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      Early morning birdsong is my second favorite way to wake up. Their sweet sounds greeted me as I cracked my eyelids in the darkness of early morning.

      I found myself wedged between a soft body and the hard wall, and when I picked my head up to peek around, I found Sylvia and Delilah pressed up against one another, trapping me. The women clung to one another, even in their sleep, and it warmed my heart to see how close they were growing.

      Unfortunately, neither was a morning person and when I leveraged myself up, both grumbled a few choice curses before pulling the blankets about one another and curling up to fall back asleep. I left them cuddled beneath the blankets, their quiet snores following me out of the room.

      I was in the middle of pulling on my shirt when a warm hand stopped me. Jumping in surprise, I turned to find Lian standing in the shadows. The diminutive girl ducked her head in apology and pressed a finger to her lips. Curious, I let her lead me down the narrow hallway and out the back.

      A field stretched towards the orchards to the west and a large tub had been set up alongside the Mission’s back wall. There was a bucket, scrub brush and a heavy bar of lye soap resting on a bench beside the tub, which was filled with water I suspected had been sitting out all night growing chill.

      “Are you telling me I need a bath?” I asked Lian in a whisper as she dipped the bucket into the tub and filled it.

      “It is important to clean the body,” Lian said. I caught the teen’s pale cheeks redden in the dim morning light. “As your wife, it will be my responsibility. That you clean, and fed. That you have good clothing.” She plucked the shirt out of my hands with a distasteful frown and flung it onto the other end of the bench as if it were covered in bugs.

      “I like that shirt,” I said with a frown after the discarded garment.

      “It needs mending and a good washing.” Lian gave a firm nod and began herding me towards the tub.

      The teen was surprisingly strong, probably because of her martial arts training, and her hands were slippery as eels as they plucked free. The loose knot I’d tied in my britches. Finally, I submitted to her ministrations and raised my hands in defeat. White teeth flashed in the darkness when Lian’s lips curled into a self-satisfied smile, and then her mouth dropped open and I saw the flush of red extend down her slender neck as my britches fell to the ground.

      “Something got your tongue?” I asked, feeling my lips curl into a smile as Lian’s eyes locked on the hefty log bouncing between my thighs.

      I’d grown to recognize the signs of a woman’s arousal and could plainly see it written on Lian’s features. Not only that, but I sensed an opening with the shy girl that I’d guessed might take another couple of days. Seizing on it, I tossed the dice and leaned forward, brushing my lips on hers in a chaste kiss.

      Lian gave a start, her fingers rising to her lips as I stood back up. The girls’ eyes softened, and I knew I’d done the right thing. Her chest rose and fell, heart fluttering like a frightened bird, but she wasn’t so scared as to retreat or collapse in on herself. The teen Empress Wushan introduced me to was becoming a woman, and if I didn’t trample upon her while she flowered, she had the makings of an incredible one.

      “I’ll find horsehair brush, and mint for that breath.”

      Lian’s eyes sparkled in amusement as she wafted her hand before her nose and laughed aloud at the offended look on my face. I raised a hand to test my breath, but she didn’t give me the chance. The tiny woman pushed me towards the tub, handing me the bar of soap and pail of water.

      “Start scrubbing, I’ll be back.”

      I had a quip ready to say, but the minx lay her hand upon my backside so hard it sounded almost like a rifle shot. Watching her hurry away, shoulders shaking with silent mirth, I shook my head and stepped into the tub.

      “Fuck that’s cold.” Easing myself in, I shook my head again. “Getting soft.”

      “You’re many things, but soft is never one of them.”

      Turning my head, I spotted Esther leaning against the Mission. She wore her buckskins and had her rifle draped over one shoulder. When I saw the weapon, I began to rise out of the bath, eager to be free of its chill, but the lanky blonde waved me back down.

      “I couldn’t sleep and scouted the area. Nothing out there but chickens and a few goats.” She gazed off towards the east, in the direction of our home, but it wasn’t wistfulness in her expression but worry. “If there really is a battle brewing in the central valley, it’s going to be hard to avoid.”

      “There’s a way around to the north. We can skirt the valley entirely and keep to rougher lands. It will take more time, but we can still be home by fall.”

      “True.” turning her head, she spit to the side, but the worry didn’t lessen in her expression.

      The idea didn’t sit right with me either, and I mulled it over as I soaped up the brush in the pail. Esther leveraged herself off the side of the building and tipped her cap.

      “Come see Lilly and I one of these nights.” Suddenly the water wasn’t so cold as she flashed me a wink before slipping into the Mission.

      Lian returned a couple minutes later with a clean towel and a washing board. Pulling the pail down and laying the board within, the girl set about scrubbing my clothes clean as I bathed.

      The steady rattle of her hands over the washing board, and the sloshing of the water as I bathed, made me feel a peace that had been fleeting ever since leaving my mountains. Taking care with my wounds, I cleaned myself off and when I was done, found Lian waiting with the towel.

      The girl moved with calm precision as she dried off my arms and legs, but I saw her chest rise and fall with increasing regularity as her hands rose up my thighs and when she got to my rising manhood, her eyes grew round. I thought for a moment when her fingers flexed halfway between her lips and my dick, that she might take reach out and grasp it with the sun rising behind her but red rose in her cheeks and tossing me the towel Lian fled into the Mission.

      A low laugh drew my head around, and I found Grace stepping out of the shadows of the yard. The gorgeous brunette looked more relaxed than I could remember seeing her, and she grinned an impish smile as she reached out and tapped the throbbing tip of my cock.

      “The girls skittish enough. And then this beast rises before her face… Give her time, husband.”

      She caressed the last word as if it was the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted. Her eyes alighted on my manhood and I saw the familiar gleam enter them.

      “Jasmine is waiting for us in the kitchen. Do you plan on standing in that tub all morning?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but a distant sound caused me to cock my head to the side and listen close.

      “John?”

      Grace’s tone grew concerned, and I felt her nails dig into my arm where she gripped it. The fear I’d initially felt was replaced by another one as I realized what I was hearing.

      Leaping free of the tub, I snatched Grace off her feet and raced for the Mission, crying a warning at the top of my lungs for any who might be out in the morning.

      “Stampede! Stampede!”

      “Wha-!” Grace bounced in my arms until she wrapped an arm around my neck and held on.

      I set her down when we were inside the Mission and found Father Smyth, pulling down a trap door from the ceiling. The sound of thunder grew louder and louder and brought with it the smell of dust.

      Delilah and Sylvia had sheets wrapped around their nakedness, and their hair was in wild disarray when I burst into the room. The women shouted what was happening, fear etched on Sylvia’s face and excitement on Delilah’s. In response, I pulled open the curtain and peered outside. I couldn’t see anything with the angle, but the front edge of a dust cloud swept down from the low hills to the north.

      “Not a stampede of cattle, but horses!” Esther said, poking her head in and shouting in excitement. “Wild horses, John!”

      I’d never seen the lanky blonde so excited about anything. And after a beat of silence, Delilah leaped to her feet on the bed and let out a shout of glee.

      “Grab your ropes,” I said to Esther when Delilah gave me a hope filled grin. “Let’s see if we can cull some back up mounts from the herd.”

      The two blonde women gave me identical grins of joy, and Esther ran down the hall to grab her things, calling for our horses to be saddled and ready. Sylvia looked worried, but not for me. I saw a second later when she slipped off the bed, for Delilah.

      “It’s dangerous out there, a horse could turn and bite, or kick… Be careful, Delilah,” Sylvia’s worry only grew when Delilah laughed off her concern, and the former madame shot me a stern look that said, ‘if she won’t take this seriously, you better.’

      Pulling the black-haired beauty into my arms, I pressed a kiss to her head and whispered to her that I’d watch out for her. Her strong arms circled around me and gripped me tight. Then she pushed me back and glanced down at my nakedness, still only covered by a towel.

      “You better put some clothes on, too. I’ll be damned if a horse bites off my favorite toy,” turning, she barked down the hall as Delilah pulled on her skirts in a flurry of white cotton.

      No sooner had she said that when Lian came rushing into the room with an armful of wet clothes. I was pulling my britches on when Esther called from outside that our mounts were ready. Leaving my shirt behind, I stomped my feet into my boots as I ran down the hall, Delilah racing past me with breathless excitement.

      Grace and Sylvia followed Father Smyth up to the roof, and I spotted their dark head poking up over the edge of the flat roof when I swung up onto my horse’s back. The mounts were skittish as the dust swallowed up the sun, but then the smell of horse hit us and their skittishness turned into restless energy.

      Esther led us away from the Mission to the north, and once we were free of the outbuildings, the blonde put heels to her mount’s flanks and lay down in the saddle. Delilah was hot on her heels, and I took up the rear, eating more dust in their wake.
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      I’d seen several herds of wild horses up in the mountains, but they were short-legged and shaggy things. My initial thought was to cut a dozen heads or so to act as our baggage train, and sell the animals off when we arrived in back home.

      As we crested a small hill and Esther pulled up, she held up a hand for us to wait. Delilah opened her mouth to speak, but the wind picked up, causing her to shiver in the chill air and huddle into her thin dress. The wind also pulled the dust out of the valley, and I spotted the front of the racing herd.

      When I saw the beast leading the herd, my heart began thudding in my chest. Easily eighteen hands tall, it towered over the fillies racing behind it. The stallion was jet black and easily twice as wide as the horse I sat astride. Its lips peeled back in a snarl as its massive hooves churned up the earth beneath it, long limbs undulating beneath it with the grace of a mountain cat.

      “If we wait for them to pass, we should be able to pick off the stragglers, John! Hey, wait!”

      The second I was racing down the hillside, I knew I was making a foolish mistake, but I couldn’t stop myself as I whipped the reins and tapped my heels to my mount’s flanks. The old horse had one final sprint in her, and I felt more than heard her scream of challenge as she charged the giant stallion.

      The black didn’t acknowledge my mount, but he angled away from us, cutting into the dust cloud. Sawing on the reins, my mounts heels kicked up topsoil as I cut her down at a harder angle to the herd.

      A flash of blonde behind me and the sound of bright laughter told me Delilah was hot on my heels. My heart leapt into my throat and my fear faded as my focus become complete. Ever fall of my mount’s hooves and tug on the reins as we entered, the dust cloud registered, while I tried to pierce the haze.

      It was my ears that alerted me to the nearness of the herd. I heard their whinnying and the thunder of hooves on earth, and then the dark mass loomed out of the dust. For one second, I saw myself from above, on the edge of a herd of horses that would trample us beneath them without even flinching, and knew I was an absolute fool. The thrill was in me, though, and I couldn’t deny the powerful connection I’d felt with that giant of a horse. It had been like looking into a mirror and there was no way I would leave this life with only a glimpse.

      Gritting my teeth, I glanced back and saw Delilah not three feet behind me. Copper’s ears were laid back and the damn horse looked like it was grinning, while Delilah’s grin split her face in half. Nodding eagerly to me, she made a sound and Copper took off, racing past my own mount.

      “We’ll catch him at the river!”

      Her words barely registered, and I had no idea what she was talking about, but I trusted the sharp-eyed girl. Pulling my mount behind hers, I let her lead the way, angling away from the herd.

      Dust still held us in its cocoon of darkness, my visibility little more than a dozen feet in either direction. My mount ran with careful steps, but Delilah’s raced with a surefooted grace I envied, and the girl was fearless. Throwing herself over jumps and ducking under branches that whipped past with such confidence I couldn’t help grinning.

      Sure enough, as our horses’ hooves splashed through the shallows of the river, the great stallion came thundering up the bank. The water only seemed to increase the animal’s frenzy, and when he spotted Delilah and Copper, he came charging at the girl.

      Wheeling back up the bank, Delilah let Copper have her lead, and they took off like a frightened rabbit with the stallion charging after. The beasts’ eyes were wild, and he lunged at me when I drew my horse near, nearly taking a bite out of my arm before I could haul back on the reins.

      I pulled free my rope from its tie on my saddle with one hand as I angled back in. The stallion was wise and mean, chomping at my horses’ neck and smashing into her with his heavier shoulder. The filly avoided losing a chunk of flesh, but it crushed my leg between them, and for a second, I had a hand on the giant horse’s flank.

      The power and life thrumming within it causes my blood to boil and sanity to disappear. Before I knew what I was doing, I gripped my saddle horn in two hands, rope forgotten as I leaped to crouch in the saddle. The stallion let out a scream and just as I was about to leap upon its back, cut wide and I nearly tumbled free.

      Before I could drop back into the saddle and angle back towards the stallion, another great black beast smashed into my mount in its haste to charge the stallion. Lurching to the side, the brown grasses flashed in my vision, and I threw myself backwards, landing atop the new horse.

      My fingers slipped through silky mane, and I clenched a fist out of instinct. The world was chaos as I was jostled up and down, but my legs are long and stronger than they have any right to be. Hooking my ankles down, I locked myself to the horse’s back not a second before it gave a mighty buck.

      I tasted blood and felt stitches tear as I smashed against the horse’s back, but it couldn’t shake me, no matter how hard it bucked. The stallion was wild with my weight upon its back. I was a nuisance to be thrown, so it could go back to challenging the alpha.

      The power I felt beneath me made my former mount seem like a pony. I couldn’t tell how big the beast was, but from the flashes of ground and sky I managed to see while I spun and whipped up and down, it was nearly as tall as the black stallion.

      My arms grew tired, and my fingers burned in the horse’s mane, but I refused to relinquish my perch. This horse and I were in a fight, possibly to the death, because I had no doubt it wanted to kick my skull in.

      I couldn’t say how long I clung to its back, but eventually the thing began to tire and thank God, because my legs could barely hold me on its slippery back. My sweat and the dust combined into a muddy mess and when Esther came riding past and dropped a coil of rope over the beast’s neck, she laughed to see me caked from head to toe.

      The blonde was leading five horses that tugged and pulled on their leads. Her mount turned and bit one mare that drew too near and that helped settle down the others. Their alpha mare wasn’t around, but they were happy to fall in line behind another.

      The beast I rode wasn’t so amenable to being tamed, nor could I blame him.

      The exhausted beast trotted a few feet away from Esther and I heard the telltale sound of Delilah returning, when the beast gave a mighty buck I wasn’t ready for and the world spun end over end. Crashing to the ground, heard the damnable thing snicker in amusement before realizing Esther had dropped a loop of rope over its neck.

      The tether tore from my fingers when the thing wheel away, but it was exhausted and Esther could keep it from escaping. Picking myself up, I felt stickers stabbing into my head and arms from the brush I landed in. Brushing them off, I glanced down to check on my wounds and winced when I saw the blood tracking red lines through the mud.

      Grace and Jasmine are going to tan my hide for this, I thought to myself. Then I glanced over and took in the beast, tugging at his lead, and grinned. It was worth it, though.

      Standing a good sixteen hands, the stallion was a jet black, like his sire, but with three white hooves. His coat was rough but looked healthy. Nothing a good currying and brush wouldn’t fix. His limbs were slender and strong, and the gaps between leg and belly looked like he would be both strong and fast.

      “You got the younger brother!” Delilah’s hair was in wild disarray and her dress, thrown on in haste, was twisted around, but her face shone with joy and excitement. “What a beauty he is… here boy.”

      The teen slipped off Copper’s back and pulled something from a pocket of her dress. My alarm spiked when the stallion spun on her. He might have been tired, but those hooves and teeth could still turn the busty blonde into a bloody mess.

      Neither Esther nor I spoke a word of warning to Delilah as she eased herself forward with short steps. The girl had a gift with animals, and horses especially. She’d begun to find her own way after arriving in the mountains. But it was on this journey that she’d grown fully into herself.

      My fears were strong, but my faith in my golden bride was stronger and proved to be well founded. The stallion’s tugging on the lead grew less and less insistent as it caught the scent of the dried apples in Delilah’s hand. I saw its nostrils flare and soft brown eyes roll around to take in the small blonde thing advancing on him fearlessly.

      “Easy now,” Delilah said, pulling back the hand with the apples as the horse moved forward to nip at it. “Take it easy, boy. I’m not going to hurt you, but you know that already, don’t you? Happy to be out of that herd… being the third stallion is never fun. Right? Don’t worry, we have a herd of fillies for you to rule… You’ll like that, won’t you?”

      She spoke in a tone that lulled the horse into calmness, and as it reached out to nip at the apples again she press a hand to its neck. It flinched back, but she offered the apples this time and it came back to munch, and she rested a hand on its neck.

      “Ride Copper back, John. You can drop the lead, Esther.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise,” Esther said, but I saw her fingers grow slack and the rope fall to the ground.

      The horse nosed down and pushed at Delilah's dress, where she was hiding more treats, but she turned away, avoiding its teeth. I wasn’t sure how her hand had managed not to get bitten, but that was her magic at work.

      I was too exhausted to argue, although I felt a pang of jealousy, quickly snuffed out when the stallion didn’t pull away from Delilah as she gathered the lead. It only took her an hour of quiet speaking and careful touch as we slowly made our way back to the Mission, before she was able to slip onto its back.

      The stallion wasn’t comfortable, and danced side to side when she tried to lead it forward, but it didn’t buck her or bit at her hands. I thought it amazing, but Esther, who knows more of horses and their training than me, was disbelieving and kept her rifle close at hand in case the Stallion turned on her.

      It never did, though.

      We’d come farther in our mad chase than I’d guessed, and it took another hour before we were within sight of the mission. The low hills on this side of the valley gave us a breath-taking view of the landscape, and we could see all the way to the bay in the south. The sunlight glittering off its waters.
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      Grace and Sylvia were waving scarfs and cheering for us as we rode up, but I found Jasmine waiting with her kit and a bottle of alcohol. The tall teen’s features were solemn as she cleaned and restitched my wounds, and her fingers gentle as any, but she muttered beneath her breath the entire time.

      “Foolish man, thinking with the hair on his chest. Nearly get himself killed for a horse. Not a horse made of gold, no, a gigantic horse. So, he can go fast. Why do men like going fast? Is it because of the testicles? Does it drain their brains or something?”

      I kept silent as her tirade rolled over me and counted it as a light punishment. She was right. I had been foolish. I was a married man now and soon would be responsible for providing for a family. There was no one else to step up if something happened to me and the pains of my injuries should have been warning enough that death wasn’t the only thing that could keep me from that.

