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Hanging Rock

I arrived in town just before midday, riding fast to avoid the worst of the sun beating down on me and the tired old nag I had stolen a day earlier. I’d driven it half to death trying to get into the town of Hanging Rock, the place where I was going to make a fortune. After taking the train from Redwood to Bridgetown, I acquired the old mare, knowing that the gang I had just ripped off wouldn’t be showing their faces at a train station, given the huge price on their heads. Still, they would be riding here as fast as they could, so I had to work quickly.

The settlement was small, the center dominated by a large saloon, a small bank, and a general store, with lodgings dotted all around. Not quite a one-horse town, but not far off. I tied my horse to the rings outside the saloon, resolving to wash off the day’s journey and take the opportunity to get the lay of the land. Pushing open the large doors, I looked inside at the already busy room, half full of travelers and farmhands still drunk from the night before.

“Send someone up to my room with plenty of hot water. And some whiskey,” I snapped at the surly barkeep. I slowly ascended the stairs, savoring the feeling of being watched as the saloon’s clientele looked me up and down. I unlocked my room door and threw my bags down on the bed, shrugging off my stiff leather coat. The room was large but plain, with a heavy brass tub in the corner. Perfect.

One gun was placed on the nightstand, with the other stashed in the corner behind the tub. It always paid to be prepared, even when you weren’t on the run. I felt the pen knife digging into my calf but left it there for now. Sitting on the bed, I rubbed the tiredness out of my legs, praying that the water would be here soon. A few minutes later, a timid knock sounded on the door.

“Don’t be shy, ‘long as you have my water and ‘long as it’s hot.”

A skinny boy of around nineteen backed through the door with two pails of water, his arms shaking slightly with the weight.

“Fill it up, go ahead.”

He nodded, his timid eyes lingering on my body for a few seconds too long, his gaze less forthright and lecherous than I had come to expect from older men. He dumped the water into the tub and mumbled something about getting my whiskey.

“Do me a favor first? I’ve been riding for a long time and need a little help,” I smiled as I saw the gears start turning in the boy’s head.

“Would you be so kind as to help me take off my boots? I’m so tired I can barely bend over.” My voice was sweet, low, and soft. It was a voice that had served me well when it came to dealing with cuntstruck men.

He gulped and nodded, sliding down onto the floor where I was subtly pointing. God, I did enjoy a man who could take direction. I smiled sweetly, deriving more amusement than excitement from his obvious nervousness. He pulled at my left boot as I slid my long leg out of it and placed it on his shoulder. He looked up at me and started on the right. The boy’s eyes widened as he noticed the knife nestled between the top of the boot and my leg.

"Don’t worry, this isn’t for you," I said, tapping his right ear with my toes and sliding out of the right boot.

I laughed to myself and told him to bring up the whiskey, two glasses, and some ice. He scrambled out of the room, trying to hide the obvious bulge in his pants.

He returned five minutes later to find me already submerged in the tub, with the remainder of my clothes draped lazily around the room.

“Be a darling and pour me a drink,” I said, with my eyes closed and my face serene. It felt good to soak.

He poured a large glass and placed it into my outstretched hand, gawking the whole time. My long legs were draped over the side of the tub, with the water coming up to the bottom of my breasts. Steam was rising slowly from the water, and condensation was forming small rivulets of water on my chest. I took a long drink and then lay still, apart from my foot moving in slow circles. The boy stood mesmerized, taking me in silently while my eyes were closed. After some uncountable seconds, I cracked open one eye and caught his gaze.

“I have a question or two for you,” I smiled as he nodded and looked away quickly.

“Was there some trouble here, ‘round a month ago? Some robbery at the bank?” The young saloon boy nodded and muttered something in the affirmative.

“And afterward they got away, right? All of them? Or would there be anyone left around here? Seems like hanging around in this saloon all day, you might have a little bit of gossip.”

He was visibly nervous, shaking his head and shrugging, his eyes darting between the floor and my gun on the nightstand. My patience was running out by the second.

“I’m sure you must know something. Or know someone who knows something. I can do something to persuade you, but it might not be something you like.”

With that, the young man broke, running to the nightstand and grabbing my pistol. He pointed it at me unsteadily with two hands. I laughed and reached over the side of the bath, picking up my spare gun from the floor. I aimed lazily at his head and took a long drink of whiskey.

“Now I just know someone put you up to this, or you would have fired the goddamned thing by now,” I cocked the gun, wondering how much money the young man was being offered and lamenting that I wouldn’t be able to toy with him much longer.

“I don’t want to hurt you, lady,” he said, managing to steady his aim a little.

“You don’t need to worry about that. First of all, that gun ain’t loaded. Second, you don’t have the balls for it,” I lowered the pistol to his crotch. “So, do you want to tell me who put you up to this?”

A few long seconds passed in silence.

“Have it your way,” I cocked the pistol and watched him try to decide what to do. His eyes glazed over as he stared at my face, focusing on my red lips. They came together and then formed into a perfect O.

“Boom.” The boy dropped the gun with a heavy thud.

I kept the gun perfectly steady. “Well, I sure am glad that I emptied that thing before you dropped it on the floor. Tell me everything.”

“It was some guy. Big, dark-skinned. Got here not long before you, told me he’d make it worth my while if I managed to get your gun away from you and call him in. Said to make sure not to hurt you, I swear.”

“Well, we didn’t have anything to worry about there,” I lowered the gun and downed my drink. “You can make it even with me for stealing my gun and gawking at my tits. Shout on him to come on through, and make it sound like good news.”

The boy did as he was told.

Bill strode into the room, gun undrawn and full of arrogance, just like I knew he would. We had a way of getting in each other’s way, and we had always been entangled somehow since the day we met. Despite my attempts to get my distance, here he was again.

He was tall and handsome, looking immaculate even though he must have ridden harder than I had to get here, given that I had a solid head start. I kept my face locked into a wry smile, although there was a shiver of unwelcome excitement running up my leg.

His cocksure expression disappeared when he noticed my gun pointed square at him. Bill wasn’t the smartest, but he wasn’t dumb either. He knew he had walked into a situation that he would struggle to talk his way out of.

“Ah, so you persuaded our little friend here to help you get the drop on me? Not very sporting, Billy boy.”

“I shouldn’t have trusted him around a pretty woman. My mistake.”

“Oh, don’t be too hard on him. He tried his best, but didn’t have the firepower,” I flicked my eyes towards the young man. “You can go now.”

The young man left quickly, sneaking only the quickest of backward glances.

“I like your outfit,” Bill said, studiously avoiding any look of fear or apprehension. I was impressed.

“So, what was your plan then? I hope you weren’t intending to just shoot me.”

“Of course not!” He feigned offense. “What a waste that would be! I was just planning on tying you up!”

“Oh, and was our little friend going to help?”

“Well. If he was lucky, maybe.”

“And what were you going to do after that?”

“Well, I was going to have to find that key. I was amazed that you managed to steal that off Perry. You should have heard that old bastard ranting the next morning,” Bill smiled, remembering with satisfaction the quickness with which he came up with his plan.

“He was never too discreet. So, I suppose him and the gang are on their way here as well? Sent you ahead to get the job done quietly? I imagine they don’t want to show their faces in this town.”

“They are, but lucky for you I paid some barkeep to tell them that you were holed up over in Redwood after I split. I reckon we have a day or two over them.”

That was a relief. Bill was at the end of his tether with our old comrades, and if I hadn’t split, he might have. Still, when I saw him, I couldn’t help but be worried that I was already surrounded. Cornered like some animal.

“We? That’s an interesting choice of words. Is there a we? Or just me shooting you and taking all the money? Just because we both hightailed it from that sinking ship don’t mean we’re in the same boat now.”

“I’m guessing you still don’t know where that safe is buried, or you’d be there already. Plus, you’re gonna need someone to watch your back.”

I was enjoying his attempts to get me on his side. I loved his vulnerability, bubbling up beneath the hard exterior.

“Drop your guns on the floor,” I demanded. “All of them.”

He held eye contact, undoing his holster and dropping it to the floor with both of his guns. I decided to have some fun with him.

“You got anything else in there? Knives, extra guns?” He shook his head. “Don’t believe you. Take your clothes off.”

Bill’s wry smile turned into a frown. I waved the gun at him.

“Come on, come on. I’m serious. You just walked in here intending to tie me up, rob me, and do God knows what. You think your pretty smile is gonna make me trust you?”

He relented, looking temporarily ridiculous as he struggled out of his tall boots. He always tried to maintain his aura of composure, and I knew his unflappable charm and good looks allowed him his pick of the saloon girls in each town, even with all the challenges that his parentage brought him.. But I loved throwing people off guard, all the more when it was a challenge. He undid his shirt at the front, revealing his tightly muscled chest and torso.

“Take the shirt off and turn around.” Bill rolled his eyes but did as he was told, revealing the handle of a dainty pistol poking out the back of his riding breeches.

“Adorable,” I cooed, stroking his discomfort. “I thought a man like you would have something bigger. Drop it and slide it into the corner.”

I kept my gun on him as he undressed, admiring the form of his physique and feeling the excitement and need growing inside me. His growing awkwardness convinced me that I had the situation sufficiently in hand. If he had someone else waiting in the wings he wouldn’t be participating in this dog and pony show.

“Come on over here, and bring that little stool,” I gestured toward the bottom part of the bath. “Convince me to let you in on this rather than shooting you. It would be a shame to waste that body by filling it with lead, so I’m open to persuasion.”

He dragged the stool over, settling at the foot of the bath. He was fighting mightily to maintain his dignity with his cock dangling between his legs, but it was a struggle.

“Well, you would take the greater share of the money, of course—”

“Of course.”

“And you would have my help for when our old friends show up. The best of it is, I can get you to the stash. You might have the key, but I know that’s all your have.”

I thought for a second before responding. “That’s all very interesting. I’m finding it hard to fully focus on your pitch here, though. I was riding so hard to get here and have hardly had a second to relax. Be a darling, would you, and rub my feet for me?”

Bill’s eyebrow raised, his thoughts racing. He knew he would have to play along with my games. He placed his hands gently on my feet, which I had raised to his face level, my leg resting on the edge of the bath.

“Harder, don’t be shy,” he pressed into my sole with his thumb, moving up and down my arches. I groaned a little in response.

“So, you know where the safe is then? Because that would make me very, very happy. Might make it for this shitty attempt to catch me with my pants down, if not the other stuff.”

Bill winced, clearly still sore about what had gone on between us. Good. He should be.

“Not quite, not yet. But I know someone who knows, and I know where he is.”

“Not good enough. Rub my legs and keep talking.”

Bill moved his hands up to my calves and rubbed my tight muscles. As he leaned in towards me, his eyes fell on the soft mound of hair under the water and beneath my waist. I heard the tapping against the metal tub.

“My eyes are up here, Billy,” I pressed my toe against his face, feeling his rough stubble and enjoying my power.

“You don’t have time to waste- when Perry and the boys show up they will tear this town apart. He’s raging. It’s biblical. If we work together, we can finish this in a day. 60/40 spl—”

“Shut up.” I slipped my toe in between his lips and felt a growing warmth inside me as his eyes widened in surprise. Keeping the gun on him, I leaned forward and looked at his hardening cock. He was obviously turned on, but was it from my body or from my forcefulness? I grabbed the back of his head with my left hand holding his short hair and swirled my toe around in his mouth. In my right hand, I kept a tight grip on the gun.

“75/25, and don’t ever cross me again. Do you understand?”

He nodded in response. “Good.” I removed my toe from his mouth and rested my legs on either side of his head. I shuffled forward and kissed him hard, feeling the desperate energy as he returned it. I moved his hands up and onto my thighs.

“Now you get a chance to make all the silliness up to me,” I squirmed, loving the sensation of his hands on my wet skin. I gasped slightly as his fingers reached the top of my legs and began exploring me. Bill’s cold blue eyes widened as he responded to my movements. My long fingers gripped the edge of the tub as my writhing slowly intensified, and I briefly considered dropping my gun to the floor. I noticed the hunger in his eyes and a growing confidence as he saw my body respond to his touch.

“Stop! Not here,” I said. He stared at me as I raised myself from the bath, dripping wet.

“Stay sitting where you are, and close your eyes.” He did as he was told as I went over to my bag, gun still in hand.

I returned with the short length of rope that I always carried with me.

“Hands behind your back.” Bill hesitated until I cocked the gun again.

I placed my pistol on the floor and wrapped the rope around his wrist in a firm knot before running my hands over his firm forearms and broad back. I bent over and kissed his ear, pressing my wet body against him. My fingers traced a line down his chest and stomach as he shivered in response, stopping just above his erection.

“Come to me,” I whispered in his ear. He tried to stand and turn towards me, but jerked back down as I kept hold of the rope around his wrists.

“Actually, no. Crawl to me.” I moved back and sat down on the edge of the bed with one leg crossed over the other, loving the feeling of control. I picked up my gun on the way before placing it beside me on the sheets. Bill grimaced as he sank to his knees and moved towards me on the rough floor. I imagined he could live with sore knees, given the dangerous game he had been trying to play.

“You want me to touch you?” I asked as I prodded his stiffness with my toes. He looked up pliantly and nodded.

“First...” I opened my legs and guided his head towards me.

