, I think he would have been happier.

      I trotted my mount out ahead of the carriage, letting Esther and Delilah take the lead. The taller woman was speaking, pointing out things as they rode. I overhead a word here and there and realized Esther was instructing the younger woman in how to read the landscape and where to find water if she needed to. I grinned, happy to see her taking my advice.

      The scout and Delilah weren’t the only couple lost in deep conversations. Behind me, I heard Jasmine ask Grace what her plans were in San Francisco. Instead of being circumspect, she answered honestly, telling Jasmine all about her plans founding a bank and where she saw value in overlooked employees.

      “Why stop with just the women?” Jasmine asked, “If everything else was equal, like education and opportunity, then why wouldn’t black or Chinese people demonstrate the same overlooked value?”

      “That’s,” Grace said, her eyes keen on Jasmines, “an excellent point. Tell me, dear, do you know anything about macro or micro economic forces?”

      “I’ve read Adam Smith,” Jasmine said, her wide mouth frowning, “but I haven’t made a study of the subject, no.”

      “You’re ahead of most bankers,” Grace said with a snort, “The strength and weakness of most financial institutions is that they’re subject to both forces, but most have no insight on the macro forces. Most banks are wildly liberal in their spending and investment, and the volatility in markets are evidence. I would like to think conservatively about how our bank runs…”

      The women spoke at length, but my mind wandered, bored by the subject. Jasmine was fascinated, however. The tall teen sat her mount and watched the older woman with a fierce intensity. She seemed intent on learning everything she could about banking and finance, while also memorizing how Grace sat, spoke and moved.

      The wide valley stretched out before us and the sun rose high overhead, baking us more and more as the day wore on. The shade was few and far between, but blessedly there were dozens of small creeks and streams feeding the river from its western side, so the animals had plenty to drink. Just past noon I spotted the low hills my friend had mentioned, and I was happy to see Esther had taken the advice to heart, steering our party more to the north.

      I watched the fires from dozens of cook fires and camps rising into the air from the low hills, and even the reflections of a few looking glasses tracking our passage. I hoped we were far enough away that even a powerful glass couldn’t make out how many women folk were in our party. Most of the women were armed, but even still, I’d begun to learn of the evil that can lurk in the hearts of some men, and I didn’t put my trust on others anymore.

      As the afternoon wore on the hills fell and I spotted a break that Esther was angling us towards. Delilah rode back an hour before sunset and said they’d found a perfect place to camp for the night. When we rode up, I saw she wasn’t far from the truth.

      In the middle of an ancient stand of oaks, was a patch of thick green grasses beside a wide stream. The water ran fast and deep, its flow putting a chill into me when I washed my hands and feet as the women set up the tents and camp. I spotted a few likely holes and after pulling my pack and brushing down my horse; I took my pole a ways up the stream and began digging around for bugs.

      Stream fishing isn’t a science, it’s a thing anyone can do and should, at least once in their life. As a boy I loved heading out of town to the over fished creek and tossing in a lure. But it wasn’t until I found the untapped streams of my mountains that I learned what bounty lay in the deep holes created in the bends of waterways.

      “What you up to?” Delilah asked as she set a saddle down and lay the horse blanket atop it to dry.

      “Gonna do a little fishing,” I said, “maybe add some to supper.”

      “Take me with you,” she said, her smile flashing wide when I nodded for her to tag along.

      “Can I come as well?” Jasmine asked, “I’ve never fished.”

      I took the girls deep in the stand of oak, searching for poles for each. It took a bit of a hunt as oak is normally too stiff and crooked to work, but we found a patch of reeds farther down the stream. I took the girl back up the stream and showed them how to flip rocks and search for worms and grubs that lived in the area.

      “The fish eat what’s around them,” I advised them as we knelt near a wide bend in the river, crouched in the lee of a couple trees so our shadows didn’t spook the fish, “You just have to find out what’s plentiful and make it tempting.”

      “Speaking of tempting,” Delilah said, her husky voice drawing my gaze around to find she and Jasmine reclined on a bed of soft green grasses, the tall Latina gazed at me from under a curtain of her dark locks, one hand popping the buttons on the front of her blonde friends dress, “Have we properly baited the hook?”

      I laughed softly and lay my pole down. There would be plenty of time to fish in the morning before we left, I thought, but how often would I get such a wonderful opportunity not that Sylvia and Lilliana would be with us all the time? I wasn’t sure and planned to jump on the opportunity.

      Literally.

      Delilah’s peel of giggles filled the air as I jumped atop her and her friend. Jasmine and I’s fingers tickling her sides as I slipped in close and pressed her between us, my lips finding hers as my fingers laced with Jasmine’s. Delilah’s soft pink lips lit a fire in me, even more so when she turned me so Jasmine could kiss me next, our tongue sliding along one another’s in a passionate dance.

      The tall Latina and I attacked the busty blonde together. Peeling her dress away, our lips found large pink nipples, one for each, and we grinned at one another as we suckled and kissed. Delilah moaned, her smile wide as she was the object of our undivided attention. Soon the dress fell away and so did her white panties and I was feasting on her wetness, alternating with Jasmine who licked and sucked just as eagerly.

      “Oh, right there, Jas… right there!” Delilah moaned as I pulled the Latina’s dark dress off her.

      As Delilah came down from her orgasm, she pulled Jasmine up into her arms, the pair kissing softly and whispering loving words to one another. The sight of the tight teenage backsides before me was too much, and I shuffled forward, my cock pulled out of my pants and throbbing with need. When I pressed the fat tip against Jasmine’s tiny entrance, the girl hissed in pleasure, looking back over her shoulder and grinning at me.

      “Please, John… don’t tease me with it… Oh yess…. Mhmmm!” I pushed forward, loving how her tightness slowly relaxed to accommodate my girth and her little whimpers of pleasure as it did.

      Delilah flashed me a grin as she pulled one of Jasmine’s massive breasts to her lips, massaging and caressing the big round breasts as they swayed slowly. My hips driving forward and back slowly, I took my time as I enjoyed the tightness around my cock and the sight of the gorgeous teens in sapphic embrace.

      “Fuck… you’re so tight,” I moaned, feeling my cock throbbing,

      “John… please,” Delilah moaned, her eyes beseeching as she saw my motion faltering, “fuck me too baby… I need it!”

      “Cumming… cumming… oh god Delilah… I’m…!”

      Jasmine’s voice rose into a high-pitched scream as her orgasm hit and she collapsed atop Delilah, the pair kissing and whimpering as one, but I wasn’t done with them. Pulling out of Jasmine’s tightness, I drove into the sopping wetness of the little blonde and loved the whimper it drew from her as she kissed Jasmine.

      The tall Latina rolled to the side, smiling up at me as she pulled me down into their waiting embrace. Two set of pink lips were kissing me, my neck and chest as two sets of firm young breasts jiggled with each powerful thrust. As Delilah’s moans of pleasure grew higher pitched and sharper, I knew I couldn’t hold back my orgasm much longer.

      “I’m going… to cum,” I warned and Delilah’s blue eyes opened wide as she bit her bottom lips nodding quickly as she shuddered beneath me, her whole body locked up in a powerful orgasm as I felt the first blasts of my cum filling her womb.

      Sweating and panting as I caught my breath, I rolled to the side and drew the pair in close. We lay beneath the sinking sun, cuddling on the smashed grasses, and let the evening chill cool us down. The girls grinned at one another, giggling, and I saw them both glanced down at my soft manhood. Wiggling their hips, I found my hands full of soft teenage backsides as they began kissing their way down my chest.

      “Girls!” Called Grace’s voice from somewhere upstream, “Supper’s done!”

      The girls exchanged sour grimaces, and Delilah threw me a wink.

      “Looks like you’re going to have to wait on your reward, big boy,” She said, sitting up and pulling over her dress. I couldn’t help staring at her big firm breast as they bounced with her movements, nor at Jasmine’s larger, softer breasts as they swayed when she pulled her dress over.

      “My reward?” I asked, “Darling I’m already a blessed man.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” Jasmine said, her smile taking the edge off the words as she pulled her dress over her head.
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      I rose and followed the pair after cleaning up and tucking myself away. We found the women sitting around the fire a chill atmosphere about them as Sylvia and Grace pointedly avoided looking at one another. The girls both got lascivious winks from Esther as she asked.

      “How was fishing? Catch anything good?”

      The leggy blonde’s grin nearly split her face in two and surprisingly it was Lilliana who laughed at the joke, hard and sharp, drawing nearly identical frowns from Sylvia and Grace until they noticed one another and wiped the looks of their faces at the same moment.

      I had to duck my face to hide my own grin as I fished my supper pan out from the coals near the fire where they’d left it to warm. Sitting on a rock and tearing off a corner of hard biscuit to shovel beans and sausages into my mouth, I realized I was ravenous.

      “We must board the horses when we cross over to the city,” Grace said, “Someplace trustworthy and safe.”

      “I know a place,” Lilliana said, “We’ve done business with them before.”

      “We’ll want to take care of our business as quickly as possible,” I said. “The longer we stay, the more we risk.”

      “I should be able to get everything done in two days,” Grace said, “Esther, how long will it take to round up the supplies?”

      “Shouldn’t take more than an afternoon,” the tall blonde said from where she reclined against a boulder, a stalk of dry grass between her teeth.

      “Let get some rest then,” I said, “I’d like to get moving before dawn so we can get to the bay early.”

      The women broke apart then, Sylvia and her sister bedding down together in a small tent, and Delilah and Jasmine did the same. Esther took the first watch, sitting out in the darkness so the light from the campfire didn’t ruin her night vision. I made up a pallet beneath the carriage as Grace cleaned up the last of supper.

      I was rolled into my blankets when the gorgeous brunette slipped silently beneath the wagon and into my blankets. She didn’t say a work as she shimmied out of her dress and pressed her naked body against mine. My heart had been hammering since she’d thrown me a heated look from her pale blue eyes and only beat harder once she slipped beneath the covers.

      Like kids let loose in a candy shop, we couldn’t keep our hands off one another and tried to devour everything within sight. Grace’s soft lips pressed against mine as she moaned softly into the kiss, her hand gathering my stiffness in a tight grip. I pulled her close, pressing her arm between us as I gripped her wide soft ass, loving it when she moaned into the kiss.

      Grace whimpered gently as she swung a thigh over my hips, intent on only one thing as she pressed the thick head of my cock into her tightness. There was a frozen moment, our breaths intertwined as we looked into each other’s eyes, then she was sliding down, drawing my dick into the cleft of her womanhood.

      “Oh John,” Grace whispered into my lips, “Oh god I need this… please baby… mhmm!”

      I grinned, gripping her wide hips and holding her in place as I did small little thrusts into her sucking sex. The blankets muffled the wet sounds, but the motion of Grace’s was clear to the pair of dark eyes peering from Sylvia’s tent. The small motion caught my attention and Grace turned, her breath growing even more ragged when she caught sight of the beautiful Madame watching our coupling.

      “Is she watching me…” Grace whispered, “Or you?”

      I saw she was right. The older latina’s eyes were drinking in Grace’s curves beneath the blanket and the realization cause my cock to throb, hardening even more. Grace moaned when she felt me stiffen and let me push her up, drawing down the blanket so she was naked to the moonlight as she rode me slowly, hips rocking forward to back as she ground her clit on my pubis.

      “Oh, baby… baby… I’m… again!”

      Though I’m a blessed man, I’ve rarely never seen anything more beautiful than Grace, her massive breasts swaying and bouncing as my cock thrust up into her and her face twisted in beautiful agony. I caught the sound of a gentle whimper from the tent and looked over to see the outline of a white shift molded against Sylvia’s body as she leaned out, one hand down between her legs.

      The sight of Sylvia, the pale cotton outlining large hard nipples and a figure that made my mouth go dry, I felt my orgasm hitting me. My motions faltered and Grace grunted, bending down so she would driver her sucking pussy up and down my cock with quick, hard thrusts.

      “Fill me John… oh god baby fill me… Yesss… Oh I feel it… Mhmmmm so warm…”

      She collapsed atop me, her breath hot and heavy as she came down. Grace turned to the tent. But the opening was empty, and I wondered for a moment if I’d made up the madame’s little voyeurism. Turning back to me, I saw a curious look on the woman’s face, but she pressed her lips to mine before I could ask what she was thinking.

      Grabbing her dress, the woman slipped out of my blankets and into her tent so quickly it was almost as if she’d never been. Until I rolled over and felt the delicious ache in my manhood as I hardened again just from the memory of her body in my arms and the sight of her under the moon’s light.

      It took an hour for me to fall asleep, as tired as I was, and I nearly crawled into Grace’s tent to have a second taste of her beauty but the balance we all struck was delicate enough and I had no desire to make anyone uncomfortable just to I could get my rocks off. My dreams that night were filled with dark-haired women and massive breasts, and I was stiff as an iron bar when Esther came to wake me for my watch.

      “Interesting dreams?” The blonde asked, her white teeth flashing in the darkness as she crouched near me.

      “Always,” I said, sitting up and rubbing sleep from my eyes.

      It felt like there was sand beneath the lids, and I wondered if I’d even managed to get a full hour. Pulling on my shirt, I was surprised to find Esther waiting for me, but then I saw the heat in her eyes as she looked around the slumbering camp. Her eyes alighted on mine, one eyebrow raising in almost a challenge as her gaze fell to the lump in my undergarments.

      My grin matched hers, and I gripped her hand, pulling her after me out of camp. Esther and I have a history of quick, hard sex, the woman’s favorite. Often, we would fool around when we were working on the mine, as she eschewed the more romantic moments of passion. This evening was no different, though I led the way, she pulled me to her, turning around quickly and offering me her small little ass.

      The woman’s white teeth flashed, and I heard her grunt of satisfaction as I pushed her buckskin pants down and fished my cock free. I was inside her in a second, both of us grunting with pleasure as her tightness settled around my girth.

      “Tell me,” Esther hissed, “Please baby!”

      “Who’s my good girl?” I growled in her ear, letting my strong hands run up her body and slipping one around her neck, letting the grip tighten. “Are you?”

      “Yes!” The sexy blonde panted desperately, her pussy tightening on my cock as she came hard.

      I took her hard and fast, whispering dirty things in her ear the entire time, driving her higher and higher in the realms of pleasure until my balls tightened. One hand was under her loose shirt, cupping one firm breast, and the other had a tight grip on her hair near the scalp as I pile drove into her again and again.

      With a deep grunt my orgasm hit and I felt my toes curling, the cool wind tugging on my hair as I rested for a long moment. Esther held onto my arm, gripping it in her strong hands as she caught her breath as well and finally spinning in my arms gave me a quick kiss and a wink.

      “Thanks lover,” she grinned, “I needed that bad.”

      I could only shake my head as the tall woman strode over to her and Grace’s tent. The casual air with which she pulled her pants back up and tucked away her firm little ass was inspiring for her total confidence.

      My watch passed by uneventfully and I woke Jasmine without effort. The teen was quiet as she pulled her blanket about herself and stepped out of the firelight. But her eyes lingered on me as I lay down and I suspected if she’d had Delilah’s outgoing manner she would have taken Grace’s example.

      Grace and Sylvia were already up when I woke. Both were sitting in silence, drinking mugs of tea as they eyed one another up and down. To me they looked like stray cats sizing one another up, but there wasn’t tension in the air between them as they had been on previous meetings. I couldn’t say what the atmosphere was, but both women greeted me warmly when I sat up, Grace offering me coffee and Sylvia a biscuit.

      “I’m alright,” I said stretching, “I’ll eat after I check on the animals.”

      “Delilah and Jasmine are seeing to it,” Sylvia said, “take a seat and have a rest. It will be trying and stressful next few days for you.”

      “It won’t be that bad,” I said, trying to ignore my own worries.

      “We’re all realistic here,” Grace said, “we know what to expect in a port city. We can hire guards if you think it’s best, John.”

      “No,” I said with a firm shake of my head, “that would just put armed men we have to worry about in close proximity.”

      “One look at you and they’ll think twice about messing with any of us,” Sylvia said with a small smile as she filled a plate with food for me. “That’s always been my trick at…” she threw a look at Grace and pressed her lips into a line before continuing, “Work.”

      After that the conversation dragged and I noticed Sylvia and Grace were being extra pleasant with one another. In fact, their niceness grew so cloying I found an excuse to join the girls in saddling the animals. We got out of camp as the sun was rising, just as I’d wanted and were riding north before the light hit our backs.