      When Jasmine was done, she handed me over to Lian, who waited with another full tub of water. The small woman didn’t seem upset in the slightest that I was caked in dirt and horse scent. Just the opposite, in fact. While the others were busy trying to wrangle the fillies and stallion into the Mission’s paddock, Lian took care to soap every inch of me with her tiny hands. Every inch but the one that cried out for her touch. The little minx, either out of sadistic delight or shyness, left my throbbing member alone, with everything but her eyes.

      When she was finished, I clambered out of the tub to find Grace waiting for me with a clean towel. Lian took one look at the expression on the older brunette’s face and watched the woman advance on me with an owlish look.

      “Be a dear and see that our husbands’ bed is prepared. He’ll be spending the rest of the morning abed,” she said over her shoulder to Lian. The girl ducked a bow and fled into the Mission, evincing a chuckle from Grace.

      “You aren’t mad at me for racing off like a fool?” I asked, curious why Grace smiled so easily and wrapped the surrounding towel so gently.

      “Sometimes risks are necessary when the reward is of significant size.” She cocked her head and smiled when she heard Esther’s voice raise in a curse. “And those horses will be a perfect start for Delilah, to breed them.”

      She was right, and I felt better about my decision as I hobbled into the Mission. As I stepped inside, I spotted a column of smoke rising to the east. Pausing in the doorway, I tried to gauge how far to the north it was and felt Grace’s hands pull me inside.

      “Leave tomorrow’s troubles for tomorrow. You won’t be joining any fights today.”

      “We won’t be joining that fight,” I said, and frowned when Grace made a sound in the back of her throat. When I looked, her expression was smooth though.

      I found Jasmine and Lian pulling down clean sheets on a large bed, and spotted a bottle of amber liquid sitting on the table. Angling Grace over to the table, I sank down into one of the wooden chairs. Without a word Grace poured me a glass and set down three more, pouring healthy measures into each.

      “Lian, why don’t you have a seat. I think it’s time we discussed some things.”

      Freezing like a frightened possum, the girl looked like she might flee any second, but eventually she slunk down into the chair beside mine and opposite Grace. Jasmin sat beside her and patted Lian’s knee under the table, offering up a smile of commiseration.

      “You wish to question my commitment to the tribe, and my devotion to Lord John,” Lian’s head was tilted down but her eyes, peeking up from under long lashes, were sharp as awls. “Is this correct?”

      “Something like that, yes, Lian.” Grace pulled the bottle over and poured me another glass, which I hadn’t realized I’d emptied. “Also, I’d like to know we haven’t started a war with your clan by stealing you away.”

      Lian sat in silence for several long seconds and I saw Grace’s expression grow more approving. She appreciated when a person considered a thing from all angles.

      “My life is as valuable as what it provides my family, and after them my people. The agreement Lord John struck with my Empress Wushan will do more than that.” a flicker of fear entered her eyes, then was quickly replaced behind the mask of stillness.

      “But you fear we won’t live by our word,” I said, nodding when I saw the girl’s expression flicker.

      “Is this true, child?” Grace asked, her face registering shock and then giving me an approving nod as she took Lian’s hands from her undrunk glass and folded them in hers. Leaning across the table, she spoke from her heart. “Look at me, Lian… The kindness your grandmother showed us has already been paid. I left papers, at the bank and an account in their name. John made a promise, and it will not be broken. I’ve seen to that.”

      Lian got a cornered look in her eyes and she tried to pull back out of Grace’s hands. I reached forward and rested mine atop hers without force but letting her feel my warmth.

      “If we die, the deed to the mine is already in your grandmother’s name. If she’s smart enough to follow up with the state’s office, they can’t keep it from her. And if there is one thing that woman is, it’s smart.”

      “You lie?”

      Lian’s eyes were wide, and she shook in her seat, but when the two of us nodded, she burst into tears. Shocked by her response, I froze, and Grace swatted my hand away. Before I could move to the girl, Jasmine had pulled her into a hug, and Grace was standing to move around and do the same.

      As the three of them clung to one another, weeping, I threw back my second glass, relishing the taste of spice and fire on my tongue. Something Grace had said earlier rose up from the back of my mind and I felt my lips hardening into a line. When I set the third glass down, empty, it smacked the wood with a sharp crack.

      Grace glanced over, her eyes red rimmed, but growing even more troubled when she saw my expression. The same look fell over Jasmine’s. But as I spoke, Lian’s grin became fierce and the tiny girl struck the table with a fist as hard as stone when I finished.

      “You don’t seem surprised,” I said to Grace when she rose to tell Esther and the others.

      Pausing at the door, she glanced back at me with that special smile of hers. “I know the type of man I fell in love with. Rest up, I’ll tell the others and we’ll be ready to go at first light.”

      “She told us last night to expect this,” Jasmine said, and Lian nodded. “But I didn’t believe. John, is this wise?”

      “Sometimes a thing needs doing, whether it’s smart or not.”

      Lian nodded sharply, and I desperately wished I shared her confidence.
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      Two nights later I sat astride Blackfoot, as the beast danced side to side beneath me.

      Delilah had proven her genius with the stallion. He wasn’t tamed, not by a long shot, but he would take a saddle and tolerate me on it. The bubbly blonde had become a kind of pet to the beast, and he would often come between us when we were touching or kissing and try to part us. I worried the stallion had amorous intentions until it met Copper and was obviously smitten.

      Delilah’s mare ruled the small herd and helped corral the wild fillies. With her around, the stallion wasn’t going anywhere. But every second he wanted to show off. Racing up and down hillsides and trying to buck me whenever I lost concentration for a second.

      The beast finally settled down, and I fit the spyglass to my eye and peered down. The central valley stretched from north to south for hundreds of miles, and on its western edge were a series of low, craggy hills and narrow ravines. It had taken the better part of a day to make our way through the difficult terrain.

      Once again Esther and Delilah had guided us through without issue, and the blonde had even taken three hares during the afternoon. I could smell the stew cooking behind me even from this distance, and my mouth watered to return and dig in.

      Movement at the base of the cliff I sat atop had me worried and then afraid when I scanned the rough, armed men through the spyglass.

      “Brigands,” Esther said when I dropped the glass.

      The lanky blonde had a sour grimace on her face as she sat her horse nearby. Her mare had the good sense to stand still near the sheer cliff, while Blackfoot danced side to side as if he were one of the burlesque girls; eager to be seen and brimming with confidence.

      “I count two dozen at least,” I said.

      “Where did they come from?” Delilah asked.

      “Pirates for the most part,” Esther said with a shrug. “Who knows what they’re doing out here? Probably ransacked a homestead or something.” Turning, she spit to the side and fingered her rifle as she glanced down.

      “Let’s move back before they spot us,” I said, knowing there was little chance of that but wanting to keep Delilah away from the rapists and thieves.

      “What’s that?”

      Delilah pointed out onto the wide plain but I didn’t spot anything besides stands of trees and in the far distance a ribbon of blue as the river wound its way out to the bay. I was about to tell the blonde she was seeing things, but then I caught a glimmer of something out of the corner of my eye. Turning to the side, I could just make out dim lights and the movement out there.

      Esther swore and, leaning over, pulled the spyglass from my fingers and trained it on the river. Swearing again, she handed the glass to me.

      “Good eyes, Delilah. You see them?” She asked me as the distant scene leaped into view.

      With the low light it was impossible to see details, but I spotted a large body of people moving straight towards the bandits hidden in the hills below us. Scanning the crowd, I got the sense they were fleeing something. Raising the spyglass, I caught sight of ranks of red-coated men and my blood went cold.

      Handing the glass to Esther, the blonde swore for a third time.

      “What is it?” Delilah asked.

      “The brigands are part of a trap.” I said, my mind working furiously.

      “They won’t reach the hills before first light,” Esther said. “But after that…”

      “What do we do?” Delilah asked, her grin turned eager as she rested a hand on her rifle. But I shook my head, knowing that path would be too dangerous.

      “We can’t afford to engage when we don’t know who we’re fighting.”

      “We know who they are.” The bloodthirstiness in Delilah’s tone shocked me, but I sympathized. I wanted them dead, or gone from these shores, but we couldn’t afford to make mistakes.

      “Gather dry wood.” I pointed back from the cliff. “We can build a fire. That should give those fleeing warning that somethings ahead.”

      “I like it,” Esther said with a firm nod and slipping off her mount she and Delilah set about building a small fire while I used the spyglass to scan those out on the plain. Twilight’s gloom was darkening everything rapidly, but I spotted a familiar mustachioed figure riding at the fore of the large party, with a slender man riding at his side.

      The party was about 80 strong, with rifles clutched in most hands, but the force riding them down was equally large and better equipped. Every minute brought the groups close, and I was able to make out more and more details until the crackle of dry wood sent Blackfoot scampering back from the cliff.

      By the time I got the mulish stallion back up near Delilah and Esther, there was a cherry blaze roaring. The light killed my night vision, and I gave up trying to peer through the darkness down into the valley.

      “The group stopped,” Esther said, crouching and haven taken the spyglass back from me. “Now they’re turning north… and the party chasing them has stopped.”

      “It worked!” Delilah, her white teeth flashing as she grinned up at me when she reached for my boot, Blackfoot butted his nose in-between and the teen giggled, ruffling his ears.

      “Let’s get back,” I said. “I want to be moving before dawn.”

      “I bet he just wants to crawl into bed with Ma and Jasmine.” Delilah snickered quietly as she pulled herself up onto Copper’s back.

      “Is it their night already?” Esther asked with a frown, and I felt her eyes on my back as I rode down the game trail and into the hollow behind the cliff.

      The lanky blonde hadn’t pressed me again, but I could feel the questions hovering behind her eyes. As we rode into the camp, the scent of rabbit stew and baking biscuits caused my stomach to rumble. But I hobbled Blackfoot and spent long minutes brushing him down. The horse barely tolerated the lead, but he’d taken to having his coat brushed since Delilah had gotten all the dead hair. Now he gleamed in the darkness, his coat smooth and shiny.

      Before joining Grace, Lian and the others by the fire, I plucked at Esther’s sleeve and drew away, back where the others couldn’t hear. She waited with a look of expectation. But what I’d been about to say escaped me and I hunted around for the right words.

      “Don’t add so much weight to it,” Esther said with a shrug. “It doesn’t have to make sense. I love her and you… and I want you both. Does that make me selfish? Yes,” she winked, “Do I care? No.”

      “I don’t want to come between you two, or force Lilly into a situation that makes her uncomfortable-.”

      “Why don’t you let Lilliana, decide that for herself?” Turning found the woman herself stepping around the horses, “Thought I spotted you two slipping off into the shadows.”

      There was something dangerous in the slender Latina’s eyes, and after a second, I recognized it as jealousy. Opening my mouth to explain, Esther stilled my tongue by resting her hand on my chest and stepping forward.

      “Tell him, Lil,” Esther said in a low, serious tone. “What you told me our first night together.”
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      Lilliana’s back stiffened and her face grew stiff, but as she stared into Esther’s green eyes, her expression softened until finally she sagged and nodded. The lanky blonde drew her lover over to a downed log in the tall grasses and patted the spot on Lilly’s other side. I took a seat beside the slender woman and waited for her to speak and reading pain on her sharp features from the light of the stars above.

      “I told you some of it before… My uncle and his men… When I was a girl…” breathing deeply, Lilliana brushed a tear from her smooth cheek with a long finger and drew in a deep breath before continuing. “I haven’t been with a man since, and never thought I’d have the desire. I’m still not sure I do.”

      Lilly glanced up at me in apology, but I smiled and nodded for her to go on. I couldn’t be sure if she caught my expression in the darkness, but she continued in a stronger voice.

      “I never thought I’d have feelings again either, but when I first met you, Esther, I knew.”

      “I took more convincing,” the blonde said, leaning against Lilly.

      “Not much,” said the Latina with her first smile of the night, a weak one, but I was happy to see it.

      Esther reached over and took my hand and rested it on Lilly’s thigh. The Latina trembled beneath the touch, and I saw a war of emotions pass over her face. I was surprised and elated when she parted her thighs, but Esther knew her lover better than she knew herself, and pulled my fingers up to kiss their tips.

      “Take it slow,” Esther breathed, turning her head to press her lips to Lilly’s neck. Nodding at me, I dipped my head to do the same on the slender woman’s other side.

      “Ohhh… yes… slow,” Lilly twisted, and I heard her lips meet Esther’s.

      The three of us tumbled off the log and into the tall grasses. I gave a groan when I landed on my side, but the women either didn’t care or didn’t notice as their hands slid beneath clothing.

      I thought they’d forgotten me until Esther wiggled around and hooked strong fingers in my shirt and pulled my lips to hers. Letting my hands caress her body, I felt Lilly’s smaller hands join in as we peeled the lanky blonde clothing off.

      “Mhmm, now this is more like it.” Esther bit her bottom lips and hissed in pleasure as Lilliana latched onto one firm nipple, and I took the second.

      The Latina’s fingers were nimble as they plucked free the laces to Esther’s britches, but they fumbled when trying to haul them down. With a firm yank, I had them down and her long legs flashed into the night. Lilly and I kissed out way down Esther’s smooth stomach and I felt her fingers tighten on my hair and draw me up.

      “Mhmm, you’re sweet but learn… from the… master… Oh heavens Lil… right there!”

      I’d made love with Esther dozens of times and thought I knew all of her buttons. Watching Lilly work, I learned I’d only been scratching the surface. The Latina’s tongue and fingers had Esther screaming her pleasure into my lips in no time at all.

      The blonde sagged onto the grasses and pulled Lilly up into a passionate kiss. She turned the Latina’s lips, and the woman brushed mine with a chaste kiss. Esther grinned and did something with her hips that flipped Lilly onto her back.

      Then it was her, and my turn to strip, tease, and touch the woman’s body. Lilly wasn’t shy, but I still took my time as I traced my lips and fingers over her small breasts and down her narrow waist. Esther brought me down with her as she ministered to Lilly’s sex, and we took turns attacking her with our tongues and fingers.

      The Latina didn’t give in until we took her from both sides, and then her nails dug into my shoulders and I heard the sweet music of her orgasmic song. The three of us lay there for a long moment while Lilly caught her breath. Then Esther swung her hip over mine and rode me with singular intent.

      While her lover took her pleasure from my raging hardon, Lilly curled up in my arm. The Latina was in awe of the blonde as she leaned back, torso stretched out and firm breasts standing proudly on her chest. Lilly gave a start when my hand slid down her back and cupped her firm little ass, and turned hot eyes on me.

      Our lips met, and I was reminded of Sylvia, as the woman’s tongue drove into my mouth. The sisters had the same intensity and passion, and once woken, it roared like an inferno. Soon she was crawling atop me and pressing her wet pussy to my lips as she embraced Esther.

      “I love you, oh god baby, I love you so much.”

      “I love you too!”

      Neither asked for my input as they rode my body, but I wasn’t complaining. When my orgasm came, Esther pulled my dick to the hilt inside her, while Lilly begged me to give them a child. I didn’t have the heart to tell the woman, as we lay in post coitus bliss after, that Esther was probably already with child. The two seemed too happy and full of bliss as they whispered quiet words to one another.

      My stomach rumbled but the exhaustion of a long day, and my recent release had me feeling sleepy. My lids lowered as I took in the last of the night sky above.

      The sound of steel striking steel rang out in the night, and my lids flew open.

      “What was that?” Esther say up, suddenly alert and pushed aside Lily’s hands when she tried to pull her down.

      The Latina was smiling, but she caught something in Esther’s expression and became serious instantly. My ears strained, and I heard it again, along with the sound of a man’s voice coming from the direction of our camp.

      

      My feet were beneath me before I registered moving, but I wasn’t about to rush into another situation head long. I’d done enough of that and couldn’t afford to risk it.

      Esther was at my side a half second later, passing over my pistol to me, but I shook my head and drew my knife from my discarded belt. She met my eyes and nodded grimly, but kept her own rifle. Motioning for Lilly to remain and stay silent, she hooked two fingers, indicating I was to follow her.

      I was perfectly happy following in Esther’s footsteps. The woman moved like a cat; her form crouched low beneath the tall grass. I placed my bare feet where she did, wearing nothing but the blade in my hand.

      “Tie em up.” Came a voice muffled by the wind. “We’ll sell em’. Once we’re done with em’.”

      I never heard a scream of shout of fear from the women, and that reassured me.

      Esther slipped into the grasses to the side and I was about to move after her when I noticed the man sneaking in the direction Lilly hid. He froze when he saw me loom, naked out of the night, jaw gawping silently. I didn’t hesitate.

      Two quick strides had me within reach, then my knife was in his neck. I caught the man before he hit the ground, lowering him the rest of the way, as his blood pumped out.

      Esther moved past me, nodding in approval, and pointing for me to circle the other way. A few second later I was able to see the six men training rifles on Grace and the rest. One moved through the women, tying them with rough cord, but none complained as he did so. When he got to Lian, he grimaced and cuffed the girl on the side of her head.

      “What we do ‘bout this yellow bitch? She won’t earn a dollar.”

      “Bugger her for all I care, Royce. We got bigger fish to worry about. Darren aint found their man yet.”

      “Ima kill her,” the man said with an evil snicker. “Then bugger her.”

      The casual brutality with which he backhanded Lian awoke an anger inside me I had only felt charging through the bank in San Fran. The world went red, and my hand whipped out, the blade spinning through the intervening distance, even as the battle cry of rage left my throat.

      Heads turned at the sound and were witness to my dagger sprouting from the rope-man’s throat. Their screams and the shots of their rifles were drowned out by the blood thundering in my ears.

      The first man I reached. I tore his head off with an open-handed slap that burst blood from his opposite ear. His corpse made the perfect distraction when I kicked it, and the stump shot blood in the faces of two others. Their shots went wide as I leaped on another.

      Their leader was a cold one and kept his cool in the chaos. Sighting carefully as he backed away, his rifle was lined up with my face when Lian’s heel struck his abdomen. I heard a single retch before Lian’s fist connected with his throat and he collapsed back, choking on his own blood.

      Short seconds of hot combat stretched into long minutes as the battle juices surged in me and waded through the last of the bandits. These weren’t hardened soldiers. Other than their leader, they were a sour smelling and sickly group. When their leader fell, two tried to flee but Esther dropped one from the grass and I did for the other with a hatched thrown in to his back.

