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The saloon doors swung open with a groan, the hinges protesting under the weight of the desert wind that rushed in behind Annabelle Smith. The scent of whiskey, sweat, and stale tobacco hit her like a physical force, thick enough to taste. Her boots—worn but sturdy—thudded against the warped wooden floorboards as she stepped inside, her gloved fingers tightening around the frayed brim of her sun-bleached bonnet. The late afternoon light slanted through the grimy windows, casting long shadows across the room, turning the air golden and hazy. Men lined the bar, their faces half-lit, half-hidden in the dimness, their voices a low rumble of drunken conversation and crude laughter. A piano in the corner clattered out a discordant tune, the keys sticking under the heavy-handed player’s fingers.

Annabelle didn’t flinch. She’d grown used to the stench of places like this—where men came to drown their sins or brag about them. Her gaze swept over the room, sharp and assessing. She wasn’t here for drink or company. She was here for one thing: a killer. Not just any killer—a man who could track down the outlaws who’d left her husband’s body sprawled in the dirt like so much carrion. The law hadn’t lifted a finger. The sheriff had spat at her feet and told her to go home, that justice wasn’t a woman’s business. So she’d come here, to the Black Horse Saloon, where men with no scruples and even fewer morals gathered. Where a woman with coin—or something else to offer—might find someone willing to do what the law wouldn’t.

She adjusted the weight of the revolver hidden in the folds of her skirt, the cold metal a comfort against her thigh. The dress she wore was practical—dark green calico, the fabric thick enough to hide the pistol but still clinging to the curves of her hips and the swell of her breasts. The neckline was modest, buttoned high, but the way the fabric stretched over her chest left little to the imagination. She knew how men looked at her. Had used it to her advantage before. Today would be no different.

Her first target was a grizzled man hunched over his drink at the far end of the bar, his beard streaked with gray, a scar running from his temple to his jaw. He had the look of a man who’d seen too much and didn’t much care if he saw more. Annabelle slid onto the stool beside him, the wood creaking under her weight. The bartender, a burly man with a stained apron, glanced her way but didn’t interfere. Smart.

“You look like a man who knows how to find what’s lost,” she said, her voice low but clear, cutting through the din.

The man didn’t turn his head. Just took a slow sip of his whiskey, the glass trembling slightly in his grip. “Ain’t nothin’ lost that wants to be found, darlin’.”

Annabelle’s jaw tightened. She leaned in, close enough that he’d catch the scent of lavender soap she’d used that morning, the last of her husband’s favorite. “Three men. Riding with the Blackthorn gang. Left my husband’s body outside of Red Ridge two weeks back.” She kept her tone even, but the words tasted like ash. “I want them found. I want them dead.”

The man finally turned, his bloodshot eyes raking over her. Not with lust—with pity. And that was worse. “Ain’t no bounty on ‘em that I know of.”

“I’ll pay.” She reached into the pocket of her skirt, fingers brushing the small pouch of coins she’d scraped together. Not much, but enough to tempt a desperate man.

He chuckled, a wet, phlegmy sound. “Honey, what you got ain’t enough to buy a bullet, let alone a burial.”

Annabelle’s fingers curled into a fist around the coins. She didn’t move. Didn’t beg. Just held his gaze until he looked away, muttering something about foolish women and wasted time.

She stood, the stool scraping against the floor, and moved on.

The second man was younger, his hat tilted low over his face, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He had the lean, hungry look of a man who’d kill for sport. She repeated her offer. He laughed in her face, the smoke curling around his words. “Sweetheart, if I wanted to fuck a widow, I’d at least pick one with a smile.”

Annabelle’s hand twitched toward her skirt. She could draw. She could put a bullet between his eyes before he even reached for his gun. But that wouldn’t get her what she needed. So she walked away, her spine stiff, her cheeks burning.

By the time she reached the third man—a hulking brute with a neck like a bull—her patience was wearing thin. He didn’t even let her finish before shaking his head. “Ain’t worth my time, lady. Find some other fool to die for you.”

She turned on her heel, her skirts swirling around her ankles, and nearly collided with a man stepping into her path. He was tall—taller than most in the room—his skin a deep, rich brown that stood out starkly against the sea of pale, sun-leathered faces. A black cowboy hat sat low over his eyes, the brim casting his features in shadow, but she could see the sharp line of his jaw, the neat trim of his goatee. His shirt was black, the fabric stretched tight over broad shoulders, the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms corded with muscle. Dual pistols hung low on his hips, the grips worn smooth from use.

Curtis Green.

She’d heard the name whispered in the saloons and trading posts she’d passed through. A bounty hunter. Ruthless. Effective. And—if the rumors were true—indifferent to the color of the coin that paid him.

He didn’t step aside. Just tilted his head slightly, his dark eyes flicking over her with the cool assessment of a man sizing up a horse he might buy. “You look like a woman who’s been told no one too many times,” he said, his voice deep, smooth, with the faintest trace of an accent she couldn’t place. Not Southern. Something else. Something that made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle.

Annabelle lifted her chin. “I need your help.”

One corner of his mouth quirked up. Not quite a smile. More like the baring of teeth. “Help ain’t free, darlin’.”