      Not long after, we spotted the break in the hills and angled our way over. Smoke from the bays’ eastern hills still rose into the sky, but far to the south, and I was happy to see no lookouts on the hills as the scent of the sea grew stronger and stronger.

      The little town of Vallejo sat on the north-eastern edge of the bay. It was a small port town. The bay filled with fishing sloops and the occasional sail. I was surprised as we rode in at the number of foreigners passing us on a well-worn road headed north and east. I wondered what they were doing, but it was Delilah who spoke with a few of their women and learned they’d come to work for the railroads.

      One interesting thing that happened as we drew near town. Esther and Delilah no longer ranged out front with the older woman teaching the younger. Esther rode with Grace, while Delilah rode alongside Sylvia and Lilliana’s carriage. The Madame was regaling the golden-haired teen with ribald tales from her establishments, and Delilah ate them up. I was reminded of the girl’s fetish and found the budding friendship between her and Sylvia quite interesting.
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      The women were a happy chattering group when we rode into the small town. My initial worries were confirmed as the eyes of nearly every man we passed followed the women with avarice and desire. The women too, threw dagger glances at Grace and Sylvia, or Delilah and Jasmine for the younger women. My women ignored the looks, and I did as well when I felt the hot gazes of some as well.

      The little town was bustling with activity. There were people of all kinds from bonnet wearing women who’d just arrived in the west on wagon trains to hard-faced men who knew nothing but a life at sea. Esther led the way around the outskirts of town to its northern edge, where we found a large stable.

      I went in with Delilah and Jasmine to check the place out and make sure the animals would be well cared for. The stable master was a quiet man whose two boys did the negotiating with me. They even agreed to house the carriage beside their stables. Shaking with the oldest son, I asked where we might grab a bit to eat before we had to board the ferry, and they directed me to a small restaurant that served a hearty lunch.

      “Did you see the younger boy staring at you?” Delilah said with a grin for Jasmine, “I thought his eyes might fall out of his skull.”

      “I didn’t know men could be that awkward,” Delilah said with a frown directed at her friend, “So unfortunate.”

      “I know right… Ugh, oh,” Delilah said, “what’s that?”

      I followed the blonde’s gaze and noticed a small crowd of rough-looking men gathered around Grace, Sylvia and Lilliana. The women were standing around the pile of luggage and the trunk holding out gold. A massive man with a flat, brutish looking face loomed over Sylvia. His eyes were dead and unresponsive as he ogled the women, his bulk edging them back from the luggage. I began striding over immediately and when I saw a brief look of fear flit across the madame’s face I pushed my way through the crown, earning a few curses until the speakers turned and saw who they swore at.

      “Thats a lot of baggage for three stupid cunts,” Flat-face was saying Sylvia, “Why don’t you and your whores let my boys carry it for you… One way or another-.”

      “Greetings friend,” I shouted as I stepped up, drawing the men’s attention away from the women.

      The flat-faced fellow turned to me and I saw the cold eyes of a killer narrow looking me up and down. My heart went cold when I saw an odd heat enter those killers eyes, and a small smile form on his thin lips. The man’s hand dropping down to the hooked dagger at his belt as he bit his bottom lip slowly.

      “You’re even prettier than he said,” the low rumble was barely audible as the flat-faced man spoke to himself, forgetting about the women and turning to me. The five other men began sidling back, making a space between us. With my simple greeting the atmosphere had changed completely and I sensed sudden, deadly violence, or something even more twisted about to unleash.

      “Ladies,” I said, feeling an unusual sliver of fear worm its way into my guts. Reaching out a hand to Sylvia, who was trapped in the corner by the large man, I pulled the Madame behind me, “The ferry’s waiting for us.”

      “Lady?” The blunt featured man said with a little laugh, voice a low rumble, and eyes never leaving my face, “You’re mistaken boy, this here’s naught but a two-bit whore. My boys are just looking to have a go is all… You can understand that, right pretty boy?” Something was very wrong with the man, and though his words spoke of sexual violence I sensed something else at work in the greedy faces of the man’s comrades.

      “You’ll keep a civil tongue in your head when speaking to my women,” I said, taking a grip on my fear. My hands curling into fists as I sensed the other men shuffling around, closing off any escape down the street.

      “John,” Grace warned, stepping close and glancing around, “We should go.”

      “Aye, John,” Flat-face said, his thin lips caressing the name before grinning evilly, “You SHOULD go.”

      The inferno burning within turned cold as it did just before a fight, and I saw the large man’s black eyes register the change. A hard smile curled the corners of his mouth as he drew the curved dagger in one hand and flexed the thick fingers of his other hand. From the scarred, sunken knuckles I knew the man was a brawler, perhaps even a trained boxer. A moment before violence broke out, a voice shouted from behind me.

      “Break it up, boys!” Called the authoritative voice, “No fighting in town or you get the noose! We had enough of your kind breaking shit, get on now!”

      Flat-face’s eyes narrowed when he took in the small group of armed deputies, and with a sneer directed at the women he turned to me. His small black eyes looked me up and down as he licked his lips in a way that sent a shiver down my spine.

      “XXX,” said one of his men, face tense as he spoke to his boss, “we gotta go.”

      “We’ll meet again boy,” he growled at me in quiet promise, “All you’ve done is delay the inevitable.”

      With a final wink, the man nodded his head and his little gang trailed after him as they left.

      “Oh, thank you, John,” Sylvia said, throwing herself into my arms and holding me tight.

      I stood stiffly, unsure how to feel about how delicious the woman’s incredible body felt pressed against me or the fear still loosening my bowels, an uncomfortable feeling and one I’d never felt before. Grace shot me a look and just shook her head as I pried the Latina woman off me, misreading my expression.

      “We should hurry,” Grace said, “I don’t want to miss the ferry.”

      “I think she hates me,” Sylvia said, as she walked pressed right up against my side, her perfume clouding my thoughts and the softness of her hip against my thigh causing my heart to beat faster.

      “She doesn’t hate you.” I said, trying to be reassuring, “Who was that man? Should we be worried about him?”

      “XXX,” Sylvia said with a glance back and a frown as she slipped her arm in mine, “I recognized the man straight off. Some petty gang leader. Mostly pirates and thugs. His brother… Sally-Mae will never walk again after what he done to her. The things he did… Evil doesn’t begin to describe them.”

      “I take that as a yes,” I said, throwing a glance back and feeling my heart grow cold when I saw the man trailing after us but well back, his hard-black eyes locked on me with an almost manic gleam.

      “How can I win her over?” Sylvia whispered to me.

      “Who?” I asked, amazed at how easily Sylvia dismissed the threat following us, “Grace?”

      “Of course,” the madame said, “Don’t tell her I said this,” the woman said with a conspiratorial grin for me, “But last night was the sexiest thing I’ve seen in years and that’s saying something for me.”

      I could only smile and shake my head. My nervousness grew as the woman pressed her massive breast into my arm. As she whispered to me about her observations from the night before I noticed the tightness around her eyes still, evidence the fear still lingered. Letting her talk, I saw that she was processing her emotions but indulging in more and more outrageous comments.

      Esther was waiting for us at the ferry with her pack and weapons. She waved when she spotted us, and I nodded over to the restaurant the stableman had mentioned. We took a table in the back and sat down while the man bustling around ran to get us plates of sausage, bacon, eggs and potatoes.

      “What kept you?” Esther asked Grace as we say down, “I was about to come looking for you.”

      “Some roughs waylaid us,” the poised brunette said, “but John was there.”

      “You ladies draw too much attention,” Esther said, frowning at Sylvia and Grace, both of whom were in fine gowns that stood out amid all the homespun woolens on most of the women in town.

      “Am I supposed to lessen myself, simply because some men can’t keep it in their pants?” Sylvia asked with a raised eyebrow as a platter of food was set before her, “Hmph, you can wear pants and dress like a man if you chose to, but I won’t hide who I am out of fear.”

      “She’s right, Esther,” Grace said with a small frown as if she wasn’t happy to be agreeing with the Madame, “We’ll just have to be more circumspect in how we handle our business. If we give in to evil men like that, we make the world a worse place.”

      “Does no good to ignore reality,” Esther said with a shake of her head, “I’m not saying you have to become nuns, but there’s no sense in making the bait so tempting. John, you agree with me, right?”

      “She has a point,” I said to Grace, who turned her frown on me.

      “Not you too, John,” Grace said.

      “Forget them,” Sylvia said to Grace, “Their privilege keeps them blind.”

      “What do you mean?” Delilah asked the madame.

      “This is a man’s world, girl,” Sylvia said, “Your momma knows the truth of it. That’s why she’s starting a bank,” Sylvia nodded in respect to Grace. “The more we bend ourselves in order to accommodate mens weakness, the longer it takes until we live in a world where we can be safe and free. Reasonable precautions are fine, but I’ll dress how I want and act how I like, thank you very much.”

      “And if I hadn’t been there?” I asked.

      “I’ve been dealing with men like him for years,” Sylvia said to me, her dark eyes at once mocking and sad, “If having to handle the occasional brutish moron is the price for living as I wish to, then I’ll pay it.”

      Grace nodded in agreement and I couldn’t help but smile as the pair grew just a touch closer. Esther and I left the topic alone, but I saw her worries remain as did mine. In the entire town of several hundred, I hadn’t seen any women with a fraction of the presence and beauty Grace and Sylvia commanded and knew we would attract unwanted attention wherever we went.

      We finished our meals and paid just in time to board the ferry. Walking up the gangplank, feeling it sway beneath my weight and the trunk of gold I carried, I felt an unusual trepidation as I looked out over the dark blue waters of the bay. I’d never seen so much water in my life and couldn’t help being intimidated by the power I felt in her surging waves beneath my feet.

      The ship was a wide-bottomed sailing vessel with a small area in the rear for passengers. The forward holds were stuffed with barrels and when I asked the captain what he was hauling, he said it was water.

      “Fools built a fort out on the peninsula,” he said with a sneer as he spit over the side, “Ain’t no damn water though!”

      The man wasn’t much for conversations and we left him to his work. He was assisted by his son who tripped over his own feet whenever he passed us by, his eyes lingering on Delilah and her golden locks. The teen was oblivious to his affections and spent the hour-long trip peppering Sylvia with quiet questions about her profession.
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      I found myself leaning over the side rail and peering at the shoreline as we sailed around the bay’s northern horn. Lilliana moved up beside me and I glanced over to take in her thin features. The woman was a quiet one, reminding me of Esther in that way, but the spark of intelligence in her eyes was intriguing.

      “Have you thought about what you’ll do once we get back into your mountains?” The slender woman asked me, “I recon the decision will be in your hands.”

      “What decision?” I asked.

      “About where you’ll send us,” the woman’s sad eyes watched the little waves of our wake spreading out behind.

      “I don’t imagine I could send you or your sister anywhere you didn’t want to go,” I said. Then shrugging I went on, “I thought you’d both cut out once we handed you your portion of the gold, or whenever the mine tapped out.”

      “You think so poorly of us?” The woman said, her accent thickening with emotion, and I looked at her sharply, surprised to see the glint of wetness in her eyes, “Of me?”

      “I don’t know you,” I answered honestly, “I’m sorry, I mean no offense, but you and Sylvia are a mystery to me. What is it you want?”

      “To be safe, secure and to feel loved,” the woman said, turning towards me, and resting one hip on the railing. She didn’t have her sisters incredible curves, and that made it easy to overlook her slender beauty, but I was stuck by her exotic, dark eyes and the self-possession in them. “Gold has always been our route to the first and second, but as to the third… We gave up hope of finding men worthy of us years ago or men who could forgive our pasts...”

      “You think that past would cause me to send you away?” I asked with a frown.

      “I only know what I’ve seen,” Lillian said.

      “Your past doesn’t matter to me,” I said honestly, “It may bother some, but if you treat those I love with kindness and respect then I’ll do the same with you.” I leaned my elbows on the railing and looked back out at the bay and shoreline, “Lilly this is too short a life to worry over things that don’t really matter. I said you and your sister had a place to live with me and I meant it. Nothing you do will change that.”

      “And if I have no desire to be your lover?” The woman asked, a slight tremor in her voice, “Would you still be so generous?”

      I turned to her, letting my eyes grow hard as they met hers.

      “I would never condition my protection or friendship on something like that… is that what you think this is? You think I’ve forced Grace and the rest-.”

      “No,” Lilliana said, shaking her head quickly and glancing over at Esther and Grace where they sat on a large coil of rope chatting companionably, “No I’d never think that… Anyone who saw how they stare at you would know they’re in love. I only meant… I’ve put that part of myself aside and have no desire to take it up again… Sylvia… she’s stronger than me. She’s still searching…”

      I reached out and took the small woman’s thin hand in mine. It was cold, and I wrapped my warm fingers around it, looking deep into her eyes.

      “You have a home whenever you want it. With us.” I nodded over to Esther and Grace, “I’m a man whose more blessed than I’ve any right to be and even if I weren’t, I’d never make such demands of you.”

      “I almost believe you,” Lilliana said, and I saw she was joking in part, but also that sadness remained in her eyes and I sensed old pain hidden deep.

      “You will eventually, aunt,” Jasmine said as she stepped up behind Lilliana and wrapped her arms around the woman in a hug.

      Lilliana rested her head on the girl’s shoulder as we watched the shoreline pass by. We three stood in silence for the rest of the trip and though I sensed she held herself apart as much as possible, the little woman also didn’t drop her grip on my hand the whole trip.

      The city of San Francisco was a chaotic warren of wooden buildings stretching up from the port and wrapping around the headlands. The fort dominated the bluffs near the bay’s mouth, one large building was already finished while the rest was under construction. When our sailing ferry drew abreast of our pier, I couldn’t help staring at the chaotic and colorful port.

      There were people from all over the world, pressed into such a small space. I saw dark-skinned men from the far east and hundreds of black-haired Asians from even farther east. Black-skinned men and women dotted the crowds, some in the rough cottons of recently freed slaves and others dressed in fine suits and clothing. I’d never imagined such variety existed in the world, and Delilah had to push my jaw closed to keep me from looking like a fool. Almost immediately I felt the edges of panic as I imagined walking through such a mass of humanity, but Delilah and Jasmine wore an excited smile as they walked down the gangplank and I tried to emulate them.

      Pausing to speak with the captain and thank him for our safe passage, I grabbed up a few of the heavier bags, making sure the women were overburdened as the took up their luggage. I was grateful for Grace’s firm hand when it had come time to choose what to bring. She’d been adamant the women all pack light and looking at the hilly city I once again appreciated her wisdom.

      My initial awe faded as we started pushing through the crowd, and practical concerns took its place. I noticed straight off there were no constables in sight, and an unusual number of rough-looking men hovered about the edges of the crowd. Pushing to the fore, I kept a grip on Lilliana’s hand and made sure all the others linked up and made my way through the crowds. I felt eyes tracking our movements, but a few glares warned any who might have hassled us away.

      Hawkers and merchants were calling out wares from stands set up along the wharf. The entire affair looked makeshift and hodge-podge, but I’d never seen such fresh and bountiful produce all in one place before. There were even stalls set up to sell fresh loaves of delicious smelling bread that caused my mouth to water.

      I would have paused to grab a loaf or ten, but the surrounding chaos was disorienting enough, and every second I spent in the press of bodies I felt more and more trapped. By the time we reached the edges of the crowds, I was practically shoving people out of my way, those unwise enough to make way. Luckily most saw me coming from far off, being head and shoulders above most in the crowd I was easy to spot and my face must have been a thunderhead for the looks people threw me before scattering out of our way.

      “John, hold up,” Grace called, when we passed beneath the shade of a storefront. “I need to get my bearings, one moment.”

      Digging in her purse, she pulled out a letter and scanned it quickly before looking up and around. She searched for a few seconds before spotting a large cross standing on one of the inland hills straight up the road.

      “We head towards the church until we see a theatre, then take a left. We should be able to see the house from there.”

      I nodded and started off, trying not to stare at all the people and strange shops. Lilliana released my hand when her sister stepped up beside her, dark cheeks coloring slightly as she avoided Sylvia’s pointed looks. Esther and I looked the most out of place. The woman, because she was armed with pistols on her hips, a rarity for women in any town and very much out of place in a city even on the farthest frontier.
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      My attire drew plenty of stares from city folk, but not half so much as my height and face did from the Asian immigrants. Small men clung to wives whose jaws hung open and hands clutched their colorful silk dresses with white knuckles. From fear or some other emotion I couldn’t say, but their looks made me uncomfortable, especially the deeper and deeper we walked into the small town of Chinese people, within the city.

