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Chapter One

I could ignore Pa’s absence no longer. Three days since, he’d had gone up into the hills with pick and shovel. The man had promised to be back by supper that first night and hadn’t returned. It wasn’t uncommon for him to lose himself in work and forget the time, but I knew he would never stay away for this long without stopping by or sending word.

Two years before, we’d come west with nothing more than what we could carry on our backs. Pa was a broken man since mother passed, and with no work in Philly, he’d dragged me west with him.

After months of travel, we’d finally found a hidden little valley deep in the Sierra ranges. Pa steaked a claim, and we began felling trees that fall. It was a brutal winter with only tents as shelter, but I’d become an excellent shot and an even better hunter. Taking to the forest trails of our new home like a native, I was able to keep us fed on elk and deer.

We ate well and spent our spare time planning the homestead we would build. Pa was a quiet and hardworking man, not given to much emotion, but possessing a plethora of skills learned from years of working in various industries. As we endured the winter months, he taught me how to carve handles for the tool heads we’d brought and the best ways to split and dry out lumber.

That spring, more claims were staked out across the hills, as settlers matriculated out. A small settlement and town formed near the river, and Pa and I were grateful there would be a place to purchase supplies soon.

We spent the summer shaving, splitting, and planning lumber then set it out to dry. Pa went into the hills with his pail and shovel, saying he smelled gold nearby. I assumed he was just using the excuse to go off and mourn Ma. I steaked out a plot of land and spent weeks rolled rocks and boulders free of the fertile black soil. Purchasing a couple different seeds, I tilled the earth by hand and planted out first crops.

My grandfather had been a farmer and working the earth, and growing things were in my blood. I found true peace there in our valley, up with the dawn and working hard till sunset. With winter approaching, Pa ceased his wandering in the hills, and we set to work building our home.

Pa was thinking of making just a single-roomed cabin, but I was more ambitious. I had flattened the foundation for a large ranch house with several bedrooms and a full kitchen. Pa and I wrangled over that for a full day before he finally came around to my side when I asked him what we would do if I found a wife, or he a new bride.

We finished the main room before winter hit and fell more trees and split them to dry over the winter. While the snows fell, Pa and I build a river rock fireplace and chimney in the main room, and by Christmas, we were toasty and happy. Those were good times.

The next year I continued to build out the farm while Pa wandered the hills. The man was turning strange, but I left him to it, content with my own work. Then at the end of summer, he came down out of the hills at a full sprint, breathless from his long run and excitement.

He’d struck gold.

Not a puny little patch of dust in a creek, he’d found a solid vein of the stuff. We kept it a secret, Pa fearing someone might come to steal the claim if word got out. He planned his mining operation, slowly purchasing tools from the growing town down by the river, while we finished the house. We had the kitchen finished and two more rooms done before the first snows hit. Then Pa did something that truly surprised me.

The posting was in a pile of leaflets that sat outside the general store. On one page was a list of offers, women who had lost their husbands or were old maids, seeking husbands out west. I was inside purchasing seeds, tobacco, and other goods when Pa came in and asked the clerk for paper and pen.

He penned a letter to one of the offers right there and had the man mail it. He wouldn’t answer my angry questions until we’d ridden three miles out of town, and what he told me made me pause.

“What are we going to do with that gold once we get it out of the earth?” He asked me, going on before I could respond, “It’s enough to make us wealthy ten times over, and thts just what I have dug out so far. It would be a sin to hoard that wealth or waste it on gambling and drink. We deserve to be happy and share that happiness with a woman. We’ll find you a wife soon, you’re of an age to marry. But that poor woman is struggling and alone, lost in a sea of humanity back east. It behooves us who are blessed to help those who need it.”

“And what if she’d a terrible person? What if she’s ugly and you hate her, or I do?” The loss of Ma was still a fresh wound, and it felt like he was trying to forget her or replace her too quickly.

“No one who wrote those words could be a terrible person,” he said quietly, and I was struck by how much the simple flyer had affected him, “And beauty often fades with youth boy, I have no expectations, other than that we all treat one another respectfully.”

“I don’t like it,” I said in sullen anger.

“I know,” he said, and we rode the rest of the way in silence.

I got over my annoyance soon enough, and we worked throughout the winter to make the house presentable to a woman’s presence. I think Pa was grateful then that we’d put in the extra time to make a real house out of the place, instead of just a large room as he’d initially wanted.

Spring came, and once more, Pa lost himself in the mountains. He took me to the deposit once the snows had all melted, showing me how he was hiding his excavation from prying eyes. The sight of the thick vein of gold glittering there quickened my heartbeat, but I tried my hardest to put it out of my mind. Sensing how crazy gold can make people.

It was early May when I saw the first signs of trouble. New men were coming to town, dangerous-looking men with shifty eyes and guns always on their hips. Gold had been found two peaks over, and the scavengers were swarming.

A month later, Pa mentioned seeing some shifty fellows picking their way across our lands. He’s run them off, but from then on, we went around our work armed. I saw a couple groups ride near the rim of our valley, but none bothered me. They were all on the hunt for gold, and none cared one whit for the crops and farm I had built.

Then one morning in late summer, Pa had ridden up into the hills and hadn’t come back.

On the third day of his absence, I resolved to head out and find him. I remember his warning of seeing men in the hills, and so I waited until the cover of darkness and took my rifle and pistol. I am no Indian, or trapper, to walk through the forest silent as a shadow. But I can stalk game without alerting them to my presence and know how to be still, and hidden, for long hours.

I’d been hunting these hills for two years and knew them like the back of my hand, as would any boy of nineteen summers. It took me four hours to get to the gold deposit, but I found it undisturbed. Pa had always made sure to hide any signs of it, and right then, it looked just like an ordinary hillside with a dry creek bed nearby. Come spring, the creek would flow with snowmelt, but now in late fall, it was bone dry.

I set off up one of the trails I knew my Pa liked to take when he made camp up here but found nothing. I did catch the scent of wood smoke, though. It took a couple hours of slow tracking in the forest at night, but I eventually caught sight of a small campfire.

By this point, it was closer to dawn than not, and three forms lay sleeping near the fire. One sat up with his back to a tree trunk, facing the light. If the man had been sitting watch, then he was failing at it now, for his chin rested on his chest, and he snored in deep slumber.

Slipping through the darkness, I drew as close as I dared to the group of men. Looking around at their camp, I could tell they were of a sort with the rough men who’d been showing up lately. They were unshaven and unwashed, with an assortment of mining and prospecting tools. Each man slept with a rifle near at hand, and they had a mean look to them that I disliked.

I left them there, taking note of where they had camped and which trails they must be using. The small seed of fear in my gut blossomed then, and I began to feel frantic as I searched for Pa through the next morning.

It was just past noon, and I was just about to stop and have a meal when I spotted the circling carrion eaters. Any hunter knows the flocks of birds in his hunting grounds, which will startle when prey approaches. The carrion eaters are always a source of interest, for if a corpse happens to poison a stream, it could have ill effects on the whole area.

An hour later, I stepped free of the dense forest and out onto an outcropping of rock. I didn’t even realize the choked sob came from my throat as I saw the picked at remains of my Pa laying there dead on the stone. I fell to my knees and pulled him close, heedless of the smell or the touch of his cold, lifeless flesh.

Then I recoiled in horror when I saw the black dried blood caking his jacket and shirt, glueing them to his chest. He had been shot multiple times, but there were no wounds of the bullets exiting. Odd details trapped my interest as I lifted my father’s corpse and moved him into the forest. Scared suddenly of being out in the open here.

I forced back the tears that threatened to blind me and breathed in deep through my nose, trying to clear my head and make sense of what I was seeing. His weapons were gone, and his pockets had been turned out after the blood had dried, and he was dead. The entrance wounds were small but from a high caliber weapon. Which proved he had been shot from a distance, and whoever killed him had lain there until they were sure he was dead before coming to pick over the corpse.

In shock, my mind picked over the details as I carried his corpse to the base of a great white oak. My Pa and I had always loved the white oaks of these woods, for their beauty and usefulness. I dug the grave with my hands until I hit rocky soil and roots, my tears mixing with the blood of my broken nails. I didn’t even feel the pain, everything was just numb as I lay him in the earth and slowly covered him.

I stood with head bowed and reached for words I’d heard in my early childhood after my grandfather’s passing, and again after Ma’s. Pa and I never had much to do with religion, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to have the saints and all that looking out for him.

“God the Father,” I began, with head bowed, “your power brings us to birth, your providence guides our lives, and by Your command, we return to dust. Lord, those who die still live in Your presence, their lives change but do not end. I pray for the dead, known to You alone. In company with Christ, who died and now lives, may my father rejoice in your kingdom with his father and his father before him, where all tears are wiped away. Unite us together again in one family, to sing Your praise forever and ever. Amen.”

There was no response to my words, save the bird song and rustling leaves as a chill wind rolled down from the mountain’s peaks. I don’t remember the walk back to the house, but somewhere during that long trek, the emptiness inside filled with rage. I didn’t know if those four men had anything to do with my Pa’s death, but my enraged mind was dreaming up all sorts of scenarios where they were the killers.


Chapter Two

I don’t know what I planned to do as I marched up to the house. I was so intent on filling a pack with ammunition and heading right back up into the hills, I didn’t notice the wagon and mules standing just outside the house, and the piled up trunks that had been moved onto the grass. Then a sweet voice sounded that shocked me even further.

“Ma, look at the garden! They have cabbage, squash, beans, corn… it’s a feast of produce!”

The voice froze me cold, and I had my six-shooter in hand, hammer cocked before I realized I’d even moved. I forced myself to relax, the voice registering as that of a girl, not some cold and hungry demon down from the mountains.

I was just about to call out when a woman stepped out of the house, her big blue eyes staring at me. Her beauty was so incredible that it stole my breath right out of my chest, along with all thought of revenge, murder, and loss.

We stared into one another’s eyes for long moments, and I couldn’t say if it was a minute or ten. My feet carried me towards her, the gun sliding back into my holster, the hammer dropped back down.

I’d seen women of means in Philly and the wives of wealthy men. I’d never seen any woman who carried herself with such confidence and poise as this woman, or who could wear a dress half so well. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and was a deep black that contrasted with her pale, milk-white skin.

Her features were elegant and had a patrician quality that spoke more of nobility than anything I’d seen before. Her mouth was wide and full-lipped, tilted now in a half-smile that grew as our eyes held one another’s. The dress she wore was dark and conservative and did its best to hide her significant curves, but nothing less than a poncho could mask her feminine charms.

“Mom?” The girl called from the other side of the house.

“Grace?” At the same time the girl spoke, a second woman stepped out of the house, speaking to the black-haired woman with a curious frown.

The second woman was tall and blonde, and had the same noble bearing as her friend, but with a ramrod straight back and shoulders thrown back like a man on parade. The frown she gave Grace melted off when she noticed me.

“Oh! Hello!” The blonde said, her voice had a sexy raspy quality to it that broke the spell, and the woman and I both blinked at one another, startled to realize we now only stood a few feet apart.

“Hello!” Grace said, face flushing red with embarrassment eyes suddenly unable to meet mine.

“Hello?” My words sounded hollow, even to my ears.

I went to reach out my hand to shake hers and remembered the cracked nails and still bloody fingers. I pulled it back, but she noticed before I could hide them.

“Oh, your poor hands!” She said, stepping forward and drawing one of my hands into a gentle embrace, her fingers cool and soothing.

A shock of something went through me at her touch, and I thought it hit her too, for she stared up into my eyes right then with such intensity. It almost felt like recognition as her fingers slid softly over the damaged flesh. Then I looked at the ruined flesh and remembered how I’d done it to myself.

The reality of my day hit home, and I glanced around and stepped back, pulling my hands out of the woman’s grip. A seed of anger taking root within as I looked around, seeing the second woman really for the first time, and the third younger dark-haired woman who stepped around the house, hands clasped together in excitement.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “who are you?”

“Forgive me,” the black-haired woman said, blushing again, “I’m Grace, and this is my friend Esther, and over there is my daughter Delilah. We have come in response to your father, Boone’s letter. I must say, your father certainly has a way with words, but he undersold the house you’ve built. This is a fine building…”

Her words went on, her smile warm and kindly, but there was a buzzing in my ears. My mind muddled through, and finally, I remembered our argument the year before. I’d nearly forgotten all the letter and mail-order bride. Pa had been such a reticent man that it rarely came up.

“I’m sorry,” I said suddenly cutting her off, my voice raw with emotion. Tears began streaming down my face when I opened my mouth, unable to stem them up once the words tumbled forth, “my father is dead… he… I just found him today… I buried him out there.”

I pointed, needing them to know where his corpse was for some unexplainable reason. Then the words died on my tongue, and I stood feeling wrung out and exhausted.

“Boone’s dead?” Grace asked, a hand raising up to her mouth, a look of horror on her face, “Wait, you found him? How did he die?”

“Are you ok, boy?” The tall willowy blond woman asked, moving forward quickly.

“He was shot,” I said, my voice hollow and empty, “Rifleman, from a good seventy paces at least. Three rounds in the chest and then he bled out. Must have taken an hour or two. Then they came and robbed him. I buried him at the base of a white oak. Pa loved white oaks.”

I forced myself to stop talking. I was rambling, and the women all stared at me with concerned expressions. The painful sadness on the girl's face as she stared from the side of the house firmed something within me, and I realized I wasn’t quite as broken as I might seem.

“Come and have a seat,” Esther said, drawing me down to sit on one of the luggage trunks, “Tell us what happened while I get my rifle.”

