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Chapter One

Esther led the way up to the high pass as the sun rose overhead. The broken mountain peaks reached to the heavens all around, reminding us how small and fleeting our lives were compared to their majesty. I took in the surrounding beauty as much as possible while scanning the tree lines and ridges for watchful eyes.

I didn’t see anyone, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t there. Trouble was moving into the mountains. Trouble by the name of Esposito. And we were slipping out just before things got hot. If things worked out, we would make it back just in time for the winter snows to set in, with supplies to see us through the hard months. Things had a tendency to go sideways the past few weeks, so I wasn’t holding my breath on everything workout as we planned.

Grace’s wisdom couldn’t be denied, and I was sure she and the girls would be safer away from our mine and lands for a while. She rode beside me, her eyes rarely straying from me with their look of concern. My injuries still ached something fierce from the fight the night before, and I probably should have been laid up in bed for the day.

Moving kept my injuries from stiffening up too much, and I found things to occupy my mind and help distract from the pain. The mountains I’d come to love so much were part of it, and my vigilance on making sure none were tracking us. Mostly it was Grace’s beauty that held my attention. She and Delilah who ride just ahead, her mare Copper happily clopping along beneath her.

Esther would cut out from the tree line ahead, signaling the path forward, before riding back on, scouting and hunting small game. The occasional glimpses I got were reminders of what a wild, free and capable woman she was. I count myself a fair hand at woodcraft. But the tall slender blonde, with her quiet and confident manner, knew more than most who called these peaks home.

Last but not least was the quiet, raven-haired beauty. Jasmine who rode behind me. The girl had bags under her eyes from our recent adventure, and her hair and dress were ragged. Despite that, she wore a small grin of fierce enjoyment. I knew she’d been hungering for an adventure like the one we’d been on for a couple days now, and her lack of fear was a touch unnerving.

“We should make camp early,” I said, after a glance back and noticing Jasmine swaying in her saddle slightly, eyelids heavy, “We could use the rest and a big meal. Besides, the weather will be twice as bad on the other side of the pass. Best to bed down without the chilly wind.”

“That’s a good idea,” Grace said nodding and though she never glanced back at Jasmine, I could tell she took the unspoken point and the spoken one. “No sense in pushing too late. If Esther finds a likely place by afternoon, we can make camp. I didn’t have a chance to make biscuits for the trail and till will give me some time to work up a dough and bake it.”

“I’ll go tell Esther, momma!” Delilah and gathering up her reins eagerly.

“You stay with your mom and Jasmine,” I said, spotting her up ahead riding around the edge of a stand of narrow pines. “Keep those rifles handy and close to the tree line. I’ll catcher her up and be back quick.”

Grace nodded to me in relief and I flashed Delilah a wink, grinning when she stuck her tongue out at me and tapped my heels to my horses’ flanks. She was off like a rocket and I felt my heart pounding and a thrill filled me as the smooth slope passed beneath and brush raced past.

Esther saw me approach and reined in. Her floppy flat-brimmed hat might have looked silly if the face beneath wasn’t so perfectly constructed. She had an excited expression when I drew near and waved me into the tree line.

“Perfect timing, I saw something I wanted to show you,” I followed her into the narrow pines, our horses shouldering aside low branches that came back to whip us in the face, until we finally pushed through into thinner forest.

I looked around, not sure what she meant, and then followed her slender arm as she raised it, pointing. Then I saw it and couldn’t help but let out a small gasp of surprise. Not ten feet up the slope, right out in the open for anyone to see was a vein or rough quarts with tiny flecks of gold sprinkled throughout.

“I came around the corner and was nearly blinded by its sparkle,” Esther shook her head, “Doesn’t look nearly as rich as the one back at the ranch, but I expect a camp to spring up nearby whenever someone spots it.”

“Gives me an idea,” I said and slipping off my horses back I unhooked my canteen and pour a healthy measure into the dust, “This trick won’t work once the rains come…” I spoke as I climbed the rough slope with muddy hands, “but if we make it back before then, we can think of something better.”

“You want to work two mines?” Esther asked with a frown, “I understand it’s hard to leave gold lying around when you see it, but we can barely work the one mine we have, without alerting everyone in the region.”

“No,” I said shaking my head and grunting as I reached out, swiping a muddy hand across the patch of quartz, masking it from the suns reflection, “but… eventually we’ll want a decoy for those that come sniffing looking for the mine.”

“Or something to offer a strong partner,” Esther commented, “It’s a good plan.”

“Let’s get back to Grace and Delilah,” I said, after taking the short drop to the ground and grunting in pain from my injuries, “I don’t like leaving them alone out here in the wilderness for too long.”

“Aye,” Esther said with a grim nod, “those wolves are still about. Haven’t spotted them but they keep spooking the hawks and ravens something awful.”

“Keep an eye out,” I said, “but I don’t think they’ll be much of an issue.”

As we rode back, I told her about our plan to camp early and she agreed. After describing the location of a fall that ran year-round, I was confident she’d be able to find it no problem. Once we spotted the girls, Esther broke off to keep scouting ahead, but not before a final lingering stare and a wink to remind me of my responsibilities.

Over the past few days and weeks, my life had gone through several major changes. First was the murder of my father, then the arrival soon after of his mail-away bride. Grace, Delilah and Esther’s arrival had been balm to my open wounds. I came to learn all had something special to offer, and each wanted more than simple friendship.

After the fight with my father’s killers and the business with Sylvia and her sister, things had calmed down somewhat. For a day or two at least. Then Delilah and I had gone into town to gather up Jasmine and all hell broke loose on our return. A rough night in a cave had seen the girls bonded closer than I thought possible, and me with another set of scars to add to my growing collection.

The girls had proven both brave and quick-witted in the ensuing chase across the mountains, but once more I’d been called upon to deliver frontier justice to a group of men gone wild. The mountains and the wild westers lands did something to weak-willed men, broke their sense of right and wrong, or so it seems to me.

Icy winds picked up as the sun climbed through the sky, and I was grateful when Esther signaled a stop. The woman had picked a perfect camping location, tucked in the leeward side of a small ridge; it had nearby running water and plenty of dry firewood at hand. The falls were nearby, cutting off most talk between the ladies, but they didn’t seem to mind once they’d explored and found the bubbling pools of the hot springs.

I’d been planning on surprising them with the narrow pools, but Esther had poked them out quicker than I could dismount and after excitedly waving to Grace, the pair of them scurried off to scout their evening out. When the pair walked back into camp, they wore beatific grins on their faces and didn’t even bother to unpack their animals. Just grabbed a couple of clean towels and slipped back between the moss-covered boulders and stunted trees.

The girls were quick to follow, leaving the work of setting up camp and starting supper to me. I didn’t mind, for it gave me a chance to sit in peace and be alone for the first time in what seemed forever. It had been itching at the back of my thoughts, ever since I’d tasted a bit of it two night before when hunting at night. A romanticized notion of how peaceful and pleasant it used to be around the house before so much feminine energy filled it.

Setting up the tents and unrolling sleeping pallets, I found myself missing Delilah’s silly comments, or Esther’s wry witticisms. The fire was roaring a cherry little glow when I put the skillet on and sliced up a few sausages and onions. I planned to make my famous flat bread and grease balls, but before the sausage and onions finished cooking Grace walked back in from the springs.

She sang to herself, though I couldn’t make out the words over the falls. Each foot placed precisely as she wove her way through the moss-covered boulders. She held her clothes in one hand and her shoes in the other, wet hair hanging over one shoulder in a dark river that dripped down into the towel wrapped tightly around her body. The sight of her incredible beauty put an ache in my soul, and I welcomed the end of my momentary solitude.

“You got supper going,” Grace called out when she spotted the fire and skillet, and she mouthed a ‘Thank you,’ before digging into the saddlebags for supplies.

I took in her heavenly form as I stirred the sausages and peppers, setting the flatbread to toast on the open flames instead of smashing them into a grease ball as I might have if feeding only myself. Grace has a way about her that is unlike any other woman I’ve ever known. Both seductive and matronly, she combines a wickedly sinful body with gentle nurturing eyes that melt me inside every time.

It was the sight of her bent over, her dark gash peeking through the bottom of her towel that nearly drove me to my feet, but I wasn’t about to burn the food. From the sidelong glances she threw my way, she knew full well exactly what she was doing to me. The little smile at the corner of her perfectly sculpted lips told me just how much she appreciated the regard, too.

By the time I was scooping the meat and vegetables out of the hot pan and filling the bowls Grace set out, she already had her flour and starter and was readying to mix a batch of dough. Before sitting down to work, she leaned near me and whispered in my ear before pressing her lips to mine in a kiss that curled my toes.

“Go to Esther,” she whispered, “the girls will leave you in peace for an hour or two. Go to her… She needs to be reminded of your love… as we all must.”

“One more kiss,” I said, unwilling to part with only one taste of her lips.

“Only if you promise it’ll be the last,” she said, her eager grin drawing me in.






Chapter Two

It wasn’t the last kiss, but it never is with that woman. I found the girls crowded into one spring, speaking animatedly to one another. Esther lounged in another pool nearby, that had enough room for me to slip in once I was free of my clothes. The air nipped, and the girls leered, but the waters melted my sore muscles. It also set my scratches to stinging, but I ignored that as best I could.

Esther reached up to the rocks, her firm breasts peeking out for a moment as she reached for a bar of soap and handed it over. She sat silently, a little smile playing along her lips as she watched me lather up and rinse off my hair. When I stood to scrub my torso and arms, she moved forward and took the soap from me.

I could feel the girl’s eyes on us through the steam, but I paid them little mind. Instead, focusing on the beautiful woman before me. In another world, Esther would have been a model for advertisers. She is tall and slender, with the austere beauty prided in Europe and beyond.

The woman took her time soaping me up. Working the bar into a thick lather, she used her hands to run the soap all over my arm and stomach muscles. When she got to my back, the woman took her time, massaging my aching muscles and almost making me nod off with how relaxed she made me. When she reached around and let one of her hands stroke my cock slowly, appreciating its full length I came fully awake and she winked up at me and handed over the bar of soap.

“Your turn, pretty boy,” she stood slowly, letting the waters stream down her body.

Like her, I worked up a lather in my hands, but unlike her I couldn’t keep our antics to simply bathing. Not only was the feel of her beneath my hands enticing, but she’d also driven me crazy with her teasing. She kept me on task and I finally finished when she lifted her hair aside allowing my hands to slide up her long slender neck.

There is something about an arched, feminine neck that’s always driven me wild and I couldn’t constrain myself any longer. Oblivious of the two teen girls watching nearby, I spun Esther, wrapping her in my arms and as my lips sought soap free patches of skin. The tall woman wrapped her long limbs around me, dragging me down into the hot waters.

Her kisses were hotter than the water and soon, where her lips touched mine was all that existed in the world. The passion was awakened in both of us, but we took our time, savoring the feel of each other’s skin beneath our fingertips and the taste of each other on our tongues.

Without me even realizing it, she slipped her slender thighs around my hips and sheathed my cock within her narrow pussy. The heat of the hot springs felt just like her insides, but nothing could mimic the feeling of her sex as it gripped my glands.

“Mhmmm,” I sighed out, our forehead touching as she settled her hips into mine.

“I’ve missed this,” Esther said, “It’s only been a day… mhmmm… or two… but feels like forever.”

“You feel so good,” I said, running my hands down the woman’s slender sides and reaching around to cup her firm pert ass cheeks.

She sat back on my cock, back arched and firm breast standing out proudly as she looked down at me with a sly grin. Then she did something with the muscles inside her pussy and I moaned in pleasure, unable to contain myself as she slowly milked my cock without moving.

“Nghnnn…!” Esther moaned, shuddering slightly as she rocked her hips.

I realized the woman was grinding her hard clit on my pelvic bone and was quickly approaching her own orgasm. Leaning forward, I clamped my lips on one firm nipple and sucked, teasing it with tongue, lips and even teeth as Esther shook upon me in the throes of a large orgasm.

“Oh, John!” She cried out and then I could take no more slow grinding.

Esther was limp as I spun her on my cock, bending her over in the hot springs and taking her from behind. Our hips thrashed the water and I had to reach around and hold the slender woman up with one forearm across her chest just beneath her breasts for the first few moments. Then she reached up and took my hair, drawing my lips to hers as she moaned into my lips.

I’d taken Esther in this manner a few times before, usually out in the woods near the mine and she always wore clothing. Now I could indulge in her beautiful body, my hands caressing and exploring as I fucked her with long, powerful strokes.

My cock was throbbing and my orgasm approaching when Esther gripped my chin, turning my head. A growl of lust escaped my throat when I saw what she was pointing out, causing Esther to moan all the louder as my cock hardened still further within her. Delilah and Jasmine lay upon the hot rocks. The gorgeous Latina girls’ slender legs were spread, and she bit her bottom lips, body shuddering and breast shaking, fingers laced in the blonde’s hair as Delilah went down on her.

Even as my cock flooded Esther’s womb, the blonde screaming out in orgasm as she came on my cock, Jasmine came too, all over Delilah’s beautiful face. The pair slipped back into their springs, kissing and cuddling and shooting Esther and I hot stares in between. Meanwhile, the tall blonde and I took our time, making sure to enjoy every inch of one another before pulling our pruned skinned bodies out of the steaming waters.

“Let’s hope there’s food waiting for us,” Esther called over the falls when we were walking back, her fingers laced in mine, neither of us willing to completely part from one another. “I’m starving.”

“There is,” I assured her.

