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Trigger Warning






Please be aware that Guns & Smoke contains dark and possibly triggering themes including graphic violence, language, sexual violence, attempted rape, depictions of child abuse, and depictions of human trafficking. 

Remember that your mental health matters. 
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Chapter one

Bonnie





Ididn’t particularly like the idea of killing the handsome, blue-eyed stranger, but he wouldn’t be the first. I tightened the laces on my boot, then sank into the shadows between the ramshackle buildings, my eyes never leaving him. He was the most beautiful mark I’d ever seen. On first glance, an easy one, but I look closer than most and could tell immediately this man was more than he appeared. Brushing the red sand off my fingers, I stalked close enough to make out the broad width of his shoulders. A wicked smile curled over my lips as I caught sight of the bag slung over one of those delicious shoulders. Bingo.

This part of the Vegas strip was crowded; it was the same in other cities too, dilapidated shops and makeshift markets encroaching on the well in the center of the square. Here in the desert, there was only one God: water. And like the God of old . . . absent too often.

My mark, the blue-eyed man, bypassed the lines of people waiting for their daily ration and walked directly into the middle of the fray. Fuck. Almost immediately, I lost sight of him in the crowd. Tugging my hood low over my face, I barreled after him, ducking and twisting through the throng.

“Step right up! Only two brass bits and you can own a piece of the Salt Lake bombs! Rare and radioactive—”

“—all the way from the Borderlands. You’ve never tasted anything like this!”

“And the Lord sent fire raining down from the sky, in the Culling, punishing us for our sins.”

The cacophonous din of the market overwhelmed my senses as I searched for my mark in the crowd. I snorted derisively at the hysterical man preaching on the corner. The Culling wasn’t any God-like retribution. It was what happened when greedy, entitled men had access to nuclear bombs. I tried not to get distracted by the mouthwatering scent of rat roasting on skewers, but it’d been a long time since I’d eaten meat. Chewing the cuticle of my thumb instead, I took a steadying breath and paused a moment to remember the details I’d gleaned from my quarry so far.

He was young, early twenties, and handsome. His features were so chiseled it was hard to imagine he was made of flesh instead of stone. The long ridge of his nose led to sculpted lips that seemed carved with precision beneath a pair of the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. They’d caught my notice initially. Their color a striking shade of clear, light blue splintering into dark navy, reminding me of heat lightning. In contrast to his stubbled jaw and corona of golden hair, bleached from too long under the desert sun, his expression had been almost boyish.

Think Bonnie, think.

What did the details tell me? Pack of supplies over his shoulder, wide-eyed—almost innocent—expression, days or weeks in the desert sun. The realization hit me all at once: he’d traveled here from far away. A dark chuckle escaped my lips as I headed in the direction of the red district. There was one thing almost guaranteed to pique the interest of a man who’d been traveling for that long. The prospect of sex.

In my excitement to find him, I grew reckless, something I couldn’t afford to be. Crossing the busy thoroughfare hastily, I knocked into a man almost twice my size. My hood flew back, exposing my scowling face as I stumbled on clumsy feet. The man gripped my arm, steadying me. I jutted my chin with a withering glare and a scathing curse poised on my lips. That is, until I noticed the dark crimson ink in the shape of a fist covering his pounding pulse.

My stomach dropped to the red sand at my feet. Immediately I lowered my eyes, letting my long black hair obscure some of my features from his suspicious gaze. The tattoo marked him as a member of the Crimson Fist, a gang of bounty hunters and assassins that controlled this part of the strip. Their only God was money, and I had a hefty price on my head.

“Sorry,” I murmured as quietly as I could.

“You look familiar,” he said, his grip digging into the muscle of my upper arm. “Do I know you?”

“No,” I said, my fingers twitching toward the back pocket of my shorts. “Just here for my rations.” He grunted, his eyes trailing to a rough sketch on a wanted poster hung on a wall a few feet away. Fuck. His other hand came up to my face, pushing the long strands of hair away. I saw the moment he made the connection: back stiffening, eyes dulling into a hard glare, lips pulled too far away from his teeth. I offered him a pretty smile and flicked the knife from my back pocket into my palm. Before he could raise the alarm, I shoved forward with all my body weight, feeling a crunch as the blade sank deep into the base of his throat.

His eyes went wide, mouth dropping open and shut soundlessly as the warm rush of blood spilled over my hand and down my front. He slumped forward, losing strength in his legs, and before he collapsed completely, I shuffled him toward the entrance of an alley, giggling seductively so any onlookers might think we were just enamored lovers stealing a few moments of privacy.