Bill kissed the inside of my legs, gently at first. With my hands on his head, I pulled him in further, his tongue searching for my sweet spot. I leaned back, keeping hold of him as he licked me, the pace increasing slowly. I pulled him deeper, his nose buried in my soft hair while he tasted my excitement. My ankles were crossed behind his back, my legs wrapped around his head. My right hand pulled at his dark hair while my left hand gripped and twisted at the bedsheets, hips thrusting and grinding into his face. I bucked wildly as I exploded, my mouth agape as I climaxed to the movement of his tongue. He kept licking as I shook, slowing down from the crescendo. I lay panting for a moment before pulling his head back and looking deeply into his eyes.

“Do you want me to touch you?” He nodded eagerly in response.

“Do you want to fuck me?” His eyes sparkled as he nodded faster.

“Well, you’re going to have to wait. We have work to do.”

The pitiful moan he let out when I denied him was unspeakably satisfying. Almost as satisfying as this score would be.


Lawmen and Their Ladies

We walked towards the local Sheriff's office, feeling and no doubt looking out of place. It was perched on a tiny hill just behind the general store, a commanding view of an unassuming place. I felt less tense than I should have, given what we were about to attempt. Staying focused on the task at hand was something I usually prided myself on, although Bill’s presence did threaten to get in the way of that.

"So, the plan is we just walk right in there and ask him?" I smiled easily at Bill, wondering how far I could trust the handsome, slippery bastard.

"More or less." Bill was more serious than usual, impressively focused. "We go and tell him we're bounty hunters, which is true after a fashion. We tell him we need to ask the man he has on there some questions, then grease the wheels a little if that's what it takes."

"Grease the wheels?" I raised an eyebrow. "You mean throw him some kelter?"

I had adopted a faux naivete that Bill found quite endearing. We both knew exactly what he was getting at.

"Something like that, yeah. Still, often better if it comes from a pretty woman." He could tell that he would have to let me handle it however I decided to, no matter how much that chafed him.

"I'll go and have a word with him. But you better have a smarter plan rattling around in that tricky little head of yours, in case he’s immune to my money and my charm. Otherwise, the deal is absolutely off."

"Understood."

I undid the top few buttons of my blouse, hoping to make a quick impression on the sheriff, and made my way up the small set of steps. There were raised voices coming from inside the office as I stood on the rickety porch, and I couldn’t resist listening in. I had always considered myself a good listener, especially when money was and survival were on the line.

"Dammit it Jim, it's bad enough that I'm stuck in this backwater town with nothing but miners and sots to keep me company, without you telling me not to spend any money. It's fine for you, going drinking with your boys, but who am I supposed to pass my evenings with? There are barely ten women in this place! Less if you don’t want me to start consorting with the whores, which I just might!"

"Don't talk to me like that, woman. It ain't my concern how you spend your time and you're damn lucky it ain’t. Just don’t be bringing us into disrepute."

The sheriff and his wife stopped as I stepped through the door. He was broad and weathered, like an artist's impression of a lawman brought to life. The woman was soft and petite, her body given an appealing shapeliness by the tight corset under her dress. Her legs were planted shoulder-width apart as she tried in vain to tower over her sitting husband. I wondered if she was always so fiery.

“Go on now,” Jim rumbled, “you head on home. We’ll talk about heading to the city soon.”

The woman turned to walk out, her petulant face showing how unmollified she was. She caught my eye and stopped, looking me up and down with her emerald-green eyes peeking out from under curly blond hair. My gaze fixed on her pouting lips, which were alluringly soft and full.

“Charmed to meet you. The name’s Ruth,” she said, offering her hand to me. Her hands were clean and soft, and I almost felt like I was expected to kiss them.

“Pearl. And likewise.”

I felt a little underdressed next to Ruth, in my leather riding breeches and blouse. Though I rarely had cause to dress for any occasion, I did enjoy the occasional experience of feeling and looking feminine. It took me back to those days when I did less riding and shooting.

I admired Ruth’s lilac dress, which flowed out just enough to be impractical. It cinched in tightly at the waist, pushing her breasts up quite immodestly for a woman of her class. Although her cleavage was mostly covered, the hint of her pale décolletage drew the eye to her body. I felt a shiver of attraction. It must be torturous for the many lonely men in the frontier town to have such a lovely creature around. I wondered if she knew the effect she was having.

“It’s nice to have a female visitor to the town.” Ruth’s voice was high and sweet, and she spoke with an affected coquettishness. “Sure makes a nice change from all the prospectors and cow herds.”

I felt Ruth’s eyes drift over me, stopping for a second too long on my slightly open shirt. I steeled myself for her judgment and suspicion, but was surprised to see her still smiling sweetly.

“At least they keep the whores busy.” I joked.

“That they do!” Ruth laughed, surprisingly unperturbed by the bawdy joke. I liked her more by the second.

“Enjoy your visit. Perhaps I’ll see you around. It was very nice to meet you.”

“And you,” I replied, surprised by the friendly welcome from the woman who had just been berating her husband. I had expected a battleaxe, but had gotten a sweetheart.

Ruth stopped by the door and turned back. She looked me over once again, focusing on my long legs in my tight trousers. “Good luck with my husband.”

I smiled but held my tongue. I didn’t want to get in the middle of this couple’s argument. That wasn’t going to help my cause.

“What can I do for you?” Sheriff Jim sounded tired and in no mood to talk.

“I have a few questions about a robbery that happened here a couple of weeks ago.”

“News travels fast. But who’s exactly is asking?” He crossed his arms, clearly defensive.

I had dealt with lawmen like this before- small-town big shots who didn’t like outsiders getting involved in their business.

“I’m a bounty hunter, got a contract for me and my partner to find that gang.”

“A lady bounty hunter. Times are changing fast,” he scoffed.

I resisted the urge to punch him, accepting that kind of jibe for the one thousandth time.. “We just need to know if you have any information on them. Or maybe you can point us in the direction of someone who knows something?”

“Well, if I knew where they had gone, I would have rounded up some boys and gone after them myself.”

“I understand that, sir. But is there anyone who might know more? Anyone we can speak to?” I asked, already knowing that he wouldn’t be making this easy.

“As it happens, yes. We managed to catch one of them. Got him in a cell.” Jim smiled, waiting for me to ask what he knew I would ask.

“That’s wonderful. Can we have a few minutes to speak to him?”

“Well, I can’t just let anyone go and speak with our prisoners. I would need to see something to prove you are who you say you are. Maybe a note from the Governor. Do you have something like that?”

I tried to keep my face straight as I struggled not to grimace. “I don’t have that on me, but my partner does.”

“Great, where’s this partner of yours? Is she busy putting on her rouge?”

“He is, eh, looking into some other avenues,” I struggled to keep my tone even. My patience for this approach was wearing thin.

“Ah, so maybe we can just wait for him and that bit of paper to appear, and then we can talk.”

I wondered if I would be able to leave and come back with some forged document. I doubted it, unless Bill had a Governor’s seal in his pocket. I would have to try something else.

Walking closer to the desk, I lowered my voice and fixed my eyes on his. “We are in a little bit of a rush, and I would really appreciate it if you could help me out here.”

I leaned over the desk, letting my blouse fall open to reveal my firm breasts. The sheriff kept his eyes focused on my face, looking singularly unimpressed.

“I would be happy to return the favor and help you out in any way I can.”

This move was as subtle as a sledgehammer, but it had worked more times than you would believe. I was amazed how many times people had fallen for this, and how little effort it generally took. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

This time, though, was different.

“Can’t help you, I’m afraid. Going to need to see that letter or contract.”

I slid my bottom onto the desk, swinging my legs around and shimmying close to the stoic sheriff. I looked at him wide-eyed and parted my lips slightly. Was he particularly slow on the uptake?

“I’m willing to do whatever it takes. I know how hard you must work, protecting this town all on your own. I could help you relax.” I slid closer to him, moving my hand to the top button of his shirt. I played with the button, then moved my hands to his shoulders, caressing them through the fabric. I moved my face closer to his, seeing the deep worry lines in his face and smelling tobacco on his breath.

“Lady,” he said, his voice a little quieter.

“Mhhm-uh.” I replied, moving slowly closer to his mouth. I felt a little excited, glad that he was so handsome. If I had to do this to get the information, I was glad I would at least enjoy it.

“Get the fuck off my desk.”


A Caged Bird

I left the jailhouse with a face like thunder, half-formed plans raging around my mind. I wasn’t so arrogant to think that all men were immune to my charms, but in my experience, sex and money usually functioned as pretty consistently useful tools. The sheriff’s resistance to both threw me off.

Of course, there was always one more tool in the box—violence. Fear was often persuasive, and at the end of the day, sometimes solutions emerged from the barrel of a gun. Still, I could tell that Sheriff Jim wasn’t a man who was minded to bend for anyone. If I wanted to go down that route too early, I’d end up fighting the entire town.

“No luck?” Bill asked, trying and failing not to look smug.

“What gave it away?” I shot back.

“Your sunny disposition. You got a backup?”

“Do you?”

“Workin’ on it.”

I didn’t like not having a backup plan. In fact, it made me as nervous as a pregnant jenny. Still, I tried not to let it show.

“Well, how about I go in there and speak to him?” Bill suggested.

That was Bill in a nutshell—confident, controlled, cocky to the point of recklessness. It was as if nothing had ever gone wrong for him. As if I hadn’t just had him outplayed, naked and underfoot.

“Let’s go and have a drink about it. I don’t want you going in there half-cocked.”

He smirked at that but followed me across the dusty road without complaint. It was now mid-afternoon, and there was more life in the place, but there was still no mistaking this for anything other than a backwater town. Still, the saloon might have a bit more life in it now. Some whiskey might lubricate our minds.

We found ourselves a nice corner of the bar, ideal for drinking and plotting. I felt angry but not surprised to find Bill just as sarcastic and funny as always, with his wry jokes about the town and flirtatious banter as we made and dismissed plans. He was infuriatingly charming. It made me want to slap him and kiss him, in that order.

“I think I should go and ask him straight up. See what it’ll take to let us talk to Micah,” I said.

“I just tried that. Didn’t work.”

“Yeah, I’m as surprised as you are. I know you can be... persuasive,” he grinned at me like a goon, almost inviting me to slap that expression off his face, “but you do rub a certain kind of man up the wrong way.”

“What kind of man is that?” I asked, my irritation growing.

“Could be that he’s a peacock, a little Napoleon type fella. Doesn’t like to see an independent lady. If he’s all hat and no cattle, then he might fold when I talk to him.”

“He won’t fold,” I felt sure of that. Sheriff Jim had a steeliness about him. Besides, as charming as Bill was, a half-Negro man didn’t always meet with a warm welcome around these parts.

“Still, he might feel better dealing mano-a-mano.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“Then I don’t rightly know. Maybe he likes fellas in a different way? Whatever his issue, it’s our quickest way to the information we need.”

As we talked, I found myself fantasizing about taking out my frustration on Bill. For everything that had gone wrong today—with Perry and his gang of psychopaths, with Bill himself back when I had thought he might be the man for me. I didn’t like to think of myself as a vengeful person—after all, rotten fruit falls on its own—but right now, I found myself in the mood to make someone beg.

Beg for clemency, knees in the dirt at the end of my six-shooter.

Beg for mercy, under my fists and feet and whip.

Beg for a taste, a touch, a kiss. Bill begging on his knees to be mine.

I pushed those thoughts aside and made a decision. Bill wanted to go see the sheriff direct? Fine. Let’s see if he would have more luck than I did.

I had doubts about the plan, despite Bill being charming enough to calm a raging steer. The sheriff seemed too by the book for any of Bill’s flim-flams or confidence tricks to work. Still, he was right about one thing—we didn’t have a lot of time.

“Fine, let’s do it.”

***

Bill left me nursing a drink in the corner, occasionally glowering around the room to make sure the other patrons understood that their company wouldn’t be welcomed. I had perfected my mean look in down-and-dirty saloons like this, learning how to scare men off just as effectively as I had once learned to bring them close. I had grown up in places like this, taken in by Madame Beauchamp and taught to make money in any way a woman could. I had evolved, learning how to read people and situations alongside a host of more practical skills: shooting, riding, fighting, fucking. I had let any man or woman teach me anything that would be useful—anything that would help me live life on my own terms. Whatever happened, I was never going back to being a pawn in someone else’s game.

It had been Perry who had seen something in me. That desire to escape, that need for independence. He had been my route out, before everything had turned sour. The Romero gang hadn’t exactly welcomed me with open arms, this brash and bolshie woman. I’d had to put up with a lot of sideways glances and fend off a lot of unwanted advances. But Perry had vouched for me, protected me, made sure I could survive. And when the Romero gang became the Perry gang in a hail of gunfire, my future seemed almost assured. In fact, it was the first time in my life that I’d even had a future.

Yup, Perry had been like the father I’d never had—cantankerous, violent, but never unhinged or unreasonable. He’d hurt a man who deserved it but never liked killing unless it was necessary. There had even been talk of turning somewhat straight, signing up as poachers turned gamekeepers with one of the big railway or mining companies.

Until recently. A series of bad plays and unlucky hands had driven Perry and his merry band of reprobates into hard times. Too many losses and too many deaths meant that we needed an influx of new blood. Young hotheads like Angus and Holden started insisting on quick and easy scores, using brutality instead of brains. There was even dark talk of heading further west to join in the trade in scalps and slaves—evil shit that I never had and never would have a part in. I had tried to talk to Perry about it and tried to get Bill to back me up despite everything that had passed between us, but it had fallen on stubborn, deaf ears.