I don’t know how Grace did it, but the simple camp I left felt almost like home by the time I got back. She’d adjusted the tents, so they faced one another and set out rocks around the fire to sit on. The bowls of sausages and onions had been added to and there was a spicy red sauce and fresh greens to go along with the meat and onions.

As we ate, we sat in silence, unable to chat with the sound of the waterfall ever present but enjoying the peaceful moment with one another. Darkness fell, and I fed the fire, lounging near it and welcoming its comforting warmth. After cleaning up, Grace and Esther retired to their tent after giving me warm kisses goodnight. The girls watched on as the women slipped into their tent and if I thought my exertions for the night over; they were both about to disabuse me of the notion.

Not two minutes later I found both Delilah and Jasmine drawing me to my feet, twin smiles of wickedness on their lips as they pulled me into the other tent. Undercover of the darkened interior, they took their time stripping me of my damp clothing and each other of their nightdresses. Jasmine traced gentle fingers across my scars while Delilah knelt between my legs, kissing her way up my thighs.

“You’ve seen battle,” Jasmine said, “and I fear you’ll see more, soon… You must promise Delilah and me, John… Promise us we’ll never lose you. I don’t want to go back to that uncertain future.”

“I promise,” I said sitting up on one elbow and looking deep into her dark eyes and then Delilah’s bright blue, “As much as I’m able to… I’d leave none of you willingly… I know I sound like a lecherous fool… but I love you all too much.”

“Hush,” Delilah said, “we know you love us, and we you… our beautiful, powerful man… mhmm I hope dear Esther didn’t tire you out.” Her small hand sliding over my hardening cock.

“Jesus,” I gasped, “I thought you’d both passed out hours ago.”

“I’m too excited to sleep,” Jasmine whispered, her fingers brushing back my hand as she lay alongside me, eyes tracing the lines of my face.

“Mhmmm me too,” Delilah moaned and then it was my turn to moan as the beautiful teen slipped her thick lips over the head of my dick.

Jasmine slipped her arm beneath my head, helping prop it up and rested her cheek alongside mine, joining in as I watched Delilah worship my cock. Only a faint light shone in from the stars and moon outside, but it was enough to make out the girl’s adorable upturned nose, and thick pink lips. Not to mention her long dark lashes and flirty eyes as she looked up at me and her friend.

Turning my head, I beheld Jasmine’s stunning beauty, limed in moonlight, eyes bright with excitement as she watched her friend’s tongue slide up and down my glands. Reaching around I cupped her perfectly shaped rear. The girl grinned at me, biting her thick bottom lips and moaning in pleasure as my strong fingers caressed the soft flesh.

“I’ll never get over how good your hands feel… sir… mhmm,” her deep voice sent chills down my spine to accompany the euphoric pleasure Delilah was spreading through my body as she took my cock down into the back of her throat, “Que bueno!”

The girl cried out as my hand slipped beneath her skirts, fingers grazing and then probing her wet lips until they found the treasure hidden at their peak. Her hands gripped my face and lips sought mine as I felt her body shudder upon my hand. Then a different heavenly warmth engulfed my cock and Delilah’s lips joined in the kiss, her massive firm breasts pressing into my chest.

“Ride him sister,” Jasmine said with a fierce smile as she sat up and slithered free of her dress, “ride our wild mustang!”

Delilah arched up, turning her shoulders and drawing Jasmine into a kiss, the two girls massaging one another’s breasts, pinching and twisting the nipples as I gripped the blonde’s hips and drove up into her with short hard thrusts.

“I’m…” the word had just left my mouth when both women fell forward on me and I felt Delilah’s pussy do something magical, milking my cock with a tight grip as she fucked me hard.

“In her my master!” Jasmine hissed, “Flood her womb with your seed!”

“Please John! Oh god, I want your baby so bad… please cum in me!”

Growling, I welcomed the chance to fulfill her desire, my cock throbbing and flooding her young womb with load after load of thick seed.

“It’s… so hot… oh god,” Delilah moaned, her own body shuddering gently as she slumped in Jasmine’s arms.

If I thought my evening’s exertions were over yet, they once again showed me differently as Jasmine and Delilah both slid down to gather my cock in their mouths, sharing to back and forth until it was steel hard once more. The sight of Delilah’s beautiful blonde hair and creamy skin as her tongue ran up one side of my cock, while Jasmine’s dark eyes looked up at me with passion, and her own tongue slid up the other side, nearly had me cumming.

I wasn’t about to miss out on her hungry young sex, nor did the girls seem intent on letting me. In fact, both were insistent that if I came in one, I had to come in the other within hours as they planned on have their first children together.

Delilah whispered this excitedly in my ears and assuaged my growing panic by pressing my cock home into her ‘sister’s’ waiting pussy. I put the terror of becoming a father off for another time as I gripped Jasmine’s perfect ass and fucked her with hard, long strokes, intent on filling her womb just as I had Delilah’s. Her perfect large breast jiggling beneath me, drawing my gaze like iron to a loadstone.

When Jasmine’s second orgasm stuck, her pussy walls writhed on my cock, and her hands gripped my arms as she grunted in pleasure. I could hold back to longer and unloaded the last of what I had into her. I remember little after that. Just fading into a deep, deep sleep while both Delilah and Jasmine held me, one of them running her fingers through my hair in a way that reminded me of my mom. It was in pleasant dreams that I spend my first night on our journey. If only all of them could have been as peaceful.






Chapter Three

I woke before dawn, extricating myself from girls’ limbs and slipped on my clothes. From the sound of her humming, Grace was up and putting on a pot of coffee. When I slipped out of my tent, I was surprised to see her dressed and ready for the trail and the sun not even peeking over the far horizon.

“Morning,” I grumbled, wiping sleep from my eyes and stretching.

“Good morning, John,” Grace said, her eyes twinkling merrily, “Did you manage to get any rest last night? From the sounds of things, the girls put you through your paces.”

“Heh,” I chuckled, moving closer to the fire, beside the beautiful brunette, “Sleep certainly feels like it’s in short supply of late, not that I’m complaining.”

“I hope not,” Grace said, that crooked grin finding its way onto her lips.

Reaching out, she stirred the boiling coffee, and I took the opportunity to appreciate her fine figure once more. Grace wore a blue woolen riding dress that adhered to her curves in delightful ways. The high-necked dress showed not an inch of skin, but the way it molded itself to her massive breasts made my mouth dry and my young cock stiffen.

The woman was well aware of my regard and as if it were the most natural thing in the world; she turned in her seat, nimble fingers slipping free my hardening cock and wrapping her thick lips around its head. Her pale blue eyes burned with intensity as she stared up at me, one hand gripping my thigh and the other wrapped around my cock, stroking it while her fiery mouth sucked hard.

“Jesus, woman,” I hissed, grinning back at her.

“Tonight you spend with Esther and me,” Grace whispered, her hand working my cock quickly, “and you’ll breed us as you bred the girls, but I need to taste you,” soft lips sliding all over my fat head as she whispered, “I need to drink you down… please John,” her tongue slid along the underside, teasing the glands, “Let me taste your sweet seed.”

“You’re so beautiful,” the words just slipped out, ripped from my heart by the glorious sight of Grace worshipping my cock, “I want to fuck you so bad… but take it” I hissed with fierce passion, “I want to see it fill your mouth before you swallow it down.”

“Yes!” Moaned out Grace, her hand a blur as she stroked me hard, thick lips making a firm ‘o’ that she pulled me into fucking.

In moments I was grunting out, toes curling and fingers flexing in the beautiful woman’s thick hair. Pleasure raced along my nerves, tingling from my spine to my toes, but the pleasure couldn’t match the incredible sight of my cum flooding Grace’s mouth in rope after rope, before she desperately started swallowing it down.

I gasped as she latched onto the tip, sucking hard and milking the last of my cum into her mouth, the feeling so intense it was nearly painful and then she sat back, a grateful sigh escaping her throat as she ran a finger across her lips and sucked it clean.

“I feel… so… mhmm alive,” Grace said, a sublime smile spreading across her lips, “That is a morning meal I could get used to.”

“Me too,” I said breathlessly, legs still trembling in the wake of my tremendous orgasm.

“Here,” Grace said, lifting a tin cup and dipping out some boiling coffee, “take this and go check on the horses. I’ll see to breakfast and packing up. The girls should be up soon.”

“Pat me on the head and send me off to do chores?” I asked, lips quirked in a wry smile.

“Sending you away so I’m not tempted to jump your bone, and end up too sore to ride for twelve hours today,” from the glint of lust in her eyes I could tell it was no idle comment and I felt a stirring in my loins once more. The thought of taking the woman right there in the open, protestations or no, was powerfully enticing. Grace saw the look in my eye and her hands trembled and for one pregnant moment I could see her begging me to do it, silently, then she shook herself out of the lust and waved, “Go on then… get the mounts ready, we have a long day ahead of us… and you have a long night ahead of yourself.”

“This is going to be an exhausting trip,” I muttered to myself as I headed to saddle the horses, an eager grin tugging at my lips the whole time.

The rising sun lit the peaks around us in golds and reds, and I took my time with the horses, appreciating the mountain beauty. We would soon ride into the sequoias and then down into the large central valley. Pa had gone out west, bringing back necessary supplies for the building of our house. I’d stayed behind, planting and doing what I could to prepare the foundation.

I regretted that now as I saddled the horses. I didn’t know the lands ahead and would be just as blind as the women to the dangers we might ride into. That truth didn’t sit well with me, but I had complete trust in Esther and her ability as a scout. The tall blonde was quiet about her past. She was similar to Grace in that way, but years as a scout in the military had trained her better than anything I’d experienced.

I let the animals have a small drink of water, not wanting too much in their bellies before we ran them, when Delilah found me. Her mare walked over, nuzzling the girl affectionately, and the rest of the animals pricked up their ears, eager for the treats she always brought for them. Sure enough, she walked down the line sharing out chunks of carrot to the happy creatures.

“You’re going to spoil them,” I said with a frown.

“I would never,” Delilah said with a pretty pout, “Besides, these are all too old to be spoiled. Momma has breakfast waiting for you. Better hurry before Esther steals it.”

“She wouldn’t,” I said with a chuckle.

“Oh aye she would,” Delilah said with a serious nod, “Said no sense in a plate growing cold if you’re going to waste your morning playing with yourself in the bushes,” she grinned mischievously at me, “You know you don’t have to do that John, just come to me and Jasmine if you’re in need of relief.”

“That woman,” I grumbled and headed off to grab my food with the blonde’s laugher trailing behind me.

I still had a plate of food left for me, but it was missing several slices of bacon and Esther had an amused twinkle in her eye as she helped Grace pack up the tents and saddle bags. In a remarkably short time the camp was cleaned, and everything packed away on the horses. The women worked quietly and efficiently. Grace, Esther and Delilah had months to practice their routine on the trip west, but it surprised me to see how easily Jasmine slipped in with them. She trailed Grace, a taller and more slender shadow, but with a similar strength and reserve.

Before we rode out Grace and Jasmine insisted on inspecting my wounds. To ‘ensure they wouldn’t open on the ride, or lead to further injuries’, they said, but the pair spent long minutes with their hands wandering over my muscles and waistline as they did their work. Once the teasing was complete and Delilah offered a fetching giggle at my obvious discomfort, we were once more a horse.

The morning passed quickly; the mountains offering gorgeous vistas wherever we looked. Delilah and Jasmine loved all the waterfalls that still ran, even this late in the year, and the animals that abounded so plentifully up here where humans ventured to rarely. Grace was quiet as she rode, and I knew she was planning for what she would do once we reached the city.

I was content to sit in silence and observe the majesty of nature around us. We ate lunch in the saddle, fresh biscuits, crumbly cheese and smoked sausages filled us up and saw us through the pass.

Once we’d dropped into the lands of California, the wind picked up and the skies grew gray. The clouds threatened rain, but I didn’t smell it on the air and Esther didn’t seem concerned either. I was just beginning to think we should look for a camp when the blonde scout came riding back towards us hard. She didn’t have a weapon out, but I drew mine just to be sure, scanning the tree line behind her but seeing no sign of pursuit. The girls grew agitated as she raced up, but her wide smile allayed our fears.

“There’s a wagon train a couple mile down the mountain,” she said as she reigned in, “What do you think? Camp with them for the night or stay away?”

The women all looked to me and I felt the weight of responsibility settle on my shoulders. I took a moment, weighting the different options and possibilities before finally nodding.

“We should at least greet them, find out what we can about the trail ahead,” Esther nodded at the wisdom of that. “Grace, you and the girls will wait in that stand of sequoias,” I pointed to a small stand just ahead of us up the slope, “From the ferns it looks like there’s water. Feed and water the horses, either way we’ll be making camp soon.”

“That’s wise,” Grace said, “But you two be safe now, and ride right back the moment you see trouble. Come along girls, let’s make sure John and Esther have a warm meal when they get back.”

Delilah offered me a wink and Jasmine a wistful smile as they followed Grace and the pack animals into the small stand of trees. With a nod onwards, I followed Esther over the rippling mountainside and around a much larger patch of trees until we spotted the wagon train.

I like to think of myself as something of an expert on the waggoneer’s that cross the plains and mountains heading here. Over the years I’ve seen dozen’s pass through each year and heard of many more that hadn’t made it or stopped along the way to homestead. The passage north through Oregon was far easier than the one across the high desert, but still many tried it.

From the look of the ragged group below us, they too had fallen prey to the ills of crossing the high desert in the late summer weeks. I could seek red dust caked on the animals and wagons still, and ground into the broken and battered people’s clothing. Even now, after four or five days of slow wagon ride from the desert they were still covered in the stuff. The wagons were in disrepair, many with broken wheels and axles held together by crude iron bands or ropes. The people looked even worse than the wagons, bedraggled and haggard.