Once cloaked in shadow, I dropped my arms and let him crumple to the ground. The red sand consumed the crimson puddle rapidly growing around him with each moment that passed. His dark eyes were frantic, hands scrambling toward me as if I would help him. Instead, I placed a boot on his chest and leaned low enough that he could see the apathy in my expression.

“I’m never going back,” I said coldly. Then the light in his eyes went dim and his arm went still before falling lifeless to the sand.

I tried to pull the knife from his throat, twice, but it was wedged too deep and the hilt was too slick with his blood. Even bracing one foot against his chest couldn’t dislodge it. My skin felt sticky now, as his blood started to dry on my hands. I wiped them off on his pants and found a bottle of water strapped to his belt. The son of a bitch forced rations on everyone else but got as much as he could guzzle down.

Looking down at my shirt, I swore. It was completely ruined. There was no way I could walk through the crowds unseen soaked in blood. Peeling it off as carefully as I could, I discarded it next to his prone form. My undershirt was much more revealing, but still covered my left arm and the ugly scar that marked me as a fugitive. I would miss the safety of hiding beneath my hood. Using the last of the man’s water, I rubbed as much of the blood off my hands and neck as I could. After checking myself three times, I decided I couldn’t get any cleaner.

Rummaging quickly through his pockets, I scoffed at what I found, which was surprisingly little. Three brass bits, a handful of water ration coupons, and a small vial of glowroot with its telltale iridescent blue light.

Slipping out of the alleyway as inconspicuously as possible, I kept my silent footfalls near the buildings, letting the darkness obscure me. I should give up now. I knew that. The blue-eyed stranger wasn’t a priority, not when the tenuous safety I’d gathered around me had been shattered into pieces. I had a choice to make: look for my mark or get off the streets.

I’d be damned if I lost a knife and my favorite shirt for nothing.

Quickening my pace, I found myself back near the well as I crossed into the red district. Whores with their signature red ribbon chokers perched on stoops, in varying states of undress. Everything in Vegas was for sale, if you knew where to look. I skittered around the lines of people, my hands finding the cool metal and ivory of a gun shoved in the back waistband of my shorts. The gun was dainty and only .22 caliber. An ornamental piece, with a carved ivory handle worn down with age. I knew each groove and line like the planes of my own face. Her name was Selene, and just like me, no matter how diminutive she might be, she was still deadly.

My mind flickered back to the man lying dead somewhere behind me. Maybe I felt bad about it once, the hustle, but that girl had been broken a long time ago.

Turning the corner, a strong gust of wind from a passing wagon startled me. As the dust settled, my eyes fixated on the visage of a man down the lane. A tall, blonde whore leaning alluringly against a post stole his attention, beckoning him forward. It struck me again how handsome he was, all six feet of him lithe muscle. From the width of his strong shoulders to the trimness of his hips. He dwarfed the whore in front of him, which meant he would tower over me.

He held his shoulders back with some internal confidence that leant a slick grace to his movements. I watched as he tipped his chin to the whore, letting her get a glimpse of those pretty blue eyes. He knew he was handsome. My mouth curled into a devious grin.

I bit my bottom lip, more curious now than I’d been before. This man was a mass of contradictions. He acted like he knew the hustle, how to con and manipulate; I recognized the signs. Yet, he held his bag in a way that left it exposed to pickpockets and got distracted too easily, as if he’d never had to worry about thieves before.

I had to know more. Get closer.

Taking a few confident steps forward, I nearly fell as the gnarled hand of an undesirable reached from the shadows to grip my ankle. I spared a glance at the woman, her face behind her cowl scarred beyond repair. Like a candle at the end of the night, her flesh looked like at one point it’d become liquid and dripped gruesomely down her face.

Gritting my teeth at the interruption, it was hard not to sympathize with her. Hell, it was hard to look at her. Digging into my pockets, I pulled out the water ration coupons and pressed them into her gnarled hand. Then, after a moment, I gave her the bottle of glowroot, too. If anyone deserved to forget for a time, it was her.

“Thhhhank you,” she said, the words whistled on a labored breath.

Instead of answering her, I stepped far enough out of her reach that I could continue on my way. When I looked up again, my mark was nowhere to be found. I huffed, wondering why I was still stalking this man when I needed to get off the streets before I became a permanent resident. Like the man I killed. Fuck this, I thought to myself, whirling in the opposite direction, ready to head home.