      The language changed, as did the sights and smells. One window was full of ducks, plucked and butchered, their bodies hanging in a column of smoke that smelled of pepper and ginger root. I would have pushed through, but Sylvia and the girls wanted to stop at a small cart selling large round balls of white dough, steaming in an iron pot.

      “You must try these,” Sylvia said, “You’ll be surprised… I promise.”

      “Go on John,” Delilah enthused when she pushed the first ‘bun’ into my hands, “try it and tell us if its good or not.”

      The beautiful blonde laughed when I frowned at her, drawing stares from all around. I saw several women looking with longing at her loose golden curls, while men just stared with longing. Sylvia didn’t wait, purchasing one for each of the women with an eager grin that told me she’d eaten these before.

      The dough was soft, and unlike any bread I’d eaten before. Its airy texture didn’t have much flavor, but I jerked in pleasant shock when a burst of warm meat, cabbage and spices filled my mouth from a hidden pocket within.

      “Mhmmmhmm, it’s sho gud,” I said, shoving the rest into my mouth and chewing quickly as the juices dribbled down my chin.

      Delilah laughed and Sylvia pressed another two into my hands as the others tasted theirs. We found the theatre a minute later, the women each licking their fingers clean, even Grace who tried to do it surreptitiously and blushed prettily when she saw me notice.

      “There are some good things that don’t exist in your mountains, eh?” Esther asked me as we turned the corner outside of the large theatre.

      “We have flour, cabbage and pork in the mountains,” I said, grinning with Esther.

      “Suppose that’s true,” she said with a sly wink, “but no beautiful Chinese girls to offer up their… buns?”

      “Jesus,” I said, shaking my head at the woman and unable to contain my laughter, “You’re terrible.”

      “And you’re the center of attention wherever we go,” Esther said, her tone slightly disbelieving, “Not those flouncing women.” Esther winked at an older man with a long white goatee, who flashed a gap-toothed grin back and a wink of his own, “I never thought I’d like a city… but this place is fucking wild.”

      “You could say that again,” I said, eyeing a busty woman who hung out of a red curtained window, her painted lips curved into a Cheshire cat line smile as she surveyed all those who passed by beneath.

      “Grace is going to have a fit,” Esther sniggered, but the dark-haired beauty didn’t react to the ribald comments the woman flung at the crowd. Until the woman noticed me.

      “Now there’s a fine hunk of man!” The lady cried in a breathy voice. She leaned out the window, waving a scarf in my direction, “Hellooo, handsome! How about you let Gerty give you the ride of your life, eh? Or maybe a man like you needs two ladies riding him? Sweet Susie and I will suck you dry big boy!”

      “Here is comes,” Esther said, her eyes locked on Grace’s face, which now wore an angry scowl, but it wasn’t the erudite beauty who spoke, but black-haired Sylvia.

      “Only one use for a mouthy whore,” Sylvia drawled, letting her spanish accent deepen, “and speaking ain’t it. Holler at our man again and I’ll open up my own shop. Run you cunts outta town.”

      “Shit, bitch,” the prostitute said, her sweet demeanor disappearing, “You wanna speak fight words, step on up to Gerry and I’ll do you what for! Who do you think you are?”

      “Sylvia Sanchez,” Sylvia said, “if you’re too stupid to recognize the name ask your Madame, and when she slaps you for disrespecting me and my man, consider it you getting off easy.”

      The woman’s face soured, and I caught her cheeks growing green before she pulled back into the window. Sylvia harrumphed in annoyance but walked with a straighter back after that in spite of the stares and looks her announcement drew. Her name might not have been famous like a general, but a surprising number of people in the red-curtain district perked up when she offered it.

      At first I grew nervous, and I saw Grace grow from appreciative to apprehensive when more and more attention focused on our party. However, when the first woman approached Sylvia with tears in her eyes, thanking the woman for helping her out years before when she was in a tough spot, I grew more relaxed. First one and then dozens of women streamed out of the brothels paying their respects to the madame and I noticed the door guards keeping an eye not only on Sylvia as she passed by but her companions as well.

      Grace, to her credit, took all of this in stride and even I saw her expression soften several times when women broke down in thanking Sylvia. The beautiful brunette drew her own stares and looks of respect from all the women who watched her walk past. The woman had an air of gentility about her that stilled anger or jealousy and a way of smiling with loving kindness that disarmed even the most indisposed to her.

      Three blocks of finely constructed townhouses later, we found ourselves standing outside of the address Grace had in her letter. The abrupt transition from whore houses to manor houses had been jarring, but nothing had prepared me for the palatial house sitting atop a small hill. Unlike all those surrounding it, it had a small parcel of land and a few small dark sea trees dotting its hillside.

      “This is the place?” I asked with a frown.

      “Valet, picked it out for you, didn’t she?” Esther asked with a crooked grin.

      “Yes, well,” Grace said, ignoring her friend and frowning at the large house, “I’d have rather she gotten us something more discreet but what’s done is done.”

      “Their protocol office wouldn’t have allowed-.”

      “That’s more than enough, Esther,” Grace said, shouldering her bag and marching up the smooth path of finely fitted white stones.

      I stood on the street frozen for a long moment and looked over to Esther, but the woman avoided my gaze. Delilah gave me a worried frown, then hurried after her mom.

      “Looks like someone hasn’t been completely honest,” Sylvia said, sidling up next to me and looking up at me with a sly grin, “I take it you didn’t know she was friends with the british ambassador?”

      “This is the ambassador’s estate?” I asked, but saw immediately it must be true.

      We stood at the base of a sandy hill overlooking the fort, bay and wharf, with a view surrounded by the most expensive and finely built houses I’d ever seen.

      “I think she’s a queen in hiding,” Jasmine said under her breath, drawing a sharp look from her mother.

      “She’s just a woman with secrets, girl,” Sylvia said. There was a waspishness to her tone, but I caught a hint of sadness in her eyes, possibly regret as she looked upon her daughter, “Like all of us.”

      “I don’t have any secrets,” Jasmine said, turning a pretty frown on her mom, “and neither does Delilah.”

      “No?” Sylvia asked, “Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

      Delilah had lost her customary cheerfulness and her light blue eyes rested on Sylvia’s. Her thick pink lips turned down in a frown of disappointment, an expression I don’t think I’d ever seen on the happy teen.

      “I swore on the blood of kin I’d never speak of it,” the girl said, her voice soft and sad, “but Momma lost more than you can ever imagine Mrs. Sylvia, and she lost it because of me. So I’ll ask that you refrain from teasing her about what was stolen from her.”

      Spinning on her heel, Delilah marched up the walkway, hurrying to catch up with her mother. The girl linked her arm in Grace’s and rested her head on the woman’s shoulder.

      “We have more in common than I thought,” Sylvia said, lips pursed as she watched the pair walking away.

      It was Jasmine who looked the most shocked. I’d known there was more to Grace’s story than she’d told me. I’d given her the chance to speak several times, but something kept her quiet, whether shame or pain I didn’t know.

      “Come on girl,” Sylvia said, drawing Jasmine up to the house with her, “Let’s pick rooms with good morning light. I suspect we’ll have a fair number to choose from.”

      “Mysteries abound, eh?” Lilliana said to me with a sly smile and a raised eyebrow, “You don’t seem to upset your women are keeping secrets from you. And big secrets, if I miss my guess. Why is that?”

      I looked down at the small Latina and thought about her question for a long second before answering.

      “Have you ever trusted someone so completely that nothing they could do or say would break that trust?” The small woman frowned at me and shook her head, “The moment I first laid eyes on Grace I knew she’d never hurt me, not on purpose, and I knew the same with Jasmine as well. Sometimes you can see into a person’s soul at just a glance and know them completely, without being able to put it into words.”

      “Si,” Lilliana said, nodding now, “I think I know what you mean.”

      “It’s scary and wonderful,” I said, finding it easy to admit these things to the slender woman, her lack of judgement and the fact she never tried to wiggle her way into my trousers let me relax as I hadn’t around a woman in a long time.

      “Si,” Lilliana smiled, “But it’s not the woman, or man who frightens… its being vulnerable.”

      “I think you’re right,” I said, nodding when Esther popped her head out of the house and waved us up. “We better go or they’ll start to talk.”

      “That one can talk all she wants,” Lilliana said, and at first, I thought it was anger in her voice until I saw the heat in her eyes had a different shade to it and I couldn’t help but grin.

      “Did you know Esther was a scout in the Army?” I asked, keeping my face mild and expressionless when Lilliana shot me a suspicious glance.

      “I heard,” she said carefully, cheeks coloring slightly, “But how could a beautiful blonde like that pass as a man?”

      “It’s quite the tale,” I said, walking up the steps, “You should have her tell you sometime.” Turning and shooting Lilliana a wink, I added, “Bring a bottle when you do, and she’ll be your best friend.”

      The woman’s lips pressed into a smile as she tried to mask her emotions, but the look she offered me was grateful. Stepping into the house, I saw the interior was even more opulent than the outside and I instantly felt uncomfortable. I stood in a foyer with a thick colorful rug covering the floor. Standing just inside the doorway, I tried to keep my muddy boots off the rich carpet as I stared around at the furnished living and dining rooms.
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      Grace had arranged for the house and I’d assumed it would be a small place with tiny bedrooms and hopefully a cook stove. This was far beyond anything I could have imagined. The couches and chairs were upholstered in soft materials of greens and reds. They covered the walls in framed paintings done by masterful artists depicting scenes of the bay and wharf, as well as portraits of finely dressed lords and ladies.

      “You can leave your boots there if you want, John,” Grace said, walking out of the dining room and swinging her shawl over her shoulders, “I’ve set aside a room for your upstairs. Once you’ve dropped off your things come down and we’ll have supper working.”

      The women were all bustling about, unpacking and changing out of their traveling clothes. As I unlaced my boots and set them near the door, I heard Jasmine and Delilah exclaim from the back of the house about the bath. By the time I found my small room upstairs, tucked in the corner of the floor behind a broom closet, there were happy sounds coming from down below as the girls filled the tub with steaming water.

      I found Esther and Grace in the kitchen, the latter making a pot of tea while the former pulled a bottle of whiskey down from the spirits cabinet.

      “They won’t mind if we have a couple nips from their fine whiskey, will they?” Esther asked as she poured herself two-fingers of the amber liquid.

      “Just don’t drink it all,” Grace said with a small frown at the woman, that softened when Esther winked and threw the glass back, downing its contents in one swallow.

      Esther held the bottle up for me and I nodded, taking the large glass she poured me and sipping it slowly. Esther pulled out the chair beside me and flopped down, a small cloud of dust erupting from her travel clothes.

      “You could have changed, Esther,” Grace said as she set small crocks of honey and cream on the table.

      “What’s the point?” The tall blonde asked, crossing her ankles beneath the table and slouching down in her chair, sipping her whiskey with a small sigh, “Just going to get dusty tomorrow. So, what’s the plan, anyway?”

      “Yes,” Sylvia said smoothly, as she swept into the room, “What’s the plan? And who is this friend of yours?”

      The Latina beauty looked around at the gilded chairs, steaming tea cups, and carved wooden paneling on the walls and raised an eyebrow at Grace. Sylvia had already changed out of her dark riding dress into a dress of black and red that hugged her curvy frame in a way that caused my mouth to dry and I had to force my eyes away from the heavy sway of her braless breasts as she sat in an empty seat at the table, taking a cup of tea from Grace with a small nod of thanks.

      “I will send a note tonight,” Grace said, ignoring the Madame’s last questions, “And have a meeting set up with the lawyers and our representative tomorrow as early as possible. You must be there, John, to sign the charter, but once that’s done, I won’t need you for the rest of the day.”

      “Perfect,” Sylvia said, her thick lips curling into an eager grin as she let her dancing eyes meet mine, “That will give us a chance to get to know one another. I couldn’t possibly marry a man without getting to know him better, even if the marriage is a sham.”

      “Good idea,” Grace said warmly, shocking Sylvia who glanced at the brunette sharply, “As you say you should get to know one another before we all marry,” her cheeks colored lightly but she went on quickly, “and the city offers the perfect opportunity. We won’t be here long if we can help it, so if you wanted to spend time together, I think tomorrow would be perfect.”

      “Take Delilah out with you,” Esther said, shooting me a sly wink that Grace missed but Sylvia’s sly glances didn’t, “I think the girl would love to see a side of San Fran that only Sylvia could find.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good id-.” Grace started before Sylvia cut her off smoothly.

      “Sounds perfect! The girl’s a delight. We’ll all have a wonderful time, won’t we, John?”

      The woman’s black eyes danced as they met mine and I felt a soft foot slide up my calf, teasing with its touch. Glancing from Sylvia to Esther and finally to Grace, I raised an eyebrow at the matron of my little harem.

      Instead of jealousy or annoyance, as I’d worried, I might find, the woman’s expression was mildly curious. When her eyes met mine, they were open genuinely curious what my response would be, and I was reminded of the trust this wonderful woman put into me.

      “I think Delilah would like that,” I said, remembering her excited expression when we passed by the brothel, “and we’ll only be here a night or two, might as well try to experience the city as much as we can.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Esther said, her voice slurring slightly as she finished off her second glass of whiskey, “And what about you, Lilliana?” She asked Sylvia’s slender sister, “what are your plans while we’re in town?”

      “To avoid the horse and pig shit filled streets for as long as I can,” she said with a flash of grin for Esther.

      “I’ll drink to that,” Grace said with a little smile.

      “Not straight tea you won’t,” Esther said, pushing the bottle of whiskey over.

      Grace let a playful smile tug at her lips as she lifted the bottle and poured a shot in her teacup. Offering it to Sylvia with a smile that almost looked like a truce, the Latina took it with a gracious nod and poured a shot into her teacup as well.

      “To avoiding shit,” Sylvia said, passing the bottle to her sister and raising her cup in toast.

      “To new friends, and new beginnings,” Grace said, and Sylvia dipped her head in agreement.

      “To peace, prosperity and love,” I said, winking at Esther who had been tipping up her glass before each speaker and forced to stop. With a little laugh she threw her shot back, smacking her lips and looking around, laughing harder when she saw Lilliana chugging a large mouthful straight from the bottle. The slender little woman set the bottle down and wiped her lips with the back of her hand, cheeks coloring slightly when Esther laughed at her.

      “I was parched from the trip,” she said.

      “Drink up then!” Esther said, standing with a little sway and stepping over to the fine liquor cabinet, “There’s more where that came from… Stuffy prigs… Letting us drink all their spirits is the least they could do after…!”

      The woman was already tipsy, and I was feeling a touch of it myself from the double-shot. I thought Grace would warn her best friend to steer clear of the owner’s liquor, but she just laughed when Esther set another bottle on the table.

      “If that one’s yours,” Lilliana said, cradling her bottle of whiskey protectively, “Then where are the others?”

      Esther laughed loudest of all at that and pulled out the chair beside the little Latina. After that, things relaxed between the women. Even Grace and Sylvia found occasion to chat as the night wore on and the liquor flowed and music from a nearby tavern reached us. The women spoke carefully with one another, like ridge cats circling, as they sounded one another out. I was happy to see they weren’t at one another's throat as I’d feared.

      The alcohol relaxed us and loosened tongues, but it was when Delilah and Jasmine came into the kitchen, smelling fresh and clean from their long bath together, that things got a bit raucous. The girls were both rosy cheeked and from the way they couldn’t seem to keep their hands off one another; I suspected they’d done more than bathe in the tub. It only took a drink to loosen Delilah enough to want to dance and twirling with Jasmine wasn’t enough for the bubbly blonde.

      “I’m not the dancing type,” I slurred as the girl pulled me out of my chair, head swimming as I stepped into the middle of the kitchen with her.

      “Mhmm, I disagree,” Delilah said, linking her hands in mine and swaying her hips side to side, “You have great rhythm for a man… isn’t that right Jaz?”

      “Indeed, he does,” the tall Latina said, her smile soft from drink and eyes wide and wicked as poured herself another stiff drink.

      “Go on, John,” Sylvia said from her chair beside Grace, “give us a dance. I think these ladies have each earned one, don’t you?”

      The woman’s smile was amused, and I knew she could see how uncomfortable I was dancing, my steps awkwardly shuffling side to side. Delilah turned me and pulled me in close, one of her hands slipping down to the base of my back.

      “Ignore her,” the busty little teen said, molding her body against mine and setting my heart to beating hard, “Just listen to the music… let it move you as it will… Feel me,” her hips swayed, pulling mine along with them as she held me close. Her husky whisper reached only my ear as she spoke into my neck, her hot breath tickling the sensitive skin, “Feel our love move us… just like in bed, only with clothes on.”