      Staggering around, I searched for another enemy, but silence reigned in the night.
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      “John!” The name came from several voices as they rushed in to check on me, but the blood coating me from head to foot wasn’t mine.

      “We need to move,” I said.

      “Delilah and Jasmine are seeing to it,” Grace said, steering me onto a stool then moving to help untie Sylvia, who had been gagged.

      My hands shook as the battle juices left me, and I drew in deep breaths. My first instinct was to rush into the grasses and make sure the last of them were taken care of. But Esther could handle that better than me.

      When Lilly stepped into the firelight, she rushed her sister, folding Sylvia in a tight embrace, then pulled Jasmine into the hug. The slender Latina’s eyes were dry, but I could guess as her terror sitting alone in the darkness, waiting for word from Esther. Hearing gun shots and scream, while not knowing who lived or died, would have been awful.

      “The horses are saddled and ready. Let’s pack up the last of camp,” Delilah said, Grace and Lian joining her.

      Jasmine checked my stitches, but I hadn’t popped any. The teen’s hand lingered on my muscles and back as she eavesdropped on her mother and aunt’s conversation. I got a breakdown of what happened as was grateful things hadn’t gone worse.

      The men had appeared out of the darkness, gun drawn and foul words on their breath. Sylvia had heard her sister’s cries of pleasure, but nothing after and they worried we’d been caught. The gorgeous madame’s dark eyes alighted on me when she told Lilly about being unafraid, because she knew I was coming for them.

      “When you appeared out of the night bathed in your enemies’ blood… Dios mio,” the woman made the sign of the cross, her eyes shining with pride. “I have never felt so safe and secure.”

      From the heated way the words rolled off her tongue, I got the impression she was powerfully turned on.

      “These hills are crawling with bandits and pirates.” Esther said, striding up with her rifle hooked over one shoulder. “If you’re set on this, John. We need to make a run for it across the valley.”

      I felt all seven sets of eyes on me, but the decision was easy.

      “Lead the way down into the valley and hunt us a ford across that river.”

      Esther nodded and swung up into her saddle. Jasmine surprised me by grabbing Delilah before she hopped atop Copper and kissing the girl fiercely.

      “Stay safe out there,” the tall girl whispered to her best friend, and Delilah responded with a fierce smile.

      “Always.” the blonde’s eyes flickered to me, and she smirked. “Keep him safe.”

      “I will,” Jasmine said, and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when the beautiful teen turned a placid expression on me.

      Her face might have been mild, but there was steel just beneath the surface. The girl was spending far too much time with Grace and had learned the older woman’s way of employing her soft power to great effect. Wondering what I’d gotten myself into by saddling myself with so many powerful women, I swung up into Blackfoot’s saddle after pulling on clothes and strapping on my guns.

      As we rode down the mountains under the half moon, and my harem spread around me like a pack of she-wolves. Sudden emotion swirled in me when I took in their fierce expressions and determination and revised my earlier thought. Certainly, there would be challenges, living and loving women with such strong characters, but they would always pale in comparison to the joy of having them in my life.

      My thoughts returned to my father for some reason. Perhaps it was the strange mountains, or the cold night breeze. He’d always been a man that loved the cold.

      I wondered what he’d be thinking if he were looking down now. Would he think me a lecherous man who’d fallen into the sin of greed and lust? Or would he see how much our little family relied on one another and made one another better? I could only guess, but I thought he’d think the latter.

      With tragedy comes opportunity, if you’re resilient enough to find it.

      That truth had been one he tried to instill in me through harsh lessons, but his death had been the harshest of all. Remembering those terrible days just after his murder, the fear and mistrust of people I’d come to love, I knew that fate would never befall me again. The knowledge eased something inside of me that had been fragile or broken since I was a boy.

      “Here, you didn’t have a chance to eat the stew.” Grace pushed a cloth-wrapped bundle over to me and I took it with a grateful smile. “Have you given any thought to what we do next?”

      “James Dutton was leading the force being chased.” Grace frowned for a moment before recognizing the name.

      “The man from the river crossing? What a strange coincidence.”

      “Not that strange,” Jasmine said, nodding. “Before we parted, John told him the best place to build his fort would be at a river crossing.”

      “Aye,” I said, nodding, “And I think we’ll find the rest of his forces where that river joins another. We’ll have to ride hard, but with Esther and Delilah scouting the way forward, we should be able to stay clear of Colonel Galveston and his men.”

      At mention of the Colonel, a chilly silence fell over the group.
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      Two days before I sat the women down in the Mission and told them my plan.

      There had been a short discussion, then all had agreed to my plan after a few minor changes. My heart had been full as we rode away from the Mission, but also a fear that hadn’t left me since then.

      Deciding to fight for our land was one thing, but actually riding towards a battle; was something else. The seven women with me were as tough and capable as any man, but there was no guarantee we’d all make it out alive. They’d agreed it was necessary, that none of them wanted to live under colonial rulership, and the only way to stop it was for all to fight for our freedom.

      As we let the horses pick their path down the hills, I turned over the past couple of days in my head. We’d ridden hard, through rough country, and the women had bonded through the journey.

      Something had passed between Sylvia and Grace after that first night together. I wasn’t certain it boded well for me to have the pair in agreement all the time, but it was a fair tradeoff with the relaxed energy the pair brought to the group.

      Esther and Lilliana spent every moment together when the blonde wasn’t scouting out ahead. When she did, Sylvia and Jasmine rode beside her, keeping her company and distracted from her worries for her lover. I hadn’t rejoined them in their sheets, but Esther promised me when I did, they had a surprise for me.

      Delilah and Sylvia had taken most of my free time. The pair seemed hell-bent on teaching Lian everything thing they knew about lovemaking, through demonstration.

      At the end of our first day, I was currying Blackfoot when Sylvia slipped up behind me. I felt her massive breasts press to my back as the scent of her filled my head. Turning to look back at her with a questioning frown, the words died on my tongue when I saw that she no longer wore her riding dress.

      Instead, the former Madame wore a sheer black gown that did nothing to hide her incredible curves. A lacy garter hugging one thigh peeked out when she slipped the leg around mine, her heels slipping up my thigh.

      “You’ve duties to perform husband.”

      “What are you…” my eyes rose above her head, and I saw Delilah laying down a blanket on the dry grasses.

      “Lian wanted to brush the horses down and Delilah wanted to show her what she’s been missing,” Sylvia’s fingers twisted in the laces of my shirt. “We require a few minutes of your time.”

      The woman’s dark eyes held a heat I matched as my cock hardened in my pants. My own gaze shifted to Lian, standing awkwardly as she brushed down her mount. The girls’ eyes were round as she watched Delilah lay out the blanket, and her cheeks were red with embarrassment, but she made no move to leave or turn away.

      Letting Sylvia pull me forward, the three of us fell onto the blankets. The Latina was in charge, having me lay back. I was grateful after a long day in the saddle that she wasn’t making me work, but saw straight off it wasn’t for my benefit alone.

      Sylvia plucked at the girls’ clothing, stripping her faster than seemed possible, and then ordered her to dance for us. The Latina beauty slipped down beside me, one thigh thrown over mine as she pulled free my manhood and gave its turgid length gentle strokes. We watched Delilah dance, and Lian did too.

      Lian watched as she brushed the horses down. The girl’s eyes round and breathing heavily as they took in Delilah’s swaying hips. The blonde was getting good at her teasing dances, and my cock was throbbing by the time she shucked the gown and leaped atop me. Her tightness closed over my cock, and her cries of pleasure rose into the air.

      Sylvia pulled my lips to her, her hot tongue slipping along mine as her hand took a fistful of my hair. Turning my head none too gently, I heard the Latina hiss in pleasure when she took in Lian with a hand gripping one small breast and the other pressed between her thighs.

      “This tongue can’t wait to taste your pretty little pussy, Lian. Why don’t you come ride his handsome face?”

      Lian's face went white as a sheet and the girl turned and fled through the horses towards camp, Sylvia’s laughter following the girl.

      “That one’s wound tighter than a top,” Sylvia purred, her fingers slipping down my firm stomach. “And when she finally let’s loose, you better be holding on, big boy, or that tiger might rip you in half.”

      “Oh god!” Delilah’s cry rose higher as I felt her sex tightening on my cock and cut off when Sylvia say up and pulled the teen’s lips to hers.

      The sight of the sexy former madame making out with the busty blonde as she came on my dick was too much and I flooded her depths. After Delilah collapsed beside me, Sylvia sucked my cock clean and got me hard. In minutes I had her bent over, her mouth on Delilah’s tight pussy as she lapped up the rest of my cum.

      That evening as I crawled into Grace’s tent, she and Jasmine were more circumspect as we made love, but not by much. The ten flap was never closed, and neither modulated their sounds of pleasure as they rode me.

      On the next day, when Sylvia and Delilah tried to waylay me outside their tent and mount me beside the fire, I tried to put a stop to it.

      “Haven’t you tortured the girl enough? She was forced into this union, and I won’t have you two adding even more pressure to her.”

      The pair looked chastened, and Lian grateful. Ten minutes later I caught Sylvia sliding the girl’s garter down one slender thigh while Lian sat nearby, watching with an avid expression, and I began to realize their play had a deeper intent.

      Sylvia had caught on something about Lian that I hadn’t. The former madame was wise in the ways of intimacy, wiser than any I knew, and her sixth sense for these things queued in on the younger girl’s fetish.

      Feeling more comfortable with our play, I joined Sylvia and Delilah in their tent that night. As I lay the Latina back and kissed my way down her body, I glanced out of the tent and saw Lian, nearly hidden in the shadows outside. Crooking a finger, I called her in and pointed to the pile of clothes.

      “Come fold the laundry, Lian. Then you can help me bathe.”

      Curious about how she would respond, I was delighted when she leaped to her feet and scampered into the tent. Ducking her head, lips compressed into a shy smile of desire, she began folding the clothes while her eyes remained locked on the sexy sight before her.

      “Good boy,” Sylvia purred, “Now get back to work.”

      Her wicked grin turned into an ‘O’ of pleasure as my tongue found her love button. When Delilah was happily bouncing on my lap a minute later like a ten cent whore. Lian’s hand was lost within her skirts and the clothes she was supposed to be folding forgotten.

      “You like that, whore?” I growled in Delilah’s ear, loving the feel of her young pussy tightening on my dick when I called her the dirty word. “You like being watched by that innocent girl as your slutty ass shakes on my dick?”

      “YES!!”

      Her nails dug into my shoulders as the orgasm swept over her body. The blonde was left panting, limp and weak as Sylvia fell atop us. That night, I took both Delilah and Sylvia in their tightest holes. All the while, Lian stared on with a euphoric expression on her face.

      The girls’ voyeuristic desires reached their peak as I hammered Sylvia’s tight ass and stared directly into Lian’s eyes. Her body curled in on itself, and she nearly collapsed to the tent floor, but never once broke eyes contact with me as the orgasm hit her.

      

      I still didn’t fully understand Lian’s predilections, but she was growing more comfortable around me and closer with the others, which was good. As we made our way down to the valley, she rode beside Jasmine.

      The pair of them spoke in quiet whispers, interrupted occasionally by giggles and laughter. When I’d ridden by, they’d fallen silent, and their eyes had tracked me and Blackfoot, and I became certain they were speaking about me.

      Finally, the broken ground shifted to rolling hills and soft loam beneath our mounts’ hooves and were able to increase our pace. Esther and Delilah would appear and direct us and signal our path, or lead us through a dense thicket, while the other ranged out ahead.
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      As light began to stain the eastern horizon, I spotted movement out on the plains below.

      It took a long minute before I could resolve the shape, but when I saw the redcoats, my blood ran cold. Dark shadows cloaked most of the land, but here and there I could see scouts riding in pairs and alone as they hunted the land.

      James Dutton must not have made it as far or as fast as I’d hoped. Riding with some of the mercenaries were rough looking brigands and pirates. I couldn’t spot the bulk of their forces, but knew they must be out there somewhere.

      As the sun rose, Delilah and Esther stayed closer to our little group. We kicked up a lot of dust, with our string of pack animals added to our mounts, but the pair kept us to green grasses and narrow trails that wound through stands of trees. They led us down into hollows and through thickets, anything to keep us from being sky lined, and miracle of miracles we made it through the entire morning and into the early afternoon without being spotted.

      Several times we could hear the sounds of men laughing and joking with one another, and once they were so close to the stand of trees, we sat our horses in that I could smell the sour reek of them. Jasmine and Lian had to cover their mouths to keep from coughing and giving away our position.

      The British mercenaries weren’t much better than the pirates they’d hired to do their dirty work. They rode around with their heads down, instead of on a swivel and spoke so loudly they startled birds and animals in the underbrush.

      The nearest we came to being caught was when a pair of Hispanic mercenaries rode past a thicket we were hiding behind. The pair were alert for anything, hands resting on their rifles. I recognized their coats as the same Esposito and his men had been wearing. They looked harder and were definitely more alert than the others.

      One spotted something in the grass pointing and they stopped. The second man slipped off his mount and dropped to his haunches to inspect whatever it was, and I saw Esther easing her rifle out of its sheath on her saddle. Shaking my head to still her, the blonde held the weapon at the ready, just in case.

      I knew the gunshot would bring the rest of the scouts down on us, and wanted to avoid it at all costs. I was contemplating whether I could chuck two of the hand axes I’d taken from the Mission, before either man could get off a shout or a shot, when there was the staccato sound of gunfire from nearby. The men grinned eagerly at one another and were off in the direction of the fighting.

      “This will give us cover to get away,” Esther said, turning her mount to lead us in the opposite direction.

      “Shouldn’t we see if we can help?” Delilah asked, her eyes searching out for her mom and then me.

      Grace looked over at me, as did the others, their expressions ranging from fearful to excited. Esther looked the most worried, and that’s what gave me pause. But I couldn’t leave General Dutton to them, not if there was a chance we could help.

      “We keep to the tree line.” I said, “Esther, see if you can find them. If we can help, we will, but I’m not going to risk you all on a gamble. Got it?”

      I was staring directly into Esther’s eyes, and the blonde gave a firm nod. Her expression was troubled, but once the first scream rose into the air, and it was clearly that of a woman, I saw her face grow fixed with resolve.

      We rode quickly through the stand of trees, Delilah picking us out a trail as Esther raced ahead. In short order we were sitting out mounts behind a dense thicket of brush while we waited for Esther. The blonde never rode back to us. Instead, I heard her shout less than a minute into our wait.

      “Wagon train! Under attack!”

      The shout was followed a second later by the unmistakable sound of Esther’s long rifle. And again, while we crashed through the underbrush. The thicket we hid in was on the leeward side of a small hill. In a depression between two hills wound a narrow creek and beside it was the unmistakable sight of a covered wagon train, circled up.

      As the sight of the battle came into view, felt my blood go cold. Men and women fought between the wagons, the flash of muzzle fire point blank. I saw the flash of a sword in the dim evening light and spotted a tall, red-coated man astride his horse chop at a man. When he raised the blade, a line of red blood sprayed across the wagon’s white covering, followed by a death scream.

      On the far side of the wagon train a giant of a man fought off three men who tried to breach their circle, and I recognized the golden hair of James Dutton, and beside him the slender black hair of Lian.

      “There are too many,” Esther said with a shake of her head, “The risk is too great-.”

      The blonde’s voice cut off, and I followed her gaze to the wagon nearest our thicket. Two red-coated men had cut a hole in a wagon and were dragging a woman and her two little girls out. When I saw the shorter, fatter man cup one of the little girls’ backsides and leer at his friend evilly, my blood went cold, and I was moving before I realized it.

      “Delilah, take the right flank! Grace on the left!”

      Esther shouted orders to the woman as I heard the snapping of branches and thunder of hooves behind me. My awareness of them was distant as the blood pounded in my ears and my vision filled with the face of men hell-bent on raping children.

      Blackfoot let out a scream of rage so terrifying my own terrible anger cooled for a second. The horse sensed the fight we were riding into, and instead of pulling on the reins, the beast charged headlong into it.

      The two men looked up in shock as I came barreling towards them, Blackfoot carrying me faster than seemed possible. Before I could cock my rifle back, the pair were before us and Blackfoot was rearing back, a giant hoof took the first man in the chest, throwing him ten feet and the second struck the other man in the head, missing the girl he held.

      The woman screamed bloody murder, not knowing me from the redcoats, and grabbed her girls and fled for the trees. I was too busy worrying about the four bandits that had turned their rifles on me when they heard the screams.

      My own rifle barked once, twice, and thrice as I worked the lever action. Not taking the time to sight, I had to trust instinct and training. The fourth man got his shot off before I could put a slug into his chest, but it went wide. His fear nearly complete as Blackfoot came charging, and before I could put sights on him, the giant horse was riding him down like he was a dry bush. Bones snapping like twigs.

      I heard Esther shouting more orders behind me, and the bark of rifles. A man who loomed from between two wagons before me disappeared in a cloud of red mist when Jasmine put a bullet through his head. But I couldn’t divert my attention to worry about the women, not with dozens of men still trying to breech the wagon circle.

      Riding Blackfoot at a canter is like trying to wrestle a bear, and one that wants to bite the hand on the reins the first chance it gets. Riding him in battle should have seen me bucked and the beast racing for the hills a second later, but the giant stallion seemed to feel my anger and feed off it. Not only that, but I could feel the horse’s thrill as it smashed chest to chest into another stallion and sent the beast flying. The same thrill that sang in my veins as the battle raged around us, filled the horse, and we rode as one.

      Something hot zipped past my cheek, but I ignored it as I smashed the butt of my rifle down into the face of another man. I’d wrenched a curved saber from a red-coated rider, and after sticking it through his neck, proceeded to lay about me, as we rode around the wagon circle.

      The men fell like cord wood before us. When they heard the screams of their companions, they would turn from the wagons to find a wall of black horse charging them, or my sabers flashing for their faces. It wasn’t until I met a rider with golden knots on one shoulder that I met a foe who didn’t fall immediately.

      The man stood nearly as tall as me atop his horse, and his pale features were twisted in rage as he saw the destruction we’d wrought throughout his men. As the fires burned around us, I could feel the battle centering on our confrontation.

      Guiding Blackfoot with my knees, I was surprised when he took my direction. Spinning into the officer’s mount, he screamed in rage and snapped at the other horse which nearly collapsed under the larger horse’s weight. Seeing the man nearly tumble from his seat, my confidence surged, then faulted when his saber flashed forward like lightning at my face.