Weak with hunger, lack of sleep and raw from nerves on edge for months, I wasn’t surprised to see a small group of men hop to their feet the moment they spotted our horses and come forward with rifles at the ready. A tall older fellow with long white whiskers stepped to the fore and raised his rifle, not quite pointing it at us but definitely threatening.

“Ho, there strangers, not any closer until you tell us your business,” he nodded his head back at the women fearfully gathering in the children and herding them into and beneath the wagons, “We seen how you mountain folk greet innocent women and girls, and want no more of your kind.”

“Peace wagon-master,” I said, pulling up, Esther doing the same, I motioned and she frowned at me but followed the order and slipped her rifle back in its saddle holster, though she kept her hand close to it, “We mean you no harm, and I sympathize with your fears. These mountains hold dangers worse than bears and lions, and we well know it.” I motion to Esther and then back over our shoulders, “I and mine, three more women taking refuge up there, are traveling to the bay and its port. We’re riding hard but making camp nearby for the night. We have food and are willing to share it, if you can see to sharing your fire and numbers with us.”

The mention of food was like a bolt of lightning in the ranks of the men arrayed behind the old man. I saw the ragged men look from one to another and in some eyes the glint of greed and avarice and in others hopeless need. The old man was made of firmer stuff and he shook his head, though it cost him in grumbles and sour looks from those following him.

“I wish I could stranger, and please don’t take offense but we’ve had our trust broken too many times by strangers,” he shook his head and spat to the side, “I never thought God’s grace would be in such short supply… when his beauty is so plain to see…”

“You’ve seen hard times,” I said, turning to look over the gathered wagons and making an obvious show of taking stock. I’d counted their numbers and judged their supplies when riding up, that’s why I’d made the offer to share our stores with them. I knew Grace had packed enough to feed a small army, just in case, but their reasonable fears wouldn’t allow for that. “And from what I gather a poor welcome by my fellow residents of these peaks… We will camp back there,” I pointed up the slope, “and you’re free to see it and set watchers to make sure we stay all night. But allow Esther and I to take a couple of your men and show them the ways of our mountain deer and dwarf elk.”

The old man’s lips twisted sourly, and I stared hard into his dark eyes, willing him to see the reason in my words. The men behind him were unsure, but finally he nodded and turned.

“Barnard, you and your boys are our best hunters and the four of you should be enough to handle that big lad and the woman… what do you think?”

“We hunt rabbit and squirrel back east boss…” the fellow had an owlish look as he gazed at Esther, like he couldn’t quite put the face with the outfit and weapons. “Since Earl died of the flux, we was your hunters but we ain’t found no game. Not sure we’re the right men for the job.”

“Can you shoot straight?” Esther asked, her feminine voice cut through the men’s chatter like a hot knife through butter.

“Ma’am?” The bald fellow said, before swallowing hard.

“You and your boy’s, can you shoot straight? Say, at forty paces after running twenty meters at a dead sprint?”

“Oh, aye ma’am, except for the running, that’s what squirrel hunting is all about,” he grinned, face turning a touch foolish as his eyes drank in the lines of Esther’s startlingly beautiful face, while he waxed poetic about his love of killing varmints. “You see, the best part about hunting small game is the thrill of getting them on the jump because those little critters are always hopping from branch to branch and racing along the ground but the meat the real treat, why momma used to make squirrel and chipmunk stew that was so good you would cry, I tell you ma’am you just the pretties thing I think I-.”

“Right,” I blurted, cutting in before the man could say any more and make a fool of himself before his grinning companions. “We have about three hours before full dark. Barnard…?” I asked of the man who nodded quickly, “Grab your boys and we’ll see about getting your people some meat for supper. Esther and I will let Grace and the girls know what’s going on.”

“Mind if I send a couple fellows to check on what you say?” The old man asked before grimacing and stepping forward to drop his rifle and hold out his hand, “Name’s Stetson and I apologize for my rudeness earlier. You seem like fair people; we’ve just had to learn the hard way to keep our guard up.”

“No apology necessary,” I said taking his strong hand and shaking it, I was pleased to feel hard callouses and a strong grip to match my own and see his hard dark eyes soften as he felt me corresponding grip, “I am John, and this is Esther. It’s a pleasure and you have nothing to worry about, we understand your fear and will respect it.”






Chapter Four

With a final nod to the men, I wheeled my mount around and led the way back to Grace and the girls. The woman hadn’t set up the tents or most of camp but had built a fire with Jasmine and was cooking a meal. When Esther and I relayed what we’d found she shook her head sadly.

“Those poor people. There but for the grace of god go us, Esther. You two are so kind to help them out and don’t worry about us, we’ll stay safe.”

“That’s one benefit of their fear,” I said, making sure the girls weapons were loaded and set out in easy reach, “They plan to set watchers to make sure you ladies stay here, they’ll have the added benefit of making sure you stay safe and if they get up to any mischief, I trust the three of you to handle yourselves better than they would in a fight.”

“You do?” Delilah asked, her eyes oddly soft.

“Of course,” I said, her face brightening, and I sensed she wished more from me, but instead I turned and grabbed my own weapons and pulled my moccasins out of my saddlebags. “With any luck, we’ll have fresh meat for supper tonight.”

I flashed a smile but only caught disappointed looks from Delilah and Jasmine. Esther and I left Grace and the girls to set up the tents when two of the settlers rode up near the camp on their slow draft horses. There was nothing threatening about the pair of men, in their threadbare clothing and the awkward way they held their rifles, but Esther and I offered them both nods of respect which left them sitting a touch straighter.

I overheard one man commenting to the other he thought I must be some sort of witch to have set a spell on so many beautiful women. Suppressing a smile to myself, I caught Esther glance at me and lift an eyebrow as if in question. The look so alarmed me I turned to her, and she burst out in laughter, slapping her thigh and drawing the two settlers’ stares to her.

When the men looked over Esther’s laughter cut off abruptly and she swooned in her saddle, reaching up with one hand to touch her forehead and then looked at me with such burning intensity that I sat back in the saddle. The normally reserved woman reached up and played with the button of her shirt, popping one and then two open as we rode back to the train.

“Esther?” I asked in concern, “Are you ok?”

“Just making sure they believe you’re a witch,” she whispered with a twinkle in her eye as she parted her shirt, flashing me a wink of perfect pale breast, “I think they bought it.”

“You’re insane,” I said shaking my head, which caused the woman to laugh, and when the pair of men nearly fell out of their saddles at her laugh, it caused Esther to laugh even harder, doubling over, tears in her eyes from it. “You have the weirdest sense of humor.”

“Perhaps,” she said, sitting back and wiping a tear from her cheek, “or perhaps you’re just a stick in the mud.”

“I am not!”

I had to shout it for the woman had already put heels to horse and was riding off, her long blonde hair streaming behind, whipping back and forth, grin wide and face shining in joy, carefree as the wind itself. Unable to contain my own grin, I chased after her, feeling alive as my horses’ hooves threw up the mountains hard soil.

Barnard and three older boys were waiting for us when we rode up. At first glance I took all three for boys but on second glance I saw the oldest was at least my age though he seemed younger with that gawping mouth and wide eyes as he stared at Esther. His brothers were no better, but soon their jaws snapped shut when Esther made a wry comment about whether they were waiting for flies or cocks to land inside.

I took a backseat during the hunting lesson. Keeping my comments to letting them know how I read the mountains, where to find water and what berries and greens were edible. Esther was a professional at training raw recruits and within minutes of stalking through a stand of trees, she was softly berating Barnard as an example to the boys, about how to walk and where to hold his rifle so he didn’t sweep the muzzle past any of us.

Esther and I both suspected where we would find some deer watering for the evening, but we took our time approaching the position. Sweeping the men wide around upwind and showing them where the local game lived and fed. The youngest took down a rabbit with his sling, and I was surprised and pleased to see they had some skill with the difficult weapons.

The kill gave the four men some heart and relaxed them around Esther and I. This was both good and bad, for without his fear Barnard couldn’t seem to keep his mouth shut around the stunning blonde. After two minutes of the man’s inane chatter and hapless flirtations, she took him aside in the woods and spoke with him for a few moments quietly. When they returned the man looked somewhat chastened but from the looks of envy, he threw my way; the woman had been more open with the man than I might have liked.

What’s done is done, I thought, and motioned Esther down into the hollow we’d been circling. Lifting a finger to my lips, I motioned the four men to silence and crouched, scanning the dense underbrush for a quiet way down.

Once again it was Esther who found the path, motioning us to follow as she snaked through red manzanita bushes and stunted trees on the rocky slope. With the sun behind us and wind heading that way as well, there was little chance of us alerting anything in the bottom of the basin, but it’s best to be safe when empty stomachs are on the line.

Esther motioned for the line to slow and drew her rifle around. The boys ahead grew excited, shifting nervously and tapping one another, and then I saw the herd standing around the pool drinking. There were three dozen head of deer standing around the edge of the pool, nearly all doe and fawns. When Barnard’s eldest boy lifted his rifle Esther grabbed the barrel and shoved it down with a stern look of disapproval.

Shaking her head, she motioned the boys to hunker down. The wind was still blowing gently and offered us plenty of cover for sound and scent. As we waiting Esther whispered to the boys, Barnard close enough to overhear, about the need to maintain herd integrity. Hunting fawn and doe might yield tender meat, but it would drive the herds off and shrink them over time.

It only took a moment for a few young bucks to saunter in and drink. Noting the alpha male, I marked him apart and pointed to a couple smaller and weaker male deer. Their antler racks were all broken, evidence of having been dominated within the herd. Once Barnard and his boys had their sights set, Esther and I took aim as well.

“Ready…” Esther warned, “fire!”

Six rifles went off, and three rounds hit their mark. It was impossible to tell in the tumult of so many shots, but I was certain Esther and I’s rounds were the ones that dropped the pair of deer in their tracks, hearts pierced. The third round struck a doe in the ribs, close to the heart, and the middle son punched the air in triumph.

“This much meat will feed us for days,” Barnards eldest son breathed as we approached the now silent pond, the herd having scattered the moment our shots rang out, “Excepting what you sir and you ma’am take for you own.”

“It’s all yours,” Esther said, and I nodded in agreement.

“We have supplies to carry us to San Fran and beyond is that’s the case. Grace packs heavy, and more meat would only weight us down,” I nodded to Esther and her skinning knife, and pointed at the middle brother whose shot had hit, “Now pay attention to the skinning and cleaning. Esther will demonstrate on the first, but your round is in the second, so it’s your responsibility, and the third your brother will handle.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy said with a nod and a quick swallow. His face blanched but he paid close attention to Esther’s instructions without need of prodding.

Barnard gave me a nod of appreciation and stood beside me watching on, eyes drinking in every detail as much as his boys. After initially putting the man in his place, Esther and I had laid off him, instead instructing the boys and disciplining them. I took my queues from the beautiful blonde but saw the wisdom in her strategy right away.

By starting off with disciplining the father for an esoteric error, Esther had shown herself to be not only a subject matter expert but also fearless when dressing down a man year’s her senior. Then by focusing her discipline and attention on the boys she could instruct, without emasculating the father, and he could learn without appearing ignorant.

“At this point,” Esther was saying, the entrails a neat pile, and the meat quartered and set within the skin, “You should have already decided how you’re going to transport the kill. Come and test its weight. You might not realize from your smaller game just how heavy a full-grown deer can be, even without bones and bladder.”

The boys all took a turn at picking up the oblong package and between its weight and odd size had trouble lifting it past their knees.

“Let me show you how,” Barnard said gruffly.

Pushing his eldest aside, he squatted in the proper posture and hoisted the meat, skins and sweetbreads up onto his chest, staggering under the weight.

“Nghnn… see mistress,” He said to Esther, “just need… ugh…. A real man to carry it… mhgh.”

He took several steps under the weight but nearly tipped over. I saw tragedy about to unfold as the blood skins with bits of meat exposed nearly tumbled into the dirt, but Esther was faster than I. Stepping forward quickly she supported the man with her hips and shoulder, wrapping an arm around his waist and helping him to the ground.

His arms were weak and a small silly grin on his face as the woman wrestled the package to the ground with a grunt. She was oblivious to the euphoria she’d caused by brushing up against the man, nor did she notice him turn his head after her and inhale the aroma of her hair, smile turning wistful.

“I think you all see what I mean,” Esther said, moving over to a tree and drawing her long knife, “A travois is the best way to carry a load like this if you’ve another to help. Or you can do what Grace and I have done.”

“What’s that mistress Esther?” Asked the middle son as he ran her skinning knife across a sharpening stone.

“Get yourself a freakish physical specimen like John there,” she winked at me, flashing that crooked grin of her that sends tingles into my belly, “Show them, handsome.”

I rolled my eyes and reached down, hefting up the meat and skins on one shoulder and doing a little hop to settle it in place.

“You expect me to walk with this?” I asked, turning to look at the tall woman.

“I just wanted to see their faces,” Esther said, a grin overtaking her face as she stared at the brothers and Barnard.

It surprised me to see shock and awe written plain across the two older brothers, and fervent hero worship overtaking the youngers as they looked up at me. The looks made little sense, not for the simple feat of lifting something awkward and heavy. But as unsettling as the brothers’ expressions were, their fathers were oddest of all. Barnard’s eyes glittered and at first I thought it was with anger, or some misplaced jealousy, but then they grew moist and he grinned with pride.