      Her teasing grin made me chuckle, but I took her words to heart. Closing my eyes, I let my hand slip down the girl’s slender back and cupping her firm little behind close as I pulled her in. There were a few awkward beats as I moved out of sync with Delilah and the music but the alcohol helped keep my mind and ego out of the way and in a minute the pair of us were grinding upon one another, our hands exploring each other’s bodies and lips inches away from kissing. The song ended and we stepped back from one another, breathing heavily, hearts racing.

      “He can dance too,” Lilliana said, her slurred words a bit too loud as she leaned forward and looked over at her sister, “Es el hombre perfecto?”

      “Sientate,” Sylvia said to her sister with a playful swat at her hands.

      “It’s Jasmine’s turn to dance,” Esther said, tossing the tall teen a wink, when she sat up from her glass of whiskey, blushing, “go on girl, before your song ends.”

      Delilah peeled herself off my body and let her fingers graze the length of my stiffness as she turned with a saucy sway of hips and took the tall Latinas seat. Jasmine’s large dark eyes were locked on my face as she carefully made her way over. Tripping on her own feet, she laughed as I caught her up, swinging her in my arms.

      The girl was slender as a willow but nearly as busty as her mother, and I couldn’t help but love the feel of her body pressed against mine as we swayed and moved to the music. Jasmine didn’t have Delilah’s natural rhythm but the heat in her eyes was every bit as sexy and when she finally disentangled herself from me and swayed over to sit on Delilah’s lap with a giggle, my trousers were tented.

      “Not so fast, big boy,” Esther said as I moved over to the table, she stood and handed me her glass to finish off as she slipped into the circle of my arm, pulling me back to the middle of the kitchen floor.

      I’d begun to feel a touch awkward as the women stared at me, but the whiskey wore off the sharp edges of my embarrassment and I gave myself over to the pleasure of feeling the music move me. Esther and I have always had a deep and unspoken connection, and it was reflected in her eyes as she leaned back and looked up into mine.

      “Have I ever told you how god damn handsome you are?” She said, her green eyes soft, “I thank the Lord every day that we decided to ride west.”

      “Hush,” I said, drawing her head into my chest, “You couldn’t possibly feel more blessed than I do.”

      “Blessed now,” the woman said, smiling into my chest, “but exhausted later.”

      I laughed lightly, unable to deny her prediction. When the song ended, and the tall woman stepped away from me she reached out one hand and took mine then Lilliana’s and drew the slender little woman up and over to me.

      “Your turn, darling,” she said to the grimacing Latina, “Don’t make that face, he doesn’t bite.”

      “If she doesn’t want to… hic… dance,” I said, swallowing to try and stop my hiccups, “She doesn’t… hic… have to.”

      “Nonsense!” Said Sylvia, her words slurring, “Enséñales a estas señoras cómo bailamos hermana!”

      “It’s ok,” I started to say but the little Latina threw up her chin, a challenging look in her eyes as she reached out and took my hand, lacing her fingers with mine.

      I noticed her and Esther’s grip lingered for an extended moment before she finally released the tall blonde and moved into a formal stance, the free hand picking up her skirts between thumb and finger as she gave me a picture-perfect curtsy.
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      “You can sway to a beat, big boy,” Lilliana said, smiling drunkenly, “but can you do a real dance?”

      “I really can’t,” I said, shaking my head and laughing.

      “Prove it!” Enthused Delilah, now on her third small glass of alcohol, her mother was monitoring the pours carefully, and I suspected that was the only thing keeping Sylvia, who sat next to the blonde, from topping it off every chance she got.

      “See if you can follow,” Lilliana said, as she swept one toe in a wide half circle behind her, her curtsy lowering even further. She paused at the nadir of her move and looked up at me expectantly.

      Popping my head side to side, I let my limbs loosen and tried to copy her movements.

      “Other foot,” she corrected when I’d begun to move the foot mirroring hers, “Si… two halves of a whole… Light,” she spun into my arms, her back to me, light as a feather, “and Dark.”

      As she stood slowly, I stood with her, one arm drawing her even closer as I did, enjoying her shocked little look when my manhood pressed against her firm little behind. Before I could say anything, she was moving again, not precisely in time with the music but to a beat only she could hear. The steps were formal but evocative as she took me through an entire series of moves.

      I lost count of how many steps I’d taken when she suddenly stood up straight, eyes intense as they held mine. There was something in her look, a question or worry that niggled at her mind, keeping her from relaxing with me. As a new song kicked on, the beat faster, her toe swung out, eyes still unsure.

      It was either the alcohol or pure luck, but either way the music swept me up, as did the little woman who spun and swayed in my arms. I didn’t get every step perfect, but near enough that Lilliana’s expression slowly turned to shock, then pleasure as I spun her with force across the kitchen floor, stepping after her quickly and furiously.

      One arm sung beneath her lower back and she bent over the strong limb with a delighted laugh, leg kicking wide as she rolled her back against me, slithering down in a sexy little move. Holding one of her hands up, I faced her towards Esther, the blonde grinning wide and clapping along with Sylvia and the others. The tall woman’s drunken expression grew delighted when Lilliana undulated upright, one hand on her thigh, drawing her dress up and revealing strong, slender calf and thigh.

      Suddenly the song cut off with a crash and an eruption of angry curses, leaving Lilliana and I bereft of a beat. Suddenly feeling drunken and ridiculous, I staggered and started guffawing, followed by the others.

      “That was amazing!” Lilliana said, turning and giving me a firm little hug, “Mama would never believe a gringo could Bolero.”

      “Is that what the dance is called?” I asked, catching my breath, “I’ve never felt anything like that.”

      “Good,” Sylvia said, her hand drawing her sister aside as she stepped close, causing me to swallow hard as I took in her stunning, dark-eyed beauty, “because you will dance it again on our wedding day.”

      “With all of us!” Delilah said, grinning at Jasmine and her mother, whose eyes were locked on Sylvia.

      “Would you deny me a dance?” Sylvia said, her face turned to me, but her attention clearly on Grace. The shorter brunette smiled and reached for the bottle, topping her own glass up and sat back, her eyes mysterious as she watched the Madame slowly press herself against me.

      “Well, John?” Sylvia said in a husky whisper, her dark eyes dancing with some suppressed emotion as she looked up at me, “The Queen has no problem with it… how about you? Will you… deny me?”

      “Has any man been able to?” I asked with a chuckle.

      “So far only you,” she said, grinning to take the edge off her words.

      I let my arm circle her slender waist as the tinkling of piano keys started up from nearby. Ignoring the faster pace, I let her black eyes trap my vision as we swayed to a silent rhythm all our own. Only Grace could set my heart to hammering as this woman did, but with Sylvia there was always an edge to my desire. A constant worry that the wickedly smart woman was toying with me somehow.

      It was only as I led her across the kitchen floor, her soft body pressed to mine, that I got a real read on her. The woman was tough and smart, but also vulnerable and soft, though something in her life, some past trauma, kept her from opening up fully. I sensed a fragility she fought hard to hide. She never lost the little ironic curl to her lips as we danced, but I felt her spine relax and her shoulders draw closer to me. Eventually, as our movements slowed, she rested her head on my shoulder, the spices of her perfume filling my head with thoughts of what she would feel like without the silky dress.

      My anxiety faded, and I lost myself in the movements. In no time at all I was lost in a world of dreams, the alcohol and soft bodies sending me into a state of relaxation I’d rarely known. When the music faded and our movements slowed, I found my hands clinging to Sylvia’s narrow waist, unwilling to let her delicious curves part from where they were pressed against me.

      “That was… unexpected,” Sylvia said as she pulled back in my arms. Her dark eyes had lost their amusement and looked a little shocked.

      “Sister?” Lilliana asked, her voice breaking the spell between me and the Madame.

      Shaking her head, Sylvia drew out of the circle of my arms, her smile returning but looking secretive and more than pleased.

      “Let’s head to bed, Lilly,” Sylvia said, reaching down and drawing up sister up from where she sat drinking with Esther, “We wouldn’t want to disturb John and Grace’s dance.”

      Grace had stood smoothly and begun to step over to me, but she paused at Sylvia’s words and offered the woman a gracious nod. It wasn’t just Lilliana that Sylvia herded out of the room, but the girls as well. Esther she avoided giving any suggestions to, but I was amused to see Lilliana’s smoky looks as the woman tipped and tottered her way out of the room.

      The girls were a giggling pile of limbs as they headed down the hall to the room they were sharing. Delilah was the louder by far, her ribald comments echoing back down the hall, but Jasmine surprised me with a few jests herself, the Latina teen having gotten quite loose with the alcohol.

      “She’s an impressive woman,” Grace said, as I stepped forward and drew her close as the last voices faded behind closing doors. I couldn’t read the gorgeous woman’s expression as I held her close and looked into her eyes.

      “She is,” I said, the alcohol buttressing my confidence, or blinding me to my own overconfidence, I couldn’t be sure. Grace smile through and rested her head on my chest, her arms pulling me tightly against her.

      “What strange new horizons we find,” she whispered almost under her breath, “What friends might we meet? Our hearts be open; our love true; but only for those who see you as I do.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “An old poem grandmother would read to me,” Grace said, and I nearly groaned in pleasure as she ground her hip into my stiffness, pressing it firmly against me. “I find myself thinking about her a lot these days… wondering what she would have thought of our little adventure… of the mountains.” She looked up, pale blue eyes holding mine, and smiled, “I already know what she’d think of you.”

      “And what’s… hic… that?” I asked, starting to feel drowsy from the late hour and alcohol.

      “‘If I’m to have a master, let him be master of all…’” She twisted one of the buttons of my shirt, gaining a familiar heat in her eyes as she ground her hip into me again.

      “You’re ok with this?” I asked, my thoughts foggy from drink but drawing her face up so I could gaze into her eyes, “This isn’t the same thing you proposed weeks ago when you first arrived…”

      “No,” she said, “But we’ve known for a while now things could never stay as they were… The question is what are you going to do John?” Her pale blue eyes twinkled and, in my drunkenness, I couldn’t tell it if was playfulness, or something more dangerous I should tread lightly on.

      “I’m going to make sure I don’t do anything to lose your love and trust,” I said, but Graces half smile told me I wasn’t getting off so easy, nor the pinch of her nails as they plucked at my shirt, warning me honesty was needed here.

      “But,” I said, flicking my eyes to Esther who lounged in the corner watching us with hooded eyes and a half smile, then back down to Grace as I slowed our dance, “I promised Jasmine, her mother and aunt I would protect them. There ought to be a better way to keep their property and holdings safe from this Esposito, but I will do what I must.”

      “You’re set on this path then?” Grace asked, her movements stilling and eyes gaining an edge I’d rarely seen in them, “That woman,” and there could be no doubt who she meant, “will not rest until she’s tripped you in her sheets and twisted you with her charms… I’d couldn’t fault any man for bending to a beauty like that but are you any man, John?”

      “I’m just a man,” I said, “nothing more or less, and I can’t offer you more assurances than I have.”

      “Do you think I need them?” Grace asked, one eyebrow raised, and I saw the amusement dancing behind her eyes. Once more her mind worked faster than mine and I was racing to catch up.

      “No,” I said, drawing her close once more and sighing as I dipped her low, my lips close to hers as I continued, “but you want to hear them just the same.”

      “I am a woman,” she said, a touch breathless, lips flashing into a grin as I kissed her quick and pulled her up to her feet.

      “I’ve noticed,” I growled, pulling her off her feet and into my arms as I leaned back and walked forward, Grace’s kisses and laughter warming me inside.

      Passing Esther’s chair, I reached a hand down, Grace and I turning with an inviting smile for the tall blonde, but the woman’s eyes were on the entryway and living room windows. Shaking her head, she kicked up and grabbed her rifle.

      “What is it?” I asked as she stepped over to the living room, my happiness fading into unease, “Trouble?”

      “Not tonight,” she said with a little shake of her head, “I don’t think… Couple of men lingering on the street outside overlong is all, probably nothing. You two go on,” she said with a wink, “get what joy you can.”

      “I can-.” I began setting Grace down as a creak sounded from the back stairs and an accented voice cut me off.

      “I’ll keep her company,” Lilliana said, pulling a silky white dressing down around herself as she stepped into the kitchen, her face smooth and devoid of emotion, “an extra set of eyes never hurt.”

      “That sounds perfect,” Grace said, gripping my hand in a tight grip and pulling me over to the main staircase with a quick but graceful step, “see you both in the morning. First light we’ll start getting supplies Esther.”

      “Aye, ma’am,” Esther responded automatically, eyes thoughtful as she followed Lilliana into the dark living room.

      “Are those-.” Grace hushed me with a soft sound, dragging me the rest of the way up the stairs and back to her room.

      “Just leave them be,” she said with a little wave as she swept into her room, “Well, what do you think?”

      A lantern in the corner was lit, giving the room a buttery yellow glow, aided by my lingering intoxication. My drunkenness couldn’t hide the opulence I was looking at and I froze in the doorway, unsure how to proceed through the sea of white lace, red satin and heaps of small pillows.

      “Did a princess sick up in here?” I asked with a grin, only to have Grace turn and swat me playfully on the arm.

      “Someone thought lace and silk make a lady,” the beautiful woman said as she drew me deeper into the room. “I never had much use for silks and lace, but it is pretty.”

      “It’s nothing compared to you,” I said, gripping Grace’s wrist and pulling her into me.
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      Our lips met in a moan of desire, and the familiar feeling of her body melting into mine, set my heart racing once more. I swept the small pillows off the bed and lifted and lay the older woman on the bed, her sigh of pleasure spurring me on as I slowly peeled her dress and then small clothes off.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered, and from the shy little glance I knew what she meant.

      Grinning, I sat up and pulled the shirt over my head. I loved the little growl of pleasure Grace let out as she stared at my naked torso and the way she bit her bottom lip. Then I bent down, kissing her fiercely and pressing her thighs wide as I moved down her body to the treasure awaiting me.

      “Yesss… Mhmmmm… Ohh!”

      Trailing my tongue across her tight lips, I dipped it into her sex, tasting her sweetness and sliding my tongue up to the little pleasure button at the top. Grace’s thighs pressed against my head when I licked and kissed her sex, letting my tongue run around the firm little bud. Slipping a finger up inside her and running the callus tip along the sensitive spot inside, loving her shudders of pleasure.

      As her hips gyrated more and more, I felt her orgasm reaching a crescendo. Thighs clamping down on my head, holding me in place. I could hear the blood pounding in my eardrums before she relaxed, melting into the soft mattress.

      “That was incredible,” she said, then she sat up. “No, let me take care of you. Lie back my handsome young hero.”

      With graceful movements, she plucked my belt free and pressed me back onto the mattress. I watched her thick lips curled into a delighted smile as she pulled my manhood free. Her slender little fingers dancing along my shaft. She gave a happy mewl of pleasure as she pressed thick lips to the underside, planting a soft kiss just underneath the head.

      “God, you’re so good at that,” I whispered.

      “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” She said with a sly smile before wrapping her thick lips around the head of my cock. The woman had taken to giving blow jobs like a fish to water, lavishing love upon my manhood and using every little trick she learned over the previous weeks.

      The woman was sending me right up to the edge and then teasing me with gentle tongue and fingers, drawing my pleasure out for long minutes. Lacing my fingers behind my head, I relaxed in absolute heaven as I felt my balls churning. Grace could feel the tension and her movements quickened as she allowed my release to overcome me. Licking and lapping up my cum as it gushed forth. She swallowed every drop before I pulled her into my arms.

      Kissing me, her massive breasts hung around the shaft of my cock, the massive orbs felt heavenly on my slick dick, causing it to harden again.

      “Someone’s ready for round two,” She said, her gorgeous body pressed against mine.

      “Always,” I said.

      Reaching up Grace pressed her hands to either side of her massive breasts and I rocked my hips up-and-down slowly fucking her tits. Once I was fully stiff, I rolled her onto her back and she hooked her legs behind my back, heals digging into my thighs as she pulled me within her tight embrace. We made slow passionate love while surrounded by lace and soft sheets.

      Grace’s cries of pleasure matched mine as we reached our peak of pleasure and I wondered for a moment who her screams were for, me or a certain madame who lay nearby. After we lay in bed long minutes holding, kissing, and touching one another as we slowly fell asleep.

      The discomfort I felt about my surroundings was helped by having the comforting presence of someone I loved so dearly. When I finally drifted off my dreams were sweet and my sleep deep. I woke to the sound of songbirds outside the window as dawn’s light just edged over the eastern horizon.