      Barely avoiding losing an eye, or my head, I deflected his attack with my own sword and realized how foolish it had been to fight a trained swordsman on horseback. Between trying to keep my seat, guiding Blackfoot and parrying the flurry of attacks that few at me; it was all I could do to stay alive.

      I owe my life to Blackfoot, who managed to bite down on the man’s sword arm when he pulled it back. As he screamed in pain, I took advantage and buried my own in his chest.
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      Screaming his triumph, Blackfoot wheeled beneath me, hooves thumping the ground as we hunted for more enemies. We only found the backs of our enemy as their ranks broke, racing for the open plain and up into the thicket we’d recently vacated.

      “Leave them!” I shouted after Delilah when she rose her rifle and began to give chase.

      “Friend!” Turning I found James Dutton striding forward with his arms outstretched.

      The swarthy man was soot stained and there was blood coating half his face from an ugly cut along his scalp, but he beamed from ear to ear.

      “I’d hoped we could meet again under better circumstances,” I said, and the man let out a guffaw of laughter and slapped me on the thigh, dancing back when Blackfoot tried to take a bite out of his shoulder.

      “These were the best circumstances I could think of,” the man boomed. “You and your women there saved us. Thought we were gonners there for a few minutes.”

      “Their reforming behind the hills,” Delilah said as she rode up on Copper.

      I saw many of the men do a double take when they saw the beautiful blonde ride up with her hair streaming behind her. Then they noticed the rifle she held so comfortably in her off-hand, and their smiles faltered.

      “How many mounts do you have?” I asked Dutton, but the man shook his head.

      “The settlers won’t abandon their wagons-.”

      “It’s everything we have!” shouted a potbellied man.

      “We’ll fight em off again!” yelled another with a white beard who I took for the wagon master. Several men shouted agreement, but I could see fear written on the women folks’ faces.

      “Are your things more important than that?”

      I stabbed a finger at a child clutched in her mother’s arms and the woman grabbed the babe close and glared at me as if it were I who wanted it dead. She shot her husband a frightened look, and I saw his bellicose expression grow troubled.

      “He’s right,” Dutton said with a grimace.

      “But General-.”

      “No buts!” Wheeling on the other man Dutton, suddenly wroth. “This is war, Grayson! We can rebuild hutches and reweave blankets. The man’s right, we can’t beat back another attack. There are hundreds of calvary in the area. Unhitch those wagon teams and get blankets or saddles on their backs! We ride in ten minutes!”

      There were no protests when they saw the General’s men, a small honor guard of a dozen or so, begin following his orders. The women were relieved and even some of the men were, but I knew this would only be a reprieve. Pulling Dutton aside, I asked him what was going on.

      “Damned if I know. Two weeks ago, we were putting down our first stakes, marking off land for a city. Next thing I know we have reports of brigands, pirates and even red coated Englishmen all over the valley.” Spitting to the side, he scanned the chaos of the wagons train. Making sure everyone was working and judging when they would be done. “Rousing people from their homes and demanding they swear to the crown.”

      “How many are we facing?”

      “No idea. Near as my scouts can tell, they have close to two thousand men. And that’s not counting the Black Company, that joined them. That Prince Albert, is a right bastard. Put Lodi to the torch and stole away their women and girl folk…. Nasty business.”

      “We need to move,” Esther said, riding up with a worried look on her face. “Another company of cavalry has joined the survivors. We’ll have 50 riflemen on us any minute.”

      The party of people was only half mounted. Many seemed intent on pulling out and carrying everything they could from their wagons. Dutton had turned to one of his soldiers with orders to ride ahead and warn the fort we were coming. While I kneed Blackfoot into the circle of wagons.

      The stallion took the direction but tossed his head in annoyance when he had to step over the broken remains of a wagon wheel. Men and women shied back from the beast, but the children drew near, their faces shining with awe as they tilted up to take in me upon the beast’s back.

      “I know you feel invincible, after your trek west!” All eyes turned to me, my voice booming louder than I’d intended, but I went with it after having their attention. “I’ve been in your shoes. I know the hardships you’ve faced. But the men out there!” I pointed into the darkness, for the sun had dipped below the horizon. “They aren’t Indians who will trade with you tomorrow. They aren’t even blackguards broken from war! These men have come to steal your land. Steal your women. Steal your lives!”

      Deafening silence reigned in the wake of my words, and I frowned, not meaning to have gone on for so long. Every eye was locked on me, and I smacked my hands together so hard. The clap sent Blackfoot into a sideways step.

      “Mount up!”

      The clap broke the spell that had a hold on them, and my shouted order had them scrambling for the nearest horses. Harnesses were cut, and blankets throw over backs as mothers handed up their children to fathers, before scrambling up behind. With some riding double, and women and children put into our pack animals, we had everyone mounted and riding out in short order.

      Dutton’s men were haggard and exhausted. Having spent long days and nights in the saddle. I knew we couldn’t count on them for much, and what little energy they had left, they would be needed if we got into a fight.

      “Delilah, take the front, find out where General Dutton’s fort is, and get us moving there on the fastest route. Don’t worry about being us being spotted.”

      “Women folk can’t be trusted-.” One of the solders began to complain but cut off sharply when Esther swung the muzzle of her long rifle over to him.

      The lanky blonde’s hair glittered golden in the twilight, and her beauty had never seemed more apparent, but her cold hard expression put the soldiers back on their heels.

      “Esther, you have the rear. They get too close, pick off their officers.” She gave a sharp nod and wheeled her horse and thundered away. “General, you have anything else?”

      “No,” the man said with a placid expression on his face. “Seems you got everything handled.”

      I felt my cheeks heat and realized I’d been shouting orders when this was his command, for all intents and purposes. However, time was running out, and I wasn’t about to be a part of anyone’s bad plans. Instead of apologizing, I tapped my heels to Blackfoot’s sides and rode back down the line to hurry the stragglers along.

      Whether it was my thunder cloud of a face, or Blackfoot’s angry snickers, the men and their horses were soon trotting at a steady clip. The land was flat but broken up here and there by streams and creeks choked full of brush.

      Delilah found a trail through the denser parts and soon we were atop a highland plain, buttressed by a foul-smelling marsh. The horses had been pushed all day, and now we were running them through the night. I worried one might break a leg every second, but the path Delilah found was blessedly clear of sharp drop offs or lose boulders that could roll under a horse’s hoof.

      An hour into our ride, I could see the pace was hard on the women, children, and most of the men. But when they saw several clouds of dust in our wake their complaints dried up. An hour later when a thick column of black smoke rose, where the wagons had been abandoned, they knew they’d be dead if they hadn’t left when they did.

      Their fears were so thick I could almost taste them on the air. The settlers’ husbands hissed questions to the soldiers, wondering what would happen and where we were going. The children clung to their mothers, faces white and tears threatening to fall any second. The women folk were of sterner stuff than their husbands, or perhaps it was Grace, and the others who gave them a better example to follow.

      Wherever my women went, the eyes of the settlers, and most of the soldiers, followed them. Not only were they beautiful and dressed in expensively cut dresses, or britches in Esther’s case, but each was armed to the teeth and showed a confidence with their weapons even the soldiers struggled to maintain. On their husbands’ faces was a covetous expression, while on their womenfolk showed envy.

      My own presence had some effect on the settlers, but more so on the soldiers. I felt their eyes on me those first couple hours of riding but had no idea why they stared at me so intently, or whispered behind my back when I rode past. I chalked it up to the same thing the settlers husbands felt until General Dutton waved me up to ride at his side.
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      “Tell me, John, what did you and your women folk get up to in the city?” There was a twinkle of amusement in the man’s eyes, but I was used to seeing that, as well as the almost flirtatious way he grinned. “I see you picked up a few more… friends along the way.”

      “Saw some friends, opened a bank account.” I shrugged, “The city has its wonders, but I saw just about enough of it for one lifetime.”

      “There is the most unbelievable tale going around about the City. Had the place in an uproar for a couple days, or so the boys tell it.” Matias, the man’s lieutenant and assistant, rode up and though the man tried to hide it, his expression was fixed with interest. “About the man who didn’t just rob a bank, but killed a dozen men with his bare hands, and installed his wife as the president. Isn’t that a crazy tale? How’s a thing like that happen?”

      I grimaced and felt a frown growing on my lips. I could feel the eyes of the soldiers nearby burning into my back with suspicion and curiosity, and wasn’t sure how to respond. There would be nothing useful in spreading tales, even true ones, or so I feared, but Grace took the choice from me.

      “It didn’t happen quite like that General,” Grace’s cool tones were that of a Queen, enduring the tiresome questions of a lesser, and the effect it had on the man and his men was immediate. Instead of getting offended, their backs stiffened, and expressions opened as they listened with rapt attention.

      “But if you ever wish to make a secure deposit with our bank, my husband and I will guarantee it.”

      “Pardon, ma’am,” the General said, touching his brow and even bowing slightly in his saddle. “Meant no disrespect with my questions. The boys were wondering is all. Is it true what they say of your… husband?”

      “That day John saved Jasmine and I’s life.” the gorgeous brunette turned that special smile of hers on me and it pushed back some of the embarrassment as she spoke. “I don’t know the exact number, but it was more than a dozen. All I remember was him striding into that room, covered in his enemy’s blood. The terrible things he had to do were for love, and that gave him the power to do the impossible.”

      “Sounds like the tales may have underplayed it a bit,” Dutton said with a wink at Matias.

      “Forget the tales men tell, General, and please inform us of the defenses at this fort we ride towards.”

      “Ma’am,” General Dutton said, and began relaying the layout and composition of the fort they’d been building. He rattled the items off like an officer reporting to a superior, and Grace nodded along, filing each bit of information away in her brilliant mind.

      Now and then she would ask probing questions of the man, digging even deeper to get a more accurate picture. Such as when he mentioned a palisade wall. When Grace began asking about ladders and firing platforms, she learned the ‘wall’ was little more than a trench with sharpened stakes set at an angle.

      When she probed him about their arms and ammunition, she found an even bleaker picture. He said every man was armed but turned out he did not know what the composition of their arms were. Several of his soldiers carried single shot rifles and even no rifle at all, just a single six shooter on their hip.

      The next time Esther appeared from the rear, Grace waved her forward.

      “We need to find the nearest camp of Chinese. Convince them to help in our defense. Take Lian and use her to translate. Offer gold, whatever you must.”

      “Help these people?” Esther said, with a frown at the line of white settlers. “So they can keep being slaves and building them railroads?”

      “Prince Albert won’t be that accommodating with the foreigners,” Grace said with a grim frown. “You know what he’ll do to them, the Africans, natives… Any who oppose his rule.”

      Esther’s lips were in a firm line of distaste, but she nodded after a second.

      “If they won’t fight. Then see what kind of ammunition and weapons they have for sale,” I said.

      Grace opened her mouth to protest, but I silenced her with a warning look.

      “This isn’t open for discussion.”

      After a second Grace nodded, and her expression mollified. As Esther shouted for Lian to join her, as she rode to the western hills, I caught a pleased smile on Grace’s lips. It took a second to realize, but it was the first time I’d asserted my position so fully since our ceremony. When her pale blue eyes flickered up to mine a moment later, there was a heat in them that set my heart beating and I couldn’t wait for a bit of privacy for the two of us.

      Sylvia rode up to the front, demanding to know why Esther and Lian had ridden off. Whether because she was a former Madame, which the soldiers had learned from an offhand comment, or because she was Latina, the men and settlers were uncomfortable around her. They were even more out of sorts when they saw her speak to Grace like an equal, and she return the privilege.

      “You’ve picked up some interesting characters since we last met,” Dutton said, riding up beside me as Grace and Sylvia bantered back and forth, their conversation distracting the others from their exhaustion and the anxiety they felt whenever they glanced to the rear and its masking darkness.

      “It’s been an interesting trip.”

      “We’ve had a time of it ourselves. Matias and I,” the General frowned and shook his head. “Wish I could say it’s been all peaches and cream, but the truth is its harder than I thought to unite people behind a common cause. Especially the damnable stubborn lot that make it out here.”

      “Use that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Better to have a government that protects their freedoms, than one who wants to take them away. Make sure they understand what the alternative is, and they’ll see the wisdom.”

      Dutton was thoughtful after that, and we rode in silence. The land dipped down, and we entered the flatlands and its foul-smelling bog. Delilah rode where we could see her, picking her way with care through the muddy landscape within, nothing to light her way but the stars above. Copper walked with sure steps, and the water never got higher than the horses’ ankles.

      Hours passed where we rode with nothing but the steady splash of the horses’ hooves and creak of saddles. I would have liked to ride down the line and see how everyone was doing, but the trail wasn’t wide enough in most places for it.

      My women all rode in a pack near the head of the settlers, and I made sure never to stray too far from their sight. I trusted General Dutton, but I didn’t know his men and disliked the hungry stares some shot at Jasmine and Delilah.

      It was still dark when I finally spotted lights in the distance and General Dutton confirmed it was the fort. The last couple miles were the hardest for our party. Everyone wanted to rush forward, but the marsh grew thick and treacherous in places.
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      I heard the confrontation before I saw it. Shouts of alarm rose from the surrounding murk, and I heard Delilah’s cry of warning at the same time. Seconds later men were rushing out of the murk around us. Roughly coated men with scraggly beards and smelling of stale sweat and offal, who looked as startled and frightened as the soldiers around me.

      Delilah had ridden us directly through the center of a camp of Colonel Galveston’s men. I recognized their brown coats, even as I slapped leather and began fanning the hammer of my pistol.

      Blackfoot let out a scream of rage and lashed out with a hoof, killing a man before he could get close to Sylvia. My initial fears for my women were unfounded, as they were the first to react, drawing weapons and firing at the enemy without hesitation.

      When quiet Jasmine pulled a stub nosed shot gun from the leather sheath on her mount and blew a man nearly in two without a blink of hesitation. The fear fled the soldiers’ faces. Shouting a battle cry, they drew and began firing on the enemy. Even the settlers were letting off a shot or two as they huddled on the backs of their mounts, clutching at their womenfolk.

      A wide, brown face loomed out of the darkness, and I smashed the butt of my pistol into it, breaking the face. As the man tumbled aside, his wet screams sickening me, I found Esther charging up from the rear.

      The former scout ride with her feet in her special stirrups, practically standing atop her saddle. Crouching low, she let her legs work as springs as her horse raced beneath her. Lever action flying as she popped off round after round.

      A man who’d been drawing on Lilliana took a bullet between the eyes, and before he fell, the next man over dropped like a stone. Every bullet found its marks and the soldiers and General Dutton were left speechless when she dropped a half dozen in as many seconds.

      “Signal from the walls! We gotta move!”

      Esther’s shout was drowned out by the boom of Jasmine’s shotgun, as a man was torn in half, so I tilted my head back and bellowed in my loudest voice.

      “RIDE! RIDE FOR THE FORT!”

      Blackfoot shook his head, and I saw those nearest me rubbing at their ears, but the shout worked. The settlers, terrified and lost in the darkness, raced off after Esther as she rode towards the walls. The soldiers and my harem fought the rear guard, although there wasn’t much fighting to do after Esther’s ride.

      The enemy had melted back into the darkness and marsh when their comrades dropped around them. I could hear the splashes as their terrified legs carried them into the night, but wasn’t about to assume that was all of it.

      “General, ride ahead and make sure the gates will open for us!”

      The man turned his head and cursed, nodding as he rode off after our party, Lian following behind. The little man gave me an odd little bow from his saddle as he passed me, but looked even more perturbed than normal.

      “Grace and Jasmine, ride with them in case they need medical aid.”

      “Sir, what about us?” Asked one soldier, an officer from the single yellow bar on his breast.

      “Hold your fire unless you’re certain you’ll hit your target.” I frowned out at the darkness. “We’re going to need every bullet soon, is my guess.”

      Searching, I found Lian sitting on her horse near the rear of the group. The tiny teen wore a crestfallen expression when my eyes met hers and she dropped them and shook her head.

      So there wasn’t any help coming, I thought to myself. So be it.

      “Lian, will you ride with Grace and Sylvia? Make sure nothing… happens to them? You’re the only one I can trust with it.”

      The girl’s head came up and her eyes grew fierce. Nodding sharply, she cantered her horse after the others, sitting her saddle with remarkable efficacy for having just learned.

      We followed the settlers; the soldiers scanning the darkness for signs of the enemy, jumpy enough that I feared for any rabbits of squirrels hunting in the night. My heart was beating slowly, and I felt a strange calmness. I’d seen enough at that point to feel in my element with the high pressure and heightened emotions. I could see the surrounding battlefield clearly in my mind and was busy planning for eventualities and didn’t have time to worry.

      If another company attacks, we’ll lead them around the fort, then double back once the settlers are safe, I thought. More and more scenarios cropped up, and I thought my way through or around the problems. Knowing if I didn’t, my women and the rest of these poor folk would be dead or worse.

      Blessedly there were no more confrontations, and I watched the women and soldiers pour through the narrow gap in the line of sharpened stakes. I could hear General Dutton shouting orders, and the glow of bonfires being lit around a massive square area.

      Cresting the small berm beside a trench, I surveyed the area but couldn’t make out much in the darkness. To the east, the wide river flowed, widening further to the south, where it met another, smaller river. The fledgling fort sat on a small hill top, and had the advantage of height, if little else. Surrounding us were rich farmlands still planted, and ready for the British to ransack.

      I knew little about warfare, besides what I read in boyhood tales. But I’d learned of the horrors of sieges and knew we couldn’t hold out for long if it came to that.

      “Sir! The General asked for your council. He’s meeting with the other officers in the big tent.”

      The young runner pointed the way, and I nodded and set off. Esther, Delilah and the others falling in behind me. Turning my head, I found Lian and waited until she drew alongside me. Speaking in a whisper only the three could hear, I gave them their final orders.

      “No matter what happens here. You’re to get Grace, Sylvia, Jasmine and Lilly out of here. Delilah, make sure our horses are on the norther ‘wall’. We’ll have to escape in that direction. Esther stick close to her and keep her safe. Lian, I need you to attach yourself at the hip to Grace.”

      “You think someone here would hurt her?” Esther asked with a frown.