The look hit something within me. It was the pure and unvarnished pride of a man showing pride in a boy, and with the recent loss of the father, I didn’t realize how much I ached for that look. He noticed how much his emotion affected me and grew embarrassed and shy, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Get you on that deer,” Barnard said gruffly to his middle son, “don’t make no sense standing around while the lights fading. And mind you don’t disappoint mistress Esther now! She done showed you a valuable skill, do me proud boy.”

I stood there watching but not seeing the young man skin and clean the deer. Once he was cutting through to the meat, with Esther’s directions guiding him, the lad was able to carve out the flesh his round had soured and then dug the bullet out of the creature’s lung.

“Two inches from the heart,” I said with a nod, letting some emotions swirling inside shine through. “He wouldn’t have made it two hundred paces before dropping. It was an excellent shot.”

“Really?” The boy said, face green and arms coated in blood and viscera to the elbows.

“Aye lad,” His father said, his eyes on me with a grateful smile, “The young Master speaks truth. It was a fine shot, better than your bothers and I.”

I could see the words stuck home for the boy and he took to the rest of his task with more confidence and thus more skill. Even his elder brother was impressed when he held aloft the clean and unscarred skin, having staked and scraped it quickly. There would be no chance to cure or dry it, but their mother would boil it down and find any number of uses for it.






Chapter Five

Esther downed and cleaned several poles and helped the boys create a travois to carry the meat. Their horses were far too skittish of carrying the fresh kills, and with all the bones and sweetbreads we were taking for soups, stocks and whatever else they could cook up, our mounts and shoulders were loaded as well.

It turned out that Esther did plan for me to carry the bundle of meat from her kill all the way there on my shoulders. However, she showed the boys how to wrap it to sit properly on the shoulders in a balanced bundle. Using ropes, she even lashed it high, and I barely even felt the weight. Whatever silly respect I’d earned from just lifting the bundle went up triple fold when they saw me jogging alongside my mount on our way back to their camp.

“Master John,” The youngest boy said, wincing ever time the travois pole bouncing on his shoulder, “we can’t thank you enough for this kindness… our sis… our momma… all our family and friends… we ain’t met no one like you two and… just want to say you give me hope for the west.”

“It’s a hard land,” I said, the steel in my voice wiping the grin off the boys’ faces, “and I’ll not sugarcoat it for you. No matter where you end up, you’ll find worse trouble than hunger and cold.”

The weight on my shoulders was dragging on me, and the rope cut into my neck something fierce, giving me a bullish temper. Esther shot me a glare when she saw I didn’t mean to continue, and I struggled to find words for these green kids and their hapless but well-meaning father.

“You have four good rifles there,” I said, my voice cutting through the sound of horse and heavy breath in that way I have, drawing both father and son’s eyes to me, “And just a single good firearm can see a family safe when in trained hands. It’s your job, each and every one of you, to gain the skills necessary to protect those who can’t protect themselves. Not just your loved ones but all those who could be victims to evil men. It’s your responsibility to pass on that knowledge to those willing to learn.”

I’m not accustomed to long speeches, but over the past week or so I’d found myself giving more and more. Finding the right words was hard sometimes, but I pushed on, seeking not to comfort the men, but prepare them for a hard life, without beating them down.

“There are covenants that a godly man can’t break, even in a lawless land. For there is a higher law,” Holding up a hand, the other holding my burden in place, I counted them off, “You shall not murder, and shall only seek to kill in the last resort, to protect yourself or those you love. You will not take what isn’t yours by rights, for out here it’s an eye for an eye. One-man cuts another’s herd, and he can expect the same in kind. Round and round, it goes. Soon you have a frontier war, and everyone loses.”

Closing my fingers into a fist, I glared at each man in turn, my legs churning tirelessly beneath me, but my neck screaming in pain.

“And the most sacred is the feminine, to be guarded with your life if needs be. Out here men can lose their sense as I’m sure you’ve learned,” from the grim nods I saw they’d dealt with that sort already. “Trust no one and offer no quarter to those animals. But understand also,” I shook my head, loath to offer this but needing to. “Some of those aren’t evil, just weak when there’s no ‘law’ looking over their shoulder. Those are the most dangerous, because even they don’t know what they’ll do until given the chance. So, train. Arm yourselves. Greet strangers with suspicion but always, always leave them with some gift of offering.”

“Sir?” The middle brother said, “We’re to give strangers our things?”

“Nothing you’ll miss,” I said, “and not everyone, but any major party you cross. It’s a native tradition that cultivates good will. Between groups that see each other little, unhealthy suspicions and prejudices can build. They know of this danger and seek the path of peace.”

“Seek the path of peace,” the youngest brother said, nodding and repeating the phrase to himself silently.

I frowned, about to warn the boy that I was just some fool who knew little but his mountains, but Esther reached out and gripped my forearm and shook her head ever so slightly. I turned my frown on her, but she just nodded forward and patted my arm, smiling as though to let me know I’d done a good job, though I wasn’t sure I had.

We got to the waggoner’s camp after dark had set in and I was pleased to see lookouts hear our approach and call out before we spotted their fires. Men came forward in the dark, surprised not to see us, but to see the haul we were bringing in. Word spread quickly, and soon there were dozens of hands to help with the kills.

“Barnard, boys!” Stetson said, striding forward, “Esther and John, we can’t thank you-.”

After grunting a greeting, I ignored the man and made for the largest cook fire I could see where several matrons hurried around, setting up spits and roasting trays. A mutter from the right was strange enough to draw me out of my aching stupor, but it refrained from turning my head, instead staggering to a halt and turning my whole body to look.

A half dozen nuns and a brown-robed friar were holding service and entertaining the children while the women and men worked. The sight of their black and white habits were so shocking that I nearly tipped over when I lost my balance.

“Wow there big boy,” a woman said as she approached from the direction I’d been heading, “Why don’t you let Stetson and his Barnard help you with that burden, eh? We can all see you’re the biggest and strongest in these mountains… nothing to prove here… no sir, nothing at all.”

I turned and started walking forward; the woman falling in beside me. She glanced at Esther, who just shrugged back up at me with a roll of her large dark eyes.

I ignored the women and the rest, intent on the stool and table where I saw a girl sharpening a cleaver. When I approached, she looked up, eyes widening, and swallowed hard. I motioned to the ropes digging painfully into my shoulders, sides and neck and she nodded quickly. I turned around, and she performed some quick work with her cleaver and my bundle fell back onto the table and I let a loud sigh of relief.

“Sorry,” I said, stretching my neck left and right, “I just had to finish the path, you know?”

“She wouldn’t understand, Master John,” Stetson said with a jovial grin, stepping forward and gripping my hand, “But us men do and a fine job, sir, a fine job indeed. From what Barnard tells me, you and Esther take to the wilds like the natives themselves. A revelation and some much-needed grace for our wagon train. We can’t thank you enough, sir.”

“It was our pleasure,” I said, nodding to the man and the dark-haired and eyed matron who snagged Esther and drew her aside.

I peered after the pair, frowning as the woman whispered quickly in the tall blonde’s ear. But the wagon master had me by the elbow and Barnard was telling the story of our hunt in that breathless way of his. The men and boys kept me for long minutes, not pestering me with questions or comments, but having close, eager to get me anything I needed.

When Barnard finished his story, telling of how his boy shot true and proving Mistress Esther’s trust in him was well founded. I shook hands all around, grateful when I could slip free of the pack of men. I found Esther waiting for me with the horses, a small knit blanket folded neatly over one arm.

She wouldn’t tell me what the woman had said, nor who had given her the blanket, but I left the woman to her secretive smiles. Several times she thought I wasn’t paying attention as she rubbed the soft blanket on her cheek and smelled its perfume. She is an odd woman, and given to sudden and strange affections, as I well know.

Grace and the girls welcomed us back with open arms and warm food, which we ate too fast. I let the woman tell her tale and was grateful for the darkness and fire’s glow when she saw fit to embellish the men’s reaction to my physique. Once again Delilah couldn’t pass up an opportunity to tease me, saying how I should just go around with sleeveless shirts so I could cow my enemies into submission by the girth of my arms alone.

Esther made a wry comment about the girth of something else, and that’s when Grace saw fit to usher the girls into their tent. I was digging out my oil rag to clean my gun when Esther’s warm hands slipped over mine and drew me towards our tent.

“There is time for that in the morning,” she said, “you only fired one round and I know it was clean before we went out. Come to bed,” her bright green eyes sparkled in the glow of the embers, and I noticed her shirt was unbuttoned just as it had been when she was teasing the watchers.

I let her lead me into their darkened tent and draw me down into the blankets with her. It was as if I held my best friend and lover at the same time. The connection I had with Esther was unlike that with Grace or either of the girls. Both not as deep, and yet deeper at the same time.

We shared a love of silence and nature, and each was happiest after working up a bit of sweat. Which the woman had every intention we do even before Grace’s slipped in for the night. Her quick fingers unlaced my britches and fished free my cock before I knew what was happening. With a wrestling move I’d never seen or felt before, she had me on my back, wrists together above my head as she sheathed my cock in her incredibly narrow pussy.

She grinned as I muscled her hands behind her back and locked her wrist together. Gasping in pleasure and bending forward to kiss me as she rocked her hips up and down. I held the woman close, one hand gripping her wrists and the other gathering her skirts up so I could grip the flesh of her perfect ass.

Her bright green eyes burning in the faint starlight as she sat up slightly, gazing into my face with wonder and love. We stared at one another, neither able to find the words, nor able to cease our thrusting loins. Then I was witness to her beauty ripening into something truly magnificent as an orgasm, beginning in her trembling eyelids and spreading through the muscles of her face and body.

We held one another for long moments as Esther calmed down, her sex always so sensitive after orgasm. I held her, removing her clothing slowly, kissing and letting my fingers trace the lines of her lean form. She reminded me of nothing so much as a lioness, all lean muscles and dangerous curves, but with a softness for those she’d let into her pack.

Soon another sensation intruded on my reverie with the beautiful blonde and it was my turn to gasp in pleasure as a hot wet tongue slid up and over my balls. Grace had slipped out of her clothing unnoticed and as Esther slid to the side, grinning at her friend, the gorgeous brunette climbed on, bottom lip trembling and wordlessly drawing my cock within her weeping sex.

I couldn’t get enough of touching her exquisite body, but she and Esther were dead set on removing my clothing. I growled in mock frustration when I was forced to give up one massive, perfect breast so they could pull my undershirt over my head. The effort was rewarded with both women’s hands sliding up and down my abs and chest as Grace rode me slowly, her soft hot pussy griping my cock like no other. Her massive breasts pressed together and shaking delightfully every time I fucked up into her pussy hard.

It wasn’t long until it was Grace’s turn to moan out, shaking and clutching me as she came hard. Though her sex was just as sensitive as Esther’s neither would let me leave her hungry womb until I’d left my seed to quicken.

The thought only stirred me on and with Esther whispering in my ear I rolled Grace over, gripping her wide soft ass with one hand and drawing a massive nipple to my mouth with the other as if fucked her with long hard strokes.

“Yes baby, breed her belly John, give her a prince!”

The words were a mumbled jumble in my head, for I could think of nothing more than the exquisite heaven I was in. I held myself up on my elbows, holding her close as I looked down into her gorgeous blue eyes, their pale color shining in the darkness.

“Please,” she whispered, one soft hand reaching up to cup my cheek, and I felt her quivering pussy convulse on my cock as she squeezed her eyes closed and bit her bottom lip.

The sight of my gorgeous Grace orgasming for a second time on my dick was too much, between the sensations and the sights I could hold back no longer and the world exploded in white wonder. My toes curled, and I clung to her, gasping and trembling for a moment.

“Oh, John… so much… I can feel it… filling me… thank you,” her trembling lips found mine, and she was kissing me in between mumbling, “Thank you!”

“I love you so much!” Esther said, her hand slipping between the pair of us and I turned, expecting her to be addressing me, but she grinned at Grace, her smile delighted, “I can’t wait til you and the girls are with child!”

If Grace was going to say something in reply Esther beat her to it with a deep soulful kiss. The sight of the beautiful women in such a passionate kiss, their pink tongues slipping into one another mouths, had my cock throbbing. Grace’s push gave a pulse of pleasure and I was rocking within her once more.

Sitting up I reached over and drew down Esther’s pants and pulled off her shirt, breaking up their kiss and stealing her lips for myself. The woman moaned into my lips and I felt Grace playing with the blonde’s breasts. Griping Esther’s hips with a tight grip, I felt my fingers sink into the hollow of her hipbones and she yelped when I lifted.

The yelp quickly turned into a moan of pleasure as I set her down atop her friend. She and the beautiful brunette continued to make out as I slipped the head of my hardening cook from Grace and into Esther. She moaned out and Grace reached around, gripping the woman’s ass and pushing it back into my thrust.

“Oh Jesus,” Esther moaned into her kiss.

“His name is John,” Grace said back with a giggle, “and though he’s no god… he’s more than a man.”

“You… mhmm… can… say that… oh baby… right there… harder… yes… again… yes!… FUCK!”

Her nails dug into one of my arms as she reached back and gripped it, but I was hardly aware of the pain as her pussy milked the shaft and head of my cock. The muscles within her body tensing and relaxing in odd progression. She collapsed atop Grace, but I didn’t relent. With each thrust she whimpered, almost like she was in pain, but her lips were pulled back in a grin, tears streaming down her eyes as she clutched Grace’s hand with her other.

“I’m… cumming!” I said.

Esther’s eyes flared wide, and I saw a deep hunger there and she looked back over her shoulder, meeting mine. Her nod was imperceptible, but the fierce need in her eyes was undeniable. With grace stroking Esther’s beautiful straight blonde hair with one hand and gripping her hand with the other, she smiled up at me, tears in her eyes.