“I can pay.” She reached for the coin pouch again, but his hand shot out, fingers wrapping around her wrist. Not tight enough to bruise, but firm. His skin was warm, calloused. A working man’s hands.

“Money’s nice,” he murmured, his thumb brushing over her pulse point, slow and deliberate. “But I ain’t cheap.”

She swallowed. His touch was doing something to her—something she didn’t like. Her body reacting when her mind was screaming at her to pull away. “Name your price.”

His gaze dropped to her lips. Lingered. “Depends on what you’re willin’ to offer.”

Annabelle’s stomach twisted. She knew that look. Had seen it on men’s faces before—when they thought a woman was nothing more than a hole to be filled. But she wasn’t here for that. She wasn’t that desperate. “I’m not a whore.”

Curtis chuckled, low and dark. “Didn’t say you were.” His thumb pressed harder against her wrist, just for a second, before he let go. “But a kiss ain’t whorin’ yourself out, now is it?”

A kiss. That was all. She could do that. She’d kissed men before—her husband, mostly, but others too, in the reckless days of her youth. A kiss was nothing. A means to an end.

She wet her lips. “One kiss.”

His grin widened, white teeth flashing. “One kiss. Right here.”

Annabelle’s gaze darted around the saloon. Men were watching now, their eyes gleaming with interest. The piano player had faltered, the sudden silence making her skin crawl. She couldn’t do it here. Not with all of them staring, their breaths hot and greedy, their thoughts plain as day.

“Not here,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Curtis leaned in, his breath warm against her ear. “Then where, darlin’?”

She didn’t think. Just turned and walked toward the stairs at the back of the saloon, her skirts swaying with each step. She didn’t look back. Didn’t need to. She could feel him following, his presence like a shadow at her heels.

The staircase creaked under their weight, the wood groaning with each step. The second-floor hallway was narrower, the air thicker, the scent of cheap perfume and sweat clinging to the walls. Annabelle’s room was the third door on the left. She fumbled with the key, her fingers slick with nerves, before finally getting the lock to turn. The door swung open, the hinges whining, and she stepped inside, the dim light from the single window doing little to chase away the gloom.

The room was small—just a bed, a washbasin, and a rickety chair. The sheets were rumpled from where she’d slept the night before, the pillow still bearing the indent of her head. She turned to face Curtis as he shut the door behind him, the click of the latch loud in the sudden quiet.

He didn’t move toward her. Just leaned back against the door, arms crossed, his hat still low over his eyes. “Well?” he drawled. “You gonna stand there all day, or you gonna pay up?”

Annabelle’s heart hammered against her ribs. She could still back out. Could tell him to go to hell and find another way. But she’d tried that. And look where it had gotten her.

She stepped forward, the space between them disappearing with each breath. He didn’t move, didn’t reach for her, just watched as she closed the distance, her skirts brushing against his boots. She could smell him now—leather and gunpowder and something darker, muskier. The scent of a man who didn’t wash with soap and pretty things.

She stopped when her chest nearly touched his, tilting her head back to meet his gaze. His eyes were dark. Almost black. And they were burning.

“One kiss,” she reminded him, her voice steadier than she felt.

“One kiss,” he echoed.

She reached up, her fingers trembling slightly as she curled them around the brim of his hat. He didn’t stop her as she tipped it back, letting it fall to the floor behind him. His hair was cropped close to his scalp, dark and tight, his forehead smooth. No lines of age, but something older in his eyes. Something that had seen too much.

Then she pressed her mouth to his.

It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t gentle. It was a collision—lips crashing together, breath mingling, hot and wet. Curtis didn’t move at first, letting her take the lead, his body still against the door. But then his hands came up, gripping her waist, fingers digging into the soft flesh above her hips. He turned them, pressing her back against the wood, his body pinning hers, hard and unyielding.

Annabelle gasped, her fingers clutching at his shoulders, the fabric of his shirt rough under her palms. His tongue pushed past her lips, bold and demanding, tasting her, claiming her. She should’ve been disgusted. Should’ve shoved him away. But her body betrayed her, arching into him, her nipples tightening against the fabric of her dress, her thighs pressing together.

He groaned, low and rough, the sound vibrating against her chest. His hands slid down, gripping her ass, lifting her slightly, grinding her against the rigid length of his cock. She could feel him, thick and hard through the layers of their clothes, and a shameful heat pooled between her legs.

Then, just as suddenly as it had started, it was over. Curtis pulled back, his chest rising and falling rapidly, his lips glistening with her saliva. He licked them, slow, his eyes never leaving hers. “Pleasure doin’ business with you, Annabelle,” he murmured, her name rolling off his tongue like a caress.

She didn’t ask how he knew it. Didn’t care. She was too busy trying to catch her breath, her body still humming from the kiss, her mind racing.

He reached for the doorknob, but she grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

Curtis paused, his brow lifting. “Changed your mind about that kiss?”

“No.” She swallowed, her throat dry. “I’m coming with you.”

His expression darkened. “The hell you are.”

“I paid you.” Her fingers tightened on his arm. “I deserve to see this through.”