When I heard that Madame Beauchamp had fallen ill, I relished the opportunity to ride back to my old stomping ground, preferring the shitty memories and the sad stench of fading beauty to the rancid tenseness of our makeshift camp. I had left the gang not far from Rebel Ridge, hoping they would stick to their agreed period of rest and regrouping.

Instead, I came back from my friend’s deathbed to find bedlam.

An opportunistic bit of highway robbery had given us a lead on a train carrying gold bullion and other assorted valuables. It was too big and risky a score but Perry had gone ahead with it, to greedy or cowardly to talk sense into the young guns.

I returned to find the camp in chaos, the gang fracturing apart before my eyes. The whole affair had cost us three lives in exchange for seven on the other side, winning us a boatload of winnings and a shovel-load of trouble. Following our usual pattern, the haul had been stashed at an old hiding spot somewhere near Hanging Rock, with only Perry and Micah knowing the precise location while everyone split up to evade the law and meet back up.

An unfortunate run-in with a posse had gotten Micah captured and Perry shot—though the tough old fucker had still made it back in one piece. Now, half the camp was accusing the other of recklessness while facing down accusations of cowardice, while our intrepid leader brooded.

Before leaving to see Madame Beauchamp I had made Bill promise to keep them all in line. Despite everything he’d already done to break my trust, I at least knew that he had an aversion to killing and a healthy desire to save his own skin. Well, he had failed to stop the initial recklessness in my absence, and he was trying but failing to stop what looked likely to be a second bout of bloodletting when I returned. He had once again fallen short of what I had hoped for.

Well, I had never been to the sea, but I knew a sinking ship when I saw one. It was been time to get out, of that, I was sure. What I was less sure about was swiping the key to Perry’s stash and running away in the night. It made me a traitor, a dishonest and selfish rat. That knowledge gnawed away at my soul then, and it still did now.

But what did I really owe these men? Perry had taken a chance on me, that was for sure, but in return, I had fought and bled for him. I’d risked myself time and time again for my new family, but it hadn’t earned me their respect. They didn’t pay attention to me, even when I tried to save them from themselves. Even those closest to me preferred chasing skirt or listening to reckless psychopaths over me.

So, fuck ’em. I had fought hard for my independence, for a life worth living, and I wasn't about to give up on that now.

I downed my drink and silenced the doubt in my mind. I had to listen to my gut. And my gut was telling me that Bill had been gone too long.

Two men in clean clothes and big hats walked into the bar, drawing looks that told me they were well-known around town. Attached to the law, or at least whatever violent order ran this place. They took their seats in a far corner, too far for me to make out their entire conversation. Still, I heard enough snippets to confirm my suspicions. The words pretty boy, bribe, and jail figured heavily, as did some racial epithets, while the laughter told me that the lawmen had come out on top.

That told me everything I needed to know. Bill’s charm offensive had failed, and he was in the shit. Bailing out was one option, but that would leave me high and dry with no money, a target on my back, and my last ally turned against me. Plus, as much as Bill had fucked me over, I couldn’t just leave him after all we had been through.

I cursed internally but began to form a plan. Going near the sheriff again was out of the question. He had clearly shown he wasn’t going to be played. I didn’t have time to figure out the firepower to fight my way into the jailhouse or the time to infiltrate it. I would have to take a risk.

Ruth, the sheriff’s wife, had seemed like a friendly face. On top of that, there was clearly some bad blood between her and her husband. I didn’t know if, or how, I might be able to help, but it was the only angle I had.

***

I took a stroll around the small town, hoping it wouldn’t be too difficult to find the most beautiful woman in town. Asking about Ruth would draw too much suspicion, so I would have to rely on a bit of luck. Still, she would probably be in one of the nicer homesteads near the jailhouse. That seemed like a safe bet.

My hunch proved to be correct. The sheriff’s wife was sitting pretty on the porch of a large ranch house perched on a gentle hill above the town. She looked beautifully bucolic, surrounded by flowers that stood out against the dusty desolation of the border town. It was like she was trying to bring some much-needed grace and gorgeousness to this place.

Ruth sat sipping on a drink with her boot propped up on the railing in front of her. She looked bored but also somehow imperious, like she was a queen surveying her kingdom. I thought that she deserved a better land to rule than this one.

“Howdy,” Ruth hailed me as I approached the little fence. “I hoped I might see you again.”

“Did you?” I asked, feigning surprise.

“Sure. It’s nice to have some feminine company in this shithole.”

I laughed. “I don’t often get called feminine.”

“It’ll take more than some riding breeches to hide your womanliness.”

Ruth’s words dripped with admiration that could have bordered on attraction, although it was hard to be sure. Perhaps she was just that starved of company. Still, if there was some attraction there, it was mutual—mutual and potentially useful.

“Did you have much luck with my husband?” she asked.

“Not at all.”

“Well, that doesn't surprise me. He’s as stubborn as a mule, and twice as stupid.” she laughed and looked at me with sympathy. “Would you like to come in?”

“That’s awful friendly of you. It’s a better welcome than I’ve had from anyone else in this town.”

“Well, I’m bored and I’m hospitable.”

Ruth led me into the house and started making a pot of coffee. The key to getting what you want from someone is to get their trust, and a surefire way of doing that is to get them talking about themselves. That was a lesson I had learned long ago. To that end, I started peppering my host with questions, quickly getting her to share her story. She was shockingly, recklessly, desperately open.

She wasn’t from around here, something that was abundantly clear to anyone who looked at her fine, almost aristocratic features. Her daddy had moved the family out west from the city so that he could be closer to his investment in the gold mine. He liked playing the cowboy and tending to his fortune without much care for where that left Ruth. She had married Big Sheriff Joe a few years ago, bowing to family pressure to find a husband.

He was a decent man—handsome, stalwart, less of a brute than any other contender. The marriage was clearly loveless, though. I picked up on that quickly enough. He was more interested in spending time with his posse, occasionally rounding up criminals but more often than not just riding and hunting and practicing their shooting. I didn't need to make it explicit, but Ruth was more than just bored and lonely. She was... unfulfilled.

“So, what did you want with my pig-headed husband?” she asked, setting down her cup.

“I was looking to fulfill a bounty, going after some bank robbers. Apparently, one of them was captured near here.”

“A bounty hunter! Amazing. You have any luck?” Ruth asked, but her wry smile said she already knew the answer.

“Yes and no. One of their accomplices is in the jailhouse here, but—”

“But straight ol’ Jim won’t let you speak to him?”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Hmmm,” the housewife stared at me carefully, looking like an inquisitive lawman herself. “Bullshit.”

“Pardon?”

“I wasn’t born yesterday. I can read people, plus I grew up in the city. I know what a liar looks like,” she smiled wistfully. “So can Jim, for all his faults.”

I could tell that a simple, forceful denial wasn’t going to be enough. I would have to take a risk. “You’re perceptive. Yeah, I’m not a bounty hunter.”

“The man in the cell, he’s your friend? You’re gonna break him out?” Ruth sounded excited by the prospect, rather than scared.

“No, no. It ain’t a jailbreak. Me and my partner just need to speak to him. We just need some information, truly.”

“Your partner?” Ruth sounded a little disappointed, as if she had imagined a sidekick role for herself. “Where’s your partner?”

“I ain’t sure. He went to speak to your husband and hasn’t come back, so...”

“Ah, so it might be a jailbreak after all?” Ruth’s eyes sparkled.

“It’s nothing to be concerned about. Information is all I need.”

“Why don’t I tell you about what I need?” Ruth stepped closer, and for a moment, I felt like she was about to kiss me. That was something I might have welcomed in other circumstances, with Ruth’s plump red lips calling out to me. Still, time was of the essence.

“Tell me.”

“I need to get the fuck out of here.”

“What?”

“I need freedom, I need adventure. I need a way out of this fucking one-horse town.”

I understood the sentiment, more than she could know, but hearing it spoken so plainly by someone I had just met was surprising.

“I can’t promise you that,” I felt the need to be honest all of a sudden, before even working out how I could use this revelation. Amateur stuff, but I was getting sick of all the lies and double-crossing. “I couldn’t give you safety.”

“I don't want safety!” Ruth spoke with a fiery passion that threatened to spill over into an explosion, like a stick of dynamite in a housewife’s dress. “If I stay here, I’ll die anyway, of shame and boredom.”

I wanted to give this headstrong woman a chance, just like Perry had given me. She was right to want more than this place. But I just couldn’t afford any dead weight.

“Do you really think you’d survive out there? Where would you go, what would you do?” This lady wouldn’t be asking for my help if running back to Daddy were an option.

“I can be useful. I’m a fast learner, smarter than any of the dullards ‘round here. I can cook and clean and mend. I can—”

“Can you ride and fight and shoot?” I allowed a little bit of steel to creep into my voice. This lady was headstrong and bright, but she sounded naive— unsalted.

“I can hunt and shoot a little. And I can ride better than any man.”

I bet you can, I thought, unhelpful images filling my filthy mind. This woman was desperate, and for a moment, I thought Ruth was about to offer up her body. It would be a tempting offer, for sure, but what I needed right now was information. I needed it enough to make promises that I probably couldn’t keep.

“OK, here’s what I need to know.”

***

I left Ruth’s homestead a short while later, armed with the knowledge I needed and a headache I didn’t want. Ruth had told me that the boys usually went out shooting and drinking at night, leaving one person back in the jailhouse. Tonight, it would be Tommy’s turn, and Tommy was a sleepy drunk.

It certainly wasn’t the most sophisticated plan I could imagine, but at least now I knew that breaking in was a viable option—one that might end in success rather than a bullet in my chest. Ruth had been detailed and thorough, telling me exactly where to find the key and how best to approach the jailhouse. There was no guarantee that it would work, but I had dealt with worse odds.

What I felt bad about was the promise Ruth had extracted from me in return for her help. She didn’t just want assistance slipping out of town; she wanted me to take her along for the ride, giving her a shot at a new life.

“Bounty hunting, trading, robbery, I don’t care. I want in.”

It was a ridiculous, insane thing to ask of someone I had just met— something most people would find laughable. It was the kind of deal some foundling from the city or rural outcast might make, but not a well-heeled wife. I was one of the few who could understand. After all, I’d been on the other end of a bargain like this one myself.

And that’s precisely why I felt so guilty about lying to her. There was no way in hell I could take Ruth with me— not once I got Bill and the keys to the gang’s stash of ill-gotten goods. Getting Bill and possibly Micah out, securing the goods, and then making it out without getting myself robbed or killed was going to be a tall order. I couldn’t afford to be playing mentor to a housewife with delusions of being the next Calamity Jane.

I liked the woman. I felt sympathy and more than a little attraction. But this was the business I was in. There was just going to have to be one more double-cross weighing on my mind.


Taking Charge

I cooled my heels at the saloon, heading to my bunk when I grew tired of the stale beer and tobacco smoke stench, hoping to avoid any questions or prying eyes. There was no point in overthinking my next steps. While it ran against my instincts, I was just going to have to make this up as I went along.

The sheriff and his boys made things easy for me, leaving town as a big boisterous group. If Ruth was right, and honest, then that would leave just one sleepy drunk guarding the prisoners. As much of a risk as it was, this was the best chance I was going to get. Unless, of course, I abandoned the plan.

But that would mean abandoning Bill, as well as the money. Despite everything that had gone on between us, I wasn’t ready to do that. I packed my meager possessions, cleaned my gun while praying I wouldn't have to use it, and made my way downstairs. A fistfight that sent someone crashing into the old tack piano gave me a good opportunity to leave without drawing attention as the angry shouts and comical caterwauling drew all the patrons’ eyes.

The night air was warm and oppressive, not helping my nerves. Weather like this seemed heavy with the promise of violence, like a mine filled up with gas, just waiting for that explosive spark. Despite all that, my hands remained steady and my palms were dry as I approached the imposing building where Bill and Micah were waiting for me. I reminded myself what was at stake, steeling my nerves against the unsettling possibility that the sheriff's bored but loyal wife had led me into a trap. A quick look through the window revealed Tommy, motionless and deep in a drunken stupor as promised. Even better, a set of heavy keys sat tantalizingly on the edge of the desk.

It was easy, maybe even too easy, but I knew better than to underestimate the stupidity of men.

I spent a few minutes searching for a side entrance but quickly realized that the risks of hanging about outside like some thief in the night outweighed the risks of just strolling through the main door. In the end, even the sound of the heavy wood opening and closing didn’t wake poor, sleepy Tommy. His face was obscured completely by his own hat, and a bottle of whiskey with a good deal less than half of the nectar left in it was held tightly in his hand. He was dead to the world, and I wondered for a moment if he might actually be dead.

I paused as a loud snore told me that he wasn’t dead. I was torn on what to do if he woke up—bullshit or pistol whip. Luckily, Deputy Tommy remained lost in his alcohol-drenched dreamland, allowing me to snag the keys and tiptoe past him toward the basement hoosegows.

The stairs opened up at the bottom into a dank room ringed with large barred cells, probably made for holding minor miscreants. Each had room for several people, but there was only one man in the entire place— Bill.

And what a sight he was.

As predicted, his big mouth had gotten him into trouble with the no-nonsense sheriff. That, presumably, is how he had ended up gagged and tied to a chair in his underwear.