I stared at the woman in confusion as she walked off to the wagon, and Grace patted my arm, sending pleasant little shivers of pleasure up my nerves.

“Esther was an expert marksman of the union for four years,” at my surprised glance, she nodded and smiled, “Showed up in pants and a coat. They thought she was a man for three years, and by that point, she was so good they couldn’t afford to lose her. She’s been my best friend since we were girls. Now tell us what happened, John.”

So, I spoke while they listened, the girl came and sat nearby, and Esther returned with a beautiful silver inlay Winchester Lever Action rifle. She cleaned and loaded the weapon as I told my tale. Her hands moving faster than even my Pa’s as she disassembled and reassembled the gun without looking.

“I am so sorry for your loss, John,” Grace said, her voice a gentle and soothing balm.

“I suppose we should pack up the wagon and head on back,” Esther said, “wouldn’t want to impose on you.”

“Nonsense,” I said firmly, “my Pa invited you to come and live here. As far as I’m concerned, this is y’all’s home just as much as it’s mine.”

“Take some time and think on it,” Grace said with a warm smile, “You’re hurting now, but I’d wager come a day or two you might not think it's not so great having three strange women living with you.”

“I have no wish to be alone,” I said, letting more emotion into the words than I would have liked, “Please, stay as long as you like.”

Grace shared a look with Esther, and something passed between the women that went over my head, then she looked at her daughter. The girl gave a firm and emphatic nod and an eager grin, her eyes never straying from my face. I found the girls frank regard a touch off-putting after everything I’d just said. She was quite pretty, taking after her mother except for a button nose and a small plump mouth. She had a smaller bust and brown instead of black hair, and a somewhat vacant look, lacking the sharp intelligence of her mother.

“We will speak about all this later,” Grace said, and I felt she was speaking to the other women just as much as me, “Let's get those hands seen to. Delilah, please get started on supper. Esther, can you make sure the bedding is all inside? And anything else that might suffer from the morning frost.”


Chapter Three

I had been shaken out of my stupor by the women’s presence, but I was still aching inside as Grace drew me to the water barrels and began washing out my wounds. As she wrapped them in a clean linen cloth, I found myself shooting quick peeks at her, and catching her doing the same to me. I still felt as though I knew her from somewhere, but that was impossible. She was older, I knew, her daughter being just a year younger than me at eighteen, but she had a timeless beauty that made me want to stare.

She was much smaller than me, I’ve always been big for my age, and over the past two years had shot up like a reed. Hers were tiny things as they worked on my big rough hands. When she was done, we sat for a few seconds, her gentle fingers tracing over the ridged muscles across the backs of my hands and forearms.

Looking up, I locked eyes with her again for one drawn-out moment. The air grew charged, and my stomach roiled with a funny feeling like butterflies. I imagined kissing her wide full-lipped mouth and caught her eyes glance down to mine. For one trembling second, I held my breath leaning forward.

“Soups on!” Came Delilah’s cry from inside, breaking the moment between her mother and me.

Grace blushed a deep red and ducked her head as if in apology, then stood quickly and smoothly, walking for the house. I watched her go, my eyes drinking in her form for one second before I looked away, not wanting to ogle the woman. Conflicting emotions struggled within me, things I’d never had to deal with before, too many all at once.

In a single day, my world had changed. I stood and went to care for the animals. We only had a few chickens and two old pigs, but they were better than nothing.

As I worked, the familiar motions were a peace all their own, and I moved out into the farm, using up the last hour of sunlight and taking care of the dozen small tasks to keep a farm running each day.

I’d lost my father, and there would be a reckoning for that. The hate and anger were tempered within, though. The women were innocents, and I couldn’t afford to bring destruction down upon their heads. I would not seek revenge, but I would seek justice. I could only pray that when the time came, if I ever found my father’s killer, that I would choose the wiser path and not stain my soul with an act of hate.

These three women were a different problem entirely. Grace had been meant to marry my father. What kind of monster was I to feel this stirring in my breast whenever I looked upon her? I didn’t know much about women; in fact, what I knew couldn’t fill a thimble, but she seemed just as affected by me as I was by her. I could feel it just the same as I felt a oneness with the world, just before taking down a buck.

I couldn’t send them away, but I wasn’t ready to share the secret of the gold deposit with them yet, either. I resolved to keep my silence on it until I learned what had happened to my Pa. After a quick trip around the fence line to make sure it was still fully intact, I headed back to the house.

It was strange to see a warm and cheerful glow emanating from the house. As I drew close, I could hear a heated discussion coming from inside. Pausing near the back porch I listened in, eavesdropping made me uncomfortable, but these were still strangers in my home.

“I just don’t know about this,” Grace said, her voice sounding worried, “I know we planned it with the father, but could we really do it, all three of us together… and would he accept us?”

“I could,” Esther said with confidence, “you get a look at him? He may be young, but that there is a fine specimen of a man. Tall, broad shouldered, and with those ravishing eyes… But if the sight of him turns you off…”

“It’s not that,” Grace said, “Heavens knows it's not that, this is all just so messed up. The poor boy. Delilah, what do you say?”

“I already told you, mama,” the girl's voice was fierce, “I love this wild land. I love these mountains, and I’ll do anything to stay. Anything
.”

“Calm down girl, calm down,” Esther said, laughing, “You’re about to start dripping on the floorboards, we saw how you were looking at young John. Speaking of which, Grace, you owe me. This house is definitely more than a single room shack.”

“That’s true,” Grace said, “God knows we lucked out. What happened to Boone was a tragedy and John seems like a fine young man… mmm very fine… We’re all agreed then?”

The ladies must have nodded because I didn’t hear anything else. Waiting a minute to hide that I’d been listening in, I pondered what they’d been saying. This talk of a plan involving my Pa had me a little suspicious and nervous. Had they been planning to kill us and take our lands? Was this some Black Widow scheme? Could Esther, the expert marksman, have shot my Pa?

The questions disturbed me, but when I stepped into the house, I felt some of that worry melt away. Grace greeted me so kindly, and her daughter hopped up and got me a bowl of stew. It was thick and hearty and filled with elk and vegetables from the garden.

As I ate, Esther built up the fire, and the women told me of their journey west. Long days of rolling grasslands and even their first encounter with Indians. Of the wagoneers who had been kind to them, and the few who’d not been. The girl was shy at first, but as the evening wore on, she opened up. She seemed as dim as I’d guessed, lacking the wicked sharp intellect of her mother, but she was sweet as pie, more than a touch flirty, and seemed obsessed with violence and stories of adventure.

I didn’t know how to handle the flirtations, and her mother could see it was making me uncomfortable. It was late, and the fire was burning down, so I stood and took the ladies to the large back bedroom. Pa and I usually slept in the living room near the fire, but we’d built a large bed  for when his bride arrived.

Using lanterns to light the room, I helped them drag their linen trunk in. Then I left the women to get ready for bed while I headed out to the living room to clean up and make up my own pallet near the fire.

I was staring into the dying embers when soft footsteps sounded from the short hall, and I turned to see Grace standing there in a long white sleeping gown. My heart seized when I realized it was ever so faintly see-through, and in the dim light, I could just make out the dark flesh of her nipples poking through the thin linen.

“John, I wanted to say thank you again for letting us stay with you,” her voice gentle and earnest, “And I can’t tell you how sorry I am for your loss. Everything happens for a reason, God has a plan for us all. I don’t think it was a coincidence that we arrived today. Providence provides.”

“I don’t know about any of that,” I said, meeting the woman's eyes and once more feeling my heart racing, “I was never one to believe in fate. You sleep well, Ms. Grace, I’ll be up with the dawn just to warn you.”

“Then we’ll be up then as well. You sleep well, too, John.”

She slipped back into the bedroom and shut the door. I don’t know why, but I focused intensely on the sound and felt myself grow excited when I didn’t hear the door latch lock into place. I lay on my back, and my mind filled with thoughts of three beautiful women lying just feet away. It was the first time that had happened to me since my Ma passed, and these women definitely weren’t my Ma.

Try though I might, I couldn’t banish the fantasies that danced through my brain. I’d never seen women as pretty as Grace and her daughter, and Esther was a beauty as well, there was no doubt. But my mind filled with thoughts of Grace, her gorgeous lips kissing mine, and visions of what her large breasts and narrow waist might look like.

I took care of myself there near the fire. Fearing that one of the women would walk in and catch me at any moment, I finished quickly. Rolling over and feeling a touch ashamed, I tried to find sleep. My mind kept filling with images of my pa, and it was hours until I managed to pass out.


Chapter Four

I woke to the sound of movement in the house and sat up with a start, forgetting for a moment that I now shared it with others. I got up to see what the sound was and found Esther carrying a small jug of water to the back bedroom along with a clean rag she must have pulled from their luggage.

The woman was wearing nothing more than a tiny shift, and I froze when I saw her. My heart racing and feeling my body respond to the sight of so much female flesh. The woman was tall, though still a few inches shorter than myself. She was willowy thin, with slender limbs and hips that had a graceful way about them. Her breasts were smaller, but they still stood out proud on her chest, the small nipples hard and poking through the shift in the cold morning air.

“Morning, John,” she said with a smile when she saw me standing there, “I’m sorry if I disturbed you. I wanted to get some water to wash up before we started the day.”

“Of course,” I said, blushing when my eyes finally met hers. “I’ll build up the fire, and you can heat the water if you like.”

“That would be wonderful,” she said with a warm smile, “thank you.”

I raked the coals and set a couple of new logs on the fire, and in a minute, it was burning merrily. Esther knelt at my side; transferring the water to a large pot, she set it in the hearth to warm.

“I wanted to thank you again for letting us stay here,” she said, “I know all of this can’t be easy for you, but it will get better. I promise. We can make you very happy, John.”

There was an undercurrent to her words I couldn’t pick up on, and her eyes burned into mine with an intensity that made me feel awkward. My eyes strayed down once again, draw to the bare flesh and the shadow of her cleavage. The short shift stopped at mid-thigh, and I could see her long slender legs folded beneath her. My manhood began to swell, and I forced my thoughts to other things, berating myself internally.

“We should head out to the place where your father was shot,” she said gently after a moment of silence, “see if there are any signs of the person who shot him. I’m no tracker, but if they left clear boot prints, we might be able to identify them from the size and shape of their boots.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” I said, “I’m a fair hand at tracking, but I don’t know where the shooter was. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking for the tracks.”

“Let me come with you,” she said, “I may be able to help.”

“Deal,” I said, sharing a smile with the woman.

I was more than grateful she had offered to help, but also a touch worried. A small part of me still feared she was somehow involved, but I figured it was better if she was where I could see her, than not.

We sat in silence as the water finished heating. I schooled my eyes to stare at the flames, intently aware of the barely clothed and beautiful older woman beside me. Finally, small bubbles began to form in the bottom of the pot, and Esther deemed it the perfect bathing temperature. She stood and lifted the pot, pouring it into her jug. As she did, the woman stepped in front of me and bent over. I was presented with a clear view of her small firm ass and a peek at the blond hair covering her sex. They glistened wetly, and I caught the scent of womanhood, and my cock grew hard as steel.

I was frozen, unsure of what to do. Esther stood and flashed me a bright smile. She thanked me again and, with a wink, slipped back down the hall to their bedroom. I was panting, I realized, and when I glanced down felt a wave of embarrassment sweep through me. There was a large tent in my pants, my excitement evident to any who looked.

Forcing my thoughts away from the woman’s beautiful body, and pale soft flesh, I stood and headed out into the cold morning. Moving around the farm, I let the work warm me and calm me down. I fed the animals and walked through eh crops, ensuring they were still healthy and growing well. The soil in these mountains was mineral-rich, and the rains often came at this elevation. I’d found that I had to really work to fail at growing a good crop here.

An hour later, I kicked my boots clean and stepped back into the house. It was filled with the smell of cooking bacon and porridge. I nearly wept to find breakfast already bubbling and grilling away in the hearth. The women were all warm smiles and cheerful greetings, and as we ate breakfast, I told them of how Pa and I had come to be here and the work we’d done on the farm so far.

“You’ve both done so much,” Grace said, “It’s impressive. Esther mentioned the two of you were going to head back into the hills and see what you could find. What should Delilah and I be doing while you're away?”

After breakfast, I took her and her daughter out into the farm and walked them around. Showing them where I kept the feed, seed, and all the tools.

“I plan to put up a barn eventually. Once I finish the roof. I have 5000 boards ripped so far from white oak in area, but I’ll need another few thousand before I’ll have enough. Then Pa and I,” I paused, realizing Pa was gone.

Delilah rested a gentle hand on my back, and I nearly sobbed at the contact. It had been so long since I’d felt the touch of a woman, and I was feeling raw with emotion. I shoved the feeling down, though, and blinked away the tears. Grace and Delilah were watching me with soft expressions, but they didn’t say anything about it. Instead, Grace pointed to the crops and asked if there was any work there.

I led them through the different crops and instructed them on what would need to be done over the next couple of weeks. In truth, there wasn’t much until it came time to harvest. Check the fence line and keep out vermin and bugs as best we could. Weed any new grown and keep an eye on how much water they were all getting.

As I finished up, Esther came marching out of the house. She had replaced her long conservative dress for dark blue union pants, a tight white shirt, and thick dark blue jacket. There were no patches on the clothes, but there were discolored places where they had been cut off. The uniform looked to have been used often and was rugged. She had no pistol strapped to her waist but instead two long double-edged daggers of an odd design and a small brace of smaller throwing knives.