He laughed, a sharp, humorless sound. “You don’t know what the hell you’re askin’ for. Them men ain’t gonna go down easy. And they ain’t gonna care that you’re a woman before they put a bullet in your skull.”

“I don’t care.” She met his gaze, unflinching. “I’m going.”

Curtis studied her for a long moment, his jaw working. Then he shook his head, a slow, disbelieving motion. “You’re either the bravest woman I ever met, or the stupidest.”

“Does it matter?”

He stepped closer, his body crowding hers again. “Yeah. It matters.” His hand came up, his knuckles brushing against her cheek, rough and calloused. “‘Cause if you’re stupid, you’re gonna get yourself killed. And if you’re brave...” His voice dropped, his breath warm against her lips. “Then you’re gonna get me killed tryin’ to keep you alive.”

Annabelle didn’t back down. “I’ll take that risk.”

Curtis exhaled sharply through his nose. Then he smirked. “Fine. But the deal changes.”

Her stomach dropped. “Another kiss?”

He chuckled, low and dark. “Nah, darlin’. I want to fuck you.”

The words hit her like a slap. Her cheeks burned, her body reacting before her mind could catch up, her pussy clenching at the raw, filthy promise in his voice. “You—you can’t be serious.”

“Dead serious.” His hand dropped to her waist, his fingers digging in, possessive. “You want in on this hunt? You pay the price. And I ain’t takin’ no more kisses.”

Annabelle’s breath came fast, her mind racing. She could say no. Could walk away, find another way. But she knew she wouldn’t. She was out of time. Out of options. And god help her, part of her—some dark, shameful part—wanted this. Wanted to be taken, used, reminded that she was still alive, even if it was in the most brutal way possible.

“Fine,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Get it over with.”

Curtis’s grin was all teeth. “Oh, it ain’t gonna be over quick, darlin’.” His hands went to the buttons of his shirt, his fingers moving with practiced ease. “But since you’re in a hurry...”

He didn’t bother with the rest. Just unbuckled his belt, the leather hissing as it slid through the loops, then popped the button of his pants. His cock sprang free, thick and dark, the head already glistening with pre-cum. Annabelle’s breath hitched. She’d seen her husband’s cock before, of course, but never one like this—long, veiny, the shaft so thick her fingers wouldn’t meet if she tried to wrap them around it. The sight of it should’ve terrified her. Instead, her mouth watered.

Curtis kicked off his boots, then shoved his pants down, stepping out of them with an easy grace. He was naked from the waist down now, his cock jutting out, proud and demanding. “Turn around,” he ordered, his voice rough. “Hands on the bed. Ass up.”

Annabelle hesitated only a second before doing as she was told. She turned, her skirts swirling around her legs, and bent over the bed, her palms pressing into the rough blanket. The position left her exposed, vulnerable, the fabric of her dress stretched tight over her ass. She could feel Curtis behind her, his heat, his presence, and then his hands were on her, gripping the fabric of her skirt, bunching it up around her waist.

“Lift,” he commanded.

She obeyed, raising her hips, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps as the cool air hit her bare thighs. Her drawers were simple—cotton, practical—but Curtis didn’t bother with them. He hooked his fingers into the waistband and tore, the fabric giving way with a sharp rip. Annabelle gasped, the sound turning into a moan as his hands slid over her bare ass, his touch rough, possessive.

“Fuck,” he muttered, his thumbs digging into the soft flesh of her cheeks, spreading her. “Look at you. All pale and pretty. Bet you’re soakin’ wet for me, ain’t ya?”

Annabelle bit her lip, her face burning. She was wet. Embarrassingly so. Her pussy was throbbing, her clit swollen, and when Curtis’s fingers slid between her legs, she couldn’t stop the whimper that escaped her.

“Goddamn,” he growled, his fingers slick with her arousal. “You’re drenched.”

She didn’t have time to respond before he was pressing against her, the thick head of his cock nudging at her entrance. She tensed, her body instinctively resisting, but he didn’t give her time to adjust. With one hard thrust, he was inside her, stretching her, filling her in a way she’d never experienced before.

Annabelle cried out, her fingers clawing at the blanket, her body struggling to accommodate him. He was big—too big—and the burn of his entry was almost unbearable. But then he pulled back, just slightly, and drove in again, and the pain melted into something else. Something dark and desperate and good.

“That’s it,” Curtis grunted, his hands gripping her hips, holding her in place as he fucked her. “Take it. Take every fuckin’ inch.”

Annabelle couldn’t speak. Couldn’t do anything but gasp and moan as he pounded into her, his cock pistoning in and out of her pussy, the wet sounds of their bodies filling the room. She could feel herself stretching around him, her walls clenching, trying to milk him, and the realization that she was enjoying this, that her body was betraying her so completely, only made her hotter.

Curtis’s breath was ragged, his grip bruising. “Fuck, you’re tight,” he groaned. “Like a goddamn vise. Bet your husband never fucked you like this, did he?”

Annabelle whimpered, her face burning. She should’ve been angry. Should’ve told him to go to hell. But the words died in her throat as he reached around, his fingers finding her clit, rubbing in rough, demanding circles.
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