      The sound of joyous laughter and voices reached me from downstairs. I lay in bed for a few minutes enjoying the warm blankets and strange fixtures and ornamentation all around the room. Noticing a tall standing mirror in the corner that I had noticed the night before, I rose from the bed, peeking into the mirror’s reflection and pushing my long, disheveled golden hair out of my face.

      “Morning John,” Delilah said as she came skipping into the room

      “What are you two up to?” I asked as Jasmine stepped in behind her, closing the door thick, carved wooden door.

      “My mother and aunt have gone to the market,” Jasmine said, smooth cheeks coloring a pretty shade of pink, but brown eyes locked on mine as she fiddled with the button of her blouse.

      “Oh, really?” I said, lips crooking into a sideways grin as I pull Delilah into the circle of one arm.

      “Mama says we have twenty minutes,” the bubbly blonde said before biting her pink lip, “Do you think that’ll be enough time?” As she spoke one hand trailed down my firm stomach, running lazy fingers along my rapidly hardening shaft.

      In response, I pulled Delilah in close, arm around the small of her back as I lifted her up, kissing her soundly. My other hand took Jasmine’s slender fingers, drawing her in close as I turned to meet her wide mouth with a deep kiss.

      “I’ve missed this,” the girl whispered into my lips, our foreheads resting against one another, then Delilah was there, her and Jasmine’s kiss just as passion filled as ours.

      The sight of the teens kissing was so sexy, my cock grew hard as steel and the blonde broke off the kiss, grinning up at me as her little hand fisted me softly.

      “Hurry up and marry us,” Delilah said, as she released my manhood and pressed herself against Jasmine, her hand running beneath the girls lose shirt. I watched, unable to look away as she cupped and caressed the tall teen’s large breast, little fingers pinching and tweaking the girl’s nipple, “Then you can have us whenever you want and to hell with what anyone says, eh?”

      “You ladies are crazy,” I said, but there was amusement in my voice as I reached around both women’s waist and fell back onto my back on the mattress.

      The girls laughed as their skirts kicked up, but the laughs turned to twin sighs of pleasure as my hands filled with frilly lace and smooth teenage backsides. Soon I had the girls out of their nightclothes and naked upon the lacy sheets. I knelt above them for a long moment, unable to wipe the silly smile from my lips as I took in their perfect young bodies, highlighted by the first rays of dawn’s kiss.

      “Are you just going to stare?” Jasmine asked, the fingers of one hand lacing with Delilah’s as they pressed their hips and shoulders together.

      “For as long as he lets me,” Delilah said, with a crooked grin, her eyes traveling down the length of my torso and grinning wider as they took in my stiffness.

      Bending low, I placed soft kisses on each girl’s flat abdomen, one arm on the outside of either’s hips as I kissed lower and lower. Planting one gentle kiss on each of their pussies, I made sure each girl had a tiny little orgasm as I ran my tongue inside to taste their tightness.

      Then I could no longer contain my desire. Crawling up their bodies, the girls took my decision on who to fuck first out of my hands. They turned into one another, legs scissoring and interlocking around one another’s hips. The girls kissed and caressed one another’s breasts as they pulled me in close. Their pussies were lined up perfectly, blonde hairs mingling with black.

      Kneeling, I pressed the fat head of my cock between their pressed pussies, struggling to keep it in place as it slid along their slippery lips.

      “There… Mhmmm,” Jasmine moaned, and I was shocked when the girls pulled each other closer, their pussies pressing around my cock, cradling it between them.

      “Fuck,” I groaned, one hand on Delilah’s hip and ass and the other on Jasmine’s as I gazed down at the incredible sight of the teens pressed together and making out.

      The girls pulled me down, their arms slipping around my back as their grinning lips met mine. Both were so proud of their practiced position, allowing me to fuck both of their pussy lips at the same time. However, it wasn’t enough for me and I reached down, cupping their asses and rolling them up slightly. In that position I could dip my cock into either girl’s pussy for a hard thrust or two, before popping back out between them.

      The three of us were a sweaty pile of limbs as we made slow, wild love. The sun rising to kiss us with its warm rays as the city woke up, her noises meeting but not matching the girls’ cries of pleasure when I finally let them reach the crescendo.

      An hour later I was seated at the dining room table eating a platter of eggs and bacon while the women discussed their plans for the day. Delilah and Jasmine shot one another conspiratorial glances as they played footsie beneath the table and Sylvia and Lilliana told of their observations that morning.

      “The city is on a low simmer,” Sylvia said. “Some problem with taxing the wharf and goods going overland down south has the porters and merchants in an uproar. They’ve stopped funding the local constables and most of them don’t even show up for work.”

      “It’s bad in the Houses,” Lilliana said, meaning the whorehouses, “A few have their own security but without the constables to lock a man up when he’s tied one on and gets it in his mind to beat a whore… They get kicked out and head to the next house down the street.”

      “This is happening right out here?” Grace asked with a frown, motioned down the road outside to the couple brothels we’d passed when arriving.

      “This isn’t the main district,” Sylvia said, “Over on the Sunset side, they’re having real problems.”

      “We’ll just have to avoid them as much as possible,” I said, ignoring Delilah’s frown of disappointment. “We’re here to get things done, not sight see. Esther, you think you’ll be able to get all the supplies today?”

      “Should be able to,” the tall blonde said, cleaning her teeth with a sliver of wood while she lounged in her chair, “Might take a day to have it all packed up all proper, like, but nothings too rare. Should be able to get it all down in the wharf.”

      “Good,” I said nodding firmly, “Take Lilliana with you, for an extra set of eyes. Now, tell me about last night, what did you two see?”

      “Nada,” Lilliana said, giving a small start at having responded to my question so adroitly, but she continued, “Men came to observe the house throughout the night, but we didn’t recognize any of them and none approached.”

      “Keep your eyes peeled for them when you make your rounds today,” I said, “We caused a stir yesterday and if word gets out about the gold we carry, we could have trouble on our hands, especially if we can’t trust the local authorities. Anything else?”

      “Should we hire guards to protect the house?” Sylvia asked with a raised eyebrow, “A few toughs positioned around the place would keep problems away.”

      “And invite it into the house,” Grace said with a small shake of her head, “Unfortunately we can’t trust anyone we hired any more than a stranger off the street. Not unless you know of men we can?”

      The shorter brunette looked at Sylvia, but the Latina beauty shook her head, face troubled.

      “Stay here with Delilah,” Grace said, rising smoothly to her feet, “Keep an eye on our trunks and entertain the girl. John and I shouldn’t take long at the bankers and Jasmine, you should come with us, you’ve a mind for figures and facts.”

      I was interested to see both girls grinning with twin excitement and Sylvia’s frown of annoyance at being told what to do by Grace melted away as she met Delilah’s eyes; her frown shifting into a grin almost in spite of herself. The golden-haired teen’s delight was infectious, and I almost wished I was remaining back just to overhear what the pair spoke about.
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      Fifteen minutes later Grace, Jasmine and I stepped onto the porch. The women looked lovely in their dresses. Jasmine wearing a yellow and cream-colored affair and Grace her customary black and blue. Neither carried a parasol as many of the women in town did, though many looked threadbare and ragged.

      I wore my holster and heavy colt revolver. Not many men went about armed in the city, but enough did that I didn’t feel out of place. The three of us drew stares wherever we walked and I had yet to grow accustomed to so many eyes upon me, but Grace and Jasmine handled the attention with aplomb.

      After stopping at a shop to ask for directions, Grace led the way around the wharf and down into the tightly packed warren of downtown. The buildings grew in height, but still nothing was built of stone or brick. Small markets and businesses gave way to larger companies with two and even three-story buildings.

      Grace finally stopped outside of a massive four-story building. The most stunning feature of which was a floor to ceiling, round stained-glass window on the top floor, depicting the banks symbol. The buildings front face had been painted white and black, giving it a refined feel that only increased when I stepped into the foyer and saw how fine the carpet and furniture was. There was a small desk sitting just inside the door with a slender young woman seated behind it.

      When I stepped in the girl gave a frown and a heavy creak from a darkened corner alerted me to the massive guard almost completely hidden there. The man gave me a once over, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise when he lowered the shotgun back down alongside one leg.

      “May I help you?” The young woman said, clearly thinking I didn’t belong here.

      “Yes,” Grace said, slipping in behind me and offering the young woman a gracious smile, “I have an appointment with President Schwartz, if you could let him know Grace and the young man she spoke of are here.”

      “Of course,” the girl said, hopping to her feet and offering Grace a deep curtsey, “Hiram wasn’t expecting you so soon, I’ll let him know you’ve arrived. If you would all like to wait in the sitting room over here, I’ll have the girl bring you tea.”

      The secretary indicated a small room furnished with delicate pieces of furniture; the walls covered in floral paintings and lacy curtains. I sat down gingerly, wincing when the chair gave an ominous groan under my weight. But Jasmine and Grace were happy as could be when tea was served.

      “Thank you, dear,” Grace said to the young black girl who brought a silver tray with a steaming pot and three cups. There was a small dish of dry cakes that she and Jasmine picked at with delicate fingers, commenting on its flavor and lack of sweetness while I stood and paced the edge of the room.

      Glancing out the window, I saw a narrow alley alongside the building, the scent of offal and manure strong from the narrow space. Movement down alongside the building caught my eyes, and I spotted a narrow side door open and a massive man slip out of it and hurry back down the alley, away from where I stood.

      The man’s size and the way he moved put me in mind of someone else, but before I could comment heavy steps could be heard hurrying down the stairs as a huffing and puffing man bustled into the room.

      “Grace Delacour! By my stars it is you!”

      The portly man swept Grace up into a brief hug, releasing her quickly when I loomed near, and blinking up at me with a startled expression.

      “This must be the young man you mentioned, yes?” He swallowed hard, and I caught some shifting emotion behind his eyes I didn’t trust. “My, you certainly are a large fellow, eh? Good, now that you’re here we can get everything all signed and proper like.” Turning back to Grace, he grinned, small teeth flashing briefly as he spoke, “You’ve brought the hold then? Yes? And the map?”

      “Map?” I asked, finding myself losing trust in the skittish little man by the moment, but Grace’s looked upon him fondly.

      “Hiram wanted to know the exact location of your mine,” Grace said, patting the man’s hand as she took her seat again. “I’m sorry Hiram but we’ll need to keep that information a secret for now, unfortunately, things have gotten dangerous up in the mountains.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” the man said, face falling for a moment before perking back up, “But not to worry. We will get you all set up and secure, then my men can help with the transport and deposit and you won’t have to worry any more. Just let your old boss handle everything!”

      “I knew I could trust you to set up the paperwork,” Grace said, “there are just a few last-minute details I’d like to go over and then we can sign.”

      “Perfect!” Hiram said, taking a seat and waving for his assistant to set the packet of paperwork on a small table, “You’ll find everything in order, per your requests, with our bank acting as guarantor of your holdings.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked as Grace began scanning the documents quickly, Jasmine rising to peer over her shoulder as she did.

      “Common practice,” the portly man said, gesturing expansively, “Simply mitigating your own risk, should the mine prove less profitable than you believe, or should some tragedy befall a deposit.”

      “Tragedy?” I asked, catching a tightness around the edges of the man’s eyes, “Like what?”

      “Oh, you know how the trails are,” Hiram said, mopping his brow with a silk kerchief, “A flash flood could come through or bandits fall upon my porters. Don’t you worry though, our bank will guarantee every deposit! There will be no risk to you or Grace, should the worst happen. You’ll both be protected legally.”

      “And the value, or lack of value in our holdings?” I asked, “They would revert to your bank?”

      “Of course,” the man said, nodding and smiling easily, “you see it now. We’re taking on all the risk for you, seeing as Grace is such a dear friend.”

      “John,” Grace asked, looking up from the paperwork, “Do you have an issue with this?”

      “He certainly doesn’t!” The portly man said laughing, “Not unless he wants you and your sweet girl to be on the hook for millions should the bank go under! How is young Delilah, eh? Still a whirlwind of personality?”

      “She is,” Grace said with a smile before turning a more serious expression on me, “John? It’s your gold and land, do you see issue?”

      I met the woman’s light blue eyes and looked up at Jasmine. The tall teen’s eyes narrowed as they took in the sweating banker, and I could see the mistrust I felt reflected there.

      “I told you already,” I said, meeting Grace’s open expression, “it isn’t my gold, it’s ours, and I trust you to know what’s best. However,” I said, my tone hardening as I sensed the argument bubbling up in the banker, “I can abide no others assuming the risk of our decisions. If we rise, we rise together, and if we fall, we will accept the consequences together.”

      “Preposterous!” Hiram said, his cheeks reddening, but Grace held up a calming hand.

      “Peace Hiram,” she said with a placating tone, “I know your fears and they’re well founded, but John is right. This is something we need to do on our own. Succeed or fail, at least we won’t be a burden to anyone else.”

      “If this’s what you wish,” the fat man said, and though he smiled at Grace, I could see his mind working behind those dark eyes. “I will have the new paperwork drawn up and it can be ready to sign tomorrow morning.”

      “That sounds perfect,” Grace said, rising smoothly, “I am sorry for the trouble Hiram, but I appreciate your understanding in this matter.”

      “Of course, my lady,” the man said, cheeks blushing as he bent over her hand. “I’ve arranged for porters to gather up the deposit this evening, but we’ll change it to tomorrow after the paper work is signed. Is that plan acceptable?”

      There was a tension in the man’s face, and I couldn’t decide if it was his proximity to the gorgeous Grace, and his obvious affection for her, or something else. These city folk confused me at every turn, from the people throwing pails of refuse out their windows onto the roads outside their doors, to the bums sleeping in puddles of their own filth in alleyways, it was a world I misliked but was fascinated by.

      “That would be perfect,” Grace said, “it will be a relief for all of us not to have its weight upon our minds.”

      I could see she and Jasmine believed the words, but gold had never mattered much to me. It was the women who were the real treasures in my eyes. The portly man turned obsequious as we left, shaking my hand with soft, damp hands that made me want to wipe my own clean after the weak grip.

      Glancing up the narrow staircase, I caught sight of several offices down the short hall, the dim glow of lantern light reaching through. The scratch of quill and pen on paper could be heard, but of the other two floors I could only guess as to their uses.

      What do these men and women do all day? I wondered to myself. How can they stand sitting couped up in darkness when the sun shone so beautifully outside?

      I couldn’t get out of the building’s tight confines soon enough and when we finally stepped back out onto the busy morning street, I breathed deep of the fresh air.

      “What was that in there?” Grace asked me as she slipped her arm into mine.

      “How do you know that, man?” I asked, marking every set of eyes tracking our movements as Jasmine joined us and we began walking down the narrow street.

      “Hiram?” Grace said, with a little frown, “I’ve known him since I was a girl, he was one of the investment bankers at Roth’s Lending, why?”

      “I don’t trust him,” I said. “I can’t say exactly why… but I’ve got a bad feeling.”

      “I agree, mistress,” Jasmine said from Grace’s other side where the tall teel walked with straight back, her expression careful, “the man was hiding something. And his secretary seemed especially nervous when I peered into a back bedroom and saw a pair of muddy boots.”

      “Hiram was always the sweetest man,” Grace said, but her frown deepened and I was grateful to hear her next words, “I’m glad you spoke up then John, we’ll just have to keep our eyes peeled for anything suspicious.”

      “Should you let the man take your gold tomorrow?” Jasmine asked.

      “Our gold dear,” Grace said with a firm nod, “and of course we will. Once the deposit slip is signed its protection will be in the bank’s hands. As for future arrangements… perhaps you’re both right. I love Hiram but we can trust no man when that much gold is at stake.” Her beautiful face firmed into a determined expression, “I should have thought about that but thank heavens you were here to see for me. Let’s hurry back and make sure Delilah and Esther are safe.”
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      I shared Grace’s fear but didn’t let it distract me as we hurried back. Two streets over, I spotted the first tail. A well-dressed man in a two-piece suit with waxed mustaches and a pair of six-shooter slung low. I recognized the man as a killer straight away and was certain he’d wanted me to see him after three blocks.

      It was easy to keep tabs on the man, and his two scruffy companions because I towered over most, but when we drew near the house, the three men disappeared into the crowds and my anxiety spiked until I spotted a pretty young blonde bouncing around in the living room.

      We found Sylvia teaching a giggling Delilah the Bolero. The girl tried dragging me onto the living room floor until she and the Madame saw our expressions.