Lightning-strike blue eyes.

Shock and delight warred for control within me, keeping me firmly rooted in place. There he was, less than twenty feet away and closing the distance; he’d flanked me. He’d flanked me. That meant he knew I’d been following him . . . but for how long? The possibility of him having known the entire time, leading me on this chase, thrilled me.

The whore from earlier didn’t want to give him up so easily. She crossed the space to him, allowing the front of her dress to slip down and expose the swell of her breasts. Trailing her fingers over his forearm, she whispered something close to his ear. What the whore didn’t realize yet was that I’d already won this game. His eyes never wavered from my face, a curious spark growing bright within his eyes as a triumphant smile spread wide on my mouth.

Seduction, my favorite weapon, has killed more men than guns ever have. This man, with all his sculpted beauty and countless dizzying contradictions, was mine. To tempt, to lure, even to kill . . . if it came to that.

The dust-laden breeze drifted towards me, and I tasted the sand on my tongue, the tang of mineral reminding me that after this I would have to leave. Out in the open expanse, away from the dying civilizations crumbling around me, I knew I’d be safe. For a while, at least. One last hurrah.

Slowly, I pushed the long locks of my pin-straight hair over my shoulders to show my face. Aware all the while that his eyes marked each movement. I knew I was beautiful. Beauty was a weapon, my weapon, and I’d cut down more men than I cared to remember wielding it.

I walked toward him, cautiously, noting the nervous bob of his Adam’s apple as the space between us began to disappear. My steps were long and lithe, a seductive swing to my hips. Fifteen feet. A warning trilled down my spine to stay away, that there was more to him than I could clearly discern. Ten feet. The danger forced my heart into a staccato rhythm that exhilarated me. Five feet. His eyes were more honest up close, the glint in them devoid of dark intention. That was surprisingly unexpected.

I turned from him then, a hard left, as if I’d never been walking to him at all. Twisting between people, I kept him in my periphery.

“Wait!” he called behind me, but I didn’t. Instead, I let him chase me this time, twining through the crowds. I’d let him catch a flash of my thigh, a swish of my hips, or a sultry smile before disappearing around a corner or between a group of people.

I was the perfect contradiction to the wasteland surrounding us. My delicate skin, pale and unblemished beneath a shock of long, ink-black hair made my features seem almost doll-like. My body, perfectly on display in my tight undershirt and shorts, highlighted my legs and curves. Athletic, yet curvaceous enough to tempt men to their baser instincts, a hard balance to strike. I knew, intimately, that to this man I would look like a desert mirage made flesh.

Finally, I’d led him to the edge of the red district away from prying eyes. I glanced over my shoulder, halting his pursuit. His eyes flashed back in the direction of the well. Indecision flared bright in his blue eyes; would he follow, or let me get away again?

I faced him then, turning to stare at him plainly, tempting him away from the crowds. I gasped, his handsome face even more devastating up close. A shock of awareness shuddered down my spine. His keen eyes fell to my mouth where I bit my lip. The thrill of danger I’d felt earlier was palpable now, thudding into me with every rapid beat of my heart.

He stepped forward, the heat from his skin a living thing, wavering in the air between us. I assessed him quickly. Sun-darkened skin that ended at his sleeve line, calluses on his palms when he reached toward me. Both signs of hard labor and long hours outside . . . like on a farm. I blinked up at him in confusion. I’d never met a farmer before. Farmers stayed isolated near the northern borderlands, a thousand miles away.

What the hell was he doing way down here?

I took a step back, reconsidering my trap. He followed. I searched his body with my eyes, looking for the bulge of a knife or gun hidden somewhere. He’d studied me too, the flush on my cheeks, my rapid breaths, and with every evasion, his eyes darkened in desire as his want for me grew.

He weighed his options, his hot gaze lingering around the crescent of my lips, sliding gently down the elegant curve of my neck. Though there were feet between us, his eyes made my skin tighten as if he’d brushed a callused thumb across my skin. A shiver of pleasure forced its way up my spine.

I wouldn’t let his pretty face distract me from my purpose. One last conquest. Then I could flee before my past caught up to me. Nodding, I beckoned him to follow me. The seductive smile on my lips spread wide over my face as I ducked around the corner of a building into a dark alleyway. Here. I would lay my trap here, away from prying eyes.

A breath. A moment. Then, he was there with me, and I wasn’t alone anymore.

Lightning raced across my skin, and I tasted the metallic sting of electricity on my tongue as his eyes met mine. His were dark with lust that mirrored my own. It lanced up my spine and set my pulse pounding in my ears.