“The army thought you were a man?” I asked her, shaking my head, “I can’t see that, but you certainly are armed for war.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” the woman said with a grin, “I was younger back then, and had my hair cut short. And this,” she waved at the hardware on her belt, “well, you don’t grow up the daughter of my father and not learn a thing or two about knives and war.”

“You’ll have to tell me about him someday,” I said, “Give me a minute, and then we’ll head out. Any last questions?” I asked Grace and Delilah.

“You two be safe,” Grace said after shaking her head, “and get back soon as you can.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, tipping my cap, and very nearly grinning.

I grabbed up my rifle and made sure I had enough ammunition for it and my six-shooter. Just as I was about to head out, Grace handed me a small pack filled with a light meal of shriveled apples and smoked meats. I thanked her, finding it difficult to leave her presence. Tearing myself away, I led Esther to the woods line and the game trail that would take us to where I’d found Pa’s corpse.


Chapter Five

The woman was no hunter, but she was graceful and athletic. She made noise as we hiked up into the hills, but it wasn’t more than most people did, and her breathing remained steady and even, even when we’d been climbing for two miles. She impressed me with her stamina, but more impressive was her attention to detail as we hiked.

I caught her noting landmarks and continuously getting her bearings throughout the climb. She noticed a small game in the underbrush and kept her weapon near at hand in case we encountered trouble.

It was odd having someone else with me while hiking these lands. I’d spent so many hours out here alone. But her presence was a welcome one, and I found the more time I spend with the woman, the more comfortable I grew. We spoke little over those few hours, but when we did, she was quick with a joke, and I found her earthy sense of humor pleasant. Not to mention the scent I caught from her herbal soap when she drew close, sent a shiver down my spine each time.

A few hours before noon, we came upon the place where I’d discovered my fathers’ body. We stayed within the tree line as we surveyed the area. The outcropping where my father was shot was visible from dozens of places along the mountainside, and I had no idea where to begin searching. Esther pointed out three areas immediately, though.

“If I were to lay in wait for someone, I’d want to make sure the sun wasn’t in my eyes at any point during the day, and that I had enough cover no matter what winds blew.” She pointed to the three places, “Those would be likely places unless I miss my guess.”

“Let go have a look then,” I said, hefting my own rifle and easing my six-shooter in its holster.

We got to the first location, and I could find no sign that anyone had been here recently besides a couple of rabbits. But in the second location, I saw immediately that someone had lain in wait there. The signs were obvious even to Esther.

The area was filled with wide heavy boot prints, and as I scoured the small patch of tall grass, I found where he had been prone. The indentations were plain as day, and after sniffing around for a couple minutes, I found the spent shell casings buried under a few inches of soil a couple feet away.

The rage was a cold thing in me as I hunted the area. Esther kept watch, her rifle in hand as I tracked. It took twenty minutes, but I found where the pair of boots entered the area and then left, heading north along the mountainside. Motioning for Esther to follow, but at a distance, I slipped off into the woods, following the trail.

I lost the trail an hour later when it skirted across a large patch of bare stone, but Esther pointed out a game trail on the other side, and I picked it up right away. This trail had been used often, and we were forced to approach with more caution.

The sound of harsh laughter brought me up short, and I held up a fist to freeze Esther in place. I couldn’t make out the words, but the sound of men talking and laughing came faintly from far ahead and to the right. I slipped off the trail and made my way silently thought the woods. A minute later, I heard the not quite so silent movements of Esther behind me.

Stopped near a ridgeline, I lay flat against the soft soil and waited for the woman to join me. Holding a finger to my lips, she lay down beside me, quiet as a mouse. I moved slowly and peek up over the ridgeline and looked down on a narrow ravine. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the other side of the ridge was covered in dense ferns, a small creek trickling in the bottom of the ravine. On the far side was a small camp with a group of men sitting around a cook fire.

Esther slid up beside me and peered down upon the camp. There were nine men, rough-looking one and all. Two stood out from the rest, massive men, each with long blond hair and looking nearly identical. They joked and pushed the other men around roughly. They are from a pot of gruel, and scattered around them was a pile of prospecting tools. Then I felt a wave of boiling anger in my gut and acid tickling my throat.

Laying near the tents was a familiar rifle, with a cherry wood grip. I would recognize that weapon anywhere for my father never went anywhere without it.

I felt a hand grip my shoulder and realized I’d been about to rise, pulling my rifle up with me. I dropped back down, breathing heavily. Esther looked at me with concern, and I motioned to the tents.

“The lever action with the cherry wood grip, sitting by that tent, you see it?” She nodded, and I went on, “That was Pa’s rifle.”

“We don’t know these are his killers,” Esther said softly, “they could have just come across the body. Besides, there are too many men, even if they are fish in a barrel down there. We might get three or four before they scatter.”

“You’re right,” I said, pushing down the murderous rage that wanted to break free.

“We should tell that sheriff of yours and come back with a posse,” she said, and I nodded.

I wouldn’t leave just yet, taking my time and noting each man's appearance. The two giant blond men were definitely brothers and the leaders of this little bunch. After their meal, they lazily gathered up their tools. Only then did I slipped back down the ridgeline and lead Esther back the way we’d come.

I was too busy thinking about the men we’d discovered and failed to notice the group of four men approaching until we stepped around a turn in the dense woods and nearly ran into them.

The men were just as startled to see us, and they froze, looks of shock and anger on their faces. I recognized them as the men I’d seen the other day. Rough looking men, who smelled of old shit and stale urine, their skin dark with caked in grime.

“Who are you, boy?!” Said one of the men, small and wiry, his anger changed to greed when Esther stepped into view behind me, “Hello here, what's this? A pretty little bit like this out here in the middle of nowhere?”

“These are my lands,” I said, my own surprise giving way to the cold rage that still burned within, “so you men better get gone from them.”

“Giving us orders, boy?” The man said, his grin turning evil, “I don’t see no deeds in your hands. And who this here, eh? Older sister? Aunty? Naw, she don’t look much like you, boy. What do you say, Elm, think this pretty cunt’s gonna be a good time?”

“Looks like a fighter, Glen.” A second man said, a slender blade of a man with a cold hard smile who slowly drew a knife from his belt sheath. “Should be fun.”

Cold realization flooded me, and I realized these men were planning violence and rape, no matter what I said or did. If I fired my weapons, the men behind us would hear and come to investigate. I knew these woods very well, but I had no desire to play cat and mouse with ten men hunting me. And there was no way Esther could make it out with her poor woodcraft skills.

“Just relax, boy,” the small man went on, a slow, confident smile stealing over his face.

He was about to say more, but in that moment, when the surprise was still on our side, I acted.

The butt end of my rifle swung around in a hard-tight arc with all my weight behind it. I needed no high windup to split an oak log, and the man's face barely had time to register horror as the ironwood butt of my rifle tore his lower jaw free of his face with a sickening sound. The man crumpled, writhing in horror as blood filled his throat, bubbling in the hole that has once been his lower face.

Two of the men were frozen in shock, but Elm reacted with the instincts of a fighter. His blade flashed for my chest, and I saw my death coming with it. Suddenly Elm staggered to the side, a bloom of red blood appearing on his shoulder as a blade skittered off into the woods, thrown by Esther.

Then the woman closed with Elm, a whirling dervish of flashing steel that shocked me even more than it did the man, her face a mask of determination as she wove death about herself. Her twin daggers were a match for the man's own, and as he fended her off, I saw they fought in a familiar style, only she was faster and far deadlier.

The last thing I saw as she drove him back into the dense woods was the fierce grin on her face, then the other two men turned to me fear in their eyes, the wet choking sounds of their leader as he lay drowning in his own blood, filling their ears.

The one man with a rifle raised it, eyes going wide with fear as the other man cursed and turned to flee. I didn’t hesitate as I charge the rifleman and hit him with my shoulder, just as he fired.

The sound was deafening, but the man beneath me was smaller and far weaker. I battered his arms aside and gripped the barrel of his long rifle and smashed it down into his face. Again and again, I drove it into the man's head and face, his struggles growing weaker as the teeth and blood flew.

My own rage had ahold of me, it burned in me with a hot fury that could not be quenched. I smashed that man's face again and again. The sickening sounds of crunching bone and squelching blood filled me with pleasure until finally, he ceased struggling, and I sat back, panting. A slight breeze blew down the trail and cooled the sweat on my brow, and I looked down with horror. The sight before me was so grizzly I felt my gorge rise, and I turned and threw up my breakfast all over the side of the trail.

“I’m glad to see you didn’t get a taste for it,” the voice was cold and hard, and it snapped me out of my head.

I looked up to see Esther standing there, blood sheeting her coat and shirt, but none of it hers. Her words had been harsh, but her eyes were soft as she looked at me, and she gave a small understanding nod.

“I put a blade in the one who ran, but that shot alerted the camp back there. It won’t be long before these woods are swarming with men.”

“Ok,” I said, and taking in a final deep breath, I blew it out slowly, my mind racing, “Follow me.”

I lead us off the trail and into the deeper woods and to a creek, I knew. We jogged through the stream for a few hundred paces then came out on the other side. I used every trick I knew to make sure they couldn’t track us, all while leading us back to the house as quickly as possible.

We were silent as we ran the last couple miles, I had this nagging fear that we would find Grace and Delilah shot and killed. It wouldn’t leave my head, and my anxiety grew with every step.


Chapter Six

It was early afternoon, and I was panting in exhaustion when we finally burst forth from the tree line. Esther was just a little bit behind me, keeping pace most of the way. She heaved in deep breaths just like me, and we both gave cries of relief when we saw Grace and Delilah stand from the crops and wave at us.

Grace and Delilah met us at the house. As I walked through the farm, I was happy to see they’d been busy while we were gone. No one other than me might be able to notice, but a dozen small tasks that had been building up over time were done. Clutter cleared out, and things put into nice and orderly places.

Grace grew more and more scared as we told them our tale. My voice was subdued as I spoke of killing that man, the image of his ruined face present in my mind. Before I could finish, Grace pulled me into a big hug, and I shivered and felt hot tears burning in my eyes. Her soft body felt warm and wonderful as she held me tight.

“You’re safe, you and Esther, that’s all that matters,” she led me into the house and had Delilah put on a pot of water to wash.

It was too late to head into town, so Esther drew out all the weapons I had and began disassembling and cleaning them, her eyes on the tree line as she worked. If they came at us that night, she planned to have us as ready as possible.

Grace sat me down on a stool and drew off my shirt and jacket. They were covered in stiff dried blood and bits of brain and bone, and she grimaced as she set them aside to be washed. I felt exhausted, the lack of sleep, and all the emotions taking their toll on me. Grace took up a clean rag and dipped it in the warm water, wiping the blood off me.

Her breathing grew deeper and more ragged as she worked, and her soft touch drew me out of memories that threatened to drag me under. I found myself watching her beautiful face and caught her blushes and quick glances at my muscled torso as she dunked the rag, washing out the blood.

“Oh my,” Delilah said, stepping through the back door with a fresh shirt, “John… you’re a fine-looking man… fine-looking.”

She stood in the doorway, staring, a slow smile growing on her face. I felt her mother’s hands on my abs draw away quickly when her daughter spoke, and she turned to the girl with a frown.

“Shouldn’t you be getting supper ready?” She asked, a touch of annoyance in her voice.

“Just making sure you aren’t trying to jump the order,” the girl said, “It’s Esther’s night momma.”

“Hush now, girl, and get back in there,” her mom said, face blushing red, “Can’t you see the boys had too much happened to him lately to be dealing with that nonsense now?”

The girl frowned and turned to go in, flashing a cute smile at me before she slipped back into the house. I glanced at her mom and saw the woman blushing furiously and unable to meet my eyes.

“What was that all about?” I asked her.

“You’ve been kind to us,” she began, “inviting us into your home, just after the tragedy with your Pa. But don’t think for a moment that we forget who the man of this house is. Esther and I came out here to the west, looking for a strong man and a good home. We had thought to find that in your Pa, but it seems we’ve found something even better in you, John.”

I was stunned by her words, but she went on quickly, moving past the admission.

“We just wanted to give our thanks and pay our respects to the man of the house is all. I hope you will allow us to do so.”

“Of course,” I said, not quite sure what she meant, but too tired to dig into it then, “as I said, I’m grateful you ladies are here. And don’t worry about being stuck here if you chafe or grow tired of the rough accommodations. If it comes down to it, I can help you raise a house whenever you ladies chose to settle.”

“If you will have us,” she said softly, staring into my eyes again, her gentle hand taking mine in a quick grip, “I believe we’d all love to stay here and build a home with you. Now let’s get inside before it gets too chilly and have some supper.”

I followed the woman in. Once again, she seemed to be speaking to me on a deeper level. They were kind people, and I was telling the truth when I said their presence warmed the house. It had been the one source of happiness over the past couple of days, and I could imagine what I would be feeling or doing if they hadn’t been there.

As I sat and ate the large bowl Delilah portioned out for me, I looked around at the beautiful women who had come into my life. Marveling at this blessing of life and friendship that had been unasked for but was so very welcome. As we ate and sat by the fire and talked, I felt knots of tension ease in my shoulders. We planned to head into town the next day once the morning chores were handled, and the girls promised to be up early to help me with them.

Esther insisted we set a watch that night, and she took the first one. Sitting up near the window, a half dozen loaded rifles sitting against the wall before her. Grace and Delilah said their goodnights, each pausing to whisper with Esther before they headed to the back bedroom and their bundle of thick blankets.