“Well, look at this,” I purred, unable to avoid gloating. I ran my gaze up and down his body, enjoying the image. Bill was handsome, but he had never looked better than now. Beaten, bound, and vulnerable was just how I preferred my men, especially when they had wronged me. Or even just ignored my advice. Ideally I would have doled out the lesson myself, but at least this should have learned him some.

He opened a bruised eye and tried to hit me with that shit-eating grin, although the rag in his mouth got in the way of that. His poor decision-making had gotten him here, robbed of his guns and clothes and even his captivating smile. He was completely reliant on me to let him out, totally at my mercy. The realization was enough to send an almost overwhelming jolt of arousal coursing through my adrenaline-pumped body. It was enough to make me do something unprofessional. Something reckless.

“I guess your master plan didn’t work out so well?” I said, trying the keys in the cell door until one clicked into place.

Bill tried to chuckle despite his situation, but the reality of his helplessness undermined that facade of cool confidence. I circled him slowly, letting him stew for a moment while I stared at his body. There were new scrapes and bruises there, but they only made him look better. My only regret was that I hadn’t put them there myself.

“I guess you want me to untie you now, but part of me is wondering why I should? Sure, you could be some help,” I leaned in close, allowing him to feel my breath, to smell my familiar scent, “but you could also fuck things up again, just like you did here. Just like you did when I trusted you to keep those idiots in line back at the camp. You could betray me again, just like when I thought you might be ready to get serious.”

He let out a muffled noise of complaint, but I shushed him with a hand around the neck.

“Don’t bother denying it, Billy boy. I heard you shit-talking with the boys. They called me the pet whore of the group, asked if I was as loose as my morals as I seemed. You didn’t say much back, but that’s the fucking point. I don’t ask for much, but after what we’ve been through, I thought I could at least ask for some respect. I’ve seen you break a man’s jaw for less, but you let those yellow-bellied shits talk about me like that? Do you have any idea how that made me feel?

There was fear and panic in his eyes, and a satisfying tinge of genuine regret. Good.

“It made me feel like this.”

I spat in his face and enjoyed his shocked expression as the spittle ran down his gorgeous cheeks. Goddamn, that felt good, cathartic. I had made my point and knew I should end it there, getting on with the task at hand, but I needed this. I needed more.

“I don’t want your apologies or explanations. We’re beyond that now. All I want is for you to understand where you rank compared to me. So, I’m going to take this gag off now, and the next word out of your mouth better be please.”

“Please,” he croaked, throat dry from an evening without water, or his precious bourbon. “Please, Pearl, let me out."

I undid the ropes binding him to the chair but left the cuffs around his ankles. He fell heavily onto the floor when I pushed him, finally landing in the place where I really wanted him— helpless at my feet.

“Show me that respect, show me that you’re sorry,” I said, towering above him. “Crawl here and kiss my boot.”

The fact that Bill tried to maintain his dignity and confidence at all times just made it even hotter to see him robbed of it. There was no suave way to crawl on a cold stone floor, a task that I drew out by pulling my boot away whenever he got close. There was no dignified way to place your lips on a woman’s dirty leather boot, knowing that she controlled your fate.

“Please, Pearl,” he said, in between kisses when I finally allowed him to reach me. “You’re right. I was an asshole, a coward. You deserved better.”

Every kiss and every word sent a wave of sweet satisfaction through me. I had imagined so many types of payback, but this was something special. Revenge for me was a dish best served cold, and seasoned with sex.

And for me, nothing was sexier than a strong man on his knees.

“I just didn’t want to make you a point of contention with those people, a prize. I didn’t think making you a person worth fighting over would help you,” he strained up, trying to look me in the eye. There was an earnestness there, the kind that almost made you forget that you were dealing with a legendary bullshit artist. “You know what those men are like. I should have spoken up, but I wanted to keep you safe.”

Hmm. That did make a kind of sense. After everything I had done to raise myself up in the world, I couldn’t abide the idea that Bill might just think of me like that. So, I had never allowed him to explain before, simply throwing him out of my bed and freezing him out as much as I could. Bill knew how to read people, and he knew those men well.

Still, it hardly mattered now. What mattered is that I had all the power. And soon, if I pulled this gig off, I would have plenty of money. I knew, though, that despite sweet thoughts of riding solo, I would need Bill’s help.

“Enough,” I placed a boot on his chest and pushed him over. Prodding his crotch lightly with the toe of my shoe, I enjoyed the look of fear in his eyes. “You clearly can’t think straight with these big, full balls. How about I drain them for you?”

Bill looked appropriately discombobulated, but for once he knew when to keep his mouth shut. I pulled his undies halfway down his legs, not bothering to unbind his ankles, to reveal his thick, meaty cock.

I had missed a lot of things about Bill, if I was being completely honest with myself. Despite my anger at him, I had missed his wit, his humor, his quiet kind of kindness. Near the top of that list, though, was his proud, pulsating prick.

Despite all the abuse his body had been through, despite the imminent danger that someone might interrupt us at any moment, it was already rock hard. Bill had a tough exterior, but he had always liked it when I took charge and rode him like a stallion. Now, it seemed, he might like me being on top even more than I had understood. His cock was throbbing at the mere promise of my touch, looking harder and heavier than a Colt pistol. It seemed his body was responding not only to my presence or my take-charge attitude, but maybe even to the degradation I had visited upon him.

Interesting. Very, very interesting.

I placed a knee on his chest like he was some wounded prey and held my hand over his mouth like I was about to smother him in his bed, trapping Bill completely underneath me. I took his hardness in my hand and began stroking, using his already leaking precum as lubricant.

“You better not make a fucking sound,” I whispered, “and you better blow your load before you blow our cover.”

I stroked while Bill stared up at me with wide, wild eyes, deep blue pools of pure emotion. Part of me wished I was naked, so I could tease him with my unclothed body. If we had more time, I could have straddled his chest, feeling the warmth of his skin on mine as I played with him, but that would be an even riskier proposition. Plus, there was something fun about having him completely naked while I remained clothed.

“Uhhh,” he groaned, his sounds muffled by my hand pressing tightly down on his mouth.

“Shh, shh, shh, remember what I said. You were just starting to get back on my good side, so don’t make me ornery.”

Bill visibly tensed with effort as he tried to hold his moan, sending a rush through my body. His eyes rolled back in his head as I increased my speed, experienced hands dragging him toward the precipice.

He came suddenly, bucking like a maddened bull with long spurts of cum shooting up to cover his taut stomach and strong, hairy chest. It was all I could do to keep his much larger body pinned to the deck as I caressed his length, making sure to milk every last drop out of him. His pleasure turned to discomfort and then into pain as I stroked and stroked and stroked. I had Bill pinned to the floor while my hand kept him silent as he writhed and turned, his eyes begging silently for me to relent. Fuck, this was glorious.

“Remember, I’m not a whore, I'm a fucking outlaw. I’m in charge, and until we’re done, you’re my whore. Your gun is mine, your cock is mine, and your life is mine. If you remember that, I might see fit to forgive you. Understand?”

Bill nodded, making a muffled, pitiful noise of supplication. To me, this was the best he had ever looked.

“Good boy.”

I stood up and looked down at him, taking in the full picture. He was broken, his face red and sweaty with cum adorning his tight body. The best artists in the world, in London, Paris, or Canton, couldn't have painted me a prettier picture.

A small amount of his seed had landed on my boot, so I cleaned it off with my finger before bringing it to my lips. It tasted salty but sweet, like taffy, the same way I remembered it. On the spur of the moment, I bent down and kissed him hard, on the lips, enjoying the way he seemed to melt into it.

Luckily, Bill’s discarded clothes sat piled haphazardly in the corner. That would allow him to get back a modicum of decency before we went to find Micah, although if the sound of Bill’s beating had traveled to his cell then it would be only a modicum.

“Let’s go,” I said, undoing his ankle cuffs. “It’s time to work.”

***

"Well, well, if it ain’t the lovebirds. I didn’t expect to see anyone walk in here, but least of all you two," Micah smirked with those thin, mean lips. He lay against the stone wall, dressed in his old, dirty clothes. Apparently, the locals hadn’t fancied beating up on him half as much as on the pretty boy trailing behind me. That made sense. Even captured and bound, Micah exuded a sense of danger. "Is this your honeymoon or something?"

"And there I thought you’d be pleased to see us," I shot back, dangling the keys in my hand.

"Course I am! Much better you than that ugly, prissy, stuck-up sheriff," he spat on the floor. The cell, like his clothes, was filthy, hidden away in a back room of the basement, away from the other cages. Clearly, it was meant for special prisoners. "I didn’t expect you to come back from your little holiday, or wherever. And if this is a jailbreak, well, I thought Perry might have sent a few more men."

"Well, the good news is, we’re here. The bad news is, he ain’t the one who sent us. They ain’t coming, and we’re your only way out."

In the end, it didn’t take much to persuade Micah of the right course of action. He was hard-bitten, violent, but always a pragmatist at heart. He knew that the most likely futures awaiting him ended with the clink or the rope, unless he came with us.

"Fine, I’ll take you where the old stash is, but you ain’t gonna get in without the key or a shitload of dynamite."

"These jail keys aren’t the only things I’ve purloined," I said, smiling broadly. I hoped he would react well to my betrayal of our old leader.

Micah scowled, that loyal streak of his clearly smarting at the thought of what I’d done to Perry, but he didn’t explode in rage. That was a good sign.

"Well, he ain’t gonna like that. The old man’s also likely to hightail it straight to the money once he realizes it’s gone."

"That’s right. It’s a good old-fashioned race. So, we better pony up."

Bill let Micah out and undid his cuffs, allowing him a moment to stretch. I knew better than to trust him, but I felt lucky that at least he was seeing sense so far. The safest bet in life is to expect a man to follow his own self-interest, and at that moment, we were the only people for him to throw his lot in with.

There was only one way out of the jailhouse, which meant passing our drunken host once again. He was still in a powerful stupor when I poked my head up the stairs, but three people had more of a presence than one, and the men weren’t as light-footed as I was.

I was nearly at the door, with Bill following behind me, when Deputy Tommy woke up with a start.

"What the fu-"

Bill moved fast, leaping over the desk and dragging the barely-woken man to the ground. To his credit, he didn’t look for revenge on one of his captors, instead quickly and efficiently taking his back before wrapping a strong arm around his neck. Tommy’s eyes bulged as he struggled for air, but Bill’s grip was unrelenting. The light went out in the lawman’s eyes, and I was just about to step in when Bill let go, expertly gauging when he had reached unconsciousness.

"You should finish the job," Micah said, his voice as cold and flat as an iced-over lake.

"I’d rather not spill any more blood," Bill replied, placing a knee on Tommy in case he woke up. I didn't think there was much chance of that, with the expert choke sending him straight back into a drunken slumber.

"Don’t come over all Christian now," Micah said, just short of scoffing. "Those cells weren't sound-tight, so I know those boys worked you over pretty good."

That opened the question of what else he had heard from his cell, but I pushed that thought out of my mind to focus on the dilemma at hand. I knew that this whole affair was going to bring us plenty of hurly-burly, but I wanted to get away clean if I could. Killing lawmen would have Marshals and bounty hunters and Pinkertons chasing us to the gates of Hell.

"Nah, we ain’t killing him," I said, trying to sound like a leader rather than just the deciding vote. "We could use a hostage."

"He’ll slow us down," Micah scowled.

"Two horses, four people, we can manage. Plus, if we get cornered, it won't matter how fast we are. We’ll need some chips to stay in the game."

The scowl deepened, but he nodded in acquiescence, his pragmatism winning out again. This was why I could work with Micah, even if I didn’t like or trust him.

Micah and I trussed Tommy up and gagged him, waving a pistol in his face to encourage him to keep quiet when he finally regained consciousness. When that was done, I went to get the horses, not fully trusting either of the boys not to make a run for it. I led them round to the front, thanking my lucky stars that the street was quiet.

The plan was going off about as well as it could in the circumstances, but it was a rickety coalition with little margin for error. I couldn’t shake the bad feeling about the whole affair. I reminded myself that this was my plan, my score, my way out. It had to happen, even if it got messy.

We rode out with Micah leading the way, Tommy slung over the back of his own horse like a piece of game. The unspoken arrangement was that he took the lead so that Bill or I would have a clean shot if he fled.

That’s the good thing about working with professionals, I thought. You don’t have to explain every little detail.

As we left the houses behind, I saw something else to make me uneasy—a light shining out of Ruth’s window, reminding me of that feisty little darling that I was going to abandon to this backwater town. I would be condemning her to boredom at least and the ire of the town if they guessed her role in the prison break. The sheriff’s wife had come through for us and deserved her shot at freedom just like anybody else, but we couldn’t afford any more deadwood right now.

She would just have to fend for herself, just like I always had.


Unexpected Meetings

We rode out in silence with that desolate absence of space laid out in front of us. As soon as we were out of earshot of the town we picked up pace, dust kicking up around us as Micah propelled the group forward.

I knew from memory that there was a large hill bounded by a sharp ravine a few hours ahead, but the waning moonlight hid all that from view. Instead, it was just Micah on his horse with the bound deputy in front of us, forging our path into the darkness.

I always struggled to reconcile the biting cold of a desert night with the punishing heat of the day. Going from bright hot anger to icy coldness was something I should understand, given my own temperament, but it was hard to believe a place could change as quickly as a person.