“You’re a woman now, Bonnie. You need to use what you have to lure them. Men want soft women, with curves to press into their hands; they want you to be small and enamored with them. Lure them that way, and we’ll take care of the rest.” Jones’s words rang through my memory, forcing a hitch into my step. I wasn’t that girl anymore. I was in control here. No one else, just me. My mark faltered at the sight. This was it. If I didn’t act now, this con would have been for nothing.

“We don’t have to do any—”

I pressed a single finger to his lips to stop his words, shushing him sweetly. It was better not to know whatever he wanted to say. His lips were soft beneath my fingertip. He nipped at it playfully with his teeth. I pulled my finger back to my mouth and sucked it between my lips, tasting him on my tongue. The gesture seemed to break whatever tenuous hold kept his control leashed so tightly.

His arm snaked around my waist, pulling me close. My hands found purchase against his sun-darkened, taut skin. I shivered in his embrace, my heart hammering against my ribs. I folded into his arms gracefully, as if we were dance partners and we’d rehearsed this a thousand times before. Pushing roughly, I forced him into the stone wall at his back. My hands ran over his chest and down his thighs, searching for a weapon. They lingered greedily as I traced the midline of his jeans, feeling every hard inch of his straining cock for me and reveling in the smooth groan that explorative touch elicited from his open mouth.

I swallowed the sound.

He leaned down to kiss me, but I twisted my mouth away from him, a whore’s trick. Instead, I brandished my neck, and he needed no further prompting. His mouth was hot on my skin, and the rasp of his stubbled cheek contrasted sharply with the softness of his lips. The sensation drove my pulse to a frenzied speed, and a whimper fell unbidden from my lips. Strong, calloused hands roamed low on my body, squeezing tight and startling me as I was forced onto my toes. Our hips ground together slowly and methodically, a steady rhythm of small motions meant to drive me insane. Oh, it was working. His teeth nipped at the skin of my collarbone, forcing my eyes to flutter open. When had I closed them?

His hands left my hips to slide the shoulder of my shirt over to expose more of my collarbone to his ravenous appetite. He dipped his head lower, his thumb tracing the hard point of my breast through my shirt while he showered my skin with scratchy kisses. A moan wrenched its way from deep in my gut, a husky, breathless noise more animal than human. Wait. The sound invigorated him, gave him confidence to continue. He pulled gently behind my knee and hooked one of my legs around his hip. One small change in position and now each of my soft curves was pressed intimately against the tall, hard length of his unyielding body. His blue eyes blazed in the dim light of the alley, reading something on my face that urged him on. This was supposed to be my trap.

His hands were buried in my hair now, a thumb tracing over my cheek to land on my bottom lip. I knew what he wanted. Parting my mouth, I wrapped my lips around the pad of his thumb, my tongue flicking against it before sucking softly. A deep thunderous sound rumbled through his chest to shake me down to my bones. His hand in my hair slid to the back of my head, pulling my mouth closer to his. He wanted me to kiss him. He wanted this to be more than a transaction. He wanted me to want him back.

I brushed my nose against his, and he stilled. All other motion and sensation forgotten as his eyes landed on my mouth, inching closer to his. I drank in the taste of his breath, a faint echo of the taste of his lips from before. My head tilted to the side, and he brushed the hair away from my face to see me more clearly as I angled toward him. He swallowed down whatever desperate words were on the tip of his tongue, and I took his chin in my hand, mouths open and millimeters apart.

Click.

His eyes widened as I pressed the cool steel of Selene to his temple. Shock and fury mingled in his expression until it almost hurt to look at him. Almost.

“Sorry pal, you aren’t that lucky.” My voice was more breathless than I meant for it to be. It took a moment to disentangle myself from how fully we’d been wrapped around each other during our embrace. “Do what I say and no one has to get hurt.”

My legs trembled as I was forced to carry my full weight again. I slid the neck of my shirt back into place over my shoulder, hiding my skin. Schooling my features into an unreadable mask, I willed my heart to slow down.

Only I knew how shaken I was, how close I’d come to losing control. He stood to his full height, and it took all the strength in my bones to keep steady in the face of him. My gun stayed trained right between his eyes. He towered over me, all long and lean, the shadow of him blocking the scant light from the other end of the alley.