      “I think the Prince was pretty upset when he learned she was here, and would be willing to do anything.” I gave her a significant look. “Or pay any price to see her dead.”

      We’d been through too much recently for her to discount my fears and I saw her lips firm as she readied an argument to stay behind and guard her best friend. Then she took in little Lian and I her lips curled into that crooked grin of hers.

      “Let them try.”

      “Sir?”

      The lad held open the flap, bouncing on his toes nervously. Obviously, he didn’t want to upset his superiors who’d sent them to fetch me, but I ignored him and dipped my head down to kiss Delilah deeply. There was a quiet muttering from the soldiers around the tent. That only grew when I turned to Esther and did the same.

      The lanky blonde hooked a long arm around my neck, curling her body against me as she groaned into the kiss. When she released me, her mouth wore a hungry grin and I couldn’t help chuckling as she ran her eyes up and down the length of me before turning to saunter off.
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      Stepping past the young messenger, I pretended not to notice his gawp mouthed, or the way he shook his head disbelievingly as he held up two fingers. The group of men standing around a map table within was far more interesting.

      “John, we were just about to review our defenses,” General Dutton said, then turned to an officer. “Proceed, lieutenant.”

      The young man gave a curt nod and began. “The palisade wall is complete, but we have flooded in the trench along the northern side. Our ammunition has been distributed to the soldiers, but we don’t know what the situation is with the settlers you brought in, sir. Do they have powder or shot?”

      The General shook his head in the negative, and I saw the men's frown and glance at one another in concern.

      “The British forces are forming up here,” the young man said, indicating a low line of hills to the west. “And that mercenary and his band have been ransacking the countryside.”

      As the young man continued describing the poor situation, I’d brought my women into, I began to think this might have been a terrible mistake. The men in the tent looked exhausted and worn down from days in the saddle or working to build their defenses. As the lieutenant listed off the enemies’ numbers, a pall fell over the room, and I sensed most already felt defeated.

      When the man finished, the General began giving orders. As the officers peeled off, I slipped from the tent and hunted down my women. I found them setting up a single tent in a square of empty ground near the river. The tent would break down quickly if we had to leave. There were no soldiers or settlers camping here, just a group of women doing their washing in the river, and another group busy wrapping up clean strips of cloth into bandages.

      “Matias said we would cause too much commotion in amongst the others,” Sylvia said with a sour frown directed at the world around her. “What the situation?”

      “Bad,” I said.

      Grace pulled me over to the small fire they’d started, and I relayed what I heard in the tent. The women listened with growing worry. All but Esther, who listened to it with her usual calm equanimity. When I was done, the others whispered worriedly to one another. But the former scouts’ eyes were hooded, and I could see her mind working.

      Accepting a bowl and a heel of bread from Grace, I dug in. My stomach rumbled, and I realized how hungry I was as the first bit of cold stew touched my lips. Turning to Lian, I asked the girl in between bites.

      “What happened?”

      Her delicate features crumbled, and I thought she might break down in tears. “They wouldn’t fight to help the white people. I’m so sorry, master.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, resting a hand on her back. “It was a long shot, anyway. Thank you for handling it, it must have been scary ridding through the night like that.”

      Her dark eyes flickered up to mine, and I saw something soften behind them. Then she turned away, blushing furiously.

      “They didn’t say that exactly,” Esther said, nodding. “They said they wouldn’t help us without guarantees… that I couldn’t make.”

      “Such as?”

      “They wouldn’t be sent into tiny caves with sticks of dynamite to die, for one.” She said with a snort. “A place of their own, where they can feel safe, and a guarantee their children will get a chance at an education. They seemed the most adamant about that.”

      I frowned and tried thinking how we might help, but Esther waved her hand.

      “Don’t bother, they won’t come, no matter what we promise them. Untrained and frightened.” Shrugging, she sat up and rested her forearms on her knees. “They wouldn’t be much use to us, anyway. No, the only way we get out of this one is by putting our backs to the wall and giving better than we get.”

      Her dark green eyes looked troubled as they fell on me, and I sensed she was more frightened of our prospects than she was letting on. My fears deepened, and I questioned again whether I’d made the right decision. The mountains called to me, and I began to worry I might never feel their cold embrace again.

      

      When the sun finally rose in the eastern sky, I caught sight of the mountains on the far horizon as I stood on the earth embankment. My heart soared to see their peaks lost in the clouds, but I schooled my eyes away and scanned the surroundings with the spyglass.

      From my position, I had an excellent view of the landscape around the fort. To the west, a force was marshaling. Their red coats and flashing sabers put fear into the soldiers and settlers around me. They looked at the neatly laid out rows of horses and men and saw death coming their way.

      I was more afraid of the milling mass of mercenaries gathering to the south. They came in groups of two or three, laden down with booty. The mercenaries were less disciplined than the British troops, but there were more of them, and I knew what kind of savagery they could get up to.

      General Dutton stood beside me, and I passed the spyglass over to him. His officers stood around us, shuffling from foot to foot nervously. I felt their stares on my back and knew some disliked how I’d shouted orders at them outside the fort.

      “What are they waiting for?” Lieutenant Smith asked one of the other officers, but it was the General who turned to respond.

      “Suns in their eyes,” he thumbed behind himself at the rising sun. “Expect they’ll make the push after noon, or near sunset when it’s in ours.”

      The men could count as well as I, and knew we were outnumbered and outgunned. Looking around at the soldiers and settlers, I frowned when I saw most sitting around with morose expressions, their fears growing every minute as they sat with their thoughts, waiting.

      “This won’t do.” I meant it for myself but one of the captains turned a sour expression on me.

      “You have a problem with how we do things?” His chin thrust forward, and recognized anger but also envy blossoming behind his eyes. “If you do, take yourself and hop in the river, eh? Leave the fighting to real men.” He snorted a derisive laugh and turned to his friend. “We’ll make better use of those pretty bits you brought than you ever could. Since you’ve got enough to spare.”

      His friend chuckled but uneasily as he looked from the captain to my darkening expression.

      “Now, now boys, John didn’t mean anything by it-.” The General began waving his hand placatingly, but I cut him off with a sharp gesture.

      “I did.” I spoke to Dutton but never took my eyes off the belligerent Captain. “You have settlers and soldiers sitting around, their fears growing by the minute. Put them to work. It doesn’t have to be useful, but anything to occupy their minds. Like there.” I pointed to the norther side of the fort. “You have bales of hay, sitting around. Have them broken down and laid under where the fighting will take place. Give our soldiers some footing on the mud.”

      The captain’s expression soured slightly as I spoke, but flared brightly hot when I stabbed his chest.

      “And if you ever speak of my wives in such a manner again, you and I will have words.”

      I could tell he wanted to say something. His lips writhed, but he held his silence. The man was afraid, as were all the others, but I couldn’t condone such disrespect. Before he could make a mistake, General Dutton broke the tension.

      “Those are good ideas. What do you think?” Turning to one of the older sergeants, the man nodded while scratching at his jaw.

      “Good to keep ‘em busy. But weapons stay in arm’s reach. Won’t be caught with our pants down.” The grizzled soldier offered me a wink, and I was grateful to see not all the soldiers had a problem with me.

      “See to it Sergeant. And captain, check the picket lines. We don’t want a stampede in the middle of the fight.”

      The captain snapped a quick salute and march off, a squad of soldiers falling in behind him. To a man the squad shot me angry frowns on behalf of their Captain, but I ignored them as I took back the spyglass.
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      I spotted a small group of horsemen ride out of the mercenary’s camp. At their head rode a tall, slender man with a pointed beard he tugged on. He was dressed in uniform, like the others, but the shoulders were decorated with golden stars. Stopping halfway between the two groups, I saw little puffs rise from their rolled smokes as they waited.

      An equal number of horsemen rode out in red coats. At their head rode a man I knew to be Prince Albert. He rode with an air of a man who already ruled these lands. Plucking a silk kerchief from a pocket and wafting it before his nose as he rode up to the roughly coated mercenaries.

      The spyglass wasn’t able to pick up their expression at this distance, but I could read their body language. It was clear there was no love lost between the two groups. The red coats fingered their rifles, horses shifting beneath them restlessly. While Colonel Galveston’s men looked ready to draw any moment.

      The two commanders conferred for a minute before parting with stiff backs.

      “What do you know about, Colonel Galveston?” I asked General Dutton as I handed him the glass.

      “Just the common rumors,” the swarthy man said with a shrug. “That he’s a right bastard to deal with, and a faster draw than any man has a right to be. Earned his bars in the wars down south. An able commander but a better gambler.”

      “And he sees an opportunity.”

      “He see’s Howitzers,” General Dutton said, pointing, and I took back the glass and swore when the scene jumped into view.

      The redcoats had two cannons wheeling forward from their ranks. Two crews were busy digging emplacements on the short hill, and I did a quick calculation in my head. Figuring it would only take a few hours for the guns to be emplaced.

      “Cannon to pound us, and cavalry to mop up whatever escapes…” I saw the man’s gaze shift to where the wagons were stowed and knew his thoughts.

      “We can’t float this many women and children away without risking them getting captured down river.”

      A flash of guilt passed over the man’s features and I knew his first thought hadn’t been for the women or children. Choosing to ignore it, I turned and scanned the nervous faces of his officers and the surrounding soldiers.

      The lieutenant was right… I’ve been holding onto a secret out of greed.

      “General, forgive me, I need to check on Grace and the others.”

      The man gave me a companionable slap on the back as I left, but many of his officers glanced down in embarrassment or glared at me outright. They could think what they wanted about me.

      I found them sitting around the small fire, cleaning and loading the guns. Spying Grace, I motioned to the side, and she rose to follow me to the edge of the camp.

      “How hard would it be to get something spread amongst the people here? Would it spread to Colonel Galveston’s men?”

      Grace took a deep breath, doing wonderful things to her shadow between her massive breasts, and tapped her chin thoughtfully.

      “It would depend on what information is being spread and how much people want to believe it. Why?” she asked, frowning up at me. “You have an idea, don’t you?”

      “Do we still have some gold from the mines?”

      “You can’t be thinking… But John, there would be a rush… Any hope of peace in our mountains would be thrown away…”

      “We can’t hope to keep it secret forever. Hell, they already knew about it in the city. And I trust we can keep our lands and their claims safe. We just have to survive today.” I reached out and took her warm hand in mine. For a woman of such power and grace, she felt so small and delicate in my grip. “Will it work?”

      “It might… there isn’t much time, but this is something I can work with… Give me a few minutes to think on it.”

      “There isn’t much time,” I said, and proceeded to tell her about the artillery being emplaced and the color drained from her face.

      “Jasmine!” The tall teen was on her feet without hesitation as Grace spoke in a rush, “I need you to come with me and bring the red leather bag I had you pack.”

      “You mean the…” She tilted her head forward, indicating without speaking and Grace nodded firmly, taking the girls arm and drawing her off. Before leaving, she turned and frowned at Lian. “I’m sorry dear, I know John has you watching out for me, but for what we’re going to do… The settlers and soldiers don’t have a lot or trust for people from the east.”

      “I’ll go,” Esther said, taking up her rifle and checking that it was loaded.

      With a final wink for Lilliana, she sauntered off after the dark-haired pair. I watched the dark-haired pair whispering conspiratorially and prayed they would be successful. Esther’s fears had infected me and I knew if we had to endure a full-fledged battle, some or all of us wouldn’t make it out alive. The odds were too great against us.
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      I felt a light tugging on my sleeve as I stared after the three and glanced down to find Lian. The slender girl stood shyly, fingers twisted together and face scarlet red. When I saw Delilah seated behind the girl with an eager, amused expression, I began to suspect she was behind this.

      “What is it, Lian?”

      “Umm, well…” twisting in place, she glanced back at Delilah, who nodded encouragingly for her to continue. “I was wondering… If we’re going to be in a battle, we might not all survive… Since we were married…”

      Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut as she stumbled over her words, and I glanced up and met Delilah’s eyes with a questioning frown.

      “Make love to her,” the bubbly blonde mouthed, silently, “Now.”

      Sylvia looked even more excited, though her grin was masked behind her usual cool exterior. I could see the glitter in her eyes and the quirk at the corner of her lips. Lilliana was frowning at me and raised an eyebrow when I caught her eye.

      “This could be the end, John,” Lilly said, causing Lian to glance back.

      The Asian girl drew in a deep breath and nodded. The redness fading somewhat from her features.

      “You’re resolved to this?” I asked, taking her trembling little hands in mine and staring down into the large dark eyes of hers. “There will be no turning back once we go down this path. Right now, you can return to your family… Your people.”

      Black eyes flashed with anger, and her slender fingers griped mine painfully.

      “You promised never to throw me away!” The anger shifted into hurt and she began to pull away, “You don’t want me, then I go-.”

      “Hush, woman,” I said, gently, taking the sting out of the words. “I was just checking your resolve.”

      Her expression was wary, delicate lips turning down into a frown of worry, before I swept her into my arms and pressed my lips to hers. A shocked little sound escaped the back of her throat, and then her slender arms were around my neck, crushing me against her. Time stopped, and the hairs rose on the back of my arms as we held the kiss for long seconds.

      Breaking it with a gasp, I pulled back and stared into her dark eyes and saw wonder, shock and the same breathless need that was racing through me. Her eyes searched mine for something, and a second later she seemed to find it, for the tightness around her eyes softened and her mouth stretched into a wide grin.

      “It’s true… I can feel it… between us,” turning she glanced over at Delilah, who nodded encouragingly and made a shooing gesture.

      I found Lilliana pulling aside the flap of the small tent for me. While the camp bustled around us, I drew the slender girl in behind me to the hot, dark confines.

      Lian trembled like a leaf in my arms. Her delicate fingers gripping my shirt as she pressed against me. My manhood responded to the feel of her slender body pressed against mine and throbbed with need as my hands slid down her back and I felt her firm little ass.

      “Please… I need… so bad!”

      Frantic hands plucked at my shirt and britches, but I took them in one of my large hands and rolled her onto her back. Pressing them to the tent floor above her head, I trapped her beneath me.

      I only mean to slow her down so I could attend to her properly, but Lian let out a hiss of desire that belied her innocent features. Her skirts fell back, and thin legs wrapped around my back, gripping me tightly against her sex. I could feel the girl wetness soaking through my britches and all thought of taking things slowly flew out of my head.

      Desperate hands plucked free her clothes, as she did the same to mine. I felt Lian’s lips press to my chest and her hands follow, caressing my muscles as I stripped off her panties. Lian tried to hold herself against me, but I pressed her back and took in her little body.

      Blushing, she half raised her hands to cover herself from my hungry gaze, but then she saw how much pleasure I was taking from the sight of her. A smile broke out on her lips, and she preened beneath me, while her delicate little hand slipped down to run gentle fingers down my hardness.

      Lian’s eyes widened as she felt the length and girth of my cock and her heart beat rapidly, the little vein in her neck pulsing. As her hands explored my cock, I pressed my lips to hers and tasted her soft, pink tongue.

      Trailing kissed down her neck and across her chest, I paused to kiss and suckle her pink little nipples. Lian’s breasts were small but firm and stood out from her chest in all their pale glory, as if they had been waiting for my lips forever. She moaned in pleasure when I took the first in my lips, and I heard her hiss again when I sucked hard enough to pull it to a firm little nubbin. By the time I finished with the second, her pussy was soaked, and she writhed against me, hand desperately pulling on my cock, but I had other ideas.

      “Please… no, not tha… ANCESTORS ABOVE!”

      My tongue dipped into her treasure, and I felt her freeze beneath me. A second before Lian had been pulling me up, desperate to make love, but as soon as I tasted her, fingers laced into my hair, holding me in place.

      Short fast breaths and little whimpers guided me as I ran my tongue around her hard little clit in tiny circles. The whimpers became a husky grunt when I slipped a finger in and gently rubbed it along the rough patch inside her pussy. The fingers in my hair tightened into an almost painful fist and Lian froze beneath me, breathing stopped and body thrumming like a struck cord as the orgasm swept through her.

      “Ohh… Ohh!... Ahhh.”

      It felt like Lian melted back into the tent floor and this time when she pulled me up; I let her, kissing my way up her body until her hot little lips met mine. Weak hands grew stronger as we kissed, and I was surprised at how readily she was to taste herself on my tongue. And again, when she did something with her hips that flipped me onto my back.

      “My turn.” her smile stretched in the darkness as she sat back on my thighs and gazed down at my manhood rising between us.

      Shifting forward, it was my turn to shudder as she pressed her wet lips to the underside and ground her pussy up the length of my cock. Gripping her slender hips, it should have been amusing how her knees didn’t even touch the ground when she sat astride me, but all I could think about was the shocking tightness of her outer lips, and the feel of her slender body as I wrapped my hands around her hips.

      “How will this fit,” Lian breathed, but before I could think up a response, she bent forward and planted a gentle kiss on the tip.

      The teen was so small she could bend down and still have her sex pressed against my balls. The sight was wicked as she planted delicate little kisses around the head, her small hands cradling it against her cheeks. Lian ran her small pink tongue up the underside and flicked it over the head, tasting the clear bead of precum experimentally.

      Moaning in surprise, she sucked hard, and I gasped in pleasure. I could feel her smile, more than see it in the dim tent, but as she took me deeper, I felt her teeth scrape the sensitive flesh. My second gasp caused her to freeze, and when she moved again, she took her time suckling my stiffness.

      It was sublime torture to feel her tiny body atop me, but have her inexpert mouth teasing me. I slid my hands up her slender thighs and gripped her narrow waist, my fingers flexing on her tiny ass. Lian sat up and hunched forward, unable to hold back any longer as she ground her pussy up the length of my cock again until the head rested against her tight lips.

      All I wanted to do was drive up into the incredible tightness I felt gripping my dick. But from the short gasps and grunts of struggle, I’d hurt the girl if I did that. Holding myself back, I lay still, letting my hands caress and wander all over her body as Lian shivered and shifted atop me.

      I felt something spongy and soft press against the head of my cock, and Lian’s nails dug into my chest. Before I could say anything, she pushed down, thrusting me into her nearly halfway.

      “Ohh! Hsss… mhmm,” her pained gasp was followed almost immediately by a groan of pleasure as she slowly sank down atop me.