By chance there was no sound as I came. The power of our intimacy almost overwhelming the pleasure of my release, and no words or moans were necessary. We clung to one another, the two women curling up in my arms, twin grins on their faces as they touched foreheads.

Grace took my hand and pulled it around her and her friend. Making sure I held Esther closest to me, the tall blonde was the strongest of us most of the time. But in certain moments she could show a startling vulnerability. Sleep was long in coming for me, but that was for the best. I got to be there with Grace to make sure Esther slept soundly, without troubling dreams keeping her up.

The brunette kissed me one final time after heading out to make her water. Her soft lips easing the muscles of my shoulders and neck. Before I knew what had happened the woman had worked her magic and I lay on my stomach, arms down at my sides as her hands found knots, I hadn’t known existed and gently worked them out. Sleep stole me away as her small and slender fingers worked my neck.

I had wild dreams of hot lips and wicked words but the long day of riding and night of hunting, not to mention my exertions after supper, left no room for me to awaken short of anything except gunshot above my head.






Chapter Six

When I awoke the sun had just peeked up over the horizon. I sat up and stretched but looked down at myself and around with some amusement. Grace sat on a small boulder, her hair in a thick dark braid over one shoulder as she stirred a pot of oats. She glanced at me and the amused smile on her face faltered for a moment and her cheeks heated. When she went back to cooking breakfast, she stirred far faster than seemed necessary to me.

I distinctly remembered pulling my undershorts back on before I fell asleep, but now they lay nearby, neatly folded but showing some unsightly white stains. I glanced from the stained undergarments to my crotch, which looked as though all four women had covered me in their white juices. Once more I looked at Grace, but she didn’t look back, cheeks heating as she stirred the oats so fast, I thought they must spill out the sides.

“What happened last night?” I asked, beginning to worry that I’d done something terrible in my sleep. Movement drew my gaze to the girls’ tent and Jasmine poked her head out, shoulders bare and breast hanging down, covered by her hair.

“Delilah’s mom rode you mi amore,” her dark eyes shone when she glanced at Grace, “like no stallion has ever been and it was glorious to behold-.”

“Jasmine!” Grace said, her look fierce but voice as cultured and measured as ever, “I think if we have time to make jokes, then we have time to start breaking down the tents.”

“Mistress Grace,” Jasmine said, sitting up, her thick dark hair falling to her side and revealing those gloriously massive eighteen-year-old breasts, and the dark ‘V’ between her legs that hid in delectable shadows, “I would never joke about what I witnessed… ever.”

The solemnity of her words made Grace sit up straight and drop her airs. Meeting the girl’s eyes, she nodded, and I caught a quick grin pass between the two before Delilah broke in with her grumbles bout noise and waking on the ground. Her naked arms snaked out and drew Jasmine back into the blankets, and I watched Grace’s eyes linger on the beautiful Latina’s curves before she glanced at me and winked.

“That tent’s not going to pack itself either,” she said and grinned when I laughed out loud.

We were packed and heading southwest down the mountains in little time. The wagon train was in the midst of routing themselves, having stayed up late after everyone got their first rations of fresh meat in a long time.

Hands raised in farewell as we rode past them and I saw a matronly figure step out and wave to Esther, who returned the greeting with a small nod. Even from where we were, I saw hope blossom on the woman’s handsome face, and I frowned at Esther. It was her business, and if she’d wanted to speak of it she would have already. So I held my questions.

They were kind folk who’d had a tough go of it. I had some faith they could make it, but they were riding into the same country the girls and I were and the farther down we dropped the less sure I felt about myself. The country opened up; the peaks disappearing first behind smaller mountains, and as the day wore on to afternoon into hills.

The trees changed gradually, and so did the grasses and late season flowers. The land itself felt different to me. Emptier and wider. I puzzled on it through the evening as Grace and Jasmine cooked supper and Esther and Delilah refilled the skins. I worked in silence, my thoughts on the wide-open horizon and tall golden grasses.

Memories felt fragile and that made me feel unsafe, unsure of what had come before or might come after. Like a miner come up from underground, only the opposite. There was no longer a vista in sight, nothing to climb or scale. Just rolling hillsides for as far as the eye could see. The air itself felt different, thicker, richer in a way that I didn’t want to admit to myself. I felt like I could run forever down here.

The women didn’t mind the changed horizon’s, although Grace took time to check on me, seeing the distress. The offer was welcome, but it wasn’t till Esther started digging out a strange set of tack and bridle that I’d could drag myself out of dour thoughts.

“What are those?” I asked, stepping over and watching as she untangled the straps and buckles. They looked newly made and little used. The buckles shone, and the leather was supple and soft. It was clear she treated whatever it was just as good as she did her rifle, the buckles polished to a mirror shine and the leather looked well-oiled and supple.

“You’ll find out tomorrow,” the tall blonde said with a mysterious air, “now that we’re back in grasslands and open fields… we’ll you’ll see what a cavalry woman is capable of.”

I frowned and was about to press her for more details, but Delilah and Jasmine were heading to the edge of camp with their rifles. Instead of pressing Esther, I grabbed my gun and headed after the girls, knowing it wouldn’t hurt to keep my skills sharp.

Delilah had improved dramatically since her first outing with the weapon and having Jasmine to show off for helped keep her focused. The dark-haired girl was happy to be silly and carefree when there weren’t chores or pressing matters, but once she focused on a task it was absolute.

We took turns firing at a small round bit of lead set twenty, thirty and then forty paces away. After the third time Delilah asked for me to help her get into her stance, her firm ass grinding into my crotch, that I could stand no more of it. The blonde let out a yelp of surprise as I scooped her up, crushing my lips to hers. For a long moment I held her, rifle clutched in one weak hand, the other arm circling her waist and pulling her in close.

I was pleased to see Delilah stagger on her toes when I abruptly stepped back. Blinking oddly vacant eyes, her lips twisted in a sour grimace when I tapped her rifle and pointed back down range.

“You’re no fun sometimes John,” Delilah said, raising her rifle and snapping off a quick shot that missed by a few inches, I schooled my face not to grin at her adorable pout, but I couldn’t help trailing my fingers down her side to cup her hip and draw her in close as Jasmine stepped up to the line.

“Tell you what,” I said, “you hit that bit of lead three times in a row at forty paces and I’ll give you all the fun you could hope for.”

“Promise?” Delilah said with an eager grin, the crack of Jasmine’s rifle not even phasing her.

“Aye,” I said nodding and right away wishing I hadn’t.

Delilah can be a silly and flighty flower and her beauty only helps to further the mask. So, it’s easy to forget the iron that lives just beneath the surface. Her face shown with a touch of that determination now. As Jasmine stepped aside, she raised an eyebrow when she caught the blonde’s expression.

Taking a stance and raising her weapon, Delilah sighted along the barrel, releasing her breath and firing at the perfect moment.

Ting!

The girl’s confidence only grew, but she never wavered from her training, breathing slowly as she squeezed off two more rounds, the iron skipping across the dry grasses each time.

Ting! Ting!

“Well now,” the girl said, turning to me and resting the rifle across one shoulder, “what was that about… Eh, hey… John!”

The girl let out a peel of laughter as I dropped my rifle and scooped her into one arm, turning I grabbed up Jasmine in the other and she threw back her head howling in glee as I carted the pair down into a depression of thick green grasses beneath a downed tree. The girls dropping their guns as I lay them both down.

On one side was golden, patrician beauty as might be seen in an English court, and on the other a dark-eyed enchantress that blended innocence and vivacity in one. My powerful thighs parted each of theirs, my legs slipping between each woman’s and drawing them in together. When I bent down to kiss them, each had read my heart and moved forward as one. Our noses bumped and teeth clicked once but we didn’t care, so intent on being together as one and sharing in the love.

I lost track of time and place as I made love to the gorgeous girls. The soft grasses felt amazing on our naked skins and the late evening sun the perfect blend of warmth and shadow. At one point a figure could be seen silhouetted against the golden sky and I knew her instantly. Grace had come to watch as Jasmine rode me.

The dark-haired eighteen-year-old threw back her head, arching her back and thrusting forth her large firm breasts. I could only grip her hips and hold on as she took control of our rhythms. Like a panther racing along tree limbs in the jungle, the girl undulated, her figure hypnotic. I couldn’t see much out of the corner of my eye, and with the sweet sensation of her tightness milking the cum from my cock, but I thought I saw pride and please written on the older woman’s face, before she slipped back out of sight to camp.

Delilah held me to my promise, and it was a sore man and two bow-legged women who made their way back to camp. Esther lay in their tent, her heavy slow breaths telling us she slept soundly. We kept quiet as we ate a warmed meal under Grace’s keen eyes. The woman said nothing as she pulled the skillet off the fire and dished out the food she’d kept warming on the coals.

Delilah opened her mouth and I could almost hear the wisecrack before she said it but one cool look from Grace dried the words on her tongue. Jasmine noticed the exchange and grew thoughtful and grinned when her friend’s mother scooped her a double portion. Delilah opened her mouth to protest, face purpling with indignation, but once more all it took was a look from Grace for her to close her mouth.

The blonde teen wasn’t witness, for her mother was turning, but I saw the wink she thew Jasmine and the slight nod toward Delilah. The Latina took her meaning right away, faster than I did, if I’m honest, and smiling conspiratorially pushed part of her food onto Delilah’s plate while Grace’s back was turned. Earning a flash of conspiratorial grin from the blonde. With that simple act, Jasmine secured herself a friend and sister for life, if she hadn’t already in the short and wild time they’d know each other.

Grace searched my face, looking for something she didn’t find and a warm contented smile spread across her lips. She was humming as she cleaned up the last of the meal and came to sit at my feet while we ate. Her warm back rested against the side of my leg and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Even aching and sore, the woman never failed to affect me.

“I’m exhausted,” Delilah whispered, a tired grin on her face as she looked over at Jasmine, “bed?”

The Latina nodded, yawning and covering her mouth with one hand.

“Bed sounds great,” she said, “Even a blanket on the ground… what am I becoming?”

“Tough,” Grace said softly, “and brave… both of you.”

Delilah met her mother’s eyes, and I saw the tension ease between them, for the moment at least, and the girl offered her a smile. Looking to me Delilah’s smile turned a touch more lascivious, though tired.

“Round two, my mighty mountain man?” She asked.

“No,” it wasn’t me who answered but Grace. She looked up from where she leaned against me, smile fading and her face growing serious, “John and I need to have a chat. One that’s long overdue.”

“About grandma?” Delilah said, voice quieting to a whisper, the exhaustion gone from it and raw nerves showing through.

“Not that,” Grace replied, voice barely carrying over the sound of the wind and fire. With a slight frown of displeasure for the girl, she continued, “Not yet… Never, if I can help it.” It was my turn to frown at her, but she ignored me and nodded to Delilah and Jasmine, “These matters don’t concern you, not yet.”

“I have a right to know mom,” Delilah said, voice no louder than her mother’s but far harder, “This was supposed to be a partnership, remember? Not a monarchy.”

“I plan to tell him about Gunderson,” Grace said, causing Delilah to flinch, “if you wish to be a part of the talk…” the girl shook her head quickly, anger and revulsion twisting her beautiful features, “Then get you two to bed, you can tell your friend what you will of the man.”

“Come on, Jasmine,” Delilah muttered, “if you want to hear about my father, I’ll tell you, but it isn’t a pretty story.”

“It never is,” the dark-haired teen said, her eyes lingering on Grace and I before she ducked into the tent after the shorter blonde.






Chapter Seven

“It isn’t as terrible as she makes it out to be,” Grace said, her pale blue eyes shining up at me, gathering the faint light from the stars and coals, “but as I’ve told you before, it was no tale of love.”

“You tell me what you want, when you’re comfortable saying it,” I said, reaching around her shoulders and hugging her close, “I’ll be grateful for what you can offer me, and patient for what you can’t, yet.”

“How did we get so lucky, that a man like you found and loves us?”

“You found me,” I said, holding her close, “and there’s never been a luckier man.”

“Hush you,” she said, swatting my knee with one hand before crossing her arms beneath her massive bosom and leaning her head back against my thigh. “and listen close while I tell you of a young woman lost in a big city, with nothing more to her name than the wits in her skull and a dress to make men weep.”

“You’ve more going on that that,” I breathed, my hand reaching around to cup the side of one massive breast, “A damn sight more.”

“I’m not speaking of myself, thank you very much,” she said with a joking acerbic attitude, her lips were frowning but she hadn’t moved away from my touch, instead pressing into my hand and shivering slightly when I found her large nipple and rolled the soft flesh beneath thumb and forefinger, loving the feel as it hardened.

“And quit that for… mhmm… now,” she peeked over quickly and saw the girls were inside their tent, the opening facing away from us, “There will be time for that later… if you’re quiet.”

I grinned back, nodding and released her breast, feeling an ache of sadness at the loss of contact but happy to see it reflected in her eyes too. Turning so her back was against the inside of my leg, she wrapped her arms around her knees and continued her tale. As she spoke my hand wandered back, this time to safer territory as I rubbed the muscles of her neck and let my fingers slide into her thick hair.

“The woman I spoke of was Isla Rothschild and she’d arrived in Manhattan. Within the year she had her own deposit agency, facilitating the city’s municipal workers, and from there her reach only grew.”

Her story wasn’t at all what I was expecting, but it drew me in, if for no other reason than because it was a window into this gorgeous woman’s deep and vibrant background.