“Toss over the bag,” I said, my voice hardened steel. No waver, no hitch, no sign of the fucking breathlessness that’d stolen my senses before. His eyes narrowed in a deep loathing that stung my pride more than I cared to admit. I leveled Selene and brought the hammer back, motioning for him to toss it quickly with a snap of my fingers. He hesitated again, and a cruel smile curled over my teeth.

“Don’t pout,” I said, earning another hard glare. “You just aren’t my type. Now, toss it over or I’ll put hot lead between those pretty blue eyes and you won’t be anyone else’s type either.” He laughed at me, a short bitter sound. I didn’t like it, as if he were laughing at me and not his own foolish hopes. Tossing the bag over, he gritted his teeth together, a muscle flexing in his jaw, and he bit back words I was sure burned hot on his tongue. I almost wished he’d say them, that I could hear the ugliness aloud.

Whore. Thief. Tease. Bitch.

I heard them all in my head anyway. His eyes were shiftier now, dulled with a predatory glint that reminded me of a mountain lion Jones and I hunted once. My motions were long and slow, keeping Selene trained on him as I slung his pack over my shoulder and backed towards the street.

“Well, it’s been fun. Look me up if you’re ever in Vegas again. We can almost fuck some more.” He swore under his breath. A pang of disappointment drifted through my mind at the knowledge that I would never see him again. Just as swiftly as it’d come, it disappeared.

“Jesse?” The voice was small, scared. I whirled, flicking another hidden knife into my palm as a kid looked past me to the barely contained beast of a man held at bay by the vague threat of my tiny gun. Fuck. The kid’s innocent face crumpled when he saw my knife, and the last thing I needed was some brat’s wailing to bring the Crimson Fist down on us all.

“Who’s the kid?” I asked through gritted teeth. My gun hand shook, and the echo of horrors in my past whispered towards me, threatening to swallow me whole.

“My brother,” he answered, the words a barely veiled threat.

It was the first time I’d heard Jesse speak at normal volume; it was a deep sound. Pleasant. Like listening to the rush of water echoing in a canyon. Rough enough around the vowels to be distinctly masculine, but with an oddly calming effect lingering beneath. The kid was blocking my escape, and the longer I stood here indecisively, the more I put myself at risk.

“Motherfucker.” I sheathed my knife and offered the kid a placating smile before tucking Selene into my waistband. I held my hands up, palms forward, in a gesture of peace. “Listen, stay off the strip and get outta town. Fast. Whatever you do, keep far away from anyone with a tattoo of a red fist.” I pointed to my neck, still red from the attention his mouth had paid to the spot moments ago. “Here.” What was I doing? He didn’t seem to be listening to me, so I fisted my hand in the front of his shirt and pushed him against the wall. He bristled, his muscles bunching tight beneath his shirt.

“You’ll get that kid killed if you don’t listen. Red fist tattoos, stay away from them. Got it?” I didn’t wait around to see if he would listen to me a second time. I scrambled back from him and shoved past the kid, ducking around a corner and trying to disappear into the crowd.

“Hey! You!” he shouted after me. Curious stares tracked me as I ran faster. The recognition was worse than anything else; if one of the Crimson Fist caught a good look at me, they’d bring me back to Jones. Or at least they’d try; I’d made my mind up long ago that they wouldn’t take me alive. Seconds later, a hard fist yanked me forcefully back. I slammed into a hard wall of flesh, losing my balance. Another hard hand squeezed tight at my elbow, pulling me forward until Jesse’s furious blue eyes bore down on me and all my protestations died on my lips.
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Chapter two

Jesse





Striking, dark blue eyes stared at me with a mixture of hatred and surprise from beneath the woman’s dark eyebrows. The moment lasted a lifetime, before she lowered her gaze to where my hand clenched her elbow. My white-knuckled grip released. 

“I’ll need my things back,” I said, glaring down at her. From the moment I’d noticed the woman across the busy street, I had to find out more, had to know her. She was such a stark contrast to the women I knew. Dark hair and brows above arresting eyes that were a shape unlike any I’d ever seen. I wanted to immortalize the curves of them so I could carry them with me. Her skin reminded me of white sand like on the shores of the lake back home. Clearly, seeking her out had been a mistake.

“Not gonna happen,” she said, scathingly. She turned to stalk away, but light glinted off of the weapon she’d just pressed to my head. I yanked the gun from her shorts, brandishing it. She wheeled around, animosity tinting her alluring eyes as she looked between me and the gun. It was a dainty thing, small in my hand. A .22 caliber that I might break if I wasn’t careful. It may not have been the most effective weapon to take down a big predator, but it could end a life just the same. The woman straightened, her breasts straining against the front of her revealing shirt. She had a knife in her hand.