      It felt like my cock was about to be ripped off. Lian was tighter than anything I’d felt, and I began losing grips with the willpower that had held me in place until that moment. Hands reached up Lian’s back I pulled the tiny girl against me. Gasping, her lips met mine, and she moaned into the kiss, her hands resting on my face gently.

      We held there for long seconds, my hands sliding over her slender back, and our tongues touching delicately. Then Lian shifted, her tightness pulling up and down my cock and sending waves of pleasure throughout my body. I lost all control at that point, my fingers digging into her ass as I hauled my dick out and drove back up into her.

      “Ohh yes!!!” Lian’s sharp scream must have alerted everyone within a hundred feet as to what was happening but that was the furthest thing from my mind as I gripped her against me.

      Lost in a world of pleasure, I rolled Lian onto her back, her slender legs wrapping around my hips. I felt her ankles dig into my thighs, hauling me forward as she grunted beneath me. Lian's face was twisted in pleasure, and she bit her bottom lips, eyelids slitted and gaze distant. I felt her body thrumming beneath me; the pain gone as she succumbed to the pleasure filling her.

      Suddenly Lian’s nails dug into my shoulders, and I pressed my lips to hers, cutting off her scream of pleasure as a small orgasm ripped through her body. Pussy so tight I couldn’t thrust in to the hilt, I fucked her with short little thrusts and staved off my own orgasm. As I felt another one building in Lian.

      Gasping after her first orgasm ever, the tiny girls’ eyes flashed wide, and her mouth dropped open, lips curling into a shocked grin. Holding myself up, I stared down at her delicate features as the pleasure overwhelmed her again. Eyelids fluttering and eyes crossed, her nails nearly drew blood when the second and more powerful orgasm hit.

      Unable to hold off any longer, I husked a warning into her ears.

      “Yes! Fill me! Breed me!”

      The words only spurred me on, and I gasped as my cock throbbed. Lian’s mouth dropped open and a strange sound escaped the back of her throat as I flooded her womb with thick blasts of cum. Then we collapsed atop one another, panting and grinning like fools.

      No words were spoken as I pushed back Lian’s sweat matted hair and pulled her against me. My newest little bride tucked her head into the crook of my shoulder and snuggled close. I heard her sigh in pleasure and felt my jaw aching from the smile that stretched across it.

      The words of that officer flashed through my head, and I wondered if he was right. Was it greed that allowed me to love more than one woman? Did they not have their own agency?

      Looking down at Lian, I felt immeasurably protective of the slender girl. Delilah and Jasmine were both strong and had the advantage of their race to a lesser or greater degree. Lian would have had a different future to look forward to before our union, and I made a promise to myself to never forget how much of a sacrifice she’d made for her family and people.

      “You will love the mountains,” I said, stroking her hair back gently as I spoke. “In the morning there’s frost covering everything… The sun sparkles on it like a fairy wonderland. And the snows, when they come, blanket the world in white so pure you can’t believe it till you see it.”

      As I spoke, Lian traced patterns on my chest with her fingertips and listened with a happy little smile. I’m not sure she understood everything I said, but seemed happy to listen. That is for a few minutes. And then her wandering fingers found my manhood again, and I saw her attention wander as she gripped the base.

      Grinning a mischievous little smile at me, the teen moved down and once again wrapped her lips around the head. When her teeth hit the sensitive flesh, I hissed in pain, and she sat up.

      “I hurt you?”

      “It’s ok,” I said, “just be careful with your teeth.”

      “Hmm, it’s so sensitive… But also, so big and strong… Hard but soft…” her eyes twinkled as she glanced up at me. “I see why Delilah and Jasmine speak of it so much.”

      “They do?” I chuckled.

      “Hmmm,” Lian’s lips were gentle as they grazed the underside of my dick, and her eyes flashed with delight when she ran her tongue over my balls, and I hissed in pleasure.

      She took one gently into her mouth, and I tensed in worry, but Lian was gentle as she rolled it around with her tongue and sucked gently. I was dropping my head back and about to succumb to the girls’ gentle ministrations when a loud sound caused my eyes to flash open.

      BOOM!
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      A second cannon firing had me up and scrambling to pull on my britches as Lian squawked and fell back. The teen had her dress on before I could pull on my clothes. The crash of the cannonball to earth rattled my teeth, followed a second later by screams and shouts of men.

      Stepping out of the tent, I found bedlam awakening around the camp. Smoke rose from one of the wagons, and men ran for the river with an empty bucket to douse it. Women ran this way and that, children clutched in their arms, and every soldier I met eyes with looked green with fear.

      Delilah passed me my gun belt, which I strapped on as Lian stepped out of the tent, twisting her dress into place and meeting the blonde’s knowing grin with a shy smile.

      “Wish you two had longer to enjoy yourselves,” she said with a wink at Lian as she passed me my rifle. “But it looks like the parties fixing to start without us.”

      Her own rifle was clutched in her hands, the steel and brass shining under the morning sunlight. The bubbly teen looked far too eager for the coming confrontation. And when I looked over at Lilliana, she pressed her lips together in a worried frown.

      “Keep her close,” I said to the slender Latina, and she nodded firmly.

      Delilah turned a frown on Lilly. “I don’t need a minder, Lilly. I’m ready to-.”

      She cut off when I rested a hand on her shoulder. Those bright blue eyes looking up into mine softened when she saw the worry in me.

      “I’ll stay close,” she said with a sigh. “Don’t worry, I won’t do anything crazy.”

      “Hmph! We’ll believe it when we see it,” Sylvia said.

      BOOM!

      Screams followed the sound of another cannon firing and rose even louder when the second sounded. The settlers were in a full panic after the first ball landed, tearing apart three tents and killing two soldiers as it skipped through the camp. The sight of the bodies torn apart, bright red blood fountaining out, came as a shock to most who’d never seen such violence.

      I heard a voice shouting over the clamor, but General Dutton was drowned out by the shouts of his own soldiers, who were shaking in their boots and about to break. Leaping atop a wagon, I tilted my head back and bellowed loud enough for all to hear.

      “Death is a terrible thing!” My shout came out so loud Delilah and Sylvia winced at the sound, and several settlers nearby rubbed at their ears, but I could see even the soldier’s head along the stake line turn and frown at my words. “But it isn’t the worst thing! A person who isn’t willing to fight for their home, for their loved ones.” I pointed at a child held in her mother’s arms and the woman clutched at it, glaring at me as if I’d threatened it. “That is the most despicable creature! That is who we fight! Men who steal what isn’t theirs, because they’ve nothing to defend! Will we let them steal your land? Your children?”

      “No!” The woman’s breathless shout was joined by a few others, and I saw I was beginning to turn their fear into something useful. Seizing on the thread, I pushed my voice until my throat burned.

      “Will you bow to a Queen? After the redcoats and mercenaries have their way with your women?”

      “No!” The shout was louder now, and a few fists raised into the air.

      “They come to steal our wealth and freedoms and I’ll be damned if they get their hands on all the gold in those mountains!”

      The mention of gold did something to the throngs of settlers and soldiers. Their fears suddenly melted away, and I saw a wild frenzy enter most eyes. Manic grins twisted and their wild shouts were deafening, drowning out anything else I tried to say.

      “It’s true then,” one woman was saying to another, as they hauled their children back to the riverbank. “The British really did find gold in the mountains and are here to steal it. Can you imagine?”

      “My Roscoe mentioned there might be gold when we came through the mountains, but I hurried us along… Maybe we can go back when this is over…”

      I lost the thread of their conversation as I hopped off the cart and began pushing my way to the eastern stake wall. Sylvia pressed herself to my back, one hand holding my shirt and the other gripping Lian as Lilly and Delilah took up the rear.

      Pushing our way to the fore, several men slapped me on the shoulder and offered shouts of cheer as we passed, but most gazed out at the ranks forming and pushing across the field. Red-coated men held rifles at set angles as they advanced at a fast walk. A crew on the bluff loaded the cannons again, their poles shoving, wadding and balls down into the smoking tubes.

      To the south, the Black Company had yet to form up, and I could see argument and chaos near the central command tent. There was a flash of gunpowder in the hands of their tall colonel, and a man tumbled out of his saddle. After that there was less argument, and the mercenaries began forming ranks and pushing forward.

      “Something stirred them up,” General Dutton said as he came striding up beside me. “Don’t seem as eager as they once were, do they?”

      “Mercenaries are never eager to charge,” I said.

      “Or could be they heard the rumor that’s swirling through my ranks,” Dutton said, as he pressed a finger to the side of his nose. “Something about gold in the mountains? One of my officers found this.” he pulled out a small nugget of glittering metal that drew gasps from those around him and I saw greed light up many an eye, distracting them from the advancing troops. “Damn thing turned up on the corpse of a British scout we picked off an hour ago. Isn’t that something?”

      The man’s dark eyes glittered, and I could tell he suspected something, but there was no malice in his expression, only curiosity.

      “Gold can do strange things to men,” I said. “Cause loyalties to shift… Reminds people what they might lose.”

      “Can’t imagine the mercenaries know anything about it… Unless the scout they captured twenty minutes ago talks.”

      “We can only hope,” I said, silently praying the poor man wouldn’t be killed or tortured outright.

      “Hold your fire you lickspittles!” General Dutton’s roar made several soldiers jump, but the dozen or so who’d been readying to fire dropped the guns back down. “You all know the catechism! Not till you see the whites of their eyes! That’s how we kill British in these parts!”

      A ragged cheer went up from the soldiers, but I sensed their fear.

      “I could use a good man on the southern wall,” the General said. “Lieutenant!”

      Snapping a crisp salute, the Lieutenant from earlier stood at attention before his commandeer, “Sir!”

      “Escort John here to the southern wall,” the man’s face soured until the General finished. “You’ll have command but if things go for the worst, John here will be in charge of getting the settlers across the river.”

      “Rodger, sir!” The man snapped a sharp salute and motioned me to follow with a curt wave of his hand. “With me, civilian, and see that you don’t forget the chain of command again.”

      My stomach writhed to leave the front lines and a terrible guilt settled on my shoulders as the men around us watched me retreat. It looked as though I’d brought women to the front, and then was using them as an excuse to leave the fight, and it galled me to see the resentment in their eyes.

      Spying a head of glistening black hair at the back of the ranks, trying to push her way forward with a blonde head behind it, the pangs of guilt disappeared. Relief filling me, I rushed forward.

      “There you are!” Jasmine said with evident relief as she grabbed my arms.

      Pulling her along as I followed the Lieutenant, Grace caught my eye.

      “It’s done and I think it worked better than we hoped.” her pale blue eyes were alive with excitement as she spoke, more than I’d ever seen them except when she’d been deep in the midst of her ledgers. “I found a man who’s been smuggling grain from the stashed wagons to the mercenaries.”

      The Lieutenant stopped and spun in alarm, but I turned to him with a hand and pushed him forward.

      “What’s this you discovered?!”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I growled, nodding for Grace to continue, but it was Jasmine who picked up the narrative.

      “I let it slip that you were a surveyor for the government. But how could we get paid if you can’t verify these new claims?” The gorgeous teen’s mouth stretched wide as she laughed. “You should have seen his nose twitch!”

      “Five minutes later there was a missing barrel from the grain stores, and I couldn’t find the scamp anywhere.” Grace said with a satisfied expression.

      “You started that rumor, woman?” The lieutenant hissed quietly as she spun again, and once again I steered him around with a hand on his shoulder. But he kept protesting. “It’s got my men incensed! I think half might desert and race for the hills as soon as my backs turned.”

      “How do you think men without discipline will react?” Esther asked, and that silenced the man.

      He was no fool, and I saw his gaze shift to the company of mercenaries making their slow, measured way towards the line of stakes and terrified soldiers.

      “They don’t want this fight,” I said, striding to the fore on the southern wall and standing tall. “Let’s remind them there are better uses for their energy. Esther?”

      “Want me to take out the colonel? Or his second?”

      “The second,” I said, pulling out my spyglass and sighting in the men.

      “You can’t mean to… But that’s four hundred paces or more!”

      A hush fell over the gathered soldiers, and I heard the settlers edging forward to see what the commotion was about. Esther flicked her sight up and settled into a steady position. I noticed the brown grasses before the men’s feet bending to the east.

      “Wind’s strong.”

      “I clocked it,” Esther said, that bored indifference making her even more frightening as she slotted a long round into place. “The short one? Right?”

      “Aye.”

      The crack of her rifle followed a second later, and I watched red fountain from the stump atop the man’s neck. The mercenaries scrambled around like it was they who had their heads blown off, and when they saw Esther sighting again, I saw a shiver of panic pass through the ranks.
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      Their tall Colonel had a frown on his face, and I signaled again, and Esther blew the head off the man to his left. The colonel fell off his horse when he jerked away from the toppling corpse and I heard him shouting orders for a charge.

      “Guess that didn’t work,” the lieutenant said with a sour grimace, but I scanned the mercenary’s ranks and saw hesitation.

      Esther’s rifle barked again, and another man fell. And that did it. Half of the mercenaries followed their screaming officers’ orders and charge forward, screaming through their fear. While half of the force broke and ran, dropping rifles and just turning and racing back the way they’d come.

      A man tried to turn the tide, going so far as to draw his side pistol to intimidate them, but one of the deserters shot the man point blank and others began stripping off his boots and guns before he hit the ground, dead.

      A ragged cheer went up from the soldiers gathered around me when they saw the enemy break. I turned to wrap an arm around Esther’s shoulders in a quick hug, while the Lieutenant began shouting orders. His soldiers shouldered their rifles, breathes deepening. I saw hands shifting on stocks as their palms awoke with sweat and men blinking rapidly as the battle juices surged in them.

      The enemy whipped their horses, but I could see fear etched in many faces. Their Colonel was cursing and screaming, his pistol in one hand as he turned and shot a deserter out of the saddle. The brutal act didn’t change the momentum, and he wheeled back around and joined his men.

      When the charging cavalry drew within range, the lieutenant barked an order to fire and blue smoke burst from the tips of their rifles. A shiver passed through the charging men and again when the second volley struck them, and then they were on us.

      I’d managed to pop off three rounds before they struck the stake wall, taking two men out of the saddle and putting a round through a third shoulder, causing him to drop his rifle. Delilah tried to push forward, but I wrangled the overeager blonde behind me with an elbow and was grateful when Sylvia pulled her back just in time.

      My legs were braced, but I wasn’t prepared for the shock of the cavalry striking the steak wall. Poles snapped and horses screamed, blood flew, and rifles fired all around me. It was all I could do to keep my feet those first few seconds, and then I got my hands on a man’s shirt and yanked him out of the saddle.

      The next man was right behind him, stabbing at my face with a blunt bayonet. Ignoring the fellow at my feet, and trusting the women to deal with him, I snatched the stock of the rifle and twisted his strike wide. My belt knife was in his throat, and hot blood gushed down my arm a moment later.

      “Jasmine! Get the mounts!” I heard fear tighten Grace’s voice. “Go!”

      Chaos reigned around me as I felt the tall beauty pull back, and the mercenaries strove to break through. The lieutenants’ shouts silenced, and I feared the man was dead, until the press brought him alongside me. We fought beside each other for a time. It could have been minutes or seconds, in the heat and press of battle it was impossible to say.

      A scream of pain to my right shocked me out of my focus. I disengaged from the man I was pummeling with a fist, his face a broken ruin, to find Lilly cradling her side. Blood seeped from between her fingers and the sight pushed the battle rage away and left me cold with fear.

      “I have her!” Esther shouted, pulling Lilly back from the front lines.

      Delilah stepped up to take the Latina’s place, Grace and Sylvia stepping up beside her. My fears crested when a giant brute launched himself from the back of his mount, eyes wild with frenzy when he saw the golden-haired teen.

      In the press I couldn’t move fast enough and saw her death coming, but at the last second a tiny foot swept up, connecting with the man’s temple. With a sickening crunch, his head spun around, and he fell atop Lian and Delilah. His grasping hand snagged Jasmine’s hair and her scream joined that of Delilah’s.

      I snapped, as I had in the city.

      My vision faded into red mist, and rage clouded out my senses. The world shrank down to a pinprick as my focus became absolute. Far off, I registered hoarseness in my throat as a battle cry escaped my lungs, and the matching shout that came from the soldiers around me and my women.

      Then I was wading forward, fist connecting with a horse screaming face. The beast toppled to the side, taking its rider with him, as I hunted my foe. I don’t know where I found them, but a double edge, Arkansas tooth-pick appeared in one hand. Snatching a man down from his saddle before he could turn the mount, I punched the dagger through the soft flesh beneath his jaw and wrenched it free to bury it in another man’s thigh.

      The dagger extended through the leg and caused the horse to jump. The heavy beast jostled me, but I couldn’t be denied as another scream left my throat. Men pulled back, terror on their faces, but I gave no quarter.

      Arm rising and falling, I grabbed with one hand and stabbed with the other. A tall man loomed out of the press of battle, anger consuming his features and my own battle rage faltered when he raised a shotgun and sighted on my chest.

      “Find his women! Fun for the ride home!”

      His evil grin faltered as his gaze lifted from me to something behind and before his anger could fully melt into shock five guns went off at the same time. Turning to thank my savior, I found Lilly, Sylvia, Grace, Delilah, and Esther all stride their horses behind me.

      “We need to help General Dutton!” Esther shouted, as Lian hurried forward, pressing reins into my hands.

      I opened my mouth to say we weren’t done fighting here, but when I looked around, I saw the mercenaries had fully broken and were riding or running away. The lieutenant and his men’s cheers cut short when they saw how bad the western wall was holding out. The line bucked there, bending inward, and I could see skirts mixed in with that of the soldiers. The women had come to fight, and even with the added bodies, they were about to break.

      The Lieutenant, shouting for his men to follow, saw our horses and grimaced with distaste. Turning his back on us, they began rushing through the camp to help with the defenses.

      I took a long second to calm Blackfoot enough so I could pull myself into the saddle. The mustang wasn’t fully trained to the saddle and bridle, but it was his excitement over the surrounding battle that caused him to dance away from me.

      “Copper, will calm him,” Delilah said, her face flush and eyes wide with excitement. The crazy girl was grinning as she scanned the dozens of corpses around us, and the mercenaries running down river. Heedless of the fact she made a perfect target atop Copper, with her bright hair and firm breasts standing proudly. “We’re going to help the General, right?”

      “We should go, now,” Sylvia growled. “We owe them nothing else and any minute they’ll break. Let’s get out of here!”