“There’s something you need to know about high finance. You see, like most of the world it’s a male-dominated profession, with few women ever given an opportunity. However, if one manages to get a break, then the numbers and returns will determine her fate, not her sex. Banks have lost major trading partners and customers because they fired the person who guaranteed a sizable return every year, simply because they don’t have a penis. They just expect you to pay the woman less, and keep her in the job only until she has a poor quarter.”

She looked up at me and could see by the slightly vacant look on my face I was struggling to keep up with her.

“Sorry, forget all of that,” she waved her hand and went on, “Isla eventually founded her own bank and could give women an opportunity they wouldn’t otherwise have. She’s been an inspiration to me since I was first married. You see, my husband was Isla’s youngest son and was witness to her building Roth’s Lending into the powerhouse it is today.

“After his passing I learned the will had been changed in the final days by his brothers, cutting Delilah and me out of his inheritance and leaving us with nothing. Worse still,” anger now lacing her words, “His brother Gunderson returned from Europe for the funeral and… Well, the man said some deplorable things and made even more scandalous offers.”

The memories upset Grace, and I gave her a few moments to collect herself, my hand stroking her back.

“He offered to carry Delilah and me back to Europe with him,” she said once she’d collected herself, “Promised to keep me in an apartment as his Yankee Princess. Can you believe that? Thought all he had to do, to make me his whore, was offer me enough money and pretty things…”

The bitter tone in her voice caused me to pull her in closer and bend low. She clung to me for several long seconds, not quite crying but not ready yet to speak.

“He only saw you as an object,” I said, “and thank god you didn’t take him up on the offer.”

“Are you kidding?” Grace gave a gentle laugh, “The man is a fat fool and a scoundrel.” she looked up at me, pale blue eyes twinkling as her wide mouth parted in a sly grin, “And my desires lie in… other directions.”

“So, it seems,” I grinned, leaning down and kissing her.

The raven-haired beauty melted into my arm and I drew her closer, intent on caressing more of her stunning body, only to have her push me back.

“Let me finish,” she said somewhat breathlessly, “Then I can properly comfort this raging beast,” she turned in my arms, hand rubbing hard against the hard cock confined within my pants. My groan of pleasure turned into one of frustration as she sat back on her heels, hands folded on her thighs. A quick grin tugged at her lips when I let out the groan and she preened when my eyes strayed down her incredible curves, my hardness giving another painful throb, then I forced myself to focus on her words.

“When I refused, it enraged him. Their family, all except the sister, took Gunderson’s side. Within days Delilah and I found there wasn’t a bank or landlord that would sign me. There were few options and so one day I wrote a letter and… well, the rest you know.”

“And you bring him up now, because?”

“Have you thought about what you want to do with all your gold?”

The question caught be off guard and I shook my head, “I don’t have much use for it, to be honest. Figured I’d stick it in a bank? If a chance comes to buy up more lands around ours, it’d be nice to have the cash on hand.”

“Did you Pa teach you anything about investments? Mortgages or other financial instruments?” It only took one look for her to see I didn’t know what she was talking about, “It doesn’t matter that you understand them. And if you want, I can explain each later. The most important part for us, is to understand how banks work.”

“What does this have to do with Gunderson?” I asked, too tired for a banking lesson.

“The moment we put that gold in a bank he’ll know I’m here,” Grace said, eyes tight with fear, “That’s what I’m trying to explain… that much gold… even in small deposits… what we have will add up to over one hundred thousand dollars. And the mine’s still functioning, yes?”

“We’ve barely tapped it,” I said, trying to wrap my head around such a large sum. The number wasn’t real to me and I couldn’t picture what a pile of dollar bills, one hundred thousand high, would look like.

“Once I realized the problem, I sent a letter back east and a lawyer friend go right on it. The documents should be waiting for us at their SF Offices.” Grace took a deep breath, and I saw she’d been building to this and chose her words carefully, “The paperwork establishes a board of trustees and president, of both a private and commercial lending house. If you chose to sign them, then we can use this gold as a guarantee and apply for charters in commercial centers around the country. Around the world eventually, but that would be tomorrows problem.”

“You want to open a bank?” I asked.

“I want you to open a bank,” she said, grinning when I frowned, “Don’t worry you’ll just be the public face of it, and a remote one at that, given where we call home.”

“Then what’s the point?” I asked, not seeing the logic to it.

“No one would ever have control over our wealth, but us,” she said, and I instantly saw the logic in that, as she went on I was convinced more and more, “And even if you’re the president and Delilah, Esther and me are the board, we wouldn’t be running the day-to-day operations of the place. We would hire other people to handle that, and if we follow Isla’s model, we’ll have a competitive advantage over other lenders because we’ll pull our traders and salespeople from a wider pool of talent.

“You don’t have to decide now. In fact, I want you to take some time, ask some questions and think it over-.”

“I’m ok,” I said with a shake of my head and then barked a laugh when Grace’s face fell, “I mean, I don’t need to wait. Let’s do it.”

“Don’t take this lightly, John,” Grace said, blushing slightly and crossing her arms beneath her massive breasts, “It’s a big decision and a lot of money.”

“I take nothing lightly,” I said, things becoming serious as my tone dropped, “This golds’ caused too much death and loss and I’d be free of it all if I could, but that’s not the world we live in. You’re telling me this bank idea of yours is the best way to keep our family safe?”

Grace nodded, eyes soft and hopeful.

“Then that’s what we do. No sense in wasting time on things I know little about, anyway. I trust you with my heart and life already, trusting you with a bit of gold seems small in comparison-oof!”

I toppled over backwards, striking the ground with enough force to wake the girls, but if they complained I didn’t notice or care. For my arms were filled with the slender waist of Grace. Her lips sought mine as surely as my hand sought the bounty of her breasts. Grinning into the kiss, she fished my hard cock free of my pants, raising her skirts right there in the dirt and slipping my cock into her heavenly wetness.

Both our hands fumbled with the front of her dress as we grinned and kissed, and then she sighed in pleasure as the pale flesh tumbled free. Gathering large handfuls to my lips, then flexing my thighs, I ground my cock deep into her pussy, forcing her to shudder in silent orgasm above me.

We made love as quietly as we could, but as my cock sloshed within her wetness, we could not stop all the illicit sounds from carrying in the night. Grace rode me for long minutes, cumming again and again as I fucked her hard, in between slow and gentle kisses when she calmed down. As my cock throbbed, my orgasm approaching, the woman got a sly grin on her face and just as my hips shuddered she shifted off me and moved down.

My moan of disappointment didn’t even touch my lips before her soft hands gripped me, working the cum slick cock in a tight two-handed twisting motion that made fireworks explode in my brain and toes curl as my orgasm rushed through me.

Grace watched with wide eyes, the blue shining in the darkness, as my cock spit across first one massive breast and then the other as she directed it. My fingers gripped her as she milked me dry, before bending low and sucking my cock back into her mouth. She purred happily as she licked and sucked me clean, leaving me semi-hard but exhausted.

Sitting up with a dream expression on her face she reached up massaged the cum into her breasts. Seeming to come to herself, she stood smoothly and helped me to my feet. I wouldn’t let her part from me without a final kiss, though she blushed as Jasmine and Delilah watched. I was losing my shame and inhibitions around the women and with our dynamic.

The girls welcomed me into their tent, and I could tell from Delilah’s expression she was curious what we’d spoken of and more besides. I stayed silent as we rolled into our blankets together, happy to let the pretty blonde stew for a time. Eventually she would widdle everything out of me, but I intended to make her work for it.






Chapter Eight

The next two days passed uneventfully. The first we spend riding out of the foothills and crossing a small river, then we dropped down into the wide central valley with her golden grasses. Farms dotted the land here and there, but mostly we saw herds of cattle and sheep grazing in enormous fields. Most with little more than a boy or a pair of dogs to watch out for them.

As we rode Grace took the opportunity to begin instructing me in finance and modern banking. At first, I humored the beautiful woman, content to listen to her speak of anything at length simply so I could stare. The ideas were fascinating though, if a bit dry and esoteric and I grew absorbed with them.

At several points she lost me when she got into the more complicated topics or macro-and microeconomics, but the woman was infinitely patient in her instruction and dogged in making sure I understood. When I would grow tired, and my attention wandered, Grace would often engage the girls in light banter or a word game that she and Jasmine seemed to love playing.

It was the Hispanic teen who truly flourished under Grace’s instruction. At first Delilah would complain loudly about her mom starting up again. Apparently, she’d spent their trip from the east explaining the ins and outs to her, and the girl didn’t have fond memories of the experience. The bubbly blonde’s complaints stilled when she watched her friend listening in, and a rare look of understanding crossed her features.

Delilah never complained again, and it wasn’t until I got the girl alone that evening that she offered up an explanation.

“Jaz never had money, but she was surrounded by it, and people who had it, every day at that school,” she said quietly, glancing back to the camp from the stream we cleaned pots in to make sure we weren’t overheard. “She wouldn’t admit it, but I know deep down she’s scared. Scared everything will disappear and she’ll be penniless and… desperate.”

“I think I understand,” I said. “You’re done giving your mom a hard time then?”

“I don’t know,” she said with a pouty frown, “It’s all so dang boring…” her eyes twinkled as she glanced over at me and my heart beat quickened, “Mayhap if I had something else that was… hard, to distract my mind with… memories of being take like some common whore perhaps…”

I raised an eyebrow at her, and Delilah flushed a deep shade of red and looked down quickly. The look of shame and embarrassment from the busty blonde wasn’t like her at all. This was something new and entirely unexpected. Looking over my shoulder quickly I saw we stood alone and unobserved for the moment, the women all sitting around a small fire too low to see Delilah near the horses.

“I never seen a whore as pretty as you,” I said, the words coming awkwardly as I forced a rough callousness into them. My own cheeks flushed with embarrassment at the playacting, but it faded quickly when Delilah’s head snapped up, eyes wide and shining with shocked joy.

“Are you…” her voice trembled, and she sifted to her knees, glancing back quickly and biting her thick bottom lips, before speaking in a rush, “Momma would kill me John, but the idea is so hot, it drives me wild and I don’t know what to do… it’s so dirty and wrong but I can’t seem to get it out of my head.”

“Tell me then,” I said, the rest of the world fading as I stared into her big round eyes filled with pleading, “I will never judge you and Delilah, my greatest desire is to make you happy. If there’s some need you have, it can be between us.”

“Promise you’ll never tell my mom,” she pled, “She would think I’m a horrible person.”

“She would never,” I said, reaching out and running the back of my fingers down her cheek softly, “I promise.”

My words released something in the girl, and she sagged forward and began whispering, the words pouring out of her lips. At first, they sounded raw, but the more she talked, the more her skin flushed and breathing grew heavy. As I watched her large nipples grew firm, pressing against her dress and making my mouth water.

“It started as an observation and grew into so much more… and after that trip to Jasmine’s mom’s place… if I hadn’t been drunk… and when you took me in that room, you have no idea what it did for me…

“Let me go back. You see when I was a girl, I noticed that women are seen as less than men in society. In the home, the store, even walking on the street, women would be a step behind their husbands.

“Only in one place did women act without inhibitions,” a throatiness entered her voice, just as her nipples hardened, “They were wild and gorgeous and wanton… Hanging from the windows and shaking their scarves or breast at men, and even women walking by… Momma didn’t know but Grandma’s servant would take me to brunch,” she moved past this new fact quickly, ignoring my questioning frown, “and we would walk past the alleyway… even its name… the red district.” The girl shivered in pleasure, causing me to grin.

“Stop that,” she said with a pretty blush when she saw me smile, “It’s just a silly… I don’t know… thought? I’d never want to be with all those gross men,” she said with a quick shake of her head and a frown, “But the idea of them all staring and wanting me… of enticing,” her long dark lashes fluttered as she glanced up at me setting my blood to a low boil, “a handsome and powerful man into my bed… of being his toy… being used…”

She shook her head, blushing a darker shade, and I reached out, taking her chin and staring deep into those gorgeous eyes. For a long moment I held her there, saying nothing, and watching her expression shift from shame, to sadness, and from sadness to fragile hope as the love in my eyes never wavered.

“You are a strong, independent and beautiful woman,” I said, quiet but firm, “and your desires don’t change that.” Reaching out I gathered her hands in mine, reminded once more how small and delicate the eighteen-teen-year old was, “You’re loved no matter what. By me, by Jasmine, your mom and Esther.”

“I know,” she said with a little laugh, reaching up to wipe her eyes, “it’s just been my secret shame for so long…”

When she glanced up at me, I saw her growing nervous once more. Acting on impulse, and praying it didn’t offend her, I drew the one hand I still held forward between my legs. Her eyes widened as her fingers played along my semi hard cock.

“Tell me,” I said, this time with an edge to my tone, a hint of demand or command. Delilah gave a little shiver and nodded quickly before speaking.

“I dream of hanging out a window in a lacy shirt, the eyes of men on me, their looks of lust and pain when they know they can’t have me. I used to dream of a faceless pair of shoulders… a tall man with… oh God, John, you’re getting so hard… my words are turning you on?” When I nodded quickly, she grinned, the embarrassment fading and the words now pouring forth. “Now all I can think of is you, John. In my dreams you find me in a common whore house, buy me off the mistress and carry me back to your mountain home… Train my mouth, my… holes to serve you. Me not being enough for your massive cock… watching you buy up and use all the whores in the house, tossing their cum covered bodies aside one by one and crawling back between my legs… while they watch… jealous.” Her eyes flared wide, fingers massaging the hardness in my pants, “Or you put me up in an apartment in the city, keeping me all to yourself, your own personal whore,” my cock throbbed at the word and I could smell her wetness as it coated her inner thighs.