I unrolled my sleeping mat and stretched out on the warm floor near the hearth, watching the coals change from white-hot to a cherry red, and finally to a dull orange. Movement at my side made me roll over, and I found Esther laying there, her slender body stretched out at my side, resting her head in her hand as she looked at me.

“Those men would have killed you and raped me to death,” she said softly, and as I looked into her beautiful face reflected in the dim light, I realized her eyes were a deep forest green.

“I lost control,” I said, not meaning to admit what had been eating away at me.

“You saved my life,” she said simply, “You acted when others would have hesitated, and that gave us the edge today. The dreams are going to come, and it will get worse before it gets better, but I wanted you to know… I thought you were magnificent.”

Her words were breathy, and she drew closer to me slowly as she spoke until I could once more smell the herbal scent of the soap she used and feel her breath tickling my cheeks.

“Do you have any idea what a handsome and dashing young man you are?” She asked, a crooked smile finding its way onto her face.

“I’m sorry?” I asked, taken aback by the quick change in the direction of the conversation.

“You won’t be,” she whispered, and her crooked smile took on a darker quality, and I grew uneasy, then I jumped when I felt her hand slide across my thigh and manhood.


Chapter Seven

“Excuse me?!” I asked my voice climbing until the end, then I went on in a whisper, “What are you doing?! Ms. Esther, please!”


“When you took that first man out with one blow, you even shocked me,” she said as she pressed her body to my side. The heat of her sent a shiver through me, and I couldn’t help but respond to her touch as her quick fingers unlatched my belt. “I wanted to jump you right then and there. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a manly and decisive act.”


“Please,”
 I said, lamely trying to push her hand away from my belt area, “I’ve never… and Grace and Delilah… oh god… we can’t…”


“Oh, we can,” she said as her hand slipped into my pants, and I felt her cool fingers come in contact with my hardness. I breathed in a hiss of pleasure, unable to hide how good her grip felt on my cock, “And this giant guy seems to agree with me.”

I felt her hot lips on my neck, and all will to resist melted away. I forgot the consequences and repercussions of such an act. I just felt her touch upon me and her soft, yet firm body, pressing against mine. I turned into her and crushed my lips to hers. Pulling back, I relaxed my grip on her slender body and kissed her softer, loving the feel of her soft lips against mine, and hearing the little moans of pleasure as I held her in strong arms.

“Dear, god,” she breathed pulling back from our kiss and gazing down at my manhood now free of my pants, she held it up staring at the more than half its thick length that stood out of her grip, “and I’m the lucky woman who gets to taste this gorgeous cock for the first time.”

I lay there in shock as she leaned down and planted her lips to the tip of my dick. I’d heard about women sucking on a man’s cock when in taverns with my Pa, but I’d never dreamed it could feel as good as it did.

Esther planted soft kisses all around the head of my cock, her tongue licking out around the underside sending a shiver of pleasure up my spine. She looked up at me, her green eyes grinning in the dim firelight, and stared into my eyes as thick lips slipped over the head, and I felt her hot wet mouth draw me in.

I didn’t know heaven could exist on earth until that moment. It might sound terrible to say, but holding her firm ass in one hand and watching while she slid her hand up and down in time with her tight hot mouth was the best feeling of my life, up to that point. Her beautiful eyes were locked on my face, a happy smile tugging on the corners of her lips as she watched the pleasure register there.

My pleasure began to peak far too early, and though I tried to stave my orgasm off and draw out this surprising ecstasy, I could manage no longer.


“I’m going to… oh, Jesus!”
 The whisper came out as more of a moan as Esther nodded, her lips never leaving my cock, as she sucked all the harder.

I couldn’t stifle the grunt of pleasure that escaped my throat as I came into the woman’s hot mouth. My legs flexed and back arched, and she wrapped her lips all the tighter around the head of my dick, sucking and swallowing hard, drinking down every drop.

Panting deep breaths, I slowly recovered, and blinking looked down to see Esther sitting up, eyes closed, and licking her bottom lip as she savored what she had just done. Then she looked down at me and grinned.

“That was,” I said, grinning back and suddenly remember where we were and who lay nearby. I glanced at the hallway's entrance, but Esther bent down and turned my face in her firm grip.

“Tonight, you’re mine,” she said, her grin almost possessive, “please give me this… no words,” her hands moved down and began to unbutton my shirt, and my own fingers flexed as I gripped her slender waist. “Just be with me tonight… we’re alive.”

Her lips met mine, and then the passion flared up in us. Once more, I lost awareness of the rest of the world and just experienced this beautiful woman pressing herself against me. Our hands grew frantic as we stripped each other bare. The woman lacked all self-consciousness and seemed to relish in my enjoyment of her beauty. Her breasts were slight but firm on her chest, the nipples small and dark.

I ran my hands up her firm back and pulled her to me, kissing down her slim neck and tugging a hard nipple into my mouth, loving the moan of pleasure that escaped her mouth. Her hand once more took my cock, her fingers gripping me and slowing jacking my hardness.

She pulled me between her parting thighs, and before I knew what was happening, she was pressing the fat tip to her wet entrance, and I sighed out in pleasure as I sank into her soft hot depths.

“Oh, God!” Esther moaned out, her body tensing up beneath me, “Slow… its been so long… you’re so big… oh god, John!”

Her loud moans and cries rattled me, but her hot lips on mine, hands gripping me tightly, washed away all my worries. Her tightness relaxed around my girth, and I worked my cock deeper and deeper into her with short little thrusts.

“There! Oh god, yes… right there!” Esther cries out sharp and loud, her nails digging into my back as I felt her pussy tighten around my cock. The walls felt like they were milking me, and I held her close.

A stupid grin stole over my face as I realized I was really having sex and had even made a woman cum! Then Esther was peppering my face and neck with kisses, moaning soft words of love and pleasure as she begged me to cum. I’d never dreamed of hearing something so nasty and hot before, and it was only a few seconds later that I was gripping her firm ass in two hands, and driving into her with long hard thrusts, the cum boiling out of my cock, deep into her womb.

Panting, I held myself there, feeling her pussy spasming still around my cock, its entire length filling her. Lifting my head, I looked down and saw her grinning up at me as if she’d just won a prize.

If I thought my magical evening was over there, I was sorely mistaken. My cocks still filled the woman, and I felt her do something magical with her pussy, flexing around me, causing me to thicken once more. Then she rolled me onto my back, mounting me and sitting back.

Her hand’s on my chest, she rode me slowly, and I held her slender hips and firm ass, staring up at her beauty. She reveled in my attention, throwing back her thick blond hair over her shoulder and gazing down at me with a confidence I found enthralling. She was so slender her belly button was elongated, and her small firm breasts stood out magnificently from her chest. They bounced in time with her hips as she drove my cock deep into her.

We took our time on the second round. I tried to memorize the feel of her incredibly hot pussy as it sent waves of pleasure through my body. Also, the sight of this gorgeous woman in the prime of her life, face twisted in pleasure as I drove her over the edge into nirvana.

Once more, she took my cum deep into her body, and then collapsed upon me, having experienced several orgasms as she slowly rode my cock. We both panted, catching out breaths, covered in sweat. I closed my eyes and held her close, feeling fully content for the first time in weeks. Then I did something I hadn’t done in days, I nodded off into a deep full night’s sleep.


Chapter Eight

I woke feeling refreshed and rested then I sat up with a start, remembering what had happened between Esther and me. The blankets beside me were empty, and I heard movement in the kitchens. Dressing quickly, I slipped in and found her and Grace packing a meal into a tin canister.

I was ready for things to become awkward quickly, but Esther turned a relaxed smile on me as she held up the lantern. Her long straight blond hair tied back and her dress back on, in place of the trousers and coat from the day before.

“Morning,” Grace said with a bright smile. Her warm eyes easing my worries of awkwardness.

The entire morning I waited for Grace or Delilah to mention something about the night before, but neither did. They both were sweet to me, Delilah even flashed me a dazzling smile as she closed up the house, her large young breasts drawing my eyes as she bent low to grab her bags. She caught me looking, and her smile grew sly, giving me a wink before she flounced over to the wagon and up between her mom and friend.

Esther said nothing about our night before, but she would give me longing looks and slow smiles that told me it hadn’t been a dream. Before we headed out, I trapped her behind the house and pressed her up against the wall, going crazy from the desire to touch her again. She giggled and moaned into the kiss as I held her close, my hands gripped her tightly.

Then we broke off, and I stepped back. From her ragged indrawn breath, I could see that she was just as affected as I was. I grinned at her, a promise of what was to come, and then slipped back out.

I went out and saddled my horse, then hitched up the mules to the wagon. Usually, I would have used the cart Pa and I’d built to haul supplies, but with the women coming along, it just made more sense to drive their wagon in and load it up.

It was of excellent design with sturdy axles and a deep bed. It had been built for a trek across the continent and had thick hardwood walls that could turn aside all but the most powerful ammunition. Esther loaded the bed with the rifles and stashed two beneath her skirts as we headed out.

“Grace and Delilah can both shoot if it comes to it,” she’d told me as we loaded the last into the wagons, “but neither has seen a real fight, so I wouldn’t lean on them too heavily.”

I nodded in understanding and worried if I could be relied upon in a real fight. I’d never been in a gun battle and had no desire to be in one any time soon. With White Hoof beneath me and the three women mounted on the wagon's bench, we headed out down the narrow track.

So much had happened over the past two days, my life felt chaotic. At the same time, I felt comfortable with these women and focused on my target. What I would do once justice had been delivered to my father’s killers, I wasn’t sure. But the future looked a little brighter now than it had the morning before.

As we rode down from our high valley, and down to the river and town, I told the women about the lands around ours. Few had staked claim this far north in the Sierras. Pa and I had settled here for the relative peace.

Dense forests of tall pine trees covered the mountainsides, broken up here and there by cliff faces and granite outcroppings. In the flat land’s vast fields of tall green grasses held smaller game like rabbits and squirrels. The views were magnificent at several points, and the women all seemed to fall in love with the land as I had.

Grace and Esther asked probing questions about water and resources. They asked about the history of these parts and who might pose a threat to our lands. I told them all I knew.

Pa and I had been amongst the first settlers in these parts. Soon after, more and more had stopped in and built homes. The town was little over a year old, but already a few dozen called it home. It had a general store, a barbershop, and a tavern. There were also two whore houses in town, but I left that out. Soon enough, they would see the ladies hanging nearly topless out of the windows.

They’d tried to make Pa sheriff in town, mostly on account of him being taller and more powerfully built than all the other men. He had no desire to live in or near town though and so had refused the title. He’d ridden down from our place a couple times and helped to deal with an arson and several murderers over the last year. I’d stayed behind, him wanting me to have no part in that business if he could avoid it.

I choked up some as I spoke about my father, but it felt good to remember good times. I felt a need to have Grace, Esther, and Delilah to see him as I did.

Six hours after we set out, we rode around a stand of trees, and the glittering ribbon of river stretched out across the horizon. Just below us was the small town that had sprung up. Even as we looked, construction was going on at several places with small homes and shops going up.

We rode into town, and the women drew a couple looks. Grace and Delilah, especially, with their fine figures and patrician good looks. All three had dressed in simple woolen dresses that did little to enhance their appearances. Nothing could hide the hourglass forms of Grace and her daughter, though, and I even caught more than one sour look from the whores leaning out their windows trying to catch my attention.

I tied White Hoof up outside the general store and helped the women secure the wagon. Their mules were a docile pair, Delilah having spoiled them and won their affections. I went into the small grocer and met with the owner, introducing him to the women and getting them set up to buy supplies for winter.

I was distracted and Grace pushed me out, assuring me that they would be fine. Telling me to go report to the sheriff. I thanked her and stepped out into the main street. As I walked up the dirt road, I felt eyes on me, and the street seemed eerily empty. Empty of people at least, not that I noticed there were a good half dozen horses tied up outside the saloon. Skinny and ill-treated one and all, it didn’t look like any of them had been brushed for weeks.

Stepping into the sheriff’s office, I found the man picking his teeth with a sliver of wood. He jerked in surprise when he saw me, stabbing his gums and cursing. He stood and threw the sliver of wood away, sucking at his gums.

“John!” The man said with a wave of his hand to one of the empty chairs, “Have a seat, what can I do for you?”

“Sheriff, it’s my Pa,” I said, grateful my voice stayed strong, “he was shot and killed on our property.”

“Shot?” The man frowned as he sat forward, hands clasped before himself, “Why that’s terrible.”

I was just about to launch into the story when I noticed something odd. The man had never gotten along with my father, always suspicious that Pa might take his cushy job someday. He didn’t register any surprise at my words, and murder was a rare thing in our community.

“Do you know who did it, boy?” He asked, his eyes intent upon me.

“I found some tracks,” I said my hackles rising, “lead back to a ravine on our property. There was a mining camp set up, run by two big blonde brothers.”

“Now I can’t see the Dade brothers getting mixed up in anything like that,” the Sheriff said leaning back and waving his hands to calm me down, “They are fine upstanding citizens of the territory. Why just this morning, they brought in the corpses of four men who were wanted from here down to Mexico. You must be mistaken, boy. Besides,” he said, his dark eyes glittering dangerously, “there’s plenty of land to be had up in those mountains, why would they want yours?”

There was no way I was going to tell him about the gold on our land. It would prove a motive, but it might also start a rush of crazies, and I couldn’t be sure what the sheriff knew. The man was grinning, but his eyes were cold as river stones as he stared at me, giving nothing away.

“I tracked the shooter from my Pa’s corpse to their camp, Sheriff,” I said, “Come to my lands, and you can see for yourself, the tracks should still be there.”