Of course, the weather wasn’t the only thing that changed out here. America was changing. The people were changing. The West was changing. I wanted to change with it, to become more than just another gunslinger ready to die in the dirt.

Bill rode beside me, seeming reassuringly bright and alert after his captivity. He was someone I had gone hot and cold on, that was for sure. When we had been riding together, before all this, he had been the only person in the gang that I felt any real camaraderie with, even before it turned sexual. Him as a half-black man, and me as a woman- we were both outsiders, and it bound us together. That’s what made it so devastating when I thought of him talking about me like I was just some woman- I was an outsider even to my fellow outsider.

Perhaps it was just self-preservation, but I was glad he was here. Our little… talk back in the jailhouse had given me a new perspective on him, and I prayed that he could be trusted.

Fuck that, I prayed that I could be trusted. My judgment had always been my saving grace, but there was something about Bill that made me double-guess myself. I didn’t know who was in charge when I was around him- me or my libido.

If I died in a gunfight, I could go out happy. If I died in someone else’s bed with a bottle in my hand, all the better. Something I couldn’t abide was the idea that some girlish crush might undo me.

Bill sidled up to me, pulling his horse alongside mine as our pace steadied. “So, what do you reckon we’re gonna find in this place, if we ever make it there?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. Old Perry liked to keep his cards close to his chest.”

“Nah, you were always his favorite.”

“He didn’t tell me shit,” I said, half-truthfully. “You were the golden boy.”

“He didn’t trust me, for some reason,” Bill laughed.

“Well, he didn’t trust anyone. Guess we’re proving the paranoid ol’ bastard right. No-one in our business is loyal.”

We rode in silence for a moment, stewing in the depths of our betrayal. I felt at peace with what we were doing, mostly. I had my reasons and they were good. Still, some notion that there was honor among thieves played in my mind.

“He trusted Micah, though,” Bill said, his voice low. Our new ally was too far ahead to hear us over the sound of his own horse’s hoof beats, but voices sometimes had a way of traveling on the desolate wind, making you feel the breath of ghosts on the back of your neck.

“He did.”

“And Micah was always loyal.”

“He was.”

“So, here’s the question. Can we trust Micah?”

There was no real question there, not always no real alternative.

“Fuck no. But we need him. We don’t have time to go wandering about these hills looking for the stash.”

“I know, I know. But it’s going to be hard to relax knowing that he could put a bullet in our backs at any point.”

I laughed at that. How was he expecting this to go down?

“This ain’t meant to be relaxing, Bill. We need to get in there, get enough loot to make a new start, and then go our separate ways. Micah can go running back to Perry or go join a monastery for all I care. We just need to keep edgy ‘til then.”

“You know I’m good at getting in and out fast,” Bill said. It was too dark to see his smirk, but I knew it was there. I guess his draining back in the jailhouse hadn’t completely removed his sense of distraction.

After a few long minutes, Bill spoke again.

“When you say separate ways… does that include us?”

“Why wouldn’t it?”

“Well,” he paused, seeming to pick his words carefully for once. “I know we might be about to split a pretty hefty paycheck, but you don’t seem like the type to retire to a farm.”

“Don’t I? Gingham dress, couple of farm dogs, a big, dumb, doting husband. Might be nice.”

“That would be hell, for you. You would miss the freedom.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it would be a new type of freedom.”

“At the very least you’re going to be on the run from Perry and the boys, for a while. You could use someone to watch your back.”

He was playing it cool, but I could tell he was desperate. It was adorable, and I would be lying if I said the idea of me and him on the open road didn’t spark something in me. Still, I wasn’t ready to let him know just how much I had thawed on him yet.

“Watch my backside, you mean. And keep you alive,” I paused, letting him sweat a little. ”If we get out of this alive, and if you’re good… then sure. Maybe I’ll keep you.”

I couldn’t see his smile in the pale moonlight, but I could picture it as clear as day.

***

The bleak emptiness of the plain gave way to gentle rolling foothills as we closed in on the mountain range. The peaks were small compared to what you might see elsewhere in this vast country, but they seemed gigantic compared to the flat land around them. They loomed over us, intimidating in the darkness but yet welcoming at the same time. They provided some cover, at least, from the biting wind and from prying eyes. I knew that as the heat of the day started to build I would begin to crave the cool shade of those foothills even more.

Micah led us up and then down, along gorges and through ravines, keeping a good pace despite the dangerous footing and the occasionally writhing human cargo strapped to the back of his mount. The first insistent rays of twilight were threatening to poke through the cloud when, finally, we stopped.

We had passed by the entrance to some old, derelict mine and now stood by some smaller sub-tunnel. From afar it looked like just some gap hillside, perhaps a small cave, but a solid iron door just inside said that there was something of value inside. Copper, maybe even gold in the past. Now, I hoped, something even more valuable.

“Well, here we are,” Micah said, which counted as a lot of words for him. “Hope you got that key tucked away somewhere safe.”

“Mhhhmhmurgh,” came a muffled cry from Deputy Tommy. I could only imagine how bad his hangover must be right now. I walked over to him and undid the gag but not his blindfold, holding my canteen to his lips so he could gulp down some water.

“I haven’t seen your faces, I don’t know where we are. You can let me go and I won’t say a word.”

He had clearly been rehearsing this little speech during his uncomfortable journey. To be fair, it was delivered in a solid, steady voice. He might have been a formidable man, once.

“Tommy, unless you’re twice as stupid as you seem, which is very stupid indeed, then you already know exactly who we are. You don’t know where we are, but that’s exactly why we ain’t about to let you go. You’d die of thirst and get eaten by coyotes before long.”

“And we don’t want that to happen,” Bill said, standing on the other side of him.

“No, not unless you try to fuck with us. So just behave, and you can get out of this alive. OK?”

Micah snorted derisively but Tommy nodded. Our speech probably wasn't very reassuring, but at least he had a way out to believe in. That was a reason for him not to do anything too desperate.

I made to unlock the door, praying that the key would work. A large sigh escaped me when it worked, the heavy door grinding open with a sickening noise. The entrance was pitch black, but I could just make out that uninviting downward curve that told me I would be making a subterranean descent. A trip down into hell to find my little slice of heaven.

“Ladies first,” Micah drawled, gesturing downward.

“No, no, age before beauty,” gesturing downward. I fixed him with a smile, but my suspicion went unsaid. He might not have a gun, but I still didn't fancy being alone underground with my back to him.

“I’ll go first,” Bill said, ever eager to play the hero.

“We need you to stay up here,” I said firmly. “You and Deputy Drunkard. I don’t want anyone sneaking up on us while we are down there.”

Bill frowned at that, overprotective, but I could tell he had run through the possibilities the same way I had. We needed someone on lookout and Micah would be just as likely to switch sides, run, or lock us down there for fun. It had to be Bill.

“Right, let’s go.”

We tied the horses up to the side and led Tommy inside, blindfolded and gagged with a stern warning not to try anything. Bill took up a position by the entrance, crouched behind the rocks with a commanding view of the land. The slowly emerging light showed that there were multiple routes up to Perry’s hidey-hole, but no one would get close without us at least having some warning.

“You sure you don’t want me to head down?” Bill said. “Maybe I can carry more of... well, whatever is down there.”

“I need to see this through. Anyway, you’re a better spotter than me,” I admitted.

“Aw, shucks,” he laughed. “At least if we all die today I’ll have one compliment I can take with me.”

“We ain’t going to die. Plus,” I stood close to him, driven by gallows humor and horniness. “You still owe me some attention from earlier.”

With that, I turned and followed an inpatient Micah, taking one of the two torches he had lit as we prepared to make our way down into the belly of the beast.

The flames played on the bare walls as we walked in stony silence, casting flickers of light among the suffocating shadows. I wouldn’t say I was afraid of places like this, not least because I would never admit to being scared of anything if I could help it. Still, I felt far more at home under the wide-open sky. I liked to see the birds flying above my head, even if they were vultures. Down here, I couldn't help but feel like a trapped animal. I couldn’t stop myself from imagining how many poor souls had died down here, mining ore or gold to make some other man rich.

Luckily, we didn’t have too far to go. We had barely rounded the corner when we came to another door. My heart dropped when I saw that it was padlocked shut. I had filched one key from Perry and feared that we were about to fall at the final hurdle.

Micah looked back at me with a slight, uncharacteristic smile glinting vaguely in the dim torchlight. “It’s a good thing you came for me. Even if you had found this place, one key wouldn’t have been enough. The old man wouldn’t have let anyone know about that key if it was enough to get you in here, would he?”

“I suppose not,” I admitted.

Micah walked down the corridor a little and began kicking over rocks, handing me his torch so he could use both hands to search through the dirt. Soon enough, he found what he was looking for- a small strongbox with a combination lock. He opened the box and took out the second key.

“You ain’t gonna shoot me in the back, are you?” Micah asked, his voice low and even as if he was asking about the weather.

“Course not,” I smiled sweetly. “I ain’t the backstabbing type.”

“Hmm, Perry might disagree, but I suppose you got no reason. You always were a decent sort.”

I liked this about Micah. He was a man so accustomed to the thought of death that he could be logical about it. Not many in the world like that.

He stood up and made his way to the door, wrestling with the rusty lock for a moment. The door ground opened with a squeal and Micah stepped inside, taking a torch to light his way. The room inside was small and dingy, maybe an old supply room of some kind rather than a treasure cave like I had enjoyed reading about in the Arabian Nights. Now though, it had been repurposed. Boxes lined the walls, each one filled with the promise of considerable riches. As I began to search them, I found plenty to keep the horses fed and watered for a good while.

Bonds and bills, gold nuggets and jewelry. Just a portion of those goods pilfered and robbed during a lifetime of crime. I wondered why Perry hadn’t just retired, since he was sitting on this gold mine inside an old mine, but I knew well enough. He couldn’t leave the only life he had ever known.

“Let’s get packing and go. Small and valuable,” I said, as if he didn’t know the drill. We began stuffing the goods into the bags we had brought down with us, packing jewels next to nuggets of gold next to currency of various denominations. We couldn't carry it all and would almost certainly be leaving some good loot behind, but time was of the essence.

Plus, this way Perry would have something left, at least. I smiled at the thought of some optimist trying to explain that silver lining to the cantankerous old bastard. Part of me wished I had brought some paper so I could write him a note.

We were heading back up the tunnel, some small part of me believing that it might actually be this easy, when Bill came barreling round the corner towards us.

“We have company,” he said, grim expression undercutting the studied coolness in his voice. “A fair few of them, as well.”

“I’m going to be requiring one of your extra guns,” Micah drawled. “I ain’t planning on getting caught alive with my hands in Perry’s pocket. I’d rather be caught by Apaches.”

He wasn’t wrong there. I shuddered to think of the fate that would await me if I got taken alive after a betrayal of this magnitude. I doubted it would be pretty if it were the sheriff and his boys either. I thought on it as the three of us approached the entrance, blood pumping loudly in my ears.

“From the dust clouds I reckon we’ve got over a dozen men riding up. I’d rather fight than surrender, but running sounds good to me,” Bill said, hand resting on his holstered gun.

“Either way, I say we kill Rip Van Winkle over there. Don’t need a snake in the grass, whatever way this shakes out.”

Tommy began grunting through his gag as a man threatened with imminent death is likely to do. Still, something about his wide eyes and insistent moaning told me there was something worthwhile he wanted to say, something more useful than just him begging for his life.

“It isn’t your old friends,” he croaked through parched lips as I removed the gag. “It’s the Sheriff and a posse, I guarantee you that. And another guarantee is that they’ll let you live if you just surrender. Ain’t nobody died yet, so don’t nobody have to die.”

“And just how would you know that?” I asked, removing my knife from my boot in an unspoken guarantee of my own.

“Because they knew there was treasure nearby, or thought there was anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s been rumors floating around these parts for years, about some outlaw’s secret stash. X marks the spot, all that kind of stuff. When they caught your man over there we thought it might be a chance to find it, but well, he ain't exactly the talkative type.”

A grunt from Micah punctuated the deputy's point nicely. “They did ask me about whether we had a stash nearby, now that I think about it, but I knocked the teeth out the first guy to try working me over. After that they just left me well enough alone.”

“The sheriff had talked about letting him go, tracking him to see where he went, but I didn’t know he was going to go through with it. Didn’t realize I was getting left as bait.”

Could he be telling the truth? It might all be a coincidence, of course, but it could also be a bold play from this yokel lawman. He could have seen through me, could have read exactly how desperate I was. Could have used Micah and me to lead him right to the stash.

That means his little vixen of a wife could have been in on it, too.

That could even mean that Micah was in on it, just waiting for his moment.

My mind was spinning out when Bill stepped in.

“We need a plan, fast, and with three guns against a dozen it had better be a good one.”

“Back into the mine? Funnel them in and get them one by one?” Micah said, thinking like the ex-soldier he was.

“What if they have dynamite?”

“They won’t blow the tunnel if they want what’s in it.”

“They could smoke us out, or starve us,” I pointed out, not wanting to die trapped like a rat. “We need options.”

“We need a distraction,” Bill said.

“We need a fuckin’ decision,” Micah said, just as the sound of hoofbeats began to draw closer.

I looked down at Tommy, suddenly glad that my kindheartedness had brought along this dead weight. “OK, Deputy, it's your time to shine. Fellas, give me a hand here.”