“It’s just a fantasy, but it’s so powerful… It’s…” she searched for words, eyes looking off into the distance and I waited until she found them, powerfully curious and hungering to know more about this beautiful girl’s inner workings. When she spoke, her words came out soft, barely reaching my ears, “It’s about control… about having a man who I can trust, but also one who can be my guiding light… The power and control, when he buys me…” she shivered slightly, “at least for a time…”

“I think I understand,” I said, and she looked back at me, eyes searching mine and softening into a warm smile at what she found, “and thank you for telling me.”

“It’s just a silly dream,” she said with a shake of her head, “it’s not like I’d really do it.”

The touch of sadness around her eyes, and the fatalism in her voice sparked my imagination. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out three loose shells for my six-shooter that I’d been practicing with earlier. Glancing down at the bullets and up at Delilah, I let my eyes travel up and down her kneeling form slowly, a lascivious grin growing on my face. The girl’s curiosity when I drew out the bullets only grew as I stared hungrily at her young breasts and pretty mouth.

“Ain’t you a pretty little whore,” I said, the words a little easier than they had been earlier and the echo of what I’d said just a minute before cause Delilah to grow still.

“John…” she mumbled, fingers trembling on my thigh.

“Exactly,” I said with an exaggerated wink, licking my lips, “I’m just a John, looking to get my cock sucked by the prettiest mouth in town… maybe see those firm round tits hanging free so I can coat them in my cum,” I tossed the rounds up in my palm and caught them, “I got five dollars here… that gonna get your little… whore mouth to swallow me down?”

Delilah’s face grew confused when she looked from my hand back up to me, and I saw she wasn’t quite getting it. Leaning forward, I whispered quickly.

“It’s just playacting, but if it’s too stupid or awkward-.”

“Oh!” The girl cried, sitting up excitedly.

Her firm young tits bounced in her dress, and her eyes shone with pleasure. Glancing around again, her grin turned wicked as she reached up, popping the top few buttons on her dress, until an obscene amount of pale round cleavage spread before me. Flashing me a quick wink, she reached up and ran her fingers through her hair, doing something to it I didn’t understand, so when she was done the blonde locks had volume and were tussled in a way that framed her face perfectly. In ten seconds, she’d gone from sweet and beautiful farm girl to wanton and seductive whore, and I was powerfully turned on.

“For a handsome and powerful man such as yourself,” she breathed, oozing seduction and eyes twinkling with suppressed excitement, “A suck-n-swallow is only one of those shiny silvers.”

“Then get that pretty little mouth to work,” I growled, loving the flash of pleasure that crossed Delilah’s face at my dominant words.

In moments she had my cock out and was running her tongue up and down it, coating it in her saliva before working open her dress top, pulling free her large firm breasts. Finding the role suited me, I reached down and laced my fingers in the girl’s hair. She looked up me with wide eyes, thick pink lips working around the head of my cock and gave herself over to my control.

“You like this, whore?” I asked softly, beginning to fuck her pretty mouth slowly, drawing a deep-bellied moan of pleasure from her, “Then prove it… prove what a horny little slut you are…” Delilah whimpered, nodding as my cock slid in and out of her sucking mouth, tongue teasing the underside in the way she knew drove me wild. “Oh… fuck, you’re a good little mouth slut…”

I fell deeper into the role, feeling an illicit thrill as the fantasy felt more and more real. In the back of my mind I knew if it hadn’t been for Delilah, and if she wasn’t so obviously turned on by it, it wouldn’t be so hot. But we trusted one another, and I was learning just how deep that trust ran.

“Tell me master,” Delilah begged in a sweet girlish voice, her soft lips pressed against the sensitive tip of my cock as she spoke, “tell me how to prove it…”

“Did I say you could speak?” I asked, my tone was hard and had an edge, but Delilah could see from my eyes I didn’t mean it and she moaned softly, shaking her head and diving forward back onto my cock and freezing when my hand tightened in her hair, “I paid good money for the prettiest whore here… and I want to see you cum with my cock in your mouth… and you’ll do it before I coat that adorable face and tits in my cum… or else.”

The last two words sounded like two boulders grinding together, and Delilah’s eyes filled with wild pleasure as she nodded. The girl’s hands flew behind her and I grinned to see her dress hiked up over firm hips. The sight of the girl’s perfect derriere bent over, as I fucked her hot tight mouth nearly sent me over the edge.

Delilah only added to my heightened pleasure when those perfect hips undulated, rocking up and down and swaying side to side in hypnotic movements. The sounds of her fingers working around in her pussy only made my dick throb all the harder, and I felt myself losing control. Reaching down, I wrapped my fingers around the base of my cock in desperation. When I locked two fingers around the base and tightened, I felt the sensations recede slightly and I breathed easier.

I still gripped her hair, holding a large handful right near the scalp so it didn’t pull painfully. Using it as a handle I pulled her back off my cock, and loved it when she whimpered, thick lips puckering to reach out and caress the tip and pink tongue reaching out obscenely as I pulled her back further. Taking her words to heart, I sat the gorgeous teen up and pressed my cock between her big round tits.

As I cupped the firm outsides and pressed them around my dick, I felt more pleasure at the control than I thought I might. Even more powerful was the intoxicating feeling of relaxing the constraints with which I’d always placed on myself. Being larger and stronger than others, you learn at a young age to move and act slowly, careful not to hurt others.

With Delilah, I was able to relax in a way I hadn’t yet been able to. It was a small thing, but powerful, and the girl only got off all the more when I manhandled her, revealing the full extent of my strength and power.

“Fuck my tits, master,” Delilah said in a quiet hiss, the sound of her fingers working in and out of her sex and the tremble in the muscles around her lips and eyes told me she was close as well, “God you’re so strong… you could throw me down and ravage me… whenever you wanted…”

“And I will,” I moaned. The feel of her perfectly round and surprisingly firm breasts was heaven around my cock, and the sight sexier still. “That was the best fucking blowjob I’ve ever had, girl… I’m keeping you with me from now on… A little mouth-slave and personal fuck-toy.”

“Yes!” Delilah moaned, hips flexing. Her arms trembling when I rubbed a callous thumb over her firm pink nipples and a wicked grin grew on her lips, “Master is a true Alpha Male… exactly what my mommy taught me… to… serve, oh!... Shit I’m… oh god John,” her whole body trembled, and she could no longer sit up.

Falling forward she reached out with one weak hand to catch herself, as the orgasm rushed through her body. But I was already there. Pressing my thigh to her shoulder, I held her up and guided my cock into her open mouth, choking off the scream. Even in the midst of the most powerful orgasm I’d seen her have, Delilah clamped down on the tip of my cock. Her thick lips puckering, cheeks hollowing as she sucked hard.

That was it for me, and I pulled my dick out of her mouth and stroked it with a quick fist. Pleasure raced down my spine and out to every nerve ending in my body, as I watched the first thick stream of cum arc strike Delilah across her pouty lips. She licked it up, swallowing quickly, and drew wet hands from her pussy, body still trembling and weak, to gather her perfect tits. Cupping them, she sat up, catching two thick blasts between them before darting forward to suck hard on the tip.

“Holy… mother of…” I lost the ability to speak, eyes rolling back in my head and nearly toppled over, locking my knees at the last moment and drawing in a steadying breath.

“That…” Delilah said, sitting back and running trembling fingers down between her cum covered breasts, while the other clutched her thigh to keep her upright, “I can’t… Jesus, John… I love you so much, oh god.”

She was in my arms, all pretense of our play acting gone as I drew her tightly against me. Both of us were lost in the feel of each other’s lips for long minutes. Trading gentle breaths and smiling like fools when we looked deep into the other’s eyes.

No words were necessary between us and after cleaning up and finishing the pots, we walked back holding hands. The others didn’t comment. From the space they gave Delilah and I, they knew we’d shared a powerful moment. That night she watched while I made love with Jasmine, eyes intense.

The dark-haired beauty knew of her friend’s secret fetish but wouldn’t utter a word where we could be overheard by Grace or Esther. Instead, she grinned in delight when I quietly ordered my little whore to clean up the mess she’d left on my cock with her creamy juices. Even leaning down and running her fingers through the pretty teen’s golden hair and guiding her lips over and down my cock.

“We hired you to service my husband,” she whispered in Delilah’s ear, “not to sit about like a lazy whore. Show him you’re worthy… and I may let him breed this slutty pussy.”

Reaching behind Delilah, she ran her fingers lightly over the girl’s up turned ass and I reached beneath her. My fingers trailing along her smooth stomach to finger and tease her clit as Jasmine fingered her.

When I took Delilah it was bent over, her face twisted in mindless pleasure, eyes rolled back into her skull. Jasmine trapped the girl’s wrists behind her back and teased her clit while I pulled that perfectly pert ass back into my hips. The feel of her tightness gripping my cock as I convulsed in rolling waves of orgasms, was heavenly, but so was the sight of the pair of them kissing and clutching one another in absolute love.

Delilah’s firm ass rolled before me, the dimples at the base of her back highlighting the narrow sweep of her waist. When I flooded her, cock throbbing as I pressed her to the blankets beneath me, she reached back, gentle fingers caressing the back of my head as she drew me into a tender kiss then turned drew Jasmine into it.

“Thank you…” she said softly, grinning at us, “for… everything.”

“We see you, sister,” Jasmine said, pushing back Delilah’s sweaty blond hair, her wide mouth stretching in a gentle smile, “There’s no shame in being you.”

“And you?” Delilah asked, snuggling down between us, face pressed in Jasmine’s large cleavage, “you… mmmnmm, when will you confess?”

“Delilah!” Jasmine admonished, blushing and glancing at me then down.

I pulled her close, squeezing the smaller blonde between us, and kissed her forehead and offered a wink. Her blush faded, and we settled back down under the blankets, sleep slow in coming for the black-haired teen and me. Our fingers traced patterns on each other’s arms as we looked out at the bright band of stars stretching across the heavens.

While Delilah dozed and mysteries danced behind Jasmine’s almond-shaped eyes, I found my thought’s turning inward, as they had several times on this trek into lower elevation. Within each woman was an entire universe of thoughts, desires, and emotions. The more I came to know them, learning how complex and deep these women were, the more I came to see similar complexity in myself as well.

My illusions of growing into a simple mountain man were falling away as life and my own choices thrust me down a different path. Would I really be content living a simple life in the mountains? The connections I’d formed with Grace, Delilah and Esther had been balm to an open wound when they’d first arrive and the more I came to know them, the deeper those bonds grew. This dynamic was both incredible and against the grains of society, but I knew now that I’d never be happy living a simple man’s life.






Chapter Nine

Sleep came eventually, but I woke before the others, walking out into the tall grasses barefoot and naked. As dark turned to purple and finally to the dull, orange fire of dawn, I sat with crossed legs, breathing in the thick lowland air. The wind curled around my arms and torso, pulling at my hair and dragging the tall grasses across my skin, their tips tickling, but I ignored them. I should have been freezing, but whether it was the warmer lowland winds, or my own stubbornness, I didn’t feel the chill.

When the sun’s first rays peeked up over my mountain tops I stood, turning back to the camp. My steps felt lighter as I walked back. Esther and Grace came out to meet me, concern on their faces that faded to curiosity when they saw my expression. Esther’s look was frank as she took in my naked form, the grin or amusement curling hungrily as her eyes tracked up the ‘V’ of my muscled torso. Grace’s eyes were locked on mine, and I saw a glimmer of hope behind her curious frown.

“You have a good plan,” I said, voice strong and resolute, “but if we’re to do this, then let’s do it right. You’re a woman of ideas, your negotiations with Sylvia and plans for her houses are proof of that.” Motioning out at the plains with the sweep of one arm, I continued, “So why not carve our own empire out of this territory? Would you trust another to manage it in good faith?”

“What are you saying?” Grace asked, but it was Esther who answered.

“He’s telling you to let the tiger loose, Grace,” the tall blonde wore a fierce grin. “What were you saying yesterday about shovels and picks?”

“But this would mean,” Grace’s mind was racing, eyes looking off to the horizon, but I reached out, steering her back to camp.

“We make our own destiny,” I said, reaching around Esther’s waist and drawing the tall woman close, “remember? Now go put together a plan for your shovels, or whatever.”

Grace paused and turned to me; one eyebrow arched at being ordered away, but falling quickly as the grin crept back. I knew her well enough to know she wasn’t one to jump around in joy, unlike her daughter. But like the girl, her shoulders relaxed, and she breathed easier as she went around her tasks, both of their faces glowing as the morning rays lit them in relief.

“That was a good thing you did,” Esther commented as we brushed and saddled the horses, “with both of them. Although be careful with the ‘racey-girl’ play around Grace… she can be toucy.”

Pausing in the act of brushing down Jasmine’s horse, I looked over at Esther, a knowing smile tugging at her lips. Shaking my head, I went back to work.

“We all have our blind spots,” I said, and it was my turn to grin when she turned and frowned at me.

“Is that meant for me?” She asked.

“Why haven’t you taken Delilah under your wing and begun training her as a scout?”

The question took the normally composed woman off guard and she looked at me in puzzlement. Her blindness made me worry about what I wasn’t seeing. Perhaps another morning of deep breathing would help find my own weaknesses. Pushing aside the thoughts, I motioned to Copper.

“She’s a better rider than any of us but you and quick to learn anything having to do with nature or animals.”

“I love her like my own, and more,” Esther scoffed, “but you’ve seen her try and learn the rifle. The girl can’t focus on anything for more than two seconds.”

“I see someone who feeds off those around her,” I said. “Some crying out for a bit of discipline, so long as it isn’t her mother giving it. Someone seeking an identity of her own, but scared to take the first step.”