“Well, now I’m sure that’s what you thought you saw, but who can really know, eh?” The man’s grin turned predatory as he went on, picking up a piece of paper from his desk and glancing at it, “Speaking of which, your claim was in your father's name and if he’s passed on, then the second claim that I received this morning would look legal.”

“That’s absurd!” I said, standing, anger bubbling up within me.

“Careful boy,” the man said, resting a hand on his six-shooter, “you don’t want to be making any hasty moves now. I can see you’re upset… Why don’t you head over and speak with the man who made the claim. Sort it out with him.”

“By every law of the lands, my claim has standing,” I said, sure now that something was going on, “and my father’s killers deserve to be brought to justice. Are you even going to investigate his murder?”

“Of course, I will,” he said, a bead of nervous sweat tracking its way down his face, “I’ll look into it, just as soon as you head over to the tavern and speak with the man who put in the claim.”

I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the man. He was middle-aged and soft around the middle. A good three inches shorter than I was, and not nearly as broad across the shoulders and chest. For one long moment, I thought of attacking this man and had to force my hands to relax, fists unclenching. There was no way I would get away with it without being lynched, and I had more than just myself to worry about now.

“Go on boy, he’s waiting for you.” The man was still nervous, but anger bubbled out of his voice.

With sudden insight, I saw that he wasn’t angry with me, he was mad with himself. I saw the trap waiting for me then, plain as day. This man planned to see me dead but didn’t have the stones to do it himself.

I knew what I had to do, and it fueled my anger and fear. I’ve never been one for hesitation or procrastination, if there’s a bit of work to be done, I’d rather do it now instead of putting it off.


Chapter Nine

Stepping out of the Sheriff’s office and onto the boardwalk, I looked up and down the main street. Grace was standing just outside the general store with a small group of townswomen. I could see the women were introducing themselves to the elegant Grace. It was normal for a new mother to be the center of attention when she first came to town. I caught her eyes as I began walking over to the tavern, and she must have seen something in me, for she pulled free of the surrounding women and hurried over.

“What is it?” She asked, her eyes concerned as she gazed up at me, stopping me in place.

“I think the Sheriff’s in league with whoever killed my Pa,” I frowned down at her, “You, Esther, and Delilah should get out of town. I’m sorry you showed up at such a bad time.”

“We aren’t going anywhere,” she said, gripping my arm and holding me fast, the town's women were watching us, and as I scanned them I saw most of the women’s faces blush and glance away from my hard stare. I didn’t see guilt or shame on any of their faces, though, and that relaxed a knot in my shoulders.

“We need to get out of this town,” she said, her gaze fierce, “forget these men. We head back to the house and defend it if we must.”

“I have to do this,” I said, staring down into her eyes. I could see the fear in her, but I wouldn’t be turned away from my path. “If I don’t, they’ll steal my fathers lands, and there’ll be little I can do to stop it.”

“Man foolishness…” she said with a flash of anger, there and gone in a second before looking up at me with a fierce gaze, “If you live, you could use a few good hands on your side. Leave that to Delilah and me. Don’t you get yourself killed, John. I have plans for you still.”

The devilish grin she flashed as she turned away sent a shiver of desire coursing through me. She hurried over to the townswomen and began to speak with them. The sun was beating down on the empty street, but the wind was cool, and I remember noting how little sweat I had on my brow. I stepped across the street and pressed in the newly fitted saloon doors and stepped into the darkened interior.

The barkeeper was a short nervous man, and I saw his eyes flit from me to a table in the corner with six men sitting at it. The men quieted down when I entered, their harsh laughter cutting off as six sets of eyes alighted on me with hungry, greedy stares.

One of the men sitting at the table was a great big blonde man, and I recognized him as one of the brothers. I felt my heart racing and anger bubbling up inside as I turned to march over. The anger hit me so hot and fast I didn’t notice the other man standing near the doorway until he bumped into me, spilling ale all over the front of my shirt.

“How dare you spill my drink, boy!” I looked over and saw the other blonde brother standing there, a hard grin on his face as he glared at me, “I demand an apology.”

“Are you the man who put in a claim on my lands?” I asked, my words hard as the anger bubbling up within even hotter and more corrosive.

“My lands now,” the man said quietly, his voice not carrying more than a couple feet from us. The table with his brother and their men watched us with anticipation, and the few other patrons in the tavern with varying levels of interest as well. “That daddy of yours died like a dog, boy. He didn’t deserve the gold he found.”

I was moving before I even knew it. Throwing a haymaker at the man’s head, but was expecting the blow and danced back, my swing going wide. The rage turning my vision red.

“How dare you!” The man called, his voice angry and hurt, but his eyes grinning as if this was what he’d been waiting for, “First you spill my drink, insult my brother, then you take a swing at me?! The Dade brothers won’t put up with that kind of disrespect, I’m calling you out, boy!”

The challenge stole away a greater part of my rage, and I stood there looking around. Just like that I’d stepped into the trap. The barkeep and other patrons were watching me with mixtures of surprise and anger. None protested the man calling out a boy of nineteen, but then I could see their silence had been bought with rounds of drinks before I showed up.

The tall blond man in front of me was older than his brother, who was still seated, and I saw the leather of his holster and the white wood of his gun grip were well worn in. This was the trap I’d suspected. The man was a killer and had been planning to force me into a duel with him one way or another. Duels were rare in these parts, but not unheard of.

The anger was a storm inside me, but I had no desire to die, and I figured that could be the only outcome if I was forced to draw leather against this stone-cold killer. I was searching for a way out when the second brother sitting down called out loudly, his words killing any hope I had of getting out of this fight.

“You a coward boy? Too scared to face a real man and defend your lands?”

His tone was mocking and cruel, and I saw the frowns form on the faces of the other patrons. They didn’t frown at the man, they frowned at me. There are few worse fates in this country than to be branded and believed to be a coward. If others thought I was, then I could expect to have my lands taken one slice at a time until nothing was gone. My animals would be driven off my farm, and I would find it hard to buy supplies. Being branded as yellow was almost worse than death in these parts.

Then I thought of Grace, Esther, and Delilah, if it was believed that I was a coward, they would be extra vulnerable to attack or capture. These were hard lands filled with hard and brutal men. I knew I didn’t have a choice.

A cold sweat popped out under my shirt, and I felt my heart racing, but my mind was still. I saw everything with crystal clarity. Each breath was cool and calm, in through the nose and out through the mouth, as I stared in the man’s eyes.

“What’s your name?” My voice surprised me with its calmness, and I saw the other man frown slightly, a touch uneasy.

“Elmer Dade,” he barked, crossing his arms over his broad chest, “We gonna do this, or talk all day?”

“It’s good to put a name to the man I’m about to kill,” I said, my tone quiet and hard as steel, “I didn’t know the others names.”

“Hmph, if you’ve ever killed more than a fly, boy, I’d be surprised,” the man smirked as he said it.

“You think those four men killed themselves near your camp yesterday?” I asked, letting a small smile play on my lips.

Elmer’s expression froze, and his eyes grew troubled. He was opening his mouth to speak, but I stepped back and swung the bar door open for him to exit.

“After you, I insist.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, and he snorted in derision as he stepped out to the boardwalk.

His demeanor had changed, though. There was a tension in his shoulders and stride that hadn’t been there before. I paused in the doorway and looked back at the table of grinning men who were standing to follow and flashed a triumphant smile at the other blond brother, causing him to frown. I saw one of the men cradling a rifle with a cherry wood handle and I noted the mans appearance.

Then I stepped out onto the boardwalk, scanning the growing crowd for Grace. I saw her and Esther standing with a larger group of women. Her eyes widened when she saw me step out, and then she glanced at Elmer as he strode into the middle of the street, face a thunderhead. She spoke quickly with the women around her, and they all stared in fear at Elmer and me then scattered, each hurrying away.

A small hand gripped mine, and I turned to see Delilah standing just outside the saloon. She looked up at me, her big beautiful blue eyes shining with excitement and fear.

“Don’t you dare die, John.” Her words and tone echoed her mother, and her small hand gripped mine hard.

“I don’t plan on it,” I said with a smile that was more reassuring than I felt, “best go be with your Ma right now. If things do go south, perhaps you can find safety with one of the families in town.”

“Watch his trigger finger,” the girl said in a fierce whisper, stepping up close and pressing her slender young body against me, “It will give away when he’s about to draw.”

Then to my astonishment, she stood up on tiptoes and brushed my lips with a chaste kiss. Her soft pink lips sending a thrill of excitement coursing through me. She flashed a delighted smile at my reaction, then spun and hurried over to her mother, who smiled at me only a touch tremulously.

“That’s a pretty little thing,” Elmer called from the middle of the street, “where she come from? Is that her sister over there? Damn boy, you been hoarding the good pussy all to yourself. When you’re six feet under me, and my brother will have to share them around with the boys.”


Chapter Ten

The anger tried to flare up in me again, but I breathed the fire out, seeking a calm place as I stepped out into the street. My heart hammered in my chest as I looked across at the big blonde man. His hand was held out at his side, cold eyes staring at me. I could feel the eyes of the gathering crowd on us as the town went still and silent.

The Sheriff’s office door swung open, the telltale squeak giving him away as he stepped out onto the boardwalk, but he said nothing to stop what was about to happen, and I dared not look over at the man. My attention focused on the men in front of me, our eyes locked on one another’s.

“Abilene whore houses pay the best for fresh meat like that that little girl over there,” he said quietly for only me to hear. A sneer grew on his lips as his eyes flickering over to the saloon. His brother and their comrades pilling out onto the boardwalk.

“Boy like you, could never please her or that high lady beside her with the great teats. Me and the boys will work them in before we sell them.” He was speaking in a calm even tone, trying to lull me, but I kept a sharp mind as my heart hammered in my chest, “How much you think I’ll-.”

I’d been ignoring the man’s words, or trying to, and caught the flicker of his trigger finger just before his arm moved, the words cut off. The palm of my hand slapped the butt of my pistol, and it was out of my holster. I didn’t bother to lift and aim, trusting to the same skill that had taken down a hundred rabbits, I snapped off the first shot and then brought my gun forward. Fanning the hammer as two more rounds flew so quickly, the sound of all three bullets firing blended together.

The world was frozen for one long second. Elmer held his gun in a loose grip, having just cleared his holster. A look of confusion on his face as he glanced down and saw three blooming red spots appear on his grimy shirt, spreading quickly and pouring hot blood down his front from the pumping holes. Then he fell facedown, dead and lifeless.

I took in my first breath in a while, heart hammering as sounds suddenly began to register again. I heard a cry of anger and loss and turned to see the second brother pulling at his face as he stared at his dead brother.

“You’re gonna die, boy!” The man cried and was about to pull his own gun, his men doing the same.

Suddenly the sounds of a dozen rifles having rounds levered into place sounded up and down the street. The man froze, and even I took my eyes off them for one second to look around me.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw townsfolk all holding rifles and pistols and training them on the Dade brother and his gang. The wives had run home to tell their husbands and even armed themselves. I glanced at Grace and saw her flash me a big relieved smile, and I nodded to her gratefully.

“The claim is settled!” I thundered, staring at the remaining brother and feeling the Sheriff’s beady eyes glaring at my back, “And as far as I’m concerned, so is my father’s killer. You should get gone from this territory and never come back.”

“This ain’t over boy,” the younger Dade brother said, spittle flying from the corners of his mouth in anger as he ripped his reins free of the hitching post, “You’ll answer for Elmer's death.”

With that, he and his men swung up into their saddles, glaring down at me and everyone else. I saw the brother trail a long lingering look over Delilah before licking his lips and giving me a wink.

“See you around,” he said, with a smirk that nearly made me shoot him right there. I wasn’t going to give the Sheriff the slightest excuse, though. So, I stood silent and watched the men ride out of town, my gun still in hand.

I was standing there looking down at the dead body of the man I’d killed when Esther led me away.

“Let the Sheriff deal with the body, come on we need to get back to the ranch,” she said, drawing me to the wagon and my horse.

“It’s another trap,” I said, rousing myself out of the reverie that had held me, my mind sluggishly thinking through things, “they’re going to attack us there. Either tonight or tomorrow.”

“I know,” she said, “and we’re going to turn it against them. Now get on your horse, before that Sheriff works up the nerve to lock you up for questioning or take one of us as a hostage.”

Her words sent a fresh wave of fear through me, and when I glanced back at the swarthy man, I saw his beady black eyes tracking the three women and me. A speculative frown on his face. He saw me staring, and we locked eyes, as we did his frown slowly changed to a small evil grin. Then he broke our gaze as the gravedigger called his name.

My hands were trembling as I pulled myself up into the saddle, but I marshaled myself. Forcing my body to calm down as the shock of killing a man and nearly dying coursed through my system.

We rode out the opposite direction of the Dade gang, heading up into the mountains towards my lands. My fear now was being ambushed on the road, so I couldn’t afford to dwell on what I’d just done. I scanned the tree line to either side, keeping an eye out for any birds that were surprised into flight in the hills to either side of us. My rifle in one hand and the reins in the other.

Surprisingly Grace and Esther lay in the back of the wagon, and Delilah drove it. The two older women both clutched rifles, ready to pop up if needed. The wagon was loaded down with all the supplies we might need for winter I saw, and a few added items. I almost smiled when I saw the large bolts of different colored cloth they had purchased.