The flat plain leading to our position split into several paths that wound their way through the rocks. If we sent Tommy down one, he might make the posse pursuing us follow him. At the very least, it might whittle down their numbers as they split up. It was barely light and if we could make it into one of the rock ravines in the next hill over to the east we just might be able to lose them all in the chaos.

I explained my thinking as we tied Tommy to our stolen horse. There were no complaints, or more accurately, no better ideas. Micah and Bill loaded up the loot on the remaining horses and prepared to make a run for it.

“Good luck Tommy boy, I really hope you make it,” the haggard man stared back at me with baleful eyes. “And if you do… well, maybe cut back on the drinking.”

With that I slapped his horse and sent it galloping rightward down the hill, raising my gun into the air and firing a few shots to spur the mare on and draw some attention. It would probably only buy us a few minutes, a gnat’s chance in gale, but it was better than nothing. It was better than dying underground.

Bill had given Micah his horse and waited on the back of mine, rifle in his hand so we could cover us while riding double. I leaped on and we broke east into the rising sun. Maybe the light would blind our assailants and give us a few extra precious seconds, or maybe it would just let us die with the warm rays on our faces. Either way, I would take every advantage we could get.

Micah hared ahead, lighter on his own, but we weren’t far behind. I could hear shouts of confusion, the galloping and whining of horses suddenly changing direction, the shouts of several men trying to give commands at once. The rocky outcropping and welcoming foothills were still much too far away, but at least our gambit had put the cat amongst the chickens.

Suddenly, the sound of distant gunfire rang out. At first, I thought it might have been poor Tommy taking a stray, and my heart grew a tad heavy for him, but then one shot was joined by another, and another, and another. Something had gone south in a bad way for the boys who had tracked us. But if it wasn’t us firing on them, who was it?

Perry and the gang were the only explanation. By some stroke of good fortune, our two rivals had arrived at the same time and caught each other in the crossfire. Our would-be killers were our saviors. I smiled at the irony- if only they could know that they had just saved our asses!

“We have some company,” Bill shouted over the galloping. “At least four of them.”

A bullet whizzed past our heads, punctuating his warning. Three more pieces of lead headed toward us while Bill patiently lined up his shot, the voice in my head screaming at him to hurry up about it. One shot from his repeater was followed by another, then another, with distant shouts a moment later.

“Two down,” he shouted. “But the goddam gun’s jammed.”

Shit. I was a fast rider but this mare was old, too old to hold two people and hit any kind of pace. She was slowing and we would soon be sitting ducks without any return fire. I just focused on urging her forward and we crossed the plain, the rocky outcrops coming slowly closer and closer.

“Fuck!” Bill shouted as a bullet whizzed by, closer than ever. I felt his body press back against mine and heard the pain in his voice. My blood ran cold as I realized he had been hit.

“Are you OK?”

“Just a graze,” he said through gritted teeth, and I hoped he was telling the truth. I heard him empty his six-shooter in return, his grunt of frustration telling me that he hadn't hit his target. I could hear the remaining horses closing in and knew the end wasn’t far away.

So near, and yet so far, I thought.

Suddenly, two explosions rang out nearby, deafening and discombobulating me. I couldn’t see where they had come from or what had caused them, with all my focus put towards keeping our horse under control. Dust clouds swirled around us, blinding us and our tail. Somehow, we found a route into the red rocks, our horse sure-footed if slow as we twisted and turned.

Time faded away as I drove us forward, but soon it was just Bill and I on the horse with Micah slightly ahead, the sounds of pursuit long gone. Perhaps they had fallen, or lost us in the maze of natural maze. Maybe those mystery explosions had taken them out, although God knows where they had come from. Whatever had happened, I was glad for the respite.

We had just about caught up with Micah when I spotted a lone rider on a ridge above us. All three of us reached for our guns when the figure raised their hand, hailing us rather than hiding or opening fire.

“What do you think?” Bill asked.

“I say that we take no chances,” Micah intoned, consistent as always.

“If they were following us they would be hiding, if they wanted to kill us they would have fired,” I said. I had some sneaking suspicion about who it might be. Improbable as it seemed, I had to know.

Micah said nothing, knowing well enough that there was no point in arguing. He kept his hand on his gun though, no doubt half-hoping for some sign of betrayal.

The horseback silhouette began to zig-zag toward us, catching us up a few moments later. They wore trousers and a scarf across their face, but as they moved closer the feminine curves became unmistakable. It was a woman, and there was only one woman who it could be.

“Well, what about that!” Ruth said, pulling down the scarf to reveal a wide, almost maniacal smile.

“Get to the front and keep moving, we’ll talk when we’re safe,” I growled, fixing her with a hard stare and pointing forward with my gun. This was no place for reunions, fond or otherwise. We would just have to keep going, keeping Ruth well within our sights.

We kept moving, Micah leading us through winding mountain paths until we eventually found a cave tucked well off any path. It was defensible in a pinch but, more importantly, we shouldn’t be found here. It would give us a place to wait out of the heat of the day, now causing sweat to run stinging into my eyes, until nightfall. That’s when we could risk travelling across the plains again. I wanted out of this county, this region, this state.

First, though, I had some questions that needed answers. I was in no mood to ask nicely.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked, handing the reins of my horse to Bill and closing the distance to Ruth.

“It was me saving you all,” she said, her pearly white smile collapsing into a look of genuine puzzlement.

“Was it?” I asked, grabbing the front of her shirt with one hand and used the other to pin her against the rocks. “You, the sheriff’s wife, just happened to give me the information that played right into his hands?”

“I didn’t-” she tried to protest, but I cut her off by drawing my knife, her eyes going wide in shock.

“You did. I broke out Micah, he led us to the stash, your man followed. It was all planned. Tommy told us as much.”

“Not by me,” she said, jutting out her chin definitely. She hadn’t been in many situations like this, but she was fighting mightily to hold down her fear. “You asked, I answered. Those men don’t tell me a goddam thing. They certainly wouldn’t trust me with some scheme.”

“Well, how did you end up here?”

“I saw them saddling up, looking a lot more prepared and a lot less drunk than usual, and I wasn't born yesterday,” she puffed her chest out, pride temporarily winning out over fear. “Used a spare key to raid the armory, tailed them, and helped make a commotion at just the right time.”

“So, it’s all a big fat coincidence?”

“Or he was relying on me to help you. Either way, I didn't know.”

“And why would you help us?” Bill asked.

“Because me and her had a deal?”

“A deal?” Bill asked. Even Micah, who had been studiously petting Bill’s horse, looked curious.

“That I could come with you. Join up, or whatever.”

Even as Ruth said it, she seemed to deflate a little. Her dream seemed so silly in the harsh light of day. That made me soften on her immediately, but I had to get to the bottom of this.

“First I’m hearing about any deal,” Bill said.

“Well, you were a little tied up,” I pointed out.

“And when were you planning to come back for this little lady?” Micah asked, his voice dripping with amused contempt. Helpful as always.

There was a moment of silence as Ruth took it all in. Any sense of success, excitement, or anticipation was gone. Instead, she realized how desperate and oh so vulnerable she was.

“Look, I know you were leaving without me, I'm not an idiot. That’s fine, you had a job to do. I also know you don’t trust me. That’s fine as well. But I did save you. I’m here now, and I can’t go back. Please, take me with you.”

Rapping my fingers on the handle of my knife, I took a moment to consider Ruth’s words. I wanted to believe her, but it was all just a little improbable, too neat. Would I be a fool to trust her, again?

“For what it's worth, she's telling the truth,” said Micah, of all people, his voice flat and disinterested.

“What?” Bill asked, as shocked as I was. The old war horse’s instinct had always been to shoot first and ask questions later. He had some notion of loyalty and honor, I'd give him that, but he had never been the kind to carry around dead weight.

Was he getting sentimental in his old age? Or was he feeling smitten by a pretty damsel?

Neither seemed likely.

“Look, if she misdirected you then her job was already done. Why would they have brought her? Why would she be here now, after they already found the stash?”

“Maybe she's with us, hoping we'll lead her back to the gang?” I offered, not believing it myself.

“She's a housewife, not a Pinkerton,” Micah snorted. “The boys around here would rather the stash than a showdown, and a small-town sheriff ain’t gonna put his pretty little wife in danger for some shot at a traveling gang of thieves. Plus, if they were looking for Perry and the boys, well, it sounded like they might have been getting acquainted back there.”

Ruth nodded. “I saw the other riders come in, and saw my husband turn tail and run. There isn't some long con going on here. Just me, trying to find a future.”

“I can't believe I'm the one saying this,” Micah smiled, showing his yellowed teeth. “I say we trust her. But fuck it, since I'll be on my way soon enough, I don't rightly care a Continental.”

“Bill?” I asked, since apparently this was a group decision now.

“God knows why she'd give up an easy life for… all this. She must be crazy, but I've heard crazier, so I guess I believe her.”

“Fine,” I growled, not releasing her yet. I pressed the flat of my knife to her face and stared into her eyes. “If you fuck with me I promise that I'll make a lifetime of purgatory in that bumfuck town with those bumpkins look like a little slice of heaven. Do you understand me?”

I watched as Ruth’s chest heaved, breasts pressing against my hand. Her cheeks blushed and her eyes widened as she stared back at me. Fuck, she was beautiful. I wanted her. It was different from the way I wanted Bill, but no less insistent. That realization brought a rush of blood to my body as I felt something that was entirely inappropriate given the gravity of our situation.

“Yes, Ma'am,” she said, voice breathy and almost seductive.

“Good,” I said, releasing her before I gave in to the urge to kiss her. “Take first watch with Bill here, while I sleep on it. Bill, we'll swap at mid-afternoon and get ready to ride at sundown.”

We moved everything inside and found a resting space as best as we could. Sleeping felt like a risk, an act of profound trust, but I believed Bill could be relied upon, at least. After a full night's ride and our narrow escape we were all exhausted. We needed rest before we planned our next move.

I promised myself that I'd sleep with one eye open but as soon as I laid my head down I found myself slipping into a warm, dreamless dark, imagining that I was pressing my face into some soft breasts rather than the hard ground.


Fond Goodbyes

I took second watch with Micah, sitting largely in silence while I poured over an outdated map, trying to figure out where in the world we were. The chaos of our escape had taken us far from the beaten path, but all we had to do was make it to some river or train line so we could find our way far, far from this place.

Parceling out the loot was always an awkward task after a job, but to my surprise Micah didn’t quibble with the modest share I gave him. After all, if it wasn’t for us he would still be in that jail cell. I kept the lion’s share for myself, wondering if Bill was serious about sticking with me. I decided to give him the chance to bail, filling his saddlebags with more than enough jewels and nuggets to keep him going for a while. If he wanted to give this another shot, I wanted to know that the choice was all his.

I woke Bill and Ruth around dusk, sharing out some hard tack and jerky between us all. Spreading out my probably useless map in front of us, I pointed to roughly where I thought we were.

“If we’re here then our best bet is to make it to the river, here. From there, we can follow it to Johnswood, swap out our horses and, well, figure it out from there.”

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the best my brain could come up with. Despite my rest, I was still exhausted. I needed a warm bath, a soft bed, and eager hands all over my body.

“Jim might have sent word to Johnswood. He’s friendly with folks there,” Ruth said.

“I think this map is out of date,” Bill added.

“Well, at least I brought one!”

“Hey, I ain’t bellyaching. It’s a good thing,” Bill said, pointing to the map “I’m pretty sure there’s a train line that runs along here, and a water station not too far. If we get on there, we can avoid any prying eyes and be out of riding distance by tomorrow.”

Well, it was certainly an improvement. Being far away from this place was exactly what I wanted. Far away from the dust and dirt and wide-open plains. Far away from the traveling criminals and backwards locals. I wanted to coast, the city, the forest, or anywhere.

With no better ideas forthcoming, we saddled up and moved out, with Ruth riding on the back of my mare. The horse had performed admirably, and although I had always studiously avoided naming my mounts, I did feel a connection. I made sure she was well-fed and watered before we left, talking to her calmly in a soft voice. I stopped just short of naming her, though, not wanting to make another weakness for myself. I had picked up enough strays as it was, without getting too attached to an old mare.

Our journey was silent and mercifully uneventful, with each of us sitting high and watchful in the saddle. I shushed Ruth each time she tried to talk, wanting to keep focused on the task at hand, but I enjoyed the proximity of her body and the smell of her perfume. I hadn’t been with a woman in a long time, not since I had lived at Madame Beauchamp’s hookshop, but I suddenly felt the urge again.

Focus, I told myself. We ain’t out of the woods yet.

When the train tracks came into view, it was the sweetest sight I had seen in a long time. We were still high in the gently undulating hills, with some distance still to go. Still, the end was quite literally in sight.

“OK, let’s move fast,” I said as we gathered our breath. “We wouldn't want to miss our ride now!”

As if to punctuate my point, a lonesome whistle came from far away.

“Shit,” Ruth said, curse words sounds filthy coming from her pretty mouth. “We’re too late.”

“Nah, it’ll stop a while to take on water,” Bill said. “If we ride hard, we can make it.”

“Then let’s go.”

As we kicked on, a shot rang out, whizzing past my head. We had been trailed, stalked, and hunted, our pursuers taking their time like a flock of vultures. Our sudden burst of movement had forced them to spring their ambush early. We all hurried forward on instinct, although for all we knew we could be surrounded, trapped. Suddenly, the sound of horses, distant but numerous, became inescapable.