      “What is it?” Sylvia asked.

      “We’ve got trouble,” I said, and once we were all settled down in the kitchen and I’d peeked out and closed all the curtains, I told Sylvia and Delilah what I’d seen and suspected.

      “You think they’re fixing to steal the gold?” Sylvia said, “Then why haven’t they done it already?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, “but we can’t trust anyone.”

      “I still trust Hiram,” Grace said with a frown, “But John’s right, there was something suspicious going on. If I had to guess why, I’d say he wanted us to sign the bank’s charter and title before they did anything.”

      “I have a few contacts in the city,” Sylvia said, “They’re in the less… reputable part of town but I could head over there and see what I can find out. If this man is a wealthy banker hiring rough men, I’m sure the girls and boys will have heard something.”

      “That’s will work,” I said nodding, “any information we can find will be valuable, but you can’t go alone.”

      “I’d hoped you would come with me,” the black-haired Madame said, her smile turning sly, “to make sure nothing… untoward happened.”

      “Another good idea,” Grace said, surprising me as she went on, “but bring Delilah as well. The girls an excellent shot and a second set of eyes won’t go amiss. Jasmine and I will be having high-tea this afternoon so that should work out perfectly.”

      The brunette’s eyes were unreadable as they held mine, but I wasn’t given a chance to probe further for at that moment Esther and Lilliana came laughing up the front porch. Esther was laughing hard, clearly at something the shorter woman had said, and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye as she stepped into the kitchen.

      “What’s going on here?” She asked, and I caught Lilliana's blush when her sister raised an eyebrow at her.

      As we explained what we’d seen and our plans for the evening, Esther grew grim.

      “I should go with you two,” she said.

      “You need to stay here,” I said, rising to my feet. “I won’t feel ok unless I know you’re here protecting Grace, Jasmine and Lilliana.”

      The tall blondes’ cheeks turned the faintest shade of pink and she nodded quickly. She didn’t look over at the shorter latina, but I could tell she didn’t want to leave the woman’s side.

      “Let’s get ready,” I said, “I’d like to have this done and be back by nightfall.”

      “Yes sir,” Sylvia said, a hint of teasing in her tone.

      Delilah bounced up excitedly and hurried up the stairs after me. Not knowing what to expect or where we were headed, I pulled on my long coat once in my small room and slung my second pistol on my other hip. I debated bringing my rifle but figured in the narrow confines of buildings and alleyways, the long weapon would get in the way more than anything.

      I got downstairs a minute later but was forced to wait for nearly twenty minutes as Delilah and Sylvia changed. The tall latina teen joined the blonde in her room, their laughter and voices reaching me, but it was the Madame, when she finally walked down the steps who made me swallow hard and force myself to look away or keeps staring at her like a lookey-loo.

      Sylvia was dressed in black as usual, but her typical dress was gone, replaced by with silk and satin. The material looked like it had come from Europe, the cut and stitching were so fine. It was the bodice I couldn’t look away from. The sweeping neckline plunged between her mammoth breasts, showing the inner curves and the dark shade where they just met. With every step they swayed side to side in such a delicious manner that my cock was hardening before she made it three steps into the living room.

      “Well…?” The woman asked, holding her arms out to the side and raising an eyebrow at me.

      “You look…” Grace had just stepped into the opening to the kitchen, eyes widening when she took in Sylvia, “Incredible.”

      I said, wincing slightly when Grace’s pale blue eyes focused on me, but instead of hurt I saw agreement in them.

      “He’s right, Sylvia,” Grace said, stepping up to the woman and fingering her silky black skirts, “This is a gorgeous dress. Where did you get it? How did you ever keep it from wrinkling?”

      The Madame lost some of her ever present cool, grinning like a girl at Grace as she spun, the skirt swirling away from her hips as she did.

      “Isn’t it lovely? Lilly sent for it from a designer in Holland, over in Europe.” She grinned at Grace, the pair of them looking almost like friends, “I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to wear it for years.”

      “We’ll have to find more opportunities,” I said, unable to hide my own regard for the woman in her phenomenal dress.

      “Indeed,” Grace said, taking my hand and drawing me aside as Lilliana and Esther stepped into the living room. The slender latina exclaiming over her sister and even Esther complimented it.

      “I wanted to speak with you for a moment before you leave,” Grace said, gripping my hand in both of hers, face serious.

      “Ok,” I said, growing nervous, “what is it?”

      “First,” she said, face deadly serious, “don’t do anything brave or foolish and get yourself hurt or killed. If anything happens, you grab the girls and come straight back, you hear? No amount of gold is worth you losing your life.”

      “Aye,” I said with a reassuring smile, “I’ll avoid fighting unless I must.”

      “Good,” she said, tone mollifying as she reached up and straightened my coat and shirt, “The other thing I wanted to say…” her eyes cut over to Sylvia who was trying not to stare at Grace and me as she spoke with her sister, “I know the kinds of places a woman like that… A woman like Sylvia, will go to find out information.”

      “Grace,” I said, thinking I saw where she was headed, “I promised never to sleep with prostitutes and I meant-.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” the brunette said with a placating smile as she patted my hand, “I know you’d never pay a sex worker but I’m not ignorant of what will happen should you Delilah and she… What I wanted to say,” she began again, eyes meeting mine and softening with love, “Is I love you and I know, no matter what, you love us. I’ve seen how she looks at you… and were it all about lust and gold, I’d hate it if you ever touched her but… I can’t deny what you’ve done to all of us, nor could I be selfish.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, confused by her quicksilver mind.

      “I just wanted to say,” she said, drawing me down into a quick kiss before whispering in my ears, “Is make sure you give her the time of her life, as you gave each of us!”

      The woman released me quickly, and I saw her cheeks were scarlet as she stepped over to Sylvia and folded the surprised woman into a warm embrace. I saw the Madame’s eyes cut over to me and shift from surprise to excitement, and finally to a smokey seductive gaze that sent a shiver down my spine when Grace pulled away, the pair of them wearing nearly identical grins as they looked over at me.

      My heart was hammering in my chest, but at that moment Delilah’s heels clicked on the stairs and the girls swept into the room. If Sylvia’s gorgeous European dress impressed me, the tiny, lacy get-up Delilah wore absolutely shocked me.

      “Well,” the blonde said, doing a little spin for our benefit, “what do you think?”

      The teen was wearing a black and red dress that looked like it had been designed by a horny teenage boy. There were similarities to Sylvia’s dress, but only in the flair of her skirts and the depth of her plunging neckline. There the two diverged. Where Sylvia’s was closer to a gown, fit for a cocktail party or a ball, Delilah’s was designed for a different audience.

      “Where did you ever get that dress?” Esther asked after coughing a laugh, “I think your bosom might fall out, girl!”

      “I made it myself,” Delilah said, head held high as she ran her hands down the sides of the tight dress.

      “You did a phenomenal job girl,” Sylvia said, stepping over and taking in the red ruffles and lace running down the sides and pleated skirts, “and you’ve the figure to pull it off, a rarity.”

      I finally let my eyes take in Delilah's delightful curves and couldn’t help but agree with the older Madame. I could see Grace nod as well, though the woman didn’t entirely like her daughter showing so much skin.

      “Should we head out?” I asked, wondering how I was going to escort two such gorgeous women across a city full without causing a riot.

      “Let me get you all cloaks,” Jasmine said, “I found some in the closet earlier.”

      The girl ran down the hallways as I moved over to Esther.

      “Are all the supplies here?” I asked the tall blonde, “We’ll want to move on as fast as we can.”

      “Most are sitting in a warehouse down in the wharf,” Esther said with a frown, “I rented the space figuring we didn’t want to haul it all up here then back down when we leave.”

      “Good idea,” I said, “maybe we should move the luggage down as well, in case we have to leave in a hurry.”

      “I can do it this afternoon,” Esther said with a nod, “when Grace and Jasmine are having high tea.”

      “Perfect,” I said with a nod.

      Jasmine returned with two long black cloaks with deep hoods. Delilah and Sylvia pulled them on and grinned at one another, twins except for their different skin tones, hair color and features.

      “Be safe,” Grace said as she walked us to the door.

      “And hurry back,” Jasmine said, folding Delilah in a quick embrace and flashing me a shy smile.

      “We will,” I said, “you ladies stay safe here and don’t let anyone in.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Grace said, patting me on the back as I stepped out.
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      Sylvia led the way out into the crowded streets. I misliked the feeling I got as we walked through town. People seemed on edge, and again I noticed how few constables there were on the streets. We made our way around the back end of the wharf once more, but the Madame angled us up, away from the bay before we reached downtown, and I sensed the atmosphere change.

      “Are we going to a whorehouse?” Delilah asked excitedly.

      “No, dear,” Sylvia said, offering me a reassuring smile over the blonde curly locks, “Nothing so rough and crass as that. But we will be entering a burlesque establishment, and they can get rowdy from time to time, so best mind yourself.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Delilah said, bouncing on her toes in excitement as she walked, “Whats burlesque?”

      I was wondering the same thing, but Sylvia didn’t answer, just shot the teen a wink and pulled her down a narrow street. Women were hanging out of windows and leaning on porch railings. Their nearly see through white gowns looked stained and used and none of the women could hold a candle to Delilah or Sylvia in looks or charm, but the young blonde was fascinated by them. She gazed around in awe and delight like another girl might when walking through a princess’s bedchambers.

      “Here we are,” Sylvia said, turning us into a small, dimly lit establishment.

      We stepped off the street just in time, for more than a few men had noticed the two women with me. Even covered head to foot in long black cloaks as they were, it was impossible to hide their slender waists, nor the heavy sway of Sylvia’s breasts or the perfect bounce of Delilahs firm ass.

      Opening the swinging door for the two women, I swept a hard stare around the street, meeting more than one set of eyes and letting my size and glare warn them off. None followed us into the dingy interior, and I suspected it wasn’t just because of my threat.

      The place looked even more rundown than the rest of the street, with half a dozen cracked and scratched tables making up the floor, each surrounded by crooked or broken chairs. It looked as though more than a few bar brawls had erupted in the establishment and from the steel cage surrounding the bottles of alcohol, they were ready for more at any moment.

      There was a ‘T’ shaped stage extending halfway into the floor, the tables situated around it and filled with a dozen rough-looking men and one haggard looking woman who stood when we entered and waved us in.

      “Welcome to the Thistle’s Tickle loves, have a seat and I’ll bring you a pitcher,” she waved over to a corner table and made her way behind the bar.

      “Let’s take a seat,” Sylvia said, her eyes filled with satisfaction as she watched the men turn and stare at her and Delilah.

      The women both swung their cloaks off their shoulders and a collective sigh went up from those watching. When I swept my gaze over them, heads shifted and eyes averted, conversations picking back up. As we took our seats at a small table in the darkened corner, the woman who greeted us approached with a pitcher of beer and three empty mugs.

      “Can’t say we get many customers like yourselves in the Tickle,” the woman said with an easy grin, her eyes dancing along Delilah’s golden hair, “Why child, you’re just the cutest little thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Delilah said with a pleased smile as she poured herself and me two mugs of beer.

      “Tell me,” Sylvia said, setting a thick silver dollar on the table, eyes sparkling up at the waitress, “Is Esmerelda working tonight? I’d like to… speak with my old friend.”

      “Oh,” the waitress said, standing up straight, eyes widening slightly as she met Sylvia’s, “Aye, ma’am. I’ll go fetch her right away.”

      “Good girl,” the gorgeous Madame said, “and don’t stop the show on our account. The boys need their entertainment after all.”

      “Of course, Ma’am,” the waitress said, bobbing a shallow curtsey before darting behind the bar and disappearing into the back.

      “They put on a show?” Delilah asked as she lifted her mug in two hands and sampled the drink. Her eyes brightened at the taste and she flashed me a quick grin, upper lip covered in foam.

      “You’re going to love it,” she said to Delilah, then patting my thigh under the table she let the hand rest there, “I suspect both of you will.”

      “Are you excited, John?” The bubbly blonde asked, leaning forward and giving me a perfect view of her large firm breasts as they hung down in her dress.

      “We should find out what we came to learn,” I said, “and get back as soon as possible.”

      “Relax,” Sylvia said, “or you’ll draw too much attention to us. Esmerelda knows her business. She’ll come speak to us when the others are deep in their cups to notice. Ahh, looks like the first girl is coming out.”

      Piano music started up, the tinkling keys accompanied by the sounds of a sweet woman’s voice. The music stuck me as odd, for it was sweet and soft, juxtaposed against the rough backdrop of the bar and customers I didn’t know what to make of it. When the singer stepped out from behind the curtains in nothing but a corset and leggings, I nearly tipped out of my chair in shock.

      “Wooo!!!!”

      “YEEEAAAHHH!”

      Cat calls, shouts, and whistles erupted from the men now crowding close to the stage. The woman continued her sweet song, now completely at odds with the ribald shouts coming from the crowd. The woman took the shouts and calls in stride, grinning as she wiggled her shoulders, the large soft breasts shaking side to side and causing the men to go even crazier.

      “Oh, my god!” Delilah said in excitement, “This is what you told me about yesterday!”

      The teen turned and grabbed Sylvia’s arm, bouncing in her chair in excitement but unable to tear her eyes away from the woman dancing awkwardly on stage. I couldn’t see what the girl saw to be so excited about, nor the men for that matter. The woman on stage had thin dark hair and a soft waistline, her breasts were large but that was her most winning feature, them and her voice.

      As the song continued, I watched Sylvia watching Delilah. The older woman smiled with fondness and more than a little curiosity. Delilah tapped her feet in sync with the beat and watched with breathless anticipation everything things the dancer did. As I watched her the teen’s large nipples hardened against the front of her dress and she gripped my thigh in a viselike grip.

      “Promise me you’ll let me dance for you,” she said, her eyes still locked on the woman as she stared in fascination. “Just one, John… promise me.”

      “You can dance all you like, darlin,” I said with a laugh, “I won’t try to stop you.”

      I caught Sylvia looking behind the bar as a tall blonde woman peered out of the narrow opening. The woman glanced around the room and grimace, shaking her head.

      “We need a distraction,” Sylvia said, “something to draw every eye up front so I can speak with Esmerelda without anyone noticing.”

      “I have an idea,” I said, turning a raised eyebrow on Delilah I sized the girl up, calculating how brave she really was.

      “Please, tell me it’s the same thing I’m thinking of!” The teen said, eyes wide with hope.

      “You can’t mean,” Sylvia said, but her lips were curling into an eager smile, “Oh you do, you wicked, wicked man. I love the way you think.” Patting my thigh, she stood and waved the waitress over and spoke with her quickly. The woman’s eyes widened, and she glanced from Delilah to me and back before nodding and smiling eagerly.

      “I hope you brought your dancing shoes, girl,” Sylvia said as she took her seat again, “because you go up next.”

      “Oh. My. God!” Delilah squealed softly, her little hands gripping my arm so tightly I thought she might bruise it, “This is like a dream I never knew I had, and its coming true!”

      She pressed a quick kiss to my cheek before bouncing to her feet and following the woman through the narrow door behind stage. She threw Sylvia, and I excited waves before ducking behind the door and I felt my anxiety spike when she stepped out of sight.

      “She’ll be fine,” Sylvia purred into my ear as the woman pressed herself to my side, “that is the only door in or out… Just relax, John. You’re always so tense.”

      “I’m wary,” I said, “There’s a difference.”

      “Si,” Sylvia said, her hand resting on my thigh once more as I couldn’t help but notice her massive breast squeezed against my upper arm, “You don’t trust easy… that’s something I can respect. But I wouldn’t let anything happen to young Delilah, she’s a sweet child.”

      “No,” I said with a slight shake of my head, “she only seems sweet until you get to know her.” The woman on stage was finishing her dance, coins raining down around her as she bent low to pick them up, giving her soft breasts a shake for each man that threw her a penny. “But she is young and naïve at times, but she’s got more of her mother in her than you’d guess. She might surprise you.”

      “I’m sure,” Sylvia said, her dark eyes gazing up at my face as her hand slipped to the inside of my thigh, “the girl and her mother are treasures I’m sure… but I thought we could speak of what true delight is… Tell me John, have you dreamed of truly wicked things?” The gorgeous woman ran a long nail down the front of my shirt, letting the digit slip between two buttons and caress the skin of my chest, “Because if you were mine, I’d make sure you experienced everything you could ever desire… What’s this?”