Delilah had an uncommon bond with the mules. I’d never seen anyone able to get the stubborn creatures to run for more than a few hundred feet without stopping. When Delilah called and flicked her wrists, sending them into a full out run, the beasts put their noses down and surged forward. The sturdy little mules didn’t stop for the entire race up the mountains, working themselves into a lather. Incredibly the mules looked willing to run themselves to death for the girl, but thankfully she pulled back on the reins long before then. Letting them walk the final mile down into our valley.

The entire ride to the house, she had a fierce smile of joy on her face, as though the terror and threat only excited her. Our eyes met several times and she flashed me bright excited smiles that seemed at odds with our terrible circumstances.


Chapter Eleven

We approached the house with caution, but after a quick search, it appeared no one had visited. Working quickly, Esther emptied the wagon of the weapons she had loaded into it into the house, save one for each woman. Working quickly, we barricaded the windows and then hauled in a few days’ worths of water and food from the stores.

I’d been thinking about how we might defend against an attack since we’d ridden out from town, and I had a couple ideas. As we barricaded the windows, I explained my plan, and the women agreed to it readily, Esther improved upon it slightly with a few suggestions, and then we all got to work.

Dade and his gang knew about the three women now, but they couldn’t possibly know how good of a shot Esther was. The woman agreed to my plan, and my respect for her grew as she hunkered down in the old blind my Pa had built, without complaint. When we’d first moved into these lands, we’d hunted this valley for pheasant and elk, and the blind was set up just into the woods from the house, up from the creek. It was a perfect location to lay in ambush; unfortunately, there was no cover from the elements.

We pulled out two woolen blankets, and Esther wrapped herself up in them. I took her out to the nook and showed her where to lay in wait to make sure the puffs of smoke from her rifle would stay hidden when she fired it. The position afforded a great view of the house and valley, with only a small corner on the back of the house, out of sight to the shooter.

This was the first time I’d been alone with the woman since the night before, and as I pointed out the sightlines to her, she rested a hand on my shoulder, drawing my attention and drying the words on my tongue with her frank look.

“Is there something you’re not telling us?” She asked quietly, “It just doesn’t make sense that men would be willing to murder and kill for so little.”

I had been debating telling them about the gold deposit since we’d left town. They deserved to know, but the secret had gotten my father killed.

“You know Grace plans for you and Delilah to marry,” Esther said, a nervous hesitation in her voice, “She has this whole fantasy of the four of us building a home together. But I know what it’s like to lose a parent and how much your life’s changed over the past couple of days. So I understand if you don’t want to share that future with us.”

“That’s not it,” I said with a short laugh, “Jesus, you three have been the one saving grace of this whole thing. I’m sorry I should have told you three yesterday, but I don’t know… I feared what the knowledge would do to our friendship… I fear what it will mean for our future together.”

“I’ve never really fit in,” Esther said, staring off into the distance, “Always too adventurous to hang out with the girls, and too feminine to hang out with the boys. Grace was the one person who’s always understood me. When she told me of her plan to head out west and live in the mountains, I had hope of a future where I could find happiness. And then we met you… we fell in love with this land… then last night, I got the first taste of that happiness.”

“Last night was amazing,” I said.

“It was,” she said, “and it won’t be the last. You and your father built a beautiful home, in gorgeous country. There is plenty of food, freshwater, and a sturdy roof over our heads. The three of us could ask for nothing more, but then we found a blessing in you. A handsome young man with a good heart, quick mind, and too brave by half. I don’t know you well yet, but I trust you, John, so keep your secret. I won’t press you any more.”

“It’s gold,” I said, feeling a wave of relief when I finally admitted it, “Pa found a gold deposit just up in the hills, a big one. I don’t know how the Sheriff and those men found out about it; we were always careful to tell no one. Or so I thought.”

Esther was staring at me with wide eyes as she slowly nodded.

“You feared that if word got out, there would be a gold rush,” she said slowly, “Or did you fear we might steal it from you?”

“I thought about it at first,” I admitted, “just a worry, easily dismissed once I got to know you all. To be honest, it’s a stress and a worry I never wanted to deal with. Pa had the dream of striking it rich, I was perfectly content to build this farm, maybe find a wife and raise a family.”

“That’s all we want as well,” Esther said, her arm around my back as she held me close to her side, “It’s Grace and I’s dream.”

“About last night,” I said, suddenly awkward.

“Last night was amazing,” she said, turning and looking up at me with a fond smile, “I never imagined it could be so good with a man.”

“Was that… was that just a bit of fun for you? It’s just… that was my first… I always thought I would wait until marriage… Sorry, I’m not sure exactly what I’m asking.” I felt my face flush with embarrassment and looked out over the farm, unable to meet her eyes as she stared at me with a crooked little smile.

“You know I’m actually glad you didn’t tell us about the gold,” she said, and when I turned to her with a questioning frown, she went on, “Otherwise, you might never believe Grace’s plan and think we cooked this all up.”

“What plan?” I asked.

“I really should have let Grace tell you. She does a better job explaining things than I do,” my frown deepened, and she went on, her tanned cheeks blushing a pretty red, “In order to explain her plan I should tell you something about Grace and I. Something as precious of a secret to the two of us as your gold is to you… We’re lovers.” At my start of surprise, she glanced up at me and grinned a mischievous smile, “Like that, do you?”

“I… I never imagined… how does it even work?” I asked, flummoxed as I tried to imagine two women together.

“Quite well, actually,” she said with a little laugh, “Would you care to watch sometime?”

Then she barked a loud laugh at my stunned expression and gawping mouth.

“When Grace wrote your father back and told him she was coming, she said she was bringing a surprise. One that he didn’t have to accept, but one she hoped he would,” Esther said. “I was the surprise.”

“And last night…” I said, unable to finish the thought.

“Last night was my first time with a man in over fifteen years,” she said softly, “and it was magical. And, if you will have them, Delilah and Grace are both hoping to have the same experiences with you.”

“But that’s a sin,” I said, trying to hide my excitement at such a previously unimaginable thought, “Isn’t it?”

“Is love a sin? Are we not allowed to share the same man? We’ve talked about this more than you could imagine and are confident in what we want. The only question is are you willing to accept us.”

“I don’t know,” I said in all honesty, “I’ve never dreamed… it’s just a lot to take in right now.”

“I understand,” she said, nodding, “but don’t take too long, Grace and I will be fine if you decide you want nothing to do with us, but that girl is head over heels for you.”

“Delilah?” I asked, shocked. “She just met me!”

“The girls been dreaming of the wild and dangerous west her whole life and has more than a healthy interest in tales of violence. She talked for months about her wish to see a real western shootout… and you gave her that today. Besides,” she woman flashed me a wicked smile, “her momma told me she was dripping with envy last night. Wouldn’t shut up all night about how handsome you are, how dashing and capable. She’s been dreaming of a real western man for years and to finally find one so cute and young… we’ll, good luck denying the girl.”

“That’s… I’m just a simple man,” I said, shaking my head, too overwhelmed, “I fear you’re all going to be disappointed.”

“Oh, John,” Esther said, leaning back and tilting her head as she peered up at me, “I wish you could see yourself through our eyes. If all I knew about you was the home and farm you built with your own hands, then I would think you a fine man. But you act without hesitation, you can kill when necessary, but you show no love for it. You are kind, thoughtful, and you partake of no vices such as drink or gambling.

“But that’s enough out of me for one night. Thank you for trusting me with your secret. I promise not to tell anyone about the gold. In truth, I never really cared for money all that much. Perhaps that comes from having it growing up. Now get down to the house and finish up there. I have a long cold night ahead of me.”

“You stay safe,” I said, pulling her into a firm hug.

I meant to release her, but she felt so good, and when I pulled my head back, she was staring up at me with those bright blue eyes. The kiss was warm and gentle and soothed the tension out of my shoulders. Holding Esther close, I felt my body responding to her slender form. Passion intensified, and then I pulled myself out of her arms with ragged breath and a grin. The woman drove me crazy, and she knew it from the confident little smirk on her face. Flashing me a smile and a wink, she wrapped herself in the blankets again and hunkered down in the blind, covering herself in dry leaves.


Chapter Twelve

Walking back to the house, I thought about what she had said and realized it might be a foolish decision, but there was no way I would turn down their offer. Then the thoughts were pushed out my head as I got back to work.

I was just hammering the last thick board into place over a window when Grace brought me a small bowl of stew. I sat down near the fire, and she came over to sit beside me.

“How are you doing?” She asked.

“I’m doing fine,” I said, I knew what she was asking, how I was dealing with the shooting today. In truth, I was trying not to think of it. The look on the man's face, dead and vacant, as he fell to the dusty street, was frozen in my mind’s eyes.

“Delilah is going to sit watch with you tonight,” her cheeks flushed crimson, but she held my eyes with a steady gaze, “Would you show her the same kindness you showed Esther last night?”

“Of course,” I said carefully, “If that is your desire. But what of you?”

The tension was growing between us, like the air itself was charged with an invisible force. My stomach felt like a swarm of butterflies frolicked within as I stared at the gorgeous woman before me.

“I will be happy and proud,” she said softly, and then her lips quirked into a little grin, “And dream of when I finally get my chance to be with you.”

My breath caught in my throat, and she stood suddenly. Flashing me a smile and turned in a swirl of skirts and slipped back down the hall. I watched her go with my jaw hanging open and only then noticed Delilah standing in the kitchen entranceway. The girl stared at me, her eyes intense and unblinking before she made her way over slowly.

“Quite the day, huh?” She said as she sat down beside me on the floor.

“You could say that again,” I said, “I just can’t wait for things to go back to normal.”

“Is that really what you want?” She asked, her eyes bright as they focused on mine in the gathering gloom of evening.

“No,” I said after a long moment staring into her gorgeous light green eyes, “No, I suppose I don’t. But I do miss my Pa, and I’ve no desire to kill any more men.”

“You were very brave today,” she said softly, gazing into the fire, “I was so scared when I saw you step out into the street with that man. He looked dangerous… the way he stared at Mama and me… it made my skin crawl.”

“You don’t have to fear him anymore,” I said, reaching out and drawing the slender girl into my arms. She was trembling like a leaf, but she pressed her warm body close to mine, and I felt her calm down, “We’ll deal with the others when they come. You’ll all be safe here, I promise.”

“I wish I could’ve met your father,” she said softly, “He must have been a great man.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked her, feeling my heart warm towards this quiet and intense girl.

“Because he raised such a wonderful man.” She whispered.

She looked up and met my eyes, and I saw such a depth of emotion and desire in her that it shocked me. The girl was beautiful, like her mother, but a flower newly blooming. Just past eighteen and innocent to the ways of men and women. I knew scarcely more than she did, having just had my first everything
 the night before. But as she stared up at me, I felt like a proper man for the first time in my life. This girl wanted me and was looking to me for guidance and approval.

Raising my hand, I tilted her chin up and touched my lips to hers. Her kiss was shy and nervous at first. Her soft young lips soon grew eager and energetic. I pushed her down onto the pile of blankets I’d lain out for my bed.

If an attack came, it would most likely come in the dark hours of the morning. I had little fear of being interrupted as I slid my hand up from her firm round hips, across her slender stomach and up to cup one large firm young breast. The touch drew a moan of pleasure from Delilah, and she grinned against my lips when my fingers found her hard nipple and pinched it through the thin material of her dress.

We were both young and filled with youthful energy. Experimenting and learning as we touched and teased one another. I should have maintained some awareness and attention, for there was still some risk the Dade gang would come early that night, but I couldn’t think straight with the firm young body pressed against me. Or with her eager little hands, fumbling my belt open and my cock free.

She broke our kiss to stare down at my cock in her hand, her breath coming heavy and hard as her fingers gently played along the shaft. Cool fingers trailing pleasure as they traveled up its length. I was too enthralled with her sexy form to let the girl play for too long. Where Esther was slender elegance, Delilah was firm and rounded. Her body was slim, but her breasts were big, and firm and her ass felt like heaven as I gripped it tight.

I undid the buttons on her dress and peeled it back from her soft pale flesh. She preened under my wide stare, writhing on the blankets beneath me, and giggling as I stared at her big pink nipples and puffy pink areola. I gathered one great handful in and kissed the big hard nipple, sucking it gently into my mouth. My hand pushed her dress the rest of the way down, dragging her panties down her slender thighs.


Chapter Thirteen

My hand trailed up her legs and softly touched her folds. Delilah moaned out in pleasure as I explored her sex, letting my fingers trail gently into her wet folds and then up to her hard-little clit, feeling her tense beneath me in pleasure as I gently rubbed it.

“Oh, John…” Delilah moaned, “That feels… oh god… mhmm… I’m… Oh, what are you… oh, god!”

I had trailed kisses down her neck and across her stomach and placed myself between her thin legs. Her curly dark hairs parted for my searching tongue as I tasted her. Her moans and sighs of pleasure had been quiet up until that moment, but once I began to lick and kiss her tight little pussy, she cried out loudly in pleasure. For long minutes I touched, kissed, fingered and teased the girl until with a shuddering scream, she came.

“No more… please… oh god, John… that was so amazing.”

Delilah drew me up to her, kissing me fiercely and tasting herself on my lips. She grinned into out kisses and pressed me down to my back.

“Momma and Esther said a man loves to have their… cocks… kissed and sucked on, and I’ve been dreaming of it since I first met you… Lay back… Let me worship it… Mmhmm, are they all so big and beautiful?”

The girl held my cock in her hands as she knelt between my legs. Her eyes were big, and she had a delighted smile on her face as she stared at it. Her hands lightly trailing up and down its length. Then she leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on the head. Her tongue snaked out of her little mouth, ran around the underside of my cock, and up its length. Then she sucked the head into her hot wet mouth.