“BILLY! PEARL! YOU FUCKING TRAITORS!” came a scream, carried on the wind. I guess now we knew who it was. The realization made my blood run cold and my stomach shrink.

We rode hard, darting between rocks and trees, hoping the obstacles and the hilly terrain would make us hard to hit. Micah pulled ahead but Bill slowed down, staying next to Ruth and me even though he could have let us easily in his dust. Our horses were struggling, mine most of all under the weight of two bodies and the accumulated loot. Any advantage we had over the hellhounds at our heels was evaporating fast. Our path down the hill was leading us to a narrow pass, the perfect place to stand and fight, but we had limited bullets and even more limited time.

It was a straight race, but not one we were likely to win.

“Go,” Bill shouted, his breathing labored. “Let’s make sure this wasn’t all for nothing.”

“Don’t be stupid! Heroics doesn't suit you.”

“Nothing suits me better,” he joked, his teeth flashing into a smile while his eyes stayed hard and serious.

“There’s a chokepoint up ahead. I’ll hold them, thin them out, then catch you up.”

I was riding too hard to argue but shook my head, my eyes screaming at him.

“You can't outrun them on that horse. I’ll be faster catching you up on my own. It might not work, but it might.”

The logic was undeniable, but horrible. If we all ran we would all die. If Bill fought, then we would only probably die. I slowed, my mind preparing to say goodbye even as my heart denied it.

“Look, at least if I die it’ll be by getting shot in the front and not the back. Now, give me your guns and go.”

I threw him my six-shooter, while Ruth passed him her repeater. She pulled out a stick of dynamite from some hiding place and he looked at it with a wide smile.

“I’ve spent a lifetime wondering what pretty girls were hiding under the skirts, but I didn’t expect this.”

Despite it all, I laughed. This wouldn’t be the first time I had said goodbye to a friend, but it would be the hardest.

“Bill, I-“

“Shh, just go. We’ll talk soon enough.”

He slapped my slowing horse, sending it forward through the pass, while he began picking his way up the high ground. Bill was a good shot, maybe the best I had ever seen, but this would take a miracle. I’d stopped believing in those a long time ago.

It didn’t take long for the gunshots to ring out, each different caliber adding a note to that deadly symphony. We had almost caught up to Micah, not far from the water station, when they finally started to slow. Then, after a brief moment, there was an almighty boom. I choked back tears, knowing that there would be a lifetime to grieve if we got through this. Ruth placed a hand gently on my shoulder, saying nothing. Even in all the chaos, I appreciated the gesture.

It surprised me that Micah waited for us to catch up, watching as the train sat still and silent in the dark. He owed us nothing, after all.

“Bill stayed behind?” I nodded, unable to form the words to reply. My silence said everything. “He was a good man. Let’s go.”

We spurred our horses forward, making it to the train just as the crew finished up their tasks. A wad of bills silenced the railwayman’s protest and we began unloading our hard-won gains into an unoccupied carriage. I handed my horse to a water station worker, petting her nose and slipping him a bill to make sure she found a good home. It was a goodbye on top of a goodbye, but I couldn’t force her onto the cattle cart even if this train had one. She deserved a good rest, even more than we did.

I sat down heavily on the train, sadness threatening to overcome exhaustion, just as the train started to pull away. Two days ago I had never wanted to see Bill again, or at least that’s what I had been telling myself. Well, my wish was coming true. I had gotten everything I wanted, and it felt so empty.

Ruth sat opposite me, sipping heavily from a metal canteen. I closed my eyes and couldn’t help but imagine what it would look like to see Bill galloping alongside us, pulling himself onto the train, and fixing me with that lively, hungry stare. It sounded like I could hear it, the urgent beat of hoofs pounding alongside the gentle chugging of the train.

“Who’s that?” Ruth said, pointing out the window.

I felt suddenly naked, realizing that I had given all my weapons to Bill. Perry and the boys were well-versed in train jobs, and if they got in here it would be a slaughterhouse. I saw that Micah had the same idea, his hand immediately going to his gun.

There was a single rider, pulling closer and closer to the train, but in the darkness I couldn’t make out their face. It could be Perry, or Angus, Holden, or Ramirez. It could, just possibly, be Bill.

I ran to the door and pulled it open, suddenly, stupidly willing to take the risk. The wind whipped by as the train slowly built up speed, the juggernaut threatening to outpace the horse. Then, without warning, I felt cold iron on my back.

Micah wrapped a strong arm around my neck, pulling me back into the car. I could smell his sweat and rancid breath, the cold fear inside me giving way to a hot flush of anger. After all this, all of fucking this, he was going to turn on me now?

“Sorry darling, but I never exactly chose to throw my lot in with you. It was mighty fine of you to get me out of that jailhouse, but the gang’s the gang. I’m too long in the tooth to throw in with whatever merry band you’re putting together.”

“And if it’s Bill on that horse?” I asked, wishing desperately that Ruth hadn’t given away her gun.

“Then I’ll be taking all the lucre and letting you all go on your merry way. If you’re clever enough not to try anything stupid.”

The rider reached the door and threw on two bags, leaping after them like a hero from some adventure book. It was Bill, amazingly, but his smile didn’t last long.

“Really?” Bill said, his voice exasperated and exhausted.

“I had to hedge my bets. This is a funny old business.”

“So, what’s next?”

“Well, Billy boy, I suggest you roll outta this train while it’s still going slow enough that you only break some bones. You can take your little lady with you. I’ll keep the good sheriff’s lady over there until the next stop. I’ll be sitting pretty with the old man’s stash, a well-deserved retirement, and you can…well, I don’t really give a shit what you do.”

“Our old friends won’t be far behind. You throw us out there, we’re dead.”

“Or I just shoot you both here and kick your bodies off the train,” Micah’s voice was cold and his threat utterly believable. “That’s dead.”

“Fine, let her go then.”

“Drop your six-shooter first. I don’t want you pulling any of that fast draw shit.”

“Come on! We’ll be sitting ducks.”

“This ain’t a negotiation, and time is running out.”

“Don’t do it. Just shoot this prick!” I said, meaning it. I didn’t even care if I lost now, I just didn’t want Micah to win.

Bill unstrapped his holster and let it drop to the floor, ignoring my pleas. Micah released my neck and pushed me forward, almost into Bill’s arms. I turned and fixed him with a look, wishing I could shoot bullets from my eyes. No such luck- I just had to watch as Micah stared back with a thin smile.

“I’ll send your little friend over there off at the next stop. If she behaves, it’ll even be in one piece.”

Just as he was cocking his gun an object came flying at him from the side. Ruth had thrown her metal canteen at him, but it was going far, far too high. Or was it? It hit a heavy suitcase that was stored above Micah’s head, a suitcase that I now saw was perilously close to the edge of its shelf. He was midway through laughing at her missed throw when it fell, smashing down directly on top of his head. I moved quickly as he crumpled to the ground, grabbing his gun and kneeling heavily on his back.

“Tell me you meant that,” Bill laughed, looking over at Ruth with admiration.

“Oh, I meant it. I’m not just a pretty face!”

She certainly wasn’t, I thought. That sheriff’s loss was our gain.


What Now?

We tied Micah and dumped him out of the car as it slowed at a corner, the trail of obscenities telling us that he had survived at least. He could beg the gang for mercy, tell them he was a hostage, or he could run. Or die. I didn’t rightly care. I would be far, far away, with a new friend and an old one.

We all sat in silence for a long time, listening to the rhythmic movement of the train as it took us far, far away. The weight of everything that had happened felt oppressive, all the choices and near misses, betrayals and acts of violence. It sat heavily on top of my exhaustion.

But I had done it. We had done it. So many things had gone wrong, but here I was. Sitting pretty. Bill was alive and was firmly back in my good books, while I seemed to have picked up a pretty little prodigy into the bargain.

I stood and looked out the window at the trees rushing past, taking in the first moments of the coming sunrise. A wave of laughter came over me, building in my body like an orgasm until I shook. I saw Bill and Ruth look at each other from the corner of my eye, both grinning with the same sense of relief and disbelief.

“We did it! We actually fucking did it! Come here!”

I dragged them both out of their seats and pulled them into a tight hug. We all laughed as the days of tension lifted. Maybe it was even months’ worth of tension, years’ worth even. Ruth’s shitty marriage, our hardscrabble lives- finally, we had all taken control. I kissed Bill, heart soaring with joy that he had survived, that he was mine again. Ruth didn’t seem fazed by it at all. In fact, she looked me with eyes wide, cheeks flushed, biting her bottom lip. I knew that look. At least, I thought I did.

Moving on instinct and driven by adrenaline-drenched elation, I lowered my face to hers. She didn’t pull away like I thought she might. Instead, she pushed her body against me, turning her lips toward mine. Her kiss was soft, halting, but warm.

“What the hell…”, Bill said, in surprise rather than anger.

“This is happening,” I said, suddenly feeling my boldness come back as the reality of my victory sunk in. “You can stay or you can go.”

Well, Bill was a red-blooded man. He stayed at the edge of our embrace, watching as I locked lips with Ruth. The sheriff’s wife might have looked prim and proper, but she wasn’t prudish. She pushed herself against me, returning my kiss without shame, perhaps caught up in the moment or maybe releasing a part of herself that had long been buried.

I kept a hold on Bill, pulling him back in for a sloppy, possessive kiss before moving back to Ruth. Reaching my hand down, I could feel his insistent hardness. This must have been a strange, unexpected turn for him, but he was certainly enjoying the show.

Soon, all three of us were kissing, adrenaline and relief breaking down all our inhibitions. I remained the focal point though, the undoubted leader, kissing each of them in turn before pushing them against each other. I had been in charge of this heist and I would be in charge of what came next. The idea filled me with pride and obscene ideas.

“What are we doing?” Ruth gasped as we broke apart.

“We’re doing something you want,” she nodded at my words, biting her lip and looking down. “And luckily, it’s what I want too.”

Bill grinned widely, looking like the cat who caught the canary. Well, fair enough. I wanted him to have a good time, but not too good of a time. I might have forgiven him, but I still wanted to show him his place.

“You should thank Ruth here for saving our skin. Twice.”

“Uh, yeah, of course,” he looked at us both, still smirking. “Thank you, Ruth, you really came through for us.”

“Uh-uh, thank her properly,” I tutted, pointing down at the floor. ”Just like I showed you.”

“I-, come on-“

“No,” I interrupted, “she risked everything for us. Show her some respect.”

“He doesn’t have to-“

“Yes, he does. You wanted me to teach you, so here’s your first lesson. Someone always has to be in charge. A leader, and followers. Billy saved us once, but I planned this whole job and you saved us twice. That makes me the leader and puts him at the bottom of the ladder.”

I didn’t buy this argument, not really, but it was convenient. I wanted Bill on his knees and I knew damn well from our little game in the jail cell that he wanted it too.

He kept a knowing smile on his face as he sank to his knees but looked much less sure of himself. “Thank you, Ruth, and thank you, Pearl.”

“Good boy, but I want you to show her exactly the kind of respect you would show me. Kiss her boot.”

There was a moment of delicious tension in the air as they processed my command, with a palpable sense that our brand new relationship was about to take a strange and irreversible turn. To my surprise, it was Ruth who acted first, stepping her foot slight towards the kneeling man and pointing down with a delicate finger. All resistance fading away, Bill bent forward and placed a gentle kiss on her dirty leather boot.

“Thank you, Ruth. You were amazing.”

She looked at me with wide, amused eyes, clearly shocked by this turn of events but managing to take it all in her stride. I liked her more and more by the minute.

“You aren’t so bad yourself, now that you’ve been humbled,” she said, drawing a strange moan of reply from Bill. Much as I suspected, he didn’t just have a liking for strong women. He liked to be talked down to, used and degraded.

Well, he had found the right lady. Maybe even the right ladies.

“Keep it up, Bill, you look good down there.”

I kissed Ruth while Bill remained on his knees, his lips jumping between both our leather. My body throbbed with desire as I thought about all the possibilities that were presenting themselves to me. God, the things I could do with Ruth, everything I could show her and teach her. The games I could play with Bill, now that we could pursue a life where we acted out our fantasies rather than just scrabbling for survival. The life we could build, together.

“What’s next?” Ruth asked when we finally broke our kiss.

“We won. Now it’s time for us all to have a little fun.”


A New Life

I woke to the feeling of soft sheets and the sun’s light caressing my skin, with the smell of brewing coffee drifting through from the next room. This was the way to wake up, a far cry from the caves and ramshackle campsites where I had spent much of the last few years. The only thing missing was the feeling of two warm bodies next to mine.

I wrapped myself in a blanket and padded through to the kitchen to find Bill huddled over the stove, wearing absolutely nothing while he prepared some eggs and coffee. We had decided that we didn’t want him wearing any clothes at all when it was just the three of us. The proud cowboy had rolled his eyes when we told him that, which earned him a little hit on the backside, but he had kept to it without complaint ever since. Of course, I knew that he loved being on display.

We had gotten off the train before the end of the line and had spent some time making camp in the wilderness, not wanting to let anyone catch our trail. Eventually, we moved on to saloons in small towns, trading in our ill-gotten gains bit by bit. Now, we had managed to rent an absent homestead near a beautiful river, giving us some time to breathe before making our next move.