      A deep, throbbing drum had begun from behind stage. The piano music cut off and the strange beat grew louder. The men quieted as the beat increased its rhythm, their faces mirroring Sylvia’s confusion. I took it the drumbeat wasn’t common in the Burlesque club, but Delilah often hummed a similar beat when she was working with the animals, so I recognized it straight away. The beat cut off for a second before picking back up a little slowly and out of beat for a few seconds, then the new player eased into the sound.

      As the drumming increased, the sound deepening the thick curtains billowed as someone pushed their way out of them. Delilah stepped free of the cloth and blinked at the bright lights shining in her face. The men all drew in sharp breaths, their faces shocked to see such a gorgeous young woman on the stage.

      “Gentlemen,” called the waitress from behind the bar, “give a round of applause to young Delicious D! Now keep your hands to yourself and stay on your best behavior or that handsome giant of a man in the corner who escorted our young dancer in, will have to put you in your place.”

      A few men glanced back at me, eyeing up my wide shoulders and calloused hands before nodding sourly. The rest were unable to pull their eyes away from Delilah, who grinned excitedly, looking around at all the eyes drinking in her young curves. I could see her excitement building as the first cat calls rose, and the music entered into a faster rhythm, her hips swaying as she ran pale hands down her sides.

      “She’s a beauty but I don’t know if she can hold a crowd’s attention,” Sylvia said, with a. slight shake of her head, then the woman gasped, eyes widening and I turned to look at the stage.
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      Every man in the place mirrored the woman’s reaction as Delilah snapped her head forward, bright eyes wide, lips curling into a mischievously flirty smile. The girl slid her hands, no longer nervous up her sides, hips popping side to side in time with the drums beat. Her back arched and breasts thrust forward as she bit her bottom lip, hands cupping and caressing her firm round breasts as she squeezed her knees together and twisted.

      “Oh my,” Sylvia said, lifting the hand on my thigh and resting the fingers on her lips as she stared at Delilah, having forgotten me almost entirely as the girl’s seductive moves entranced her.

      Sylvia and the men crowding the stage weren’t the only ones spellbound by Delilah. I too found myself carried away into fantasy and desire by the blonde girls swaying, smiles and flirtatious winks. The girl moved with each beat of the drum, her hips popping side to side and making her skirt flare, letting the men see through the thin material to her slender legs beneath. When they did, loud catcalls and whoops of joy rose, causing Delilah to grin all the harder, dancing faster and faster.

      The girl’s dance was a seduction the likes of which I’d never seen, a magic that trapped every gaze in the place and held it upon her. I barely registered when Sylvia pressed tightly to my side, her long fingers slipping between my legs and running along the length of my hardness within the pants.

      Her gaze flicked up to me, breathing ragged, and I saw how profoundly Delilah's dance had affected the woman. Her eyes had lost their customary aloofness and were filled with raw emotion. The need in her eyes matched my own, and I was two seconds from throwing her down on the table right there and ravaging her gorgeous body and to hell with whoever watched. A sound from behind us shattered the moment, and we both turned to find the tall woman from earlier pulling a chair up behind Sylvia.

      “You wished to speak mistress?” The woman asked, glancing side to side to make sure no one was looking.

      “Yes,” Sylvia said, and I saw her take a firm hold on her emotions before speaking, “We wish to know about a certain banker and if he has any nefarious plans in the works.”

      “There are a lot of bankers in the city,” the woman said circumspectly, “hard to say.”

      “The man’s name is Hiram,” Sylvia said, a bit of gold flashing in her hand and disappearing into the tall woman’s, “This is vital Esmerelda, lives could be on the line.”

      “I know of your banker,” the woman said, with a sour grimace and a shake of her head when the men cheered at something Delilah had done, “The man’s at the heart of whatever is wrong with the City. Constables walking off the job and the Hadring Gang ruling the streets… Those men have more gold in their pockets than they’ve a right to and it all smell bad.”

      “What are they planning?”

      “I don’t know what that banker and his friends have planned, but word on the street is to steer clear of the financial district. Heard they plan to steal a pile of gold and carry it across town to Hiram’s. Other gangs have been weighing whether to jump them or not, but Hadring’s a cold-hearted killer and his men are fearsome.”

      “This robbery,” I said, finding it hard to speak through a suddenly constricted throat, “where is it taking place?”

      “Some British lords house,” the woman said, face guarded as she looked at me, “it’s been empty for weeks, hey!”

      I stood abruptly but not faster than Sylvia, who’d stood so quickly she spilled her beer across the floor, getting the other woman’s feet wet.

      “Delilah, we have to go!” Sylvia said, pushing her way through the shouting men. The blonde girl glanced over, face bright with excitement when she saw us approaching, but falling when she saw our expressions.

      “What is it?” The beautiful girl asked.

      “Hey!” Shouted a man near me, “You can’t carry our girl off!”

      A rough hand reached for Delilah, intent on snatching her away from Sylvia and I but the girl was faster than any of us. Hip popping to one side, she drew a tiny dagger faster than thought and slashed the back of the hand that reached for her, opening a wide gash that revealed bone. Shouts erupted, and the man screamed in pain, reeling back, but Delilah only grinned all the brighter, laughing as the rest of the crowd pulled back, most of them men looking down right in awe of the gorgeous and dangerous teen.

      “You can look all you want,” she said with a delighted laugh as she leapt into my arms, “but only John here gets to touch,” I turned and strode out of the place, Sylvia right on my hip as I feared the worst but instead of a riot, Delilah’s words drew laughter and even more when she raised a hand and wiggled her fingers behind my back at them, “Toodaloo boys!”

      “Three cheers to Delicious D!” Shouted one man soon joined by the others, their voices carrying after us as I set Delilah down and hauled her after me down the street.

      “Hurray! Hip, hip Hooray!”

      “Jesus girl,” Sylvia said with a shake of her head at Delilah, “you’re a goddamn natural up there.”

      “That was amazing!” Delilah shouted with glee as she hurried at my side, then she noticed my expression and her grin disappeared, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Your mom and the girls are in danger.” I said, straining to keep my emotions in check.

      Sylvia spoke quickly as we jogged through narrow streets around the wharf. The woman couldn’t move fast in their skirts and shoes, and I had to force myself not to pick both up and run, knowing I would look like a crazy person and draw more attention than we wanted.

      I couldn’t help but notice the problems in the city once again as we crossed it. Constables were non-existent and in many places I saw toughs shaking down store owners or finely dressed citizens. There was an energy that hadn’t been there only a day before, a fever to the atmosphere that I didn’t like. I reminded me of greed and desperation, smacking of the worst in humanity.

      We arrived on our street and I couldn’t help myself from racing ahead, Sylvia and Delilah picking up their skirts and running after me. I arrived at the house and saw the broken in front door; the frame splintered from what looked like heavy blows.

      “Grace! Jasmine!” I shouted, tearing into the house, but a raw sound was ripped from my throat when I spotted a bloody handprint on a wall.

      “Lilly! Jaz!” Sylvia screamed as she ran through the house behind me, her voice raw with emotion.

      “John! Come here!” Delilah’s cry came from the back of the house and I barreled to her, bouncing off the walls in my rush and freezing when I saw a still pool of blood.

      I feared the worst until I stepped around the door frame and saw Esther’s still form, a dark smear of blood coating the side of her head. Delilah knelt in the blood, face white with fear, but I saw the woman’s chest rising and falling, shallowly.

      “She’s so cold,” Delilah said, and I could see some terrible emotion in her eyes but couldn’t take the time to help her just then.

      “Delilah,” I said, and the girl broke from her shock and turned to me with an intense expression, “Go get something to soak up the blood and get Sylvia to stop her screaming or we’ll pull more of that gang down around our heads.”

      “Right,” the girl said, resolve filling her expression as she stood, and I began checking Esther’s wound, “If they’ve taken Momma and Jasmine...”

      Delilah never finished the thought, but the hardness of her voice shocked me. Esther had taken a heavy blow to the side of her skull, but the bone wasn’t cracked as far as I could tell, but there was a massive lump forming just behind her ear. The skin had parted in a ragged line that would need a few stitches.

      Wishing Grace was there, I breathed a sigh of relief when Esther gave a groan of pain, and tried to pull out of my hands.

      “Rest easy,” I said, “you took a blow to the head.”

      “Nnnghh,” Esther groaned, wincing when she tried to open her eyes, “John… Grace and the girls… someone took them… tried to fight, but too big.”

      “Rest,” I said, forcing her into a seated position against the wall when she tried to stand. Holding two fingers up before her face as Grace had done to me when I’d been smacked in the head, I asked the beautiful blonde, “How many fingers and I holding up?”

      “Four?” Esther asked with a frown of pain, squinting as though the dim light were too bright for her.

      “They’re gone!” Sylvia said, stepping into the hall, eyes a little wild, “John, what are we going to do?! They’ve stolen my girl!”

      “We’re going to kill them all,” Delilah’s voice was hard as steel as she stepped into the room with Esther’s rifle hanging from one hand and her own in the other, “and take Momma, Jaz and your sister back.”

      “What?” Sylvia said, the woman looking at the once bubbly blonde as if seeing the girl for the first time, “You and what army?! Don’t be foolish girl!”

      “This is my army,” Delilah said, motioning to me with her chin, “Esther, how are you doing?”

      “Feeling pretty stupid,” the tall woman said with a grimace, “and like my head is going to split open any moment.”

      “You won’t be any use in a fight,” I said, as Esther climbed on shaky legs to her feet, the blonde woman paused, face turning green as she was almost sick on the hallways floor. “Sylvia, can you get her someplace safe?”

      “What are you two going to do?” The Madame asked, shooting a look between Delilah’s grim face and mine, “You can’t think of going against them alone, there must be dozens!”

      “Where did they take them?” Delilah asked the woman, ignoring Sylvia’s exasperated hiss as she helped Esther up.

      “Girl, you’re brave but lets-.” The madame cut off when Delilah slammed the butt of one of her rifles on the ground so hard it sounded like she’d discharged the weapon and Esther groaned, swaying woozily.

      “They took my Momma,” Delilah’s voice was colder than anything I’d ever heard from the girl and her eyes were flinty as she regarded Sylvia, “They took my best friend and sister. I like you, Miss Sylvia, but if you don’t tell me where the FUCK they took them…”

      The threat, coming from the sweet young blonde shocked me and Esther who both stared at the teen with new eyes. The most interesting change came over Sylvia, whose expression cleared of fear and worry as she peered into Delilah’s eyes, her own filling respect as her lips quirked into a proud smile.

      “Esmerelda said Hiram is paying the gang and behind all this,” she said, “but I don’t know if that’s where they are.”

      Delilah turned to me; mouth pressed to a firm line and eyes filled with firm resolve. I saw once more the fierce woman who’d been ready to fight bandits and wolves without hesitation, knowing full well the danger she faced.

      “You two get someplace safe,” I said to Sylvia and Esther.
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      The Latina and the tall blonde both protested. Esther wanting to come, Sylvia saying we needed to stay and plan, but I ignored them both as I ran up to my room and grabbed my rifle and a couple boxes of ammo. I joined Delilah in the foyer, and we were out of the house and running down the street while Sylvia was still helping a hobbling Esther down the hall.

      As I ran, I cursed myself for a fool. I’d been so worried about the women’s safety I’d failed to account for the gold and the madness it puts into some men. My long legs carried me down streets as I ran faster than I ever had in my life, Delilah shockingly kept up, her skirts held in one hand and the shocked stares of city folk following us as we ran down narrow streets armed for war.

      Thankfully, my mind for directions is near perfect, even in the tight warren of city streets, and a couple minutes later I was slowing down as we neared the financial district. The streets cleared of folk; it being late in the day, but I caught sight of a large bonfire up ahead and knew it must be waiting for us.

      “You need to stay back,” I said, stopping and turning to push Delilah back against the wall of a building before turning the last corner, “Whatever is waiting for us, I can’t guard you as well as my back.”

      “You need me,” Delilah said, face growing stubborn, “and you haven’t put a ring on my finger yet, you don’t get to tell me what to do.”

      “I don’t imagine I’ll be able to once I do,” I said, peeking around the corner and seeing seven men milling around in the street outside of the bank.

      “You’ve got five minutes,” Delilah said, resting her back against the building and checking that her rifle was fully loaded, “Then I’m coming in and killing anything, not you, with a cock.”

      I turned to the girl, thinking she must be joking, but the smile dried up on my lips when I saw how serious she was. Memories of her fierceness in the mountains surfaced, and I gave her a firm nod. Then stepped around the corner, anger and fear both trying to strip away my calm. Emotion gets men killed in fights and I struggled to push mine down as a few of the men turned to me, half raising their weapons.

      “Streets closed,” called one, “by order of the mayor. Stop right there!”

      I held up a placating hand, letting an easy smile come onto my face.

      “Just lookin’ for a good fuck man,” I said in a slur, letting my legs weave slightly as I stumbled forward a few more feet, “Where dem whores at?”

      “Get this drunk out of here, Benny,” said a man on the other side of the bonfire, “Boss should be down any minute.”

      “You heard him,” the armed man said with an annoyed grimace, “get along with you-nGK!”

      One man turned curiously as the wet gurgle escaping the speaker’s throat from the dagger I’d buried within it, but as his jaw dropped open to scream, his head snapped back, the back turning to red mist, as a rifle shot sounded from behind.

      My sudden attack was a surprise, but Delilah’s shot warned the rest of the men of an attack, but I was already moving. Sweeping the blade out of the first man’s neck, I turned my head to avoid the thick red spray of arterial blood. I flung the small knife at the third man and couldn’t help the satisfaction when the weapon suddenly sprouted from his chest.

      The man screamed in shock and pain, but I was already past him, clearing the bonfire with a great leap as I drew a pistol with the hand that hadn’t thrown the knife. Three round, shocked faces raise up to stare in horror as I fell amidst them, landing too close for their rifles to be of use.

      My finger pulled the trigger, the big colt bucking twice in my grip and one of the men bending over the two bullets in his guts. Another man was swinging the buttstock of his rifle for my face, his scream of rage cutting at my ears, and I smashed a big hand into the weapon, forcing the barrel into his face and pushing back into the building.

      One massive hand wrapped around the man’s neck as I smashed the back of his head into the brick walls again and again. There were shouts from inside as the last two pushed their way in, fighting past a man who stepped onto the porch with a shotgun, his smile triumphant as he trained the double barrels on me.

      The moment his finger touched the trigger I knew I was dead but instead of huddling down like a frightened lamb and wait to be slaughtered something snapped within me. I didn’t recognize the keening wail that escaped my throat, but the fear and shock in the shooter’s eyes was plain as I launched myself straight at him.

      The shotgun went off practically in my face, but it wasn’t slugs that tore through or past me, but buckshot. The hot pellets peppered my shoulder and left arm as I crashed into the man, smashing him between me and the doorjamb.

      I left the shotgun wielder broken and bleeding, his head twisted at an odd angle as the pain and rage woke a beast within me. Bellowing wordlessly, I pushed my way into the tall building, throwing a chair at the legs of a man racing up the narrow stairs. The piece of furniture tripped him up, giving me enough time to pounce and smash his teeth into the steps, leaving behind a wet ruin of his face as I pounded up to the next floor.

      “GRACE!!!” I screamed, “JASMINE!!!”

      Catching movement in one of the offices, I rushed in to find two terrified men cowering behind a desk.

      “Where are they!?” I screamed in the coward’s faces and they cried, hugging one another and cowering even lower.

      “Top floor!” cried one of the clerks, holding up empty hands to ward me off, though I hadn’t, “Big guy dragged them to the top floor!”

      I was moving before he’d finished speaking, both pistols out, hammers cocked as I pounded up the next set of stairs. A rifle fired before I’d cleared the top, followed by a curse for the over eager man.

      I didn’t bother aiming when I took the next step and just began firing. Pulling the triggers of my pistols as fast as I could as muzzle flashed erupted practically right in front of me. Hot lead tore a furrow across the back of one arm and another struck my hip, almost kicking the leg out from under me.

      Momentum carried me over the top step and a small man rose before me, but I smashed the barrel of my pistol into his face and pulled the trigger, watching in satisfaction as his cheek and jaw dematerialized in an explosion of blood and bone that coated the wall behind him. A heavy man was swinging a rifle around, but I lurched into him, trapping the weapon between us as I smashed my forehead into his face, feeling satisfaction as his nose crumpled and teeth twisted before the sharp attack.

      “Grace!” I screamed as I stepped down the short hallway and began climbing the last set of steps, a trail of broken and bleeding men behind me. “Jasmine!”