      The former madam’s gaze shifted to her sister, who clutched her side and let Esther poke at the wound. I met the lanky blondes’ eyes, and she gave a sigh and grinned.

      “Just a flesh wound.”

      “We can’t leave,” Grace said fiercely. Fear edged her eyes, but her expression was resolved as she began reloading her rifle. “Either we win here, or we’ll never be free.”

      Turning to meet each set of eyes, I got nods of approval from each. I opened my mouth to tell Lilly to stay behind, but the slender Latina pushed her lovers’ hands away and shot me a glare that said, ‘Try to order me around… just try it!’

      Esther helped her onto her horse, and I was happy to see her ride alongside Lilly, a hand ready to support her should she falter. The others fell in behind Blackfoot and Copper, as Delilah and I rode through the stakes onto the wider plain.

      Shouts of anger and curses followed our party. Settlers cowering near the wagons watched us riding away and raised their fists in anger, while others ran off to find horses so they could do the same.

      What they didn’t know was that we weren’t leaving.

      Riding through clouds of choking dust, Delilah guided us in a tight loop, and we emerged on the western side of the fort. Two hundred paces away were the backs of the redcoats, but we ignored them and set our sights on the hilltop.

      BOOM! BOOM!

      The canon fired again, clouds of black smoke exploding from their barrels and the balls describing flat arcs as they smashed into the fort. Dirt, body parts and wood flew into the air on impact, and I saw a shiver pass through General Dutton’s men. Another attack from the cannons might break them, but I didn’t plan for the cannon crews to get the chance.
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      “Esther!”

      The former scout left Lilly with Jasmine and joined Delilah and me as we raced ahead. Popping up on her saddle, legs acting as shock absorbers beneath her, Esther fired with frightening accuracy. A tall redcoat with gold on his shoulder dropped dead, then his second in command, and the crews scrambled for their rifles.

      A bright sergeant had his crew drop to their bellies and fire from the prone as we charge them, making them harder targets to hit. While the other crew ran around like chickens with their heads cut off. Half grabbed rifles, while the other half pistols which were useless at that range.

      Cutting out mounts to the north, we rode in a semi-circle around their position. Esther continued to rain death from a distance, and even Delilah got a couple shots off from horseback. But I couldn’t see if they hit their marks. Using the guns as cover, I cut Blackfoot up the slope and felt something zip past my head.

      Offering up a silent prayer, I felt Blackfoot’s legs surge beneath him, and we flew up the slope. Esther and even Delilah dropped back as the stallion’s long legs stretched out. Froth coated the corners of his mouth, and his big eyes were wide and wild. But when I rose up in the saddle and aimed my rifle at the nearest cannon crew, he let me guide him with my knees.

      Cresting the hilltop, I found four men loading rifles. I swung my rifle around to sight on them. But Blackfoot had other ideas. The giant beast lashed out with one hoof, connecting with a man’s skull, and then the other three were trampled beneath him, bones snapping and screams dying.

      Movement on the other side of the cannon was all the warning I had before something hot slammed into my thigh. It felt like an angry bee had stung me, but I ignored the pain and raised my rifle. Before I could tug on the trigger, Delilah was there and let fly. The man’s head snapped back and before she could fire another round, the other men dropped their rifles and threw up their hands.

      “Quarter! Quarter!”

      “Fuck that,” Sylvia growled, her gorgeous face twisted with anger when she saw the blood pumping from my thigh. “Hang them from a tree and be done with it!”

      “Tie and gag them,” I said, grimacing as the pain in my thigh flared.

      Jasmine frowned at the wound and slipped off her mount and probed it with her fingers. “We need to remove this lead.”

      “We need to destroy these cannons first,” I said.

      “I have a use for them,” Esther mused, looking from the cannons to the mass or red troops breaking through the General’s defenses. “Delilah, get on the wheel of that gun. Lower its pitch by two degrees. Jasmine and Grace, bring me wadding and a powder horn.”

      As I sat Blackfoot and oversaw the battlefield below, it was hard not to ride down and join in, especially when I saw the stake wall buckle and collapse in several places. The redcoats pushing deeper into the fort and about to break the backs of the defenders.

      Whatever Esther’s going to do, she better do it fast, I thought to myself.

      As Lilliana and Lian tied up the cannon crew members, Esther directed Jasmine and Grace as they packed down wadding and powder. The lanky blonde hefted a cannonball and loaded the gun while Delilah sighted it in.

      The red coats had noticed the delay in firing, and a small squad was turning their horses. My anxiety crested when I saw the ten riflemen and I knew they have little trouble kicking us off the position.

      Esther would not be rushed though as she double checked the cannon’s load and angle. When she felt confident, she stood beside the gun and shouted a warning.

      “Boom! Ar’tiller’y!” The blonde laughed like a madwoman as she shouted it and tugged on the thin cord.

      The detonation sounded like a clap of thunder that deafened us, even with our ears covered. In the surrounding silence, I watched the heavy ball shot out in an almost straight line. It struck the redcoats line in their middle, sending men, horses and body parts flying in all directions.

      The cannon ball rocked the red coated ranks, sowing confusion amongst them. The General’s troops didn’t know what was happening but sensed something amiss with the British and fought all the harder.

      “One more, I think,” Esther said. Then she frowned at the squad of cavalry charging up the slope.

      “Leave them to me,” I said, only before I could turn the damnable beast around. I saw movement in the tree line to the west. Short, dark-haired figures rushed out of the forest, but only a couple had weapons. Single shot rifles spit blue smoke, and I saw three of the charging cavalries tumble out of their saddles.

      The squad split, with three men turning to ride down our guardian angels in the forest, while the rest charge up the slope at the cannons. The four remaining didn’t stand a chance against Esther and me. Even lying low on their saddles, we were able to drop three before they made it halfway up and the last, seeing death approaching, turned at a sharp angle, deserting to the south.

      “Cover your ears!” Delilah’s shout of delight was followed a second later by the BOOM! Of the cannon.

      The girl’s shot was a direct hit in the middle of the British ranks, and I watched their lines buckle. Men in the back ranks shouted and tried to pull away, while those in the front fell beneath General Dutton’s men.

      British troops still outnumbered their enemy, but they’d lost all discipline and men were fleeing before the cannons fired again. As the women loaded the cannon again, I sat astride Blackfoot and watched the drama unfolding.

      The stallion danced nervously, misliking the cannons loud boom, and eager to rejoin the battle. I held back on the reins as I scanned the red coats until I found what I was looking for.

      The tall prince stood in his stirrups, shouting at terrified men and trying to turn them around. I watched him through the spyglass whipping men who fled the battle, even an officer who raced past. But it was no use.

      The momentum had shifted, and General Dutton was capitalizing on it, throwing the red coats back and giving them an escape route. The Prince saw this and face purple with rage. He hauled on his reins and pulled back from the fight, looking to escape.

      “John,” setting down the spyglass, I looked down at Grace who rested a hand on my knee. She frowned at the hasty bandage Jasmine had fashioned, then back down at the prince. “I wouldn’t ask this of you-.”

      “And you don’t have to,” I said.

      When she saw the resolution in my eyes, her lips pressed into a tremulous smile, and I saw her eyes mist. Nodding, she stepped back, and I sawed on Blackfoot’s reins.

      “Fly, you black bastard,” I whispered into his pricked ears. “Fly!”

      He leaped beneath me, the force of it pushing me back into the saddle and the world becomes a blur around us as he raced down the slope. Esther shouted behind me, but I ignored her. There wasn’t time to wait for her to mount up and follow. The prince rode like a man born to the saddle, easily outpacing the officers who retreated with him.

      I couldn’t hear anything over the pounding of Blackfoot’s hooves, but it was clear the prince was shouting orders to the retreating soldiers he passed, probably telling them where to regroup. We couldn’t afford for them to reform and attack again, and there was no way I was letting the man live to terrorize Grace for a second more.

      Wondering how I was going to take the man when he was surrounded by a dozen broken soldiers, he proved helpful again. Noticing me riding charging towards him, the man’s erudite features twisted in rage and greed. He shouted something behind him, probably for the soldiers to chase after and help. Then sawed on his reins and raised his rifle in my direction.

      All I could do was hold on as Blackfoot cut right, then left, fast enough to almost break my neck. The beast was filled with battle lust, and feeding off my rage. His eyes were wide and lips peeled back as he screamed a battle cry. My voice joined the horse as I felt a second and third bullet zip past.

      A smaller man would have been thrown from the saddle, but powerful legs and a white knuckle grip on the saddle horn kept me in place and then we closed with the Prince. The man was trying to leverage a third round into his rifle’s chamber when Blackfoot smashed into his mount, bowling it over.

      Prince Albert flew off the horse, which toppled to the side. The poor beast fell beneath Blackfoot, its screams rising as the as the stallion’s hooves flashed down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Kicking free of my stirrups, I was off the stallion’s back and nearly buckled when my weight landed on the injured leg. Sight clouded with pain and tears. I stumbled over to the prince as he stood on wobbly legs.

      “You’ve ruined everything! Everything!” He swung a baleful expression on my and reached for his holster. My heart seized when I realized he had the drop on me, then my lips curled into an evil grin when his hand came up empty.

      “Imperialism is dead,” I said, “and so are you.”

      “We’ll see about that!” His lips curled into a rictus snarl as he leaped for his horse and whipped a sword out of its sheath on his saddle.

      I’d been advancing on him, fingers flexing and hobbling on my bad leg, but when he brandished the flashing blade, I backed off warily.

      “Ha! Not so confident now, are you, peasant?!” Prince Albert’s handsome features turned ugly as he lunged forward, intent on skewering me on his first thrust.

      Grunting in pain, I moved back, and a lance of pain shot through my leg. Grin growing, the man pressed his advantage, hacking at my side and nearly cutting a rent across my belly, before I could dance back.

      The redcoats paid us little heed as they ran for the woods and hills to the south. They broke off in squads of three and four, ignoring their officer’s cries for help as he tried to hack and slash at me.

      My leg nearly bucked as I danced side to side, but the prince, eager to finish the kill and blinded by rage, didn’t bother paying attention to where he was standing. After a few seconds of maneuvering, I stumbled, falling onto one hand.

      “HA!” The prince shouted, rising and spinning his sword around to plunge into my chest.

      The hand I’d fallen onto closed around the grip of my father’s pistol and I rolled to the left. The prince’s eyes widened when the muzzle of the six shooters rose before his face. Then his expression dissolved into red mist as I depressed the trigger.

      “John!”

      I collapsed back to the turf, exhausted and aching as Grace, Sylvia, and Lian rushed to my side. The young Asian girl drove past where I lay, and I turned at the dull sound of flesh meeting flesh to find her spinning through three red coats who’d proven braver than their companions and came to their prince’s aid.

      Lian moved faster than they could sight on her, and buried two rounds in the dirt, before she got an elbow to one’s temple and a foot to the side of another’s neck. Esther and Delilah rode up a second later, their rifles warning enough, and the last of the red coats raced off to the south.

      “Is everyone safe?”

      I tried to rise, but Jasmine held me down with a firm hand on my chest and a frown marring her beautiful mouth.

      “Everyone is safe, relax. We need to get this bullet free before you bleed out.”

      Glancing down, I saw my entire leg was coated in red blood and my vision was swimming with blood loss.

      “It’s over,” Grace said, drawing my head into her lap as she kneeled in the dust. “We’re all safe and Albert won’t bother us anymore… You did it.” Her eyes filled with so much joy I felt my own misting.

      “I think I’ll rest then,” I said, my eyelids heavy.

      “Not yet, John.” Esther said, concern written on her face as she scanned the fort and retreating soldiers. “There are still mercenaries and too many red coats running around out here. We need to get you into the fort, or across the river fast.”

      “Not the fort,” Sylvia said with a frown. “Can’t trust them, now that people know about the gold… It does strange things to even the best hearts.”

      “She’s right,” Lilliana said. “The General might be our friend, but I didn’t like the way those settlers looked at us.”

      “The nearest river crossing is miles away,” Delilah worried. “And we won’t be able to cross without inviting fire from the shore.”

      “I know people who will take us in,” Lian said, gazing to the tree line to the west.

      “They sent us away when we asked for help,” Esther said with a frown at the Chinese cowering in the tree line.

      “Too much risk,” Lian said, shrugging. “But they helped us when we needed it.”

      “She’s right,” I said. “They’re our best chance right now. I trust James Dutton, but Sylvia’s right, we can’t trust everyone to follow their better angels. Lian and Esther, go make contact and Delilah scout of a path north, just in case.”

      Grace watched her daughter ride off with a worried frown, but didn’t try to stop her. The blonde had been grinning from ear to ear as she put heels to Copper’s flanks. In the aftermath of a battle, with gun smoke and the screams of dead and dying still filling the air, it was the dangerous place for a scout to be alone, but my confidence in her ability was second only to Esther. And I wasn’t sure she hadn’t already outstripped the former scout.

      “Bite down on this,” Jasmine said, stuffing a leather wrapped stick between my teeth. “It’s going to hurt.”

      With Grace helping hold the wound open, Jasmine plunged a slender pair of sanitized pliers into the wound. Pain flashed through my body, white hot and I heard wood snap. Then the world went white.

      

      I woke with a pounding headache and a rumbling in my stomach from hunger. Cracking my eyelids, I feared of an instant I was blind, until my head cleared, and I realized it was night.

      “Relax,” Grace murmured, a warm hand helping me rise slowly. “How are you feeling?”

      “Hungry,” I said, raising a hand to my head. “And my skulls pounding.”

      I was sitting in a small camp with a fire burning merrily beside me. There was another fire, burning twenty paces away, with a dozen dark-haired men sitting around it. When Sylvia saw me glance over, she spoke up.

      “Their elders sent them to help, if they could. They’ve been trying to get Lian to head back with them all afternoon.”

      “What about the camp?” I asked.

      “Hear that,” Delilah said with a frown, her head cocked to the side. “They’re too busy celebrating their victory to bother with us.”

      I could hear cheers and songs rising in the night and felt a pang of loss that I couldn’t be a part of it. Then I looked around at my women, all safe, and found Lilly. The Latina had been bandaged up and rested with her head in Esther’s lap. When I met the lanky blonde’s eyes, she smiled warmly.

      “She’s fine, just resting.”

      “We need to get moving,” I said. “Before they come looking for us.”

      “We’ll be safe for the night,” Grace said, and from the firm set of her lips there would be no budging the woman on this. “I won’t risk losing you, or anyone, to a tumble in the darkness. Not after surviving that battle.”

      “And you aren’t going anywhere until we get some food and water in you,” Jasmine said with equal firmness as she sat beside me with a bowl.

      There was no use protesting when they got that look, so I sat back and let her feed me spoonsful of hot stew. Esther stroked Lilly’s hair with one hand, that crooked little grin marring her face as she stared down at her lover. Delilah and Lian spoke quietly, the dark-haired girl performing little strikes and sweeps with her hands, describing her style of fighting to the curious teen. I felt confident the bubbly blonde would be competent in the art before long.

      A warm hand slipped into my scalp, the fingers combing back my hair as Sylvia shifted beside me. The former madame’s eyes were gentle as she scanned the group sitting around the fire and I shared her wonder that we’d all managed to survive.

      “Now we can go home,” I said, circling my arm around her back and pulling her in close to my side.

      “It’s been many decades since I had a home,” Sylvia snorted. “I won’t know what to do with myself.”

      “I know what to do with you,” I said, grinning when she barked a laugh.

      “You do, don’t you?” The amusement faded from her dark eyes as I drew her closer. Our lips met and my pain faded, the world shrinking down to the contact of her thick, soft lips against mine. Then she surprised me by pulling back with a sigh and reaching out to slip an arm around Grace. “Can you welcome me into your home as easily?”

      There was a fragility to her question that I’d never have expected from the confident woman. Her vulnerability naked.

      Grace’s eyes widened slightly, then misted. But instead of words, she pulled the other woman close. My pains were a distant memory as I watched the gorgeous pair cling to one another.

      “Tomorrow is the first day, of the rest of our lives,” Jasmine said, resting her hand on my chest as she watched the pair with me. I could hear the joy in her voice at seeing her mother and idol breaking down the last of the walls between them. But there was a heat underlying her words and as Grace and Sylvia spoke quietly, late into the night. I was left to dream of what lie in store once we returned to our mountain home.
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      We parted ways with the Chinese the next morning, then spent two days in the western hills of the great central valley, healing up and traveling slowly north. The land was wild, but we didn’t meet up with any of the deserters from the battle but heard tales. Tales dark enough to give us nightmares.

      I was happy to leave the lowlands behind and climb up into the mountains. Their purple peaks welcomed us, though we didn’t pause to enjoy the valleys and lakes we passed.

      We’d been gone long enough and each of us cast wistful glanced to the east each evening before bedding down. With my injuries, and the exhaustion of traveling from sun up to sun down, our play was kept to a minimum. It wasn’t until we spotted the first familiar sights of our valley that I began to relax.

      Then we spotted the slender column of smoke rising from the cabin.

      Squatters had taken up residence, and from the look of their gear strew about the farm, they’d been digging for gold. Several men stepped out of the cabin when we rode up, none of them familiar, but their leader was easy to spot. The pot bellied man watched my approach with beady black eyes, while his men stared at the group of women who’d waited by the tree line a hundred paces off, with undisguised lust. Licking their lips lasciviously and jostling one another.

      “Mayor said you’d be back,” the fat man said, spitting to the side and swinging his rifle around to rest in the crook of his arm, the muzzle hovering to point in my direction. “Woah, there, boy. That’s far enough. It’s our land now… best your turn that giant fucker around and get you gone.”

      “Leave the whores.” One of his men said with a snicker. “Or we won’t let you leave peaceful like.”

      “I don’t think you understand the situation here,” I said, and raised a hand, pointing casually as the last man who’d spoken.

      The leader was the only one with the wit quick enough to duck, while the others stared gawp mouthed as Esther raised her rifle. The man’s head snapped to the side, as if kicked by a horse, and blood sprayed across the faces of his friends. They stared in shock as the corpse tumbled to the ground.

      They all began reaching for six shooters at their hips, or raising their rifles, but froze when they saw a line of seven rifles trained on them as my wives advanced forward at a slow walk.

      “Get you gone,” I said, swinging my rifle to train it on the leader. “Or I’ll be digging more than one grave.”