Ruth had become my eager student, paying close attention while I regaled her with stories and showed her how to make camp and hunt. Meanwhile, Bill had become our perfect little gentleman, catering to our every whim like some aristocrat's manservant from back in the Old World.

And yes, that meant every whim. He carried our bags and watered the horses. He polished our boots and rubbed the knots out of our muscles after a long day of riding. He worshipped our bodies while we lay entangled in rented beds or under the twinkling stars. And I can tell you, he loved every minute of it.

Who wouldn’t?

“Breakfast is served,” he said, presenting the fruits of his labor to me with a theatrical flourish as I sat at the table.

“Thank you, it smells delicious. Where’s Ruth?”

“Down by the river, for a swim. She didn’t want to wake you.”

Well, didn’t I have the sweetest little gang in all of the wide, wild west? I sipped my coffee and ate my food while ogling Bill, still trying to get used to the idea that a morning could be this serene. Part of me wanted to have him crawl under the table to get this day started off right, but there would be plenty of time for that later. I didn’t want to let Ruth wander alone for too long, with those old anxieties about our recent past catching up with us still sitting at the back of my mind.

“Throw on some britches and bring some towels,” I told Bill when I was finished. “It’s time to get check in on our hellion housewife.”

The weather outside was as calm and inviting as any I had experienced, seeming to invite us into its warm embrace. We saw no one as we made our way down to the river. That’s why we chose this place. That’s how we liked it.

We found Ruth bathing in the water like some nymph, naked and unashamed. Her pale skin seemed to glitter in the sunlight and her hair fell about her in long, shiny waves. I marveled at her body, at the way it was soft and plump in all the right places. It was the sort of body that would make me feel jealous if it wasn’t all mine to enjoy.

“Come on in, the water’s divine!”

I didn’t need to be asked twice. Bill helped me with my boots and I stripped off the rest of my clothes before plunging into the water. It was cool and clear, refreshing me after yet another long night of sweaty fun.

Ruth greeted me with a kiss while Bill undressed behind us, our bodies embracing in a weightless spin as we treaded water. I probed with my tongue and found her just as willing as always, her passion meeting mine with equal energy. Her slick body rubbed against mine, and I knew I would have to have her again soon.

Bill joined us and we played around in the water like rich folks at some seaside resort or mountain spa, although in truth I had never experienced either. Well, I could afford to now. Maybe I would take my little three-person gang of outcasts and misfits to a fancy hotel to scandalize all the good people of America. A half negro, a woman who dressed like a man, and the good housewife she had corrupted would make quite a stir. I smiled at the thought.

We collapsed on the riverbank when we were done, taking a moment to bake in the mid-morning sun. The heat dried us off quickly enough, but I had Bill towel down our legs to make sure we were clean before we got dressed. I was confident that we were alone, so I had him stay unclothed for the short walk back to the house. That gave Ruth and me plenty to enjoy his body while we walked behind him, arm in arm.

“So, what do you want to do today?” Ruth asked, collapsing onto a chair.

“I was thinking we could practice with the rope a bit more, and then maybe do some horse training?”

“Perfect.”

“Ok, Billy, go lie down on the bed.”

I had been showing Ruth the ropes, figuratively and literally, showing her survival skills and tricks of the trade. She wasn’t the only one being given a lesson though. We had quickly started to break Billy in, subjecting him to what we ended up calling “stallion training.” He was already a skilled and enthusiastic lover, but now I had all the time in the world to mold him into my perfect toy- a willing punchbag, a butler, and an unrelenting fuck machine.

After the way we had both been treated by men in the past… well, it was cathartic to say the least.

Bill was a patient, pliant model as I allowed Ruth to practice on him, having her tie and untie him while I showed her what to do. She was getting better quickly, and would soon be able to hogtie a bounty or make a solid set of cuffs, as well as run through all the basic knots she’d need to deal with horses or riverboats. Plus, I would be showing her a few special kinds of knots that I had learned back in Madame Beauchamp’s pleasure house.

We trussed Bill's hands and legs to the four corners of the bed so he was spread eagle, his naked body taunt. He shivered as I ran my fingernail across his ribs and his cock stood to eager attention. I took my time showing Ruth an extra special kind of knot. Using the softest rope we had, I made a loop around our dummy’s nuts and pulled it medium-tight. I caressed them for a moment and then wrapped the rope twice more around the base of his shaft. It was going to be very difficult for him to come and very difficult for him to go soft, not that I thought he would. Perfect to test our stallion’s stamina.

“Shall we take him for a little ride?” Ruth asked. We had been enjoying each other every night, but she was also partial to Bill’s body. Her backwater town lifestyle had robbed her of female company and the sheriff had been remiss in performing his husbandly duties. Now, she was making up for lost time on both accounts.

“Oh, I think so. First, though, he needs some more training.”

“Stamina?” Ruth asked with a wry smile. This was a game we had played more than once.

“Stamina and patience.”

I turned and kissed Ruth deeply, feeling her melt into me instantly. From the corner of my eye I could see Bill straining for a view. We clumsily undressed each other, our clothes ending up strewn about the bed, while we kept locking lips. I touched her down there and felt her wetness, teasing gently until she began to push herself onto my hand. Bill let out a pitiful, jealous little moan as he watched, his eyes wide like a hungry puppy dog.

“Shh,” I said, breaking of our kiss and slapping Bill’s leg sharply. “Did you hear me say patience? You’re going to sit there and not make a sound. Here, this should help.”

I took one of Ruth’s stockings and shoved it roughly in his mouth, drawing a laugh from my protégé. She didn’t quite have my aggressive streak, but she was delightfully cruel when it came to toying with Bill. It was one of the many things we had in common.

Bill looked at us like a starving man would look at a big, rare steak, but to his credit he didn’t make a peep. Despite his cocky quips, hot temper, and skills with a gun, when it came to our little three-person dynamic he was becoming a very obedient boy. Craning his neck up, he simply watched as I took Ruth to the large seat in the corner and sat her down, spreading her legs so he could watch while I played with her.

“Oh, and don’t think about looking away if this all becomes too tempting. If you lose that lovely hard-on then I’ll be making you sleep outside while we have the bed to ourselves.”

He nodded eagerly but remained silent, ever so eager to please. I put to fingers in Ruth’s mouth and explored for a second, slicking them with her spit before teasing her slit. There was no need, really. She was already wet and wanting.

Ruth was so wet that I decided I needed to have a taste. I buried my nose in her short tuft of curly hair and probed her entrance with my tongue. She tasted clear and pure after our dip in the river, the sweetness of her juices livening up my tongue like a strong shot of bourbon. Fuck, she was magnificent.

I slipped a finger inside and curled it gently, working it back and forward while I licked until I found her sweet spot. I could feel the climax building, and it didn’t take long until she was bucking on my finger like a wild steer.

I gathered her wetness up on my finger and made my way over to bound little Billy, straddling his chest and removing the stocking. He didn’t say a word, opening his mouth greedily to accept what I was offering. Making constant eye contact, I lowered my finger to his lips and coated them with the taste of Ruth, feeling myself almost gush with the decadent depravity of it all.

“Good boy,” I purred. “You did exactly as you were told. Now, good boys earn a treat, but… today’s training isn’t quite over yet.”

I gestured for Ruth to join me, the sight of Bill’s twitching member doing just enough to rouse her from her post-orgasm exhaustion. From recent experience, I knew that she had a second round in her.

We began to run our hands over Bill’s skin, touching and prodding and scratching and caressing each part of his bound body. I caressed his balls while Ruth ran a finger up the underside of his shift, drawing a long, sexy shudder. She pinched up nipple and I enveloped the other with my mouth, using all the sensations at our disposal to drive him closer to that marvelous madness. We played his body like two lovers sitting on a piano stool, running our fingers over the keys to make sweet music and smiling shyly at each other when they touched.

I stopped Ruth’s hand with mine the first time we got him to the edge, knowing it was time.

“Thank you,” Bill gasped, and I smiled at the absurdity of him thanking me for not letting him come. He understood the next part of this little dance, but I decided to make it explicit anyway.

“I want Ruth to practice teasing you, without quite letting you have release, but I don’t want you telling her when you’re at the edge. No, that would be too easy. She’s going to learn to read your body without listening to you speak. Understood?”

“Yes,” Bill said, eyes wild but voice solemnly serious.

“Sounds fun,” Ruth added.

“To properly motivate you, I can promise you a little treat. Last until I’m happy and we’ll both take you for a ride. Come without permission or beg her to stop, and you’ll be tied up in for the next two nights while we do it every which way we like. Sound fair?”

“Very fair.”

“Good boy,” I said, stroking his face. “And to help you, I’m going to make sure your mouth is kept busy.”

With that, I spun around and straddled his face, sitting down to engulf his mouth and nose. No further direction was needed for Bill to begin licking hungrily while I watched Ruth slowly caress his cock. He had spent plenty of time with his face buried in my pussy lately and knew just how to lick, tease and taste to maximize my pleasure. I could simply lie back and let him worship me, and I frequently did, but it was also fun to use his face like this. I loved to rub my wetness all over him like I was marking my territory, to take his breath away quite literally, to use and degrade him, turning him into an object rather than a skilled and active lover.

I loved it, and he loved it.

Reaching back, I spread my cheeks apart so that his nose was pressed firmly against my puckered hole. I gyrated slowly backwards and forwards, rocking on his face as I watched Ruth work. She used her hands to bring him close to the edge and then stopped, reading the tautness in his muscles well. Pinching her nipples, she smiled at me lewdly while giving him a chance to cool off, his cock twitching in desperation.

Next, she took him in her mouth and brought him rapidly back to the brink, stopping at a point that may well have been too late if it wasn’t for the rope. She grabbed his balls and squeezed tightly, using the pain to cancel out the pleasure. His pained moaning sent a vibration though my most sensitive area, and I soon found myself exploding onto his face.

“Fuck, that was delicious,” I gasped when I had finally caught my breath. I shifted my body forward and gasped as his tongue began to gently probe my back passage. “One more edge and then you get your reward.”

This time Ruth went gentle with it, knowing that his desperate body would respond to even the barest stimulation. She used her mouth to blow hot breath on his prick, which twitched and shuddered in response like a flower bending towards the sun. Taking a single finger, Ruth began to rhythmically stroke the sensitive underside of his precum-slicked shaft. In other circumstances, it might have felt ticklish, but right now his body was perfectly primed to respond to even the slightest sensation. Still, it must have been a maddening march toward orgasm as Ruth’s finger provided him with just the barest friction possible.

He twitched harder and harder, his abs and hips tightening as he approached his potentially ruinous orgasm. I thought of all the fun I could have punishing and humiliating him, although I would be sad not to give him his reward, but luckily for Bill, our new friend’s timing was impeccable. She removed her finger and laughed as he desperately arched his back and thrust his hips, all sense of reason giving way to an overwhelming need for her touch. I heard something like a sob come from beneath me, but he couldn’t form the words to beg. Instead he simply suffered under my ass as his body writhed in tantalizing torture.

“Well done!” I congratulated them both, genuinely proud of Ruth’s quick mind and Bill’s dedication. I rolled off and gave him a big kiss, tasting my own wetness on his lips. “You deserve your reward. Ruth, let’s swap.”

She made her way up his body and took a seat on her throne. Bill’s face disappeared under her ass, much bigger and rounder than mine but no less delicious for our willing servant. I could tell from his twitching, dripping cock that he wouldn’t last long inside of me. Still, he had earned it.

Ruth moaned as Bill started licking her, his tongue and jaw now surely aching. He had plenty to keep him motivated, though. I placed my knees on either side of his body and guided the tip of his cock to my entrance, holding it there for a moment against my wetness. I enjoyed teasing him, making him wait until I was ready, but at this stage I was eager to feel that hardness inside of me. I gasped as I squatted down, enveloping him, impaling myself on his length.

I gyrated slowly and steadily, in no rush for this to be over. The sight of Ruth smothering Bill was captivating, with her mouth open in a beautiful O of pleasure as he worshipped her. I felt amazing, in total control of my life for the first time ever. It was exactly as satisfying as I had hoped.

“Thank her,” I gasped as Bill pulsated inside of me. “Thank her with your tongue.”

He growled back from underneath her, submissive and primal all at once, and I could see that Ruth was getting close. I leaned forward and kissed her while he was still inside me, all three of our bodies joined in a perfect, passionate moment.

Ruth came, an animalistic scream escaping her as she ground her wet cunt into his face. I leaned back to take it all in, squeezing my muscles and rocking on his shaft. The rope around his balls had helped him hold back, but every man has his limits.

He exploded without warning, but I could hardly blame him for that. After all, his mouth was busy. His hips arced up, body fighting against the bindings as instinct kicked in. I quickly hopped off him, wishing I could take him all inside of me but not wanting to deal with the unintended consequences. Bill shuddered and shook as he shot load after load into the air while I gripped his shuddering shaft. This was a different, altogether more pleasurable kind of pistol for me to handle.

We collapsed on either side of Bill, utterly ruined by our exertions. I quickly undid the ropes and placed my head on his broad chest, with Ruth doing the same. There was no need for words between us, not now. My hand found Ruth’s as we all drifted toward a midday nap, a fitting pursuit now that we were ladies and gentlemen of leisure. I listened to Bill’s heartbeat and Ruth’s slow breathing, a smile spread wide across my face.

It wasn’t gunfights and train robberies, but this life was a long way from getting boring.
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