      I staggered up the last steps, my arm and hip aching something fierce. There was a sharp pain in my thigh and when I looked down, I saw a slender blade sticking out of the muscle. Growling in frustration, I yanked the weapon free and dropped it aside. The steel clattered on the wood as I walked forward.

      The hallways on the fourth floor were small, with a little office tucked on one side and the rest of the floor dominated by Hiram’s large office. Peering around the door warily, I spotted Grace and Jasmine seated on a couch, their hands tied together and gags in their mouths, but other than that both looked unharmed.

      Lilliana lay on the ground, one side of her face purpling form a heavy blow, the flesh already swollen but I locked me my eyes on Grace and Jasmine’s. The women seemed to be trying to tell me something, motioning with their chins at me.

      “Let’s get out of here-.” I started to say as I stepped into the large office only to be cut off as the door smashed into me, throwing me into the door frame, followed right after by a heavy kick to the wood that forced the air from my lungs and bounced my head off the wood.

      “Not the vase!” Cried Hiram’s familiar voice.

      A half second later pottery bounced off my head, shards cutting into my neck and chest as it shattered on the wall. I was already moving when the vase hit me and avoided the bark of a shotgun that blew a hole through the door and wall where I’d been standing a second before.

      My dive into the room turned into a roll that I surged up from and dashed in a zig-zag across the room. The shotgun marked one more time, but the shot went wide, papers flying as the slug tore through a shelf of books.

      “Stay still.” Rumbled the deep familiar voice of my foe, “Pretty boy.”

      I’d taken in the large office with a quick glance as I darted forward, spotting the trunk of gold near the cowering banker. Behind the door stood a massive man with a familiar flat, brutish face, now twisted in annoyance as he cracked open the double barrels, flinging free the spent shells.
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      “No easy meat, eh?” Flat-face said, his frown settling on me as he snapped the reloaded shotgun closed, “You got balls, boy. I’ll give you that.” He sucked at his teeth, spitting but never blinking as he kept his eyes on me.

      My mind raced back over my charge up the steps and I counted in my head, cursing myself for an idiot. I’d charge into the office without thought or reloading.

      “You can have the gold,” I said waving at the trunk, “I’ve only come for the women.”

      “Princess is part of the deal,” the man said, “Besides… I got no use for cunt.” The words rumbling out of him like thunder over the mountains. His small black eyes settled were cold, and an evil smile tugged at his lips as he set the shotgun against the wall behind him, “You outta bullets there boy?”

      The man raised fists the size of my head, cracking sunken knuckles and popping his head from side to side, and his grin grew cruel as he nodded.

      “Aye… they’re spent.” The brute stepped into the middle of the office, light on the balls of his feet, far lighter than anyone his size should be, and I realized he didn’t want to kill me slowly. He planned on toying with me. “Tell me pretty boy…” his cruel smile turning down right evil, “Are you going to enjoy it when I bend you over and make you my bitch?”

      I frowned in confusion and he threw his head back and laughed.

      “You thought I wanted the cunts?” Shaking his head, he forced two fists, raising them as he took on a fighter’s stance, “Nothing hotter than a pretty young thing like you who wants to fight back… come on boy… XXXX’s gonna have a ball with you.”

      “Hadring!” Screamed Hiram from where he cowered behind the desk, “Just kill him and be done with it! You aren’t being paid to play around!”

      “I aint been paid yet,” the man rumbled as he sidestepped, edging his way between me and the door as he advanced, “And from the sound of it pretty boy cut down most of my boys… So I aim to get me some payback out of his hide… and backside.”

      The brute winked at me, feinting a strike to my skull with his left the moment he did. I’d been expecting the attack, keeping my silence and judging my timing as well as I could. The moment he feinted with the left, I threw an empty revolver at his head, forcing his right hand up to deflect it.

      My other hand swept from behind my back and buried my dagger into the man’s ribs just beneath his armpit, but I didn’t have a chance to enjoy the hit, for a fist that felt hard as stone struck me in the shoulder. It felt like a horse plowed into me at full speed as my head snapped to the side and it threw me to the side.

      “Sneaky shit,” Hadring said in his low rumble, and with a negligent flick of his wrist he threw flicked the dagger out of his side and my heart sank as he laughed in a low rumble.

      No more words would be spoken as the brute raised his fists again, tilting his head forward and stalking towards me. I was out of tricks and options, and my leg didn’t want to move as I willed it to, the foot wet with blood in my boot. I met Jasmine's and Grace’s eyes for one second and saw to my shock that neither had an ounce of fear.

      Both women looked at me with an absolute and total faith that shook me to my core. I saw myself in their eyes for the first time. Shot up, cut, covered in blood and viscera from near on a dozen men but still standing, still fighting.

      “FFFUUUUUUCCCKKKKKKKK!!!”

      Battle cry or scream I wasn’t sure what possessed me but it made the killer I faced blink in confusion, giving me a crucial moment to throw myself past his guard and smash into him, throwing us both to the ground.

      Flat-face was clearly a trained boxer, and I couldn’t hope to beat him in fisticuffs. My own skill was minimal, taught to me by my Pa years before, and I’d managed to get by on sheer strength and size thus far in life. I’d realized on the first blow to my shoulder and neck that I couldn’t hope to beat this man toe to toe. He was heavier, stronger, skilled and evil in a way I’d never known existed.

      Fear and faith were my motivators. My fear of the bastard before me and the faith of the two women watching. When Hadring and I fell to the office floor I twisted, gripping the front of his shirt and falling on my back as I kicked up. I thought my knees might break from the strain of heaving on the big bastard’s bulk, but the move worked as I kicked up, rolling to my shoulders and heaving for all I was worth.

      “What thaaa…” there was an awful crash as the large stained glass window exploded outward Hadring was flung out into open space, “FUUUCKK!!!!”

      Pushing myself to one foot, the other hanging lamely now, I couldn’t believe the maneuver had worked. Using my momentum and leverage, I’d managed to fling the bastard over my head and through the window to crash into the street below.

      Hobbling over to the couch, I ripped the bindings and gags off Grace and Jasmine.

      “Oh, thank god!” Grace said, wrapping her arms around me and drawing back when I flinched.

      Jasmine frowned at my injuries and began to fret over them before I pointed to the shotgun resting against the wall.

      “What do we do about him?” Jasmine asked, pointing to Hiram as she grabbed Flat-face’s shotgun from the wall. Flexing numb hands on the grip as she seethed with anger.

      “I will deal with Hiram,” Grace said, picking up the pistol I’d thrown and following me to the broken stained-glass window. “The local authorities can’t be trusted. Is he dead?” She asked me.

      I leaned out the opening, careful not to put any weight on my injured hip, and spotted a large crowd gathering around the broken remains of the former gang leader. The man had landed on his head, neck snapping and skull popping like a pimple to spew brains and blood across the street.

      “John!” Cried Sylvia, the black-haired beauty, waving from where she stood beside Esther, who had a white bandage wrapped around her skull.

      I waved to the woman, but spying Delilah standing over two tied up men near the bonfire, waved her up as well. Grace stood at my side and Jasmine stepped up to the other, the office’s firelight shining behind us. There was a low murmur from the crowd below as they looked up at us.

      “Come,” Grace said, drawing me away from the opening, “let get you stitched up. There should be washroom nearby.”

      I merely glanced at Hiram as I staggered towards the door, Jasmine propping me up under one arm and Grace the other, but he flinched like I’d threatened him. The scent of urine reached my nostrils, and I realized he’d wet himself at some point in the confrontation.

      “Why?” I asked the man, before I let Grace and Jasmine lead me from the room, “What was the point?”

      “The point?” Hiram said, face twisted as if he didn’t understand the question, “Boy, there are forces at work you can’t understand. They’ll never let some unnamed country lout keep control of a vein as rich as you say it is. Grace, you can’t imagine the Crown will-.”

      “That’s enough, Hiram,” Grace said with a frown for the man, “You made your play and it failed. Maintain some dignity. The law here can’t be trusted to deal with you properly. Once you’ve confessed and gives us the names of your conspirators, you’ll be put on a ship and sent back across the pond.”

      “You can’t just steal my life’s work!” Hiram said, suddenly finding some umbrage, “I built this place from the ground up!”

      “And you threw it away when you decided it would be easier to steal from us, instead of doing business.”

      “You’re women!” The man sneered, “And a brutish mountain man! You don’t deserve-.” The man cut off with a shriek when Jasmine fired off a round from the shotgun into the ceiling, ducking behind his desk and whimpering.

      “Careful, dear,” Grace said, “we just purchased this building. It wouldn’t do to damage it before we sign the deed.”

      “We did?” I asked her, feeling the familiar effects of blood loss as my head grew light, “I must have missed that.”

      “Keep up, dear,” Grace said with a wink and a little grin, “Things move fast around here.”

      “I seem to remember someone needing rescuing… like two minutes ago,” I said, shaking my head.

      “And your point is?” Jasmine asked, grunting as she helped me out into the hall to the washroom, grimacing as she stepped over a corpse.

      “I had a point?” I said, my thoughts growing distant and fuzzy, “Must have.”

      “Should I get water?” Jasmine asked, and it took my foggy mind a moment to realize she was looking with concern at Grace.

      “No,” my dark-haired angel said, her blue eyes filling my vision, “find a blanket, needle and thread. We’ll need alcohol to clean his wounds too. But first help me lay him down… Esther, come help!”

      The world shrank to a fine point as I tried to reach up and touch Grace’s smooth cheek, wanting to let her know how happy I was that she was safe. Somehow, I’d forgotten to tell her, and Jasmine and I fell into the darkness of unconsciousness, fearing I’d never get to tell them.
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      I dreamed of tall green trees, slate gray boulders and the bright blue sky of my mountain home. As I slowly crawled out of unconsciousness the sounds and smells of the city reached through my dreams, twisting them. The chatter of many voices, and the scent of refuse and humanity.

      Golden morning light greeted my eyes as I cracked my eyelids. It was so bright I turned to avoid it and groaned when the aching pain in my side, hip and thigh reminded me of my injuries. A sound nearby alerted me to someone’s presence right beside me, and I flinched back from the sudden presence looming over me.

      “Relax my hero,” Jasmine breathed, “lay back or you’ll tear the stitches Grace put in you.”

      “What happened?” I asked, peering up at the tall teen, I lay on a makeshift pallet on the floor, still in the large office, “Is everyone safe? Lilliana?”

      “Aunt Lilly is well,” Jasmine reassured me, resting a gentle hand on my chest as she on her haunches at my side, “She’s resting in another office now with Esther. Those two… seem to be getting along well.”

      “Huh,” I said, pushing myself up onto my elbows despite the girl’s pressure trying to keep me down, “Grace and your mom? Delilah?”

      “They’re well, John,” Jasmine said, “Mother and Delilah hired a few men to drag the bodies outside. There’s quite a crowd forming and the tales they’re telling of what you did are spreading.”

      “You’re up,” the voice was Grace’s as the beautiful brunette bustled into the office and hurried over to my other side, “How are you feeling? Do you feel nauseous or woozy?”

      “No,” I said, letting her help me up to a sitting position, “just sore and my head is pounding.”

      “You gave us quite the fright,” Grace said, her pale blue eyes soft with love as she stared into mine, “Don’t do that again, ok?”

      “No promises,” I said, smiling and then groaning in pain when I tried to stand up. I saw they had cut away my clothing, the bloody rags in a pile near the desk, and all I lay in were my small clothes.

      “This is why we couldn’t move you,” Jasmine grunted, trying to help me up on one side as Grace lifted on the other, “You’re… Muy pesado!”

      The muscles and flesh in my hip were so swollen and tender the leg didn’t want to hold my weight when I tried standing on it. I realized immediately that I wasn’t going to make it down the steps anytime soon and let the women steer me towards a large plush upholstered couch.

      “You’re,” Grace said as they lowered me down, “going to rest here for a while. I have a surgeon coming in an hour or two. Here,” she said, rising and hurrying over to a side table where she had a collection of small bottles, “let me get you something for the pain.”

      “Does it hurt so bad?” Jasmine asked in a worried tone, her gentle hand reaching out to touch the flesh of my thigh, eyes heating as they met mine.

      “No,” I lied, “it’s not that bad.”

      Jasmine’s frown told me she didn’t believe me, but she let me pull her in closer, as I slipped an arm around her slender waist. There was a chill in the air from the window I’d flung the gang leader through. The wood was broken outwards, chunks of stained-glass still clung to the window frame. I felt bad about destroying the beautiful glass but couldn’t summon an ounce of remorse for killing Hadring.

      “What’s happening in the city?” I asked, “have any constables given you trouble?”

      “There will be time to worry about that later,” Grace said, sitting on my other side gently and pouring a healthy amount of a reddish-brown liquid into a spoon. “Take this so you can rest easy.”

      I swallowed the bitter liquid, making a face, and Jasmine covered her mouth, hiding a pretty smile.

      “They’re calling you a hero out of Greek myths in the city,” Jasmine said, ignoring Grace’s frown as she sat right up against my side, her hand stroking my thigh careful of the injuries, “Hercules come again, and with a harem of women at your beck and call. The men are jealous and the women all envious… of us.”

      The teen’s wide mouth curled into a hungry smile as she danced her fingertips up the inside of my thigh, causing me to shift on the couch and groan softly as my injuries pinched and cock stiffened.

      “Even Lilliana can’t stop speaking about your bravery,” Grace said, resting one hand on my other thigh, “she’s pestering Esther about the best way to thank you now.”

      “We know the best way to thank him,” Jasmine purred, pressing her firm young breasts against my arm softly, “Don’t we Grace?”

      “I suppose we do,” Grace murmured, reaching out and cupping the teen’s smooth cheek, smiling at her fondly, “You were brave too,” she said, bright blue eyes trapping the teens, “John should know how you tried to fight them off me and nearly escaped before they dragged us up here. Your mom would have been so proud to see it.”

      “It was your approval I sought,” Jasmine whispered, and I held my breath as the intimate moment played out, scared to do or say anything that would shatter the spell of it. “I’ve never known a more beautiful or strong woman.”

      “Yes, you have,” Grace said, her smile twisting a little at the corners, “You’re just too close to see it but I appreciate the compliment.” The beautiful brunette shook her head gently, eyes sparkling as the light from the broken wall outlined her profile in a golden glow, “You are absolutely flawless child… flawless.”

      The silence was awkward for only a heartbeat, then the two leaned across me, meeting just before my face and kissing passionately. I stifled a groan as my hip screamed in pain, the sight before my eyes making it easy as I watched the gorgeous woman and young Latina kiss with a fierce passion.

      Just as quick as they kissed both broke it off, moving back and drawing in deep ragged breaths. Grace had a slightly shocked, wondering smile on her face, but oddly Jasmine looked a little smug. Her self-satisfied grin shifted as she sucked in her thick bottom lip, biting it as her eyes darted down to the tent in my underclothes.

      “Looks as though our hero could use some help to relax,” she said, shifting on the couch and licking her lips as she met Grace’s eyes.

      The brunettes look was equally smokey as she glanced from my hardness up to Jasmine and I saw a familiar hunger enter her grin as she reached up and delicately plucked the laces of Jasmine’s bodice undone, letting the material part but not all the way. A wide expanse of pale, firm flesh burst out, the edges of the cloth straining to contain her large nipples.

      “We must be gentle because of his injuries, my dear,” Grace said, sitting up and whipping her own bodice open, her grin turning downright wicked as Jasmine did the same.

      The pair watched me as I looked from one to the other, unsure where to look. They were so different, and yet so alike. Running gentle hands up their sides, cupping and caressing massive breasts and pulling on the nipples, both the same shade of pale pink. When I tried to reach up and touch, my arms were pushed down gently and they made soft, joyful sounds as both bent forward and I was shocked and elated when they lifted their breasts forward and pressed the firm, smooth flesh around my cock.

      The women rose and fell gently, lips locked with one another’s as they kissed, breasts rising and falling around my cock, and I knew this must be a dream for no man could be so blessed. Outlined behind the beautiful women was the city, wooden buildings, smoke and soot, and sparkling in the distance, the bay. Somewhere beyond the horizon were my mountains, and they called to me.

      I groaned in pleasure as fiery tongues bathed my cock, coating it so their soft breasts could glide up and down more easily. The pair moved in remarkable unison as they worked me over.

      My mind grew numb and the pain of my injuries lessened, but my sense of peace and place had never been stronger. I would be happy when we left the city, its sights and sounds only made me miss my mountains all the more. Whenever we did leave I’d be carrying wonderful memories with me, not least amongst them the heavenly moments spent with Jasmine and Grace.
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