“Tssss,” I warned when her teeth grazed the tender flesh, “No teeth… Mmm, fuck just like that… You’re so beautiful… that feels amazing.”

Delilah grinned up at me, her big firm ass giving a cute little wiggle as I stared at her sexy body. Then she took me deep in her mouth until her tonsils and tongue pressed firmly on the head, and then back up until she just sucked hard on the tip, then back down.

The wet sounds of her worshipping my cock filled the house, and I got a surge of wicked pleasure when I realized her mom must be listening to all of this. I slid my fingers in the girl's silky hair and took control of her. She moaned in pleasure as she gave herself over to me, her hand wrapping around my cock and stroking it as I held her in place and gently fucked her mouth.

I was nearing my own orgasm, and I stared down and met Delilah’s smiling eyes. The girl moaned, saliva pooling out her mouth and down my cock as the gluk, gluk, gluk,
 sound filled the room. I felt my orgasm approach, and Delilah must have sensed it too, for she closed her eyes and sucked all the harder. I released her head, and she stroked me fast as I grunted in pleasure and flooded her mouth with my cum.

She swallowed it as fast as she could and licked up the bit that dribbled out of her mouth and down my cock. The girl was working herself into a frenzy as she slid her wet pussy up and down my shin, grinding herself on me. She didn’t stop sucking and stroking me until I got hard once more.

I could take no more and pulled her up beside me. She gave a little whimper of sadness as my cock slipped from her mouth, but it turned into a whimper of pleasure as I pressed her down beneath me. My weight crushing her down to the blankets, as I spread her legs wide.

“Oh god, yes… fuck me, John!” Delilah moaned as I pressed the head of my cock to her wet entrance.

She was incredibly tight, and I had to work my cock into her in little thrusts, going deeper with each one. The girl tensed beneath me and cried out in pain as I felt her virginity tear before my thrusting cock. I paused and held myself there as she breathed in and out slow deep breaths.

“You feel incredible,” I said, staring down at her beautiful young face, flushed with pleasure and tense with pain.

“You’re… so… big…” Delilah said in between pants.

I waited, and she calmed down, her heavy breaths turning deeper and her muscles relaxing beneath me. Her hips rocked gently, drawing my cock in deeper and deeper slowly.

“Slow…” she whispered, “Mhmm, ohhh that… god, that feels good… Mhmm!”

I began to fuck into her with gentle thrusts going deeper and deeper with each until I felt the bottom of her pussy press against my cock. Then I drew the whole length out of her until just the tip was in her hot slit. Driving forward with steady force, Delilah squirmed beneath me, moaning out even louder in pleasure.

Her hands clung to the backs of my arms, but as I fucked her incredibly tight pussy slowly, she slid then down my back, and finally, she gripped my ass and began pulling me into her harder and harder.

“Fuck me!” She cried as I began to pound down into her.

The feeling was indescribable. I wouldn’t say the feel of Delilah’s body and pussy beneath me felt better than Esther, just different. Younger, firmer, and tighter, she was more inhibited and inexperienced. But I was young, and this was only my second time having sex, so we matched in that respect.

The sounds of our wet sexes meeting filled the house and the cries of our lovemaking echoes around the walls. In just a few minutes, I was pounding down into her as hard as I could feel my own orgasm approach and unable to stave it off. I felt Delilah tense up beneath me, her pussy tightening on my cock and spasming, almost like she was milking me. Then I flooded her womb with my cum as we came together.

I fell beside her, holding her close, both of us panting and sweating. Her naked body pressed tightly against me as she burrowed her head into the crook of my neck and shoulder, giving off little mewling sounds of contentment as we held one another.

Five minutes later, she was riding me, my cock slamming into her still sore pussy as she bounced on my dick. Her big firm breasts bouncing and jiggling with each thrust. My hands slid from her ass and up to cup her big breasts and pinch the nipples. One hand going up to wrap soft fingers around her neck as I held her in place for my pistoning cock. Delilah’s little pussy squirted juices as I gripped her neck, and her eyes flew open wide, and she nodded, pressing her neck into my hand. I gripped her tighter and felt her pussy spasming on my cock. My cock swelled and dumped a massive load of cum into her, and she collapsed upon me, panting and grinning in surprised pleasure.

“That… felt good,” she said with a little shy grin as she kissed me softly, “I was under your control… like I was your slave or something… mm, I loved it.”

“Then be a good slave,” I said with a grin as I slapped her firm ass hard, the sound echoing off the walls, “and clean my cock with that pretty mouth of yours.”

I don’t know where the words came, but it sent a thrill of pleasure through me to see her eyes widen and a grin pull at her lips as she nodded and slithered down my body to take my cock into her mouth, sucking and licking it clean.

“Yes, sir,” she said softly as she held my dick in her small hand, “Mhmm, I’m so happy to serve.”

It took a couple minutes under her gentle ministration for me to grow hard again, and I let the girl enjoy herself as she sucked and licked my cock for long minutes after before I once more flooded her mouth with cum. She drank it down as if it were ambrosia, moaning in pleasure.

We lay there holding one another and whispering about all we’d experienced and what we’d enjoyed about it. The girl wasn’t nearly as slow-witted as I’d first thought her. She was just a little odd. She was quiet and asked a lot of questions, probing me to find out what I had liked and not liked about my time with her and Esther.

At first, I was uncomfortable talking about the other woman with Delilah, but when if felt her pussy grow damp as she asked about my time with her, I realized she was getting off on it. We talked quietly for a couple hours, eventually dressing and sitting near a window and keeping a lookout, but I still held her close. Our rifles were sitting just within reach as she sat on my lap and lay against my chest. Her warmth felt wonderful, and I found I had a growing affection for the girl as the night wore on.


Chapter Fourteen

A few hours before dawn, I sent Delilah to go wake her mother. I was sitting near the window when the two women slipped out of the back bedroom and took up their rifles to join me near the windows.

I felt embarrassment well up in me when Grace gave me a warm, knowing smile. It was all I could do not to move closer, and eavesdrop as the two of them sat next to one another, whispering quietly and glancing over to me. Deliah was all smiles as her mother pressed her for more details. I was a touch uncomfortable and more than a little intrigued. Grace and I had a powerful connection since we’d first seen one another, and as gorgeous as sexy as her daughter was, I found myself craving to feel her heavenly body pressed against mine.

I was fantasizing about Grace, all the naughty things I wanted to do with her, and almost missed movement in the woods. I felt a chill run down my spine as I realized they were here. Gripping my rifle tight, I motioned quickly to the girls, getting their attention. Their giggling faces sobered immediately when they saw the tense look on my face.

“The woods, just there,” I said, pointing, my voice barely above a whisper, “Hold your fire until I say… we want to draw them in close.”

Grace nodded quickly, her face white as a ghost, and Delilah eagerly. The younger woman held her rifle in a loosely, unlike her mother, who clutched it in a death grip. I worried the girl might be over eager and would do something foolish and get herself hurt. She had confessed to me during the night that she had been dreaming of danger ever since she was young and had felt a powerful thrill the day before when she saw me shoot down the Dade brother.

I was just about to say something when the first dark shapes slipped out of the woods and began creeping across the grass. The moonlight glinted off the steel barrels of their rifles, and I lifted my own, sighting down its length.

My heart was hammering in my chest as the men drew closer. Each second seemed to stretch out and then snap past too quickly. I watched the men’s approach, waiting until I saw the tenth and final man slip free of the forest. From the man's bulk and height, I could tell it was the sheriff.

The first two men had pulled out long knives and were now running for the front door. When they were little more than twenty feet away, a shot ran out in the quiet night, dropping one of the men in his tracks. Their reaction was confusion as they looked around in the darkness raising their firearms and looking around quickly.

I breathed a sigh of relief that Esther was awake and had seen the men approaching, at the same time I shifted my rifle and called out “Fire!”
 as I trained it on the other lead man. I pulled the trigger and felt the weapon kick in my arms, and the man dropped dead, with a gaping hole in his chest.

“Get back!” Shouted a deep bellowing voice from near the front of the group, “To the woods, it’s a trap!”

I saw the tall form of the other Dade brother trying to rally his men. A few were pointing guns at the house, firing at the windows, and a few were firing randomly into the dark woods. A bullet whizzed past me, causing my fear to spike, but I only had eyes for the big man as I pulled the trigger again, ratcheting the rifle and then putting another bullet into his tall, dark torso.

“Get the fuck…. Ngh!” The man screamed as a third shot rang out. Clutching at his face, he reeled. His screams a wet and bubbling sound as he clutched at his neck, stumbling and screaming through the bloody remains of his throat.

I glanced over and saw Delilah grinning in triumph as she levered another round into her rifle and aimed at another man. Shots were ringing out from the woods as Esther picked men off one by one. The outlaws huddled together; their movements fearful as though they were under siege.

Then with a scream of rage, two men charge the house, seeing it as their only way to find cover. While a few others dashed off into the woods, either to hunt the other shooter or fleeing, I wasn’t sure. The two men were nearing the house, but I couldn’t get an angle on them from the window I was in. Cursing, I leaped up and ran for the door, throwing it open just as the men neared.

The last thing they saw were the twin six-shooters in my hands as I fired straight into their faces. They were both dead before they got into the house, but their momentum caused their bodies to crash into the walls.

There were three men left, and they were all fleeing into the woods. I felt a surge of anger when I saw the Sheriff looking back over his shoulder, rage, and greed, twisting the man’s features. I knew he would never quit now, and I saw my chance to end this threat fleeing with him. Turning to the women huddled near their window still, I barked an order.

“Stay inside, no matter what!” Then I turned and ran up into the woods, hot on the men’s trails.

I knew that what I was planning was dangerous, it’s all too easy for the hunter to become the hunted, especially in the dark. But dawn was near at hand, and these were my woods. I knew every trail and nook for miles around, and from the sounds coming from ahead, these were poor woodsmen.

I slowed as I crept through the woods, moving at a stalking pace. My senses focused on the slightest sounds and movements. As I followed the trail, the sun began to climb in the sky, lightening the dark forest interior. Once I could make out the signs of the men’s passage, I was able to move a little quicker.

It was a good half-mile from the house in a dense part of the woods when I felt a prickling sensation on the back of my neck. I was about to step around the trunk of a towering redwood, but I froze, remembering the small clearing just on the other side. I realized with a hammering heart that it would be the perfect place to set up and ambush.

Crouching low, I slipped off the trail and crawled through the thick ferns, careful not to disturb their fronds. Five minutes later, I got confirmation as the stale smell of an unwashed body assaulted my nose as I circled around upwind. I thought to draw my knife and sneak up on the man and end him silently, but then I saw the dried leaves he had scattered around himself and knew I would never get close enough without making a sound.

I raised my rifle and sighted on the man lying there. He must have heard some sound, or sensed my eyes upon his back, for he rolled them, eyes wide with fear as he saw me and tried to bring his gun to bear. I recognized him then and the rifle in my hands. I didn’t give him a chance, putting a bullet between his eyes and another two in his chest before he could get my fathers rifle trained on me.

The sound of the rifles shot rang out through the quiet morning, cutting through the silence. My heart was hammering as I stared at the dead man, then with a start, I moved. Cursing myself for standing there like a fool, waiting to get shot.

“Jesse, you get him?” A voice called from a couple dozen meters up the hillside.

With a cold hard smile, I slipped back into the shadows and crept up the hillside. This second man didn’t wait around when he got no answer from his companion. I heard him swear and then begin hurrying through the woods. I was forced to pick up my pace as he started jogging up a game trail and keep far enough back that he didn’t catch sight of me.


Chapter Fifteen

An hour later, the man was heaving deep breaths as he stopped near a creek to take a drink of water. The woods were packing close, and though I could catch a glimpse of the man as he crouched down to drink, I couldn’t get a clear shot on him. Crouching low, I crawled closer, intent on taking him out here and now, before I lost the opportunity. I paused after twenty yards and glanced at the creek and frozen when I saw the space he had been in empty.

I was searching the woods for any sign of him when the man suddenly rushed out of the brush right beside me, screaming a curse and firing his gun at near point-blank range. Only my quick reaction saved my life as I rolled hard to the side. I felt something burning hot tear across my ribs, and I screamed out in pain. A sickening feeling filled my gut, and for one terrible moment, I thought I was dying.

Rage blotted out the pain, as I realized I wanted desperately to live. Images of the gorgeous Delilah and sexy Esther dancing in my head, as well as the hope of similar dalliances with Grace.

My own rifle forgotten, I rushed the man as he began to lever another round in the chamber of his gun. Pulling my long knife, I drove it into his guts, my momentum carrying us both to the forest floor. He fought like a cornered rat, his fingers tearing at my wrists and hands, scratching at my face as he sought to dislodge the dagger from his belly. I held on as if my life depended on it. His hot, fetid breath on my face as the man whimpered in pain and disbelief. I realized he was young, younger than me, but I didn’t let that realization stop me as I dug the steel in deeper and deeper, cutting up through soft flesh and gushing blood until I finally found his heart.

The man stilled beneath me, a look of sorrow frozen on his face as I drew in ragged breaths. I had to pry my bloody fingers off the knifes hilt; the muscles were so locked in place. I lay there for a long moment catching my breath and pushing back the emotions that threatened to well up inside.

Rolling over, I felt fire in my side and gasped sharply in pain. With trembling fingers, I searched at the wound, fearing the worst. There was a lot of blood, and the flesh was parted along several ribs, but the injury was narrow and shallow. The bullet had cut an angry furrow across my side, and every breath ached. Feeling tenderly at my ribs, I realized at least one must have been broken as the bullet. Every breath was agony, and it felt like someone kicked me in the side as I tried to sit up.