“What the hell happened to you this morning?” The beautiful blonde asked with a crooked grin. She laughed at my frown and nodded, “You’re probably right… I know too much of the girl who danced in her grandmothers’ gardens in pink princess dresses… She’s grown since coming out here.”

“Train her for the battles to come,” I said, a touch of steel in my voice. “It’s our job, you and I, to make sure those women are safe no matter what happens.”

“You plan on leading us into battle?” Esther asked, her lips tweaking in a wry grin.

“Not a battle,” I said, “a war.”

Her eyes hooded with concern and she looked back at camp, watching Grace and Delilah clean up, while Jasmine rolled up the tents.

“You have a plan?” She asked, still staring back at camp, face tight with worry.

“I’m not the planner,” I said, happy to see the smirk return to Esther’s lips for a quick second. “And neither are you. But I think we have two over there who could out-think any man who tries to come after us. Our job, is to make sure any who get close, get dead.”

Esther met my eyes, both of us wearing the same grim expression. I had no idea what Grace’s plans were, nor did I fool myself into thinking I could fully understand them, not without her wealth of knowledge. We had a pile of gold, and would soon have much more. That alone could cause all manner of problems no matter where we were, we’d already seen. What had been prudent practice wouldn’t be enough, not with the dangers we might be facing.

“Start today,” I said, and Esther tapped hand to brow in a salute without even realizing it and paused, blinking.

“Yes, sir!” She said, the crooked grin slipping back, “I never had an officer without warts, boils, or a bulging gut…”

“I’m not your officer,” I said, and she smiled even wider.

“You’d have made a fine officer, John… God I;d love to see you in uniform, with a saber and a nice clean shave.”

“A shave?” I asked with a frown.

“I’m not saying you need to shave, maybe just a soaping one in a while,” she said, eyes dancing mischievously, “The other night while you slept, I pulled a chicken bone out of there. That’s how you get bugs, a real problem when sleeping in a tent-, Hey!”

She laughed while dodging the second clump of dry dirt I tossed at her and hit me square in the nose with a clod I didn’t even see her pick up. She laughed as tears streamed down my face and after a curse or three; I was forced to do the same, dirt caking my teeth and chin.

“Now you really need soap!” Esther laughed and Delilah, who’d come to help pack the animals, joined in.

I realized that I might have just created a monster by forcing the pair to bond. I could only hope Esther's ribald humor and Delilah’s teasing didn’t rub off on one another, but watching the pair giggle together and point at me, the hope faded.

Our first full day out of the foothills, Esther took Delilah ranging with her. Since reaching womanhood the pair had been orbiting Grace but at opposite ends of her world. As they rode off, I saw Delilah’s mother grow thoughtful. Careful not to appear obvious, I put myself in a position to see her expression when the two blondes rode back in at noon. They came around a large orchard of flat leaf trees riding alongside one another, the older woman speaking and the girl leaning over in her saddle, listening intently.

When I saw satisfaction cross over Grace’s features and she looked around hunting for something and then locked eyes with me amongst the horses she smiled wide, bowing her head in thanks. Esther and Delilah rode in to find Grace and Jasmine pouring over a pile of herbs the older woman had dug from her saddlebags.

That evening and the next I spent at the cook fire, burning bacon, beans and roasting a pot of mushy vegetables, as the women paired off, teaching and learning from one another. As evening fell and darkness stole over our small camp, tucked beneath a stand of broad trees near a creek, I drew Esther to her feet.

“Where are you taking me?” She asked as we walked into the dark woods, her slender form pressed close.

“I figured since I needed a bath,” I said, parting a low-hanging branch and revealing a moon-bathed pool the creek fed, “and you were kind enough to point it out. We could take down two birds at once.”

“You’re sly, sir,” Esther said, lips flashing into an eager grin, “but we don’t have any-,” I held up a bar of soap Grace had lent me from her stores, “and you think of everything.”

“And then some,” I grinned, reaching behind my back and pulling out the small flask of brandy Grace had pushed in my hands.

“You really know how to treat a girl,” the woman said, one arm around my waist as she accepted the flask and tipped it back. After the first sip she moaned and then tipped it higher, drinking deep. “Mhmm… nothing lights the fire like bourbon… Jesus baby, mhmm!”

Drawing her close with one arm, I couldn’t help but feel those perfectly sculpted lips. Kissing her deep, tongues dancing together, I tasted the alcohol. Taking the flask from her and tilted it back, the liquid burning its way down my throat, churning in my guts.

The alcohol warming us; we stripped one another of our travel strained clothes and slipped into the still cool waters. The pool was lined with pebbles and boulders, no deeper than my waist, but the water was clean, and we had the place all to ourselves. She would not let me go until we’d made love within the water, her strong legs hooked around my back as she rode my cock, making thrashing waves. Then I couldn’t leave without taking her standing up in the thigh deep waters.

Moonlight reflected off us and I took her slowly, causing only minor ripples that didn’t shatter the image. We both watched the scene, reflected in the waves, long, lean and gorgeous and behind her large and hulking, gripping and taking her with slow deliberate strokes. It was wildly erotic, and we both sank within the waters as our orgasms overtook us, lets too weak to hold us up.

When we returned to the camp, the girls had already turned in and Grace had set food aside for us. We ate in silence, welcoming the fire’s warmth and each other’s closeness.






Chapter Ten

On our journey across the eastern valley we’d seen farmer’s and herders and the occasional riders off in the distance, but no large parties. The first real interaction’s we had with folk was at a river crossing. Esther and Delilah scouted the ferry landing, and once the morning crowds had cleared out, I led the way down.

The muscles of my shoulders and back tensed as we drew near, mostly from the tension I felt emanating off the women. Looking around at the three travelers waiting for the ferry’s return, I saw little too fear but stayed wary just the same.

A large fellow stood holding his reins beside a young Latino who hefted a large and awkward chest. The third rider was a friar in brown robes, hand carved rosaries clicking through his hands as he spoke to himself quietly. The large man had a bushy, oiled mustache and a well-made if rough and dusty suit. Even his associate wore a well-cut uniform of odd design.

As we rode up the pair looked over at us and I saw their eyes travel over the women, widening as they took in one beauty after another. The young fellow glanced down, but the older fellow’s eyes locked on me, and I saw an expression I’d only come to expect in women overtake his features. Grin broadening, he stepped forward, spreading his arms wide, reigns of the magnificent horse at his side held negligently in one hand, a sign either of the animal’s fine training or his poor horsemanship.

“Greetings friends!” He called in a booming voice, mustache bristling as he spoke. “Sir, I beseech thee to engage another honorable gentleman in discourse. Our third guest, the fair-haired friar, offers only prayers, and though our immortal souls must surely thank him, my mortal ears may soon bleed from hearing the endless catechisms of my youth. Forgive my rudeness. This is young Matias, a corporal turned surveyor and I’m James Dutton, lately a general, formerly a scoundrel and always a seeker of fortunes.”

I’d pulled up my horse, the women gathering close behind me, halfway thought the man’s speech and now I sat staring at him, trying to puzzle out if this was some grand joke, of it he was serious. It was the eyes I focused on, a merry green that sparkled with intelligence and wit. There was a steadiness to the man as well, a confidence and presence I could tell men were drawn to.

Handing my reins over to Grace, I swung down from the saddle and wiped my hand clean on my pants. Stepping forward, I reached out and offered the man a small nod of greeting.

“John,” I said, feeling like an awkward fool for a long second as Dutton stared up at me with a growing smile.

“You’re a man of few words… John,” he said, finally shaking my hand, and I was pleased to see he had a solid grip without being overbearing. He might look round and soft, but the placement of the man’s callouses, spoke of someone who rolled up their sleeved and got down to hard, dangerous work. His eyes lit with further interest as he nodded, “I like that… shows wisdom. Rare in one so young.”

“I make no claims to any rare talent,” I said, motioning over one shoulder to Grace, where she sat like a queen in her dark dusty dress atop her horse, “Grace there or Jasmine can claim more wisdom than I.”

“Humble too, my, my, my,” Dutton said, flashing me a wink before turning. “What do you say to that, Matias? Is this not an argument against your theory of desolation in the face of lost society?”

“Jury’s still out,” the young man said with a sour frown up at me, hands clutching the trunk possessively as he ran his eyes over my small arsenal of weapons and then the women, frown deepening as he took in the Jasmine then spoke in rapid Spanish to her, “Are you well Amiga? Can we trust this giant? Say the word and my master can have an army at his back to carry you off.”

I blinked at the rapid stream of words, unable to make sense of them even though Jasmine had begun teaching me the language a few days before. Jasmine blinked as well, and I saw her face go from confused to amused in a moment.

“You and your master have nothing to fear,” when she replied, her tone was reassuring. Although I couldn’t understand the words, they drew the friar’s attention, “In the few days since I’ve known him, he’s shown selfless bravery time after time. If any man is to be trusted it’s him.”

The young man still didn’t seem convinced and kept the frown on his face, but his knuckles were no longer white on the trunk I was pleased to see. Dutton took the matter as settled and turned his bright smile on me, mustache waggling.

“What brings a man of such obvious standing into the valley?” He asked, drawing a pouch of tobacco from his waist and a swatch of rolling paper.

“They seek the benediction of holy union,” the friar said, his voice rich and warm. “And the young mistress comes with proper accompaniment as to see her chastity is impenetrable.”

Jasmine’s cheeks colored prettily, and her lips drew into a frown of disapproval at the man.

“My apologies mistress,” he said raising a hand and bowing his head, “I’ve been in seclusion at the mission for many months under a vow of silence, I… find speaking to be… awkward still.”

“No apologies necessary,” Jasmine said, and the man let out a deep sigh and sagged. He certainly was an anxious fellow.

“Why didn’t you say so before?” Dutton asked with a broad grin, “I’ve nothing but respect for a man of faith who seeks the path.” When the friar stood there awkwardly, mouth gawping and cheeks reddening, the larger man nodded, “Right, vow of silence. Well, you just stay with old Dutton and you’ll be chatting up mademoiselles in Parisian salons about Locke and the rest before you know it.”

“Where?... Who?” The friar asked faintly.

“And you, sir?” I asked Dutton, “What brings you two out here?”

“Ahh,” the man said, winking and pressing a large finger to the side of his nose, “now that is a tale to tell indeed.”

“Master!” Matias warned, but the larger man waved him down.

“Now, now, Matias, let this be a lesson to you. If you horde secrets too close, you’ll never turn those dreams into reality for want of comrades and fresh ideas to see you through.”

“Sir,” Matias warned, “the Governor said to tell no.”

“Mexico’s in chaos and won’t calm anytime soon,” the man said, losing his amusement, “We forge our own destiny out here.”

I looked back and Grace had an eyebrow raised, eyes meeting mine in acknowledgment of the mirrored phrases, uttered just days apart. She and the other women were listening closely now if they hadn’t been already.

“The boy spoke true, in a way,” Dutton said, the smirk back on his face, mustache dancing on one side, “I can call up four hundred men from the Army of Mexico in the carrying out of my writ, but to do so…” he shrugged, “To do so would lose more allies than it killed enemies. No, we will build something grand out here. Have you seen the soil? It’s the blackest, richest stuff I’ve ever seen.”

“You plan to buy land?” Grace asked sharply.

“Not only buy,” the man said, beaming, “but carve it out, whole-cloth, from the Mexican government’s own land reserves.”

“You’d need a deed signed by the president, his cabinet and the leaders of their congress,” Grace said with a frown, “and notarized by a local official, if you plan to build anything.”

“You’re a remarkably informed woman, Mistress. But I don’t plan to build just anything,” Dutton said, “I plan to build a fort.”

“The land has seen enough of war and forts,” Esther said, spitting to the side.

“You’re correct, lady,” Dutton said, “but without some authority, some stability, that merchants and common folk can rely on, we all know what kinds of lawlessness will abound.”

“He’s right,” Grace said, “and it’s a fine plan, but where will you put your fort, sir?”

“Ah hah!” Dutton said, booming a laugh, “The young hero spoke true, did he not Matias? She hides wisdom aplenty behind a beauty that haunts… no?”

“If you say so, master,” Matias said, but I saw his eyes lock onto Grace’s features as he grew more and more shy.

“My lady sees to the heart of things,” the mustachioed man said, “Location is key. Young Matias here has scouted out a mountaintop with a spring he says will be ideal.”

“Elevation’s good,” Esther said, “and a stable source of water’s invaluable.”

The ferry man was just pulling into shore, his workers dropping the front gate and laying out planks for the horses to walk across.

“Find where two rivers meet,” I said, “centrally located and defensible. Build a fort, but also a library and mill. Do that and you’ll have a community, instead of a militia.”

“For a man claiming no wisdom you offer more than your fair share, friend,” Dutton said as he drew his horse alongside mine, “And I’ll think on your words and offer you this bit of advice in return; if you plan to bring those ladies through the eastern bays hills, I wouldn’t. Swing wide to the north or south and save yourselves from those pirates.”

“Pirates?” I asked, feeling a flash of boyhood curiosity sparked within.

“Aye,” the man said, losing his customary grin, “but nothing like the tales you grew up on. These are hard men who’ve been run out of the dockside towns, and turned to banditry, rape and murder to eke out a sad existence. Most have gone wild and the rest are all wanted for hanging.”

“Thanks’ for the advice,” I said, hoping I could trust it.

“You’ll pass more travelers the closer you get to sea,” he said with a nod, “ask around and you can confirm it.”

We crossed the river without issue; the horses disliking 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.

To Be Continued In…

Mountain Man’s Harem 5: Frisco Fling!
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