      “You’ll pay for this boy!” the man shouted over his shoulder as he and his men made a break for it. They didn’t have horses and so ran on booted feet for the woods to the east.

      “Better men than you have promised that.” I said, but under my breath as I swung down from Blackfoot’s back.

      Grace and the others were laughing by the time they joined me, but their laughter died off a moment later when they took in the mess the squatters had left behind.

      “Delilah, see to the horses. Jasmine, you can help me clean up this living room. Esther and Lilly, who don’t you check on the mine and see if they discovered it?” Grace took charge around the household, with her usually easy manner, but I was happy to see she was more confident and secure than she had been before we left. Turning to Sylvia, she paused when the other woman smiled.

      “I’m going to check on the bath, see if we can clean the dust-off tonight.”

      “You read my mind,” Grace beamed.

      I was soon swept up in the work of hauling trash and debris out of the house and unpacking the horses with Delilah. We worked late into the night, trying to make the place livable again, and passed out after a dinner of cold biscuits and dried meat from our rations.

      Waking to the sound of the wind, as it swept down from the peaks, and feeling the chill of early fall seeping into my bones, I finally felt as if I’d returned home. Rising from the pallet I’d made up near the fire, I carefully stepped around sleeping bodies curled in blankets and made my way outside to catch the dawn.

      The bedding and mattress had been so filthy, Grace had ordered it carried out of the house and burned the night before. I could still smell the burning feathers as I stepped outside and spotted two shapes sitting beside one another, speaking softly.

      The women laughed softly, heads tilting back, and I caught the beautiful features of Sylvia and Grace. The pair hadn’t heard me wake, and I approached on silent feet, curious about what they were talking about.

      “He was a sweet boy,” Sylvia continued, wiping a tear from her eye. “But I doubt he ever learned that ‘smaller isn’t better’.”

      “The things we say to ease men’s hearts,” Grace said with a shake of her head. “I remember my first. He was a charming lad, but his idea of foreplay was telling me about his horse.”

      “His horse?”

      “Oh yes,” Grace said with a snort of laughter. “The man was obsessed. I think he pictured the beast when he took me from behind… he was so bad, I gave him a whiney to hurry it along.”

      “You didn’t?!” Sylvia barked a loud laugh and noticed me approaching and cast a sly grin my way.

      “I did,” Grace said with a grin. “He married Elizabeth, a girl who wanted everyone to call her ‘horsey’. They had nine kids last I heard. It all worked out.”

      “And what about John?” Sylvia asked, waggling her eyebrows. “Have you ever found lovemaking with him to be as arduous?”

      My stomach twisted, and I hated myself for eavesdropping, fearing what I might hear, but Grace gave a soft, disbelieving laugh.

      “You know the answer to that already. What did you say the other night to Jasmine when she asked about other men?”

      “Their hearts are only full when their balls are empty, hmph. It’s true… or at least I used to think so.”

      “I knew the first time I saw John; I would love him for the rest of my life… Those shoulders, those eyes… I would have ravished him right there. But then I got to know him, and found out what a sweet, kind man he is.” Sylvia made an affirmative sound in the back of her throat and glanced back over her shoulder and gave me a wink while Grace continued to stare out over the mountains and speak. “And when we made love the first time… he touched me in ways I never dreamed, and I experienced bliss for the first time.”

      “I know exactly how you feel,” Sylvia said, and Grace turned and saw the twinkle in her eyes, turning further to see me standing ten paces behind them.

      “Sneaking up on us, were you?” Grace asked with an amused smile. “How much did you overhear?”

      “He didn’t hear about our plans for him,” Sylvia grinned, setting down the teacup she’d been cradling.

      “We’ll just have to correct that,” Grace purred, setting her cup down as well, and the pair rose to their feet.

      “Plans?” I asked.

      “Now that we’re settled again. I wanted to make sure there were no… issues with our arrangement.”

      When I frowned, Sylvia offered, “She’s talking about jealousies and rivalries between your wives. Don’t look so shocked.”

      “I doubt they crop up,” Grace said, taking my hand and leading me to a thick patch of frosted over grass. “But it’s better to be prepared than surprised. I’m sure I’ve heard Esther say that more than once.”

      “What do these plans require of me?” I asked, and the pair shared a secret smile.

      Grace released my arm, and the pair turned to face me, pulling off the thick wool blankets they’d bundled themselves in. As they lay the blankets down, one atop the other, my breath caught, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the sheer shifts both wore.

      I’d never seen the silken garments, with their string thin straps. The material was so thin I could make out the dark outline of their nipples through it, and the dark ‘V’ between their legs. The shifts were so short they stopped at mid-thigh, and the sight of their slender legs reaching down set my heart hammering in my chest.

      “You’re going to help us get to know one another better,” Sylvia purred. “Come on big boy, lay your cute butt down.”

      “Welcome home, John.” Grace said, and she stepped forward and took both my hands, drawing me forward onto the blankets. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I breathed, pulling her close against me and reaching out with my other hand and pulling Sylvia close too.

      “And me?” There was a thread of anxiety in the former Madam’s tone, and I stared directly into her dark eyes, so she could see the fullness of my feelings.

      “How could I not love you, Sylvia? You’re brilliant, sharp witted, thoughtful and far kinder than you’d ever let on.”

      “Go on,” Sylvia purred as she leaned back in my arm, giving me a view of her stunning figure. “Is my personality all you like about me?”

      “You know it isn’t,” I breathed, and the woman cackled in amusement when my tongue dried up.

      “Mhmm, if I didn’t before this told me.” She bit her bottom lip as she slid a hand over the hard lump tenting my britches. “Are you ready to learn, dear?”

      I frowned when she directed the question to Grace, whose cheeks were a pretty shade of pink as she twisted against me like an eager schoolgirl.

      “Sylvia’s going to teach me some things,” Grace said, pressing me down to the blankets. Her eyes flickered to mine, and I saw the mixture of desire and warmth as she watched the other woman settle into position on my other side.

      “I think before we’re done, we’ll teach each other many things,” the former madame purred then shocked both Grace and I when she, bent forward and resting a gentle finger beneath the other woman’s chin, kissed her softly.

      The sight took my breath away and hardened my manhood to steel. Especially when a soft moan escaped Grace’s throat. It was especially sexy, because there was no artifice to the kiss. And when Grace pushed forward and stole another from the former Madame, I knew the final walls had fallen between them.

      Their hands fell as one to the tent poking up from my waist, and they giggled into their kiss. Turning their heads, cheeks pressed together, their nimble fingers began plucking free my laces.

      My own hands rose and cupped their massive breasts, running over the silky material and feeling their nipples harden beneath my touch. Leaning forward, I kissed first Grace, then Sylvia, moaning into the latter’s lips as they freed my cock.

      Grace’s hot mouth engulfed the head as Sylvia’s tongue invaded my mouth and my hand pawed at her breasts. My need was suddenly overpowering, but the temptress pressed me back to the blankets with a cruel light in her eyes.

      “First lesson in taming a wild beast of a man… Is make him mindless with desire… Then tease him until he can’t take it.”

      “Dear god,” I breathed, but there was nothing I could do as she left a trail of hot kisses down my chest and joined Grace at my cock.

      The blue-eyed beauty pulled back, awe on her face as Sylvia’s thick lips slipped over the fat head of my cock. She did something with her mouth, puffing her lips out, and breathing gently, while flicking her tongue around on the underside. That had my right on the edge in seconds.

      “Ohhhh Mmm!”

      “How does it feel, John.” Grace husked, her shift falling down her waist as she scooted her ass forward, watching the other woman work with an intense stare. “It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen… Like she’s made a… a pussy out of her mouth!”

      “Yes!” I moaned; my voice higher pitched than I remember hearing it.

      A part of me watched Grace as she clutched and pulled on one breast, while the other hand slipped around the base of my cock, forming a tight ring at Sylvia’s urging.

      “Holgh taght,” Sylvia’s words came out between her slobbering.

      As I puzzled out what she’d said, she drove forward, taking my entire cock to the root down her throat. The slender neck distended, and I feared she might have hurt herself until I heard and felt her humming in pleasure. The pleasure was intense, and I felt my balls tightening. Then she swallowed hard and pulled up off my dick and I was on the brink of orgasm in moments.

      The feeling was like the tightest pussy you could imagine, formed around my cock and sucking it at the same time. All with the gorgeous view of Sylvia’s red, hungry eyes imploring me for my cum. Only she wouldn’t let me.

      I was hovering on the brink as she pulled back, then off my dick, and a groan of disappointment escaped my throat. Which only brought a grin of pleasure to Sylvia’s thick lips.

      “No, mi amore,” she purred. “Mi hermana wants a try, before we get our reward.”

      The temptress stroked the purple head of my dick with the lightest of touches. Instead of letting me cum, of crashing back down to earth, her ministration kept me hovering in the realm of intense pleasure, centered where Grace gripped the base, and her breath and fingers tickled my cock.

      “I don’t know if I can take him all at once like that,” Grace whispered, and her tone sounded concerned, but her pale blue eyes burned with the desire to try, and she licked her lips in anticipation.

      Sylvia leaned over, her eyes never leaving my face as she whispered in the other woman’s ear. Grace’s nodded and eyes flickering up to meet mine, bent low. Sylvia’s fingers laced in hers around the base of my cock as Grace’s lips puffed out.

      When she took the head into her mouth, and those wet, slobbering sounds issues from her, I saw her cheeks flush red, and wondered if her natural dignity would let her continue, but I should have known better.

      Pupils swelling with pleasure. I was shocked to see Grace’s nipples harden into pebbles as she drove down. Her throat softened as she took me to the root, throat tightening and milking my cock and sending me to the brink once more but as I throbbed in their hands, she pulled back.

      “Jesus!” I hissed, unsure if it was in frustration or pleasure that ruled me in that moment.

      “He will not save you from us, husband,” Sylvia purred. Then she leaned forward and took me to the root once more and back off.

      Eyes flickering to Grace. The pair kissed around my cock, their tongue teasing around the head. Then they seemed to forget me, their kiss growing more and more passionate, and I saw their free arms were around one another’s waist.

      Their grip on my dick slipped and the fell atop me, rolling to the side as Grace pushed Sylvia down. Wet sloshing made it to my ears, along with a surprised groan from Sylvia, and the Latina’s hand gripped mine as her back arched. Grace was kissing her neck, one hand buried between her thighs and the fingers teasing her clit.

      Sylvia’s eyes met mine, and I watched the pleasure wash over her, then I rolled behind Grace and pushed her slip over her head. Flinging it aside, I ran my hands up her incredible curves as I kissed the back of her neck. Other hands joined mine as Sylvia rose, gathering one massive breast and feasting on the nipple before pulling Grace down into a hot kiss.

      Sylvia did something with her legs, hooking Graces and pulling them forward so their pussies were smashed together. Their breasts pushed up and around their faces as they kissed, clinging to one another like lost sisters in truth.

      Taking the opportunity, I slid my throbbing dick between their lips and grinned when I felt their hard little clits grind along its length. Both women groaned into their kiss and broke off, gazing back at me with imploring looks.

      Taking their meaning, I pressed down on Grace’s ass as I sawed my dick back out and watched them shiver and shake, moans escaping their mouths again. I got to watch as they ran fingers through each other’s hair, caressing and playing as their lips and tongues did against one another. Ass the intimacy reached new heights between us, I humped their pressed pussies and felt my orgasm fast approaching.

      I could do little to hold it off after their teasing, but thankfully they reached their peaks within moments and had small aftershocks throughout. Fingers sinking into Grace’s backside, I sprayed their bellies with enough seed to cover them both. The pair rolled off one another, laughing and pushing the pearlescent fluid up to massage into each other’s breasts.

      “We’re going to need another bath,” Sylvia said. “Look what you’ve done to us.”

      “The tub is clean at least,” I sighed, glancing around at the still trashed yard. “That’s one thing that didn’t get destroyed.”

      “We’ll fix it up, and build more rooms,” Grace said, shifting to my side and snuggling close to watch the sunrise.

      “Maybe a different location,” Sylvia said, frowning around her before shifting to lie on my other side.

      “What’s wrong with this place?” I asked, “My Pa picked it.”

      “It’s fine dear. Did I say it wasn’t?”

      “It would be nice to have a place cold box closer to the stove,” Grace mused. “And morning sunlight in the bedrooms, and shade in the evenings.”

      “Delilah’s going to need a larger paddock if she’s going to breed horses. And a place to run them.”

      “True,” Grace said, and I wondered if they’d forgotten about me as they began planning our future.

      Perhaps I should have been annoyed to have lost some measure of control over the household, but it didn’t feel like I’d lost anything. The opposite, in fact. As they spoke, I imagined the world they envisioned for us and realized it was better than anything I could have dreamed on my own.

      

      ONE YEAR LATER

      

      The gold rush came not two weeks after returning and brought with it thousands of new settlers to my mountains. The influx brought chaos at first, but as things settled down, I appreciated our new neighbors.

      Grace’s spies, or ‘merchants’ as she calls them, spread tales of gold to the south, near the pass and the bright sparks actually found some. Enough to keep the bulk of the prospectors off our peaks for months. They came eventually, but by then our claims were well established and protected.

      Esther and Lilly built and moved into a small cabin a stone’s throw from the mine. The blonde had wanted to have a place for them alone, although they still spent five out of seven nights down at the main house.

      My daily routine brought me to the mine an hour after I broke my fast with Grace and Sylvia. The pair had staked out the time from dawn to breakfast as they alone time with me. When the babes arrived, they weren’t as religious about it, but I cherished our mornings together.

      My mornings and afternoons were often filled with brutal manual labor, Esther preferring to do the delicate work of prizing gold from quartz herself and leaving the heavy work of pick and shovel to me. As the year wore on, and the southern shaft was delved by its owners, I could hire labor to help Esther and relieve me of the back-breaking labor. I still spent most days there, but no longer had to bear the brunt of the work.

      At least four times a week, the lanky blonde would finagle a time for the two of us to fool around. She loved it hard and fast. When there was a chance, we might get caught and Lilly afforded plenty of those. The slender Latina had relaxed in the months since we’d settled in. Finally, having a place to call home had done the women wonders, as had someone to share her heart with.

      Occasionally, when she caught the pair of us, I ended up buried in her tight slit, while Esther’s tongue worked her into a lather. Those times were rare. More often she would watch her lover getting railed and when I’d taken my pleasure the pair would fall into the leaves or grass twined together.

      Over that long year we managed to build out the cabin into a full farmhouse. With several rooms, and a furnished living room and stone hearth, I built. The women added a thousand touches I’d never have thought of and had more ordered from the city and even overseas.

      Grace’s endeavor into banking was flourishing, and she’d been able to take on partners. With the gold flowing from the mountains, she had no end of worthy investors and was branching out back east. General Dutton was now Governor Dutton, or so I’d heard last. The man had done well for himself in the battle's wake.

      Marshaling the last of his defenses and chasing down the worst of the mercenaries, he’d enlisted most of the redcoats to his cause. Their prospects of making it back to England were slim, and he offered them land, if they were willing to work it. A more than fair bargain.

      His benevolent governorship hadn’t extended to the railroad and miners brought over from the far east, but Lian and I were making a dent in that problem. The mine I’d promised Lian. Her grandmother had been deeded to the woman a week after our arrival and not a day too soon. There were challenges to the woman’s name being on a slip of property ownership, but they didn’t dare argue where I could hear, and since it was surrounded by my land, it was never contested in court.

      Without signing anything, Lian gifted her grandmother the ravine and surrounding lands, where the shaft was located. At first, I thought nothing of it, but soon realized it had a powerful significance to her people.

      They came in pairs, in the beginning, then in droves. More people than I thought the small patch of land could handle. They soon had wells dug and rickety wooden structures running up the walls of the ravine, hidden behind the surrounding peaks. The camp grew and thrived in the short months since it appeared.

      A haven for the workers who traveled west to east and back again.

      The Camp was a significant change to my mountains, but a welcome one. Another, and perhaps my most welcome, was what Delilah did to the northern valley.

      Ringed in bare rock peaks, she and Jasmine had taken axes to the lone opening to the west, dropping logs across it. The broad valley between was dotted with stands of trees, and a lone stream that wound its way to the south to pool into a still lake.

      With a fence and gate built across the only other entrance to the hidden valley, it had become an oasis from the world. Cut off and isolated. If any did enter it, the blonde would have warning from the sheep and goats that wandered its hills and rock walls.

      Into the valley she released Blackfoot, Copper and the rest of our herd, without bridles or leads. I feared the half wild stallion would forget the little he’d learned and lead the rest astray, but that wasn’t the case.

      Delilah proved her genius, spending part of everyday working with the animals, and the other half hunting the surrounding hills with Lian, who’d become like a younger sister to her. Trailing after her everywhere, in awe of her golden curls and endless enthusiasm.

      Whenever I visited Blackfoot, the pair never failed to put me through my paces. Both with the stallion and each other, roles reversing once their clothing fell away. Lian knew of Delilah’s predilections and, eager to please, would shamelessly indulge her. Many an afternoon I found myself treated to a sexy dance and a sloppy blowjob, while Lian sat beside me, wondering how the ‘whore’ was pleasing her master, or if she needed to hire another for her master. This would set the blonde off and often end with me buried in her backside as she hollered in pleasure beneath me or riding me with Lian’s tongue, teasing her clit.

      My nights were spent around the fire, and when we’d eaten our fill and listened to enough stories, we would stumble back to bed, and I’d find myself in the arms of Jasmine more often than not.

      As darkness fell, I would hold my black-haired beauty and we would lie in silence and listen to the others go about their nighttime tasks. Jasmine had spent so much of her life alone, but now she’d found peace and a family. The city might draw her away for a time. Her brilliant mind needed the puzzles and challenges it would offer, but I had no doubt where her heart lay.

      Our hands would inevitably wander, and by the time Delilah and the others made it to bed, we would be in the throes of passionate love. Our night never ended there, and I’ve found my life is fuller than I could have ever dreamed possible.

      

      THE END
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      Thank you for taking the time to read my story. If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review.

      

      To find more stories I’ve written, check out the links below.

      

      You can sign up to my website, and you’ll get access to my newsletter, which I send out once a month (or so), with information about new releases and the occasional free story.

      

      Best regards,

      Nick Storming

      www.nickstorming.org
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