When I stood finally, I felt my stomach heave at the sight of the gutted young man, leaking blood and bile on the forest floor. As I cleaned my knife and reloaded my guns, the image of the Sheriff's cruel face, twisted in bitter anger as he fled into the woods, filled my mind. There would be no peace until the man was dealt with.

My anger was a cold fire inside as I walked back to the trail and hunted for signs of the Sheriff's passage. The pain in my side and ribs faded as I focused on my task, the anger helping. I was forced to backtrack several hundred meters, but eventually, I found where his heavier boot prints broke from the trail. The man was headed in the direction of the camp Esther, and I had seen a couple days before. I couldn’t be sure though, so I followed slowly, wary of any more ambushes.

From the length of the means steps, he didn’t keep a fast pace for long, and I saw his heavy tread pause in several places as he caught his breath. My confidence grew as the morning wore into afternoon. I knew he couldn’t stay ahead of me for long; the man was clearly in poor physical conditioning.

I felt a chill run down my spine as I drew near the place my father had been killed, and when I moved to the edge of the tree line and looked out at the large shelf, I saw my prey waiting for me.

The sheriff had picked his spot well. Standing above me on the rise with his back to the afternoon sun, pistol in his hand as he scanned the tree line. As I moved out of the trees, he caught sight of me immediately, and a cold hard grin pulled at his lips.

“That was a clean ambush boy,” he called down to me, “but you’re a fool if you think this is the last of it. That gold is gonna drag men down on you like flies on shit.”

“You got a lot of men killed,” I said, fingering my rifle as I squinted up at him, “and for what? A bit of gold?”

“Men have done worse for less,” he said, and I heard an odd tone in his voice, “Those women fought for you… fought well too…” he looked me up and down, and I saw him swallow hard and shake his head slightly, “God damn boy, you have no idea, do you?”

“About what?” I asked suspiciously. I worried there was a trap, and I was trying to keep one eye on the tree line behind me, just in case he had another man out there.

“Have you even seen the mine lately? Your Pa found a finger thick vein, but two feet into the stone, it widened into near three paces across. There’s enough gold in these lands to buy the island of Manhattan two times over…” he sneered when he saw that I didn’t believe him. “Go look for yourself. Hell, you don’t even give a good god damn about the gold, do you?”

“No,” I said in all honesty, “I cared about my Pa, and you took him from me.”

“The man wouldn’t share boy, he was greedy,” the man said with another shake of his head, “Blabbed about his plans to run away back east to that whore Sylvia once when he was in town and deep in the drink. He didn’t care about you boy, he was gonna leave you!”

“That’s a lie!” I said, my anger bubbled up, and I fought to control it.

“Go ask that whore and her sister, he promised them both bags of gold if they let him fuck them together,” the man was drawing me in with his words I realized almost too late, “You should have heard her complain-.”

In mid-sentence, the man shifted ever so slightly, and if I wasn’t paying attention, I wouldn’t have noticed that the barrel of his rifle was now pointing straight at my chest. I dove to the side just as he fired. His face twisting in anger as the bullet whizzed past my shoulder and into the woods behind me. I hit the ground hard, my ribs screaming in protest as I landed on my wound.

Ignoring the pain, I lifted my rifle and fired just at the Sheriff was shifting his aim to me. He spun as my round hit his shoulder, then I was levering in a second bullet, my ribs screaming in protest as I actioned the rifle. The second round took him square in the side and through his heart, dropping him to the bare rock, dead.

Grunting in pain, I rolled slowly to my stomach and leveraged myself upright. I approached the sheriff warily but relaxed when I saw his sightless eyes staring up at the late afternoon sky. His words about my Pa, rang through my head, and as much as I tried to ignore them, then sank niggling worries and doubts into me.


Chapter Sixteen

I was standing there, trying to figure out what to do with the man’s corpse when Esther found me. She’d been able to follow our trail with the signs I’d left behind me as I went. She ran up to me and froze when she saw the dead sheriff.

“You’re bleeding!” She cried when she noticed the blood sheeting my side, running up she pulled my short aside and looked at the wound, “We need to get this cleaned out and maybe put a few stitches into it. Come on, John, it’s over… they’ve all been taken care of.”

She pulled me away from the corpse, and I found it hard to look away from it as we walked back to the woods. I leaned on her slightly as we hiked back to the house, the scenes of violence and the man’s cruel words about my father playing through my mind.

I finally put the dark thoughts out of my mind as we approached the house. When we stepped out of the trees and saw the warm glowing lights emanating from the windows, I felt a surge of joy and feeling of welcome. Then I was smiling as Grace and Delilah came running out, holding up their skirts, giant grins on their faces.

Delilah was younger and more fit, but Grace raced out ahead of her daughter, the look of joy on her face as she saw us alive brought a similar one to mine. Then I grunted in pain as she pulled me into a fierce hug.

“You’re bleeding!” She said, and I laughed as her words echoed Esther from just earlier.

“You’re both safe,” I said as I took in the sight of her and Delilah, “Thank god for that.”

“Come, let's get you patched up,” Grace said, gazing up at me as she led me down to the house.

Delilah peppered me with questions about what had happened in the woods. Apparently, they had stood in the house all day, taking my orders to heart, fearful and fretting as they waited for us to return.

All the while, Grace drew my shirt off and inspected the wound. She ordered Delilah to get some water heated so she could clean it out, and had Esther post near the door to stand watch, just in case.

Her fingers were gentle as they probed the wound, and I couldn't help but smell the herbal scent of her hair and feel the warmth of her body close to mine as she worked. I started in surprise when she began to undo my belt and pull my pants down.

“They’re covered in blood,” she said when she noticed my stare, “we need to get you cleaned up… oh my.” She breathed out the last words as my cock came into sight, her eyes wide as they stared at it slowly thickening length. She touched the tip of her tongue to her thick lips and looked up at me, a small smile playing at her lips until she saw the blood leaking down my side still, and she grimaced.

“First things first, let's get your side seen to.” She said, suddenly business-like once more as she used my ruined shirt to put pressure on the wound. When I flinched from the pain, she laughed softly, “What you did today will become legend out here in the west,” she said softly for only me to hear, “You protected us all… I was so scared when you went running off in the woods… and when I heard the gunshot a little later, I feared the worst… But Delilah never lost faith, she was certain you would win out and come back to us. You acted more bravely than any man has a right to be.”

“I was terrified,” I admitted, the memories haunting me, “The whole time I stalked them through the woods I expected an ambush around every turn and bush. It was foolish to go after them alone.”

“You made it back safe,” she said, her hand resting on my thigh as she held the rag to my side, “And got justice for your father's murder. That’s all that matters right now.”

“Was it justice?” I asked softly, turning to look in her big blue eyes, “Or vengeance?”

“Did you have hate in your heart when you killed those men?” She asked, her eyes soft as her voice as she peered up at me.

“Some,” I admitted.

“You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t,” she said, “But from what I know of you, it wasn’t hate that motivated you to do what you did. I believe you were motivated to protect us, Esther, Delilah, and me.”

I was quiet and thoughtful as Delilah brought in a pot of warm water and two clean rags. I stood there, my ribs aching, and the wound on my side stinging as they cleaned the blood off me. I tried to take a rag from one of them, saying I could clean myself, but they would have none of it.

“This is the least we can do,” Grace said, looking up at me beside her daughter with a dark, seductive smile, “You have built and welcomed us into this fine home. You’ve been selfless in your actions and put your life on the line to protect three women who you didn’t know three days ago.”

I was staring down at the two of them and couldn’t ignore the sexual tension that was growing between us. My bare cock stood out hard from my body, and I caught Delilah and Grace glancing at it as they’d wiped me clean of dried blood. As I was staring at her, Grace set down the rag in the bowl and rested her hand on my thigh, her grin was shy as she bit her bottom lip. Delilah smiled and leaned over to her mom and kissed her cheek then she stood and raised herself on tiptoes to brush my lips in a light kiss.

I watched her walk over to Esther, the tall, slender blonde folding the teen girl in a warm embrace. Delilah turned in her arms, and both watched Grace and me in the middle of the room.


Chapter Seventeen

“Tonight was supposed to be my night with you,” Grace said, “but if your injuries are too much…”

She glanced up watching my face as her small hand raised up and she sighed deeply as her cool fingers slid around the hot hard shaft of my cock. I glanced at Esther and Delilah, who held one another and watched us with avid interest.

“If you aren’t comfortable with the relationship we want,” Grace said softly, “It’s ok, just tell me, and we will stop.”

“No!” I said sharper than I intended, “No, it’s not that,” I went on more quietly, “It just seems too good to be true. And I fear what my own desires say about me.”

“They say you’re a man,” Grace breathed, her other hand wrapping around my cock, causing me to suck in a breath in pleasure, “We ask only one thing of you, that you go to no other woman’s bed, without our approval. No whores, no mistresses. I would share you with my daughter and best friend happily, but I could never share you with a harlot who takes ten men a day to her bed.”

As she talked, she stroked my cock slowly, her nails digging into the soft flesh for one second when she first mentioned ‘whores’, and I sensed how touchy this was for her. Glancing over at Delilah and Esther, I saw fierce agreement from the two.

“That is a promise I would gladly make,” I said, gazing down at Grace, “but how would this work…”

“You let us figure that out,” Grace said with a broad smile as she licked her lips. “Now, I’ve been dreaming of this big, beautiful young cock for days. Let me taste you, John, let me please you…”

I watched in awe as Grace’s long tongue slid out from between her plump red lips and over the crown of my dick. I moaned out and looked up to see Esther kissing on Delilah’s neck and massaging the girl’s big firm tits outside her dress. The sight of the women embracing sent a shock of pleasure through me, then I felt another as Grace took me into her hot wet mouth.

The tension melted from me, and all the stress of the long crazy day went with it. My entire focus came down to the incredible sight of Grace as she lavished attention and love on my rock-hard cock. Her lips were thick and soft, and her tongue danced across the tender flesh. I would have watched the woman worship me for hours, except that I burned to feel her in my arms and kiss those thick lips of hers.

Reaching down stiffly because of my injury, I pulled the woman up to her feet. She stood with a smile and careful of my side pressed herself against me. My heart was racing and skin tingling all over as our lips met in a deep kiss. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, and soon we were locked in a passionate embrace. My hands exploring her soft curves and fondling her massive breasts.

Grace could take no more and pressed me back and down near the hearth. She pulled back out of my arms and knelt, untying her dress and pushing it down off her shoulders. My breath caught as her body was revealed in the dim firelight. Her breasts were massive and perfect, their weight causing then to sag ever so slightly, and capped in big puffy pink nipples that were inverted. Her waist was slender and stomach smoothly flat, and her pale hips flared out wide. I caught a glimpse of the dark patch of hair between her legs, and then she was nude and pressing herself down atop me.

I couldn’t move much with my wounded side and ribs, and she was careful of them, but I ignored the pain as best I could as I reached my hand down and cupped her large firm ass cheek and then pulled her against me. Her kisses were filled with lust and desperate need as her frantic little hands touched and teased my body, drawing my cock and pressing the fat tip between her wet lips.

With her massive breasts handing down in my face, soft nipple brushing my lips, I sighed out in pleasure as her hot wet folds embraced me. Grace moaned out in pleasure as my cock filled her, her tight pussy fluttering as a small orgasm stole through her. Another whimper of pleasure drew my gaze over her shoulder, and I saw Delilah with her dress pulled up above her waist. Esther had one hand working between the girl’s legs, getting her off as they watched Grace, and I make love.

“Oh, John!” Grace moaned as she sat up, careful of my ribs, and rocked her hips up and down. Her massive tits were pressed together, giving me a glorious view of them as they bounced and jiggled.

“Oh, baby… I’m… God, I’m cumming!” Grace cried out, and I felt her tightness clamp down on my cock, and I could hold back my own pleasure no longer as I flooded her depths with cum. She cried out even louder when she felt my seed splash in her womb, and then she fell forward onto her hands, panting and trembling.

She climbed off me slowly, and all I wanted to do was grab her sexy body and have my way with her, but my broken ribs and aching wound kept me on my back. Grace smiled down at me warmly and looked over at her daughter and friend as they touched and teased one another. Then she bent down and took my cum covered cock back into her mouth.

She knelt at my side, humming happily to herself as she licked and kissed my cock clean, sucking it hard once again and staring up at me with her big beautiful eyes as she coaxed a load of cum out of my cock and into her mouth. I finally fell asleep there on the pile of soft blankets sometime later, Grace still sucking happily on my cock and balls. The woman was lost in her work, her eyes closed in bliss, and her fingers buried between her legs the entire time, making wet sounds as she frigged her hard clit and fingered herself.

I awoke sometime later to the feeling of pure ecstasy as it washed through me. My hard dick spitting the last of its cum into the hungrily sucking mouth of Grace. She finally released me from her mouth and, with a dreamy smile, lay beside me on my good side. With one arm, I pulled the perfect woman close and cupped her soft tush tight. I drifted back to sleep, feeling like a king.

There was still a lot of work to do, and I feared what my father might have told the whores in town or even if I should believe the Sheriff’s words. There was also the big question of what my life with these three incredible women would be like in the coming months and years.

As Grace snuggled in closer and her breathing slowed, I realized once more how blessed I was. I fell asleep with glittering golden dreams of making love to two or even three of the women together, dancing through my head. Content and at peace, for the time being.

To Be Continued…
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