A choked sound came from near my elbow. Harry. Fuck. I’d almost forgotten he was with me. Again. Even after months of traveling, I still wasn’t used to the responsibility of watching out for Harry like a parent instead of a brother.

The woman’s eyes darkened beneath her deep-set brows; her eyes flashed to my brother and back to me again.

“You see him?” I asked. “I’m the only person in the world he’s got, and I’ll be damned if I let some two-bit charlatan be the reason he goes hungry.” The smooth skin of her cheeks flushed, and her glare reappeared. Never before had someone looked upon me with such contempt. I was certain she hated me. Her gaze wavered as she looked at my younger brother.

“Even trade. My bag for your gun. Otherwise, this is mine,” I said, checking the ammunition inside. When we fled from Montana three months ago, I didn’t have a chance to bring a weapon. Her attention was almost obsessive as she watched me manipulate the gun.

“You really are clueless,” she said, throwing a sarcastic smile at me.

Harry sniffed, a sure sign he was about to lose it. I stifled a sigh, steeling myself for yet another fit from a ten-year-old.

“You just had to go and take all of the fun out of my day, didn’t you?” the woman asked, giving a sigh of her own.

Her beauty struck me again. The women in Montana certainly looked nothing like her. Most of them wore conservative clothing. They were fair-haired and fair-skinned. This woman was the opposite. From the tight shorts accentuating her ass, to how her breasts threatened to spill out of her thin shirt, she was different. Seeing her for the first time was like snow thawing after a harsh winter, when the world felt right again after so long of feeling wrong. She cocked her head to the side, brandishing her neck. A temptation. One that had nearly gotten me killed.

“Hand it over, farm boy,” she said, venom dripping from each word. “Before you shoot something off you might need later.” My grip tightened on the handle as she reached for the gun. I lifted it out of her reach, tipping my chin in defiance. I wasn’t giving her a damn thing until I got the bag back. Pop taught me that any good poker player knew how to bluff. This woman had obviously never played poker before.

With a roll of her eyes, the woman tossed the bag into the dirt at my feet. She snapped her fingers impatiently. I handed her the gun and snatched the bag up, intent on getting the fuck out of Vegas. We should have never come here. When I’d seen the sign for Vegas, my father’s voice had come to mind.

If you ever have the chance to go to Vegas, Jesse, go. Some of the best times I had were with the guys, playing poker for hours and winning almost every time.

I didn’t know what I expected to find in Vegas, but being robbed and nearly killed wasn’t it.

Harry sobbed, pulling me out of my thoughts. The woman eyed him curiously, glancing between us before she put a hand on his shoulder and crouched down to his height.

“Don’t cry, kid,” she said. Her eyes were alert as she gazed down the street behind me. She let out a defeated sigh, turning back to my brother. “Have you ever had buffalo stew?”

“Who are you?” Harry asked. He took a loud, steadying breath. I grabbed his arm and tugged him away from the woman. He glared at me, shaking me off.

“Bonnie,” the woman said, meeting my gaze. Curiosity barely veiled the distrust reflected back at me. “When was the last time y’all ate?”

When my brother looked up at me, I shook my head. We couldn’t trust her. This . . . Bonnie. She was like a coral snake: beautiful, but deadly.

“Days ago,” Harry said, defiance in his eyes as he turned to her. Bonnie didn’t respond. Instead, she stared down the road behind me, swearing beneath her breath.

“C’mon, we need to get off the street,” she said, putting an arm around my brother’s shoulders and steering him away.

When I turned to find what she’d cursed at, half a dozen men brandishing red fist tattoos and guns were thirty feet away, harassing a woman who carried a small bundle. While I didn’t trust Bonnie, I didn’t know that I could risk our lives running into the men she warned me about.

“We’re not going with you,” I said, once again reaching for Harry. He twisted away from me.

A scream stole my attention. I turned, watching as one of the men with a red fist tattoo ripped the bundle from the woman’s hands. The blankets fell away. A baby. The woman reached for the child, only for one of the men to press a revolver to her forehead. I grabbed Harry as a shot rang out, shielding him from the scene. Before the woman’s body crumpled to the ground, people descended on her like buzzards to carrion.

“Suit yourself, pretty boy.” Bonnie started to turn but froze mid-step. Her eyes widened; tension snapped her spine straight. She grabbed Harry by the arm. “Change of plans. They saw us. You’re coming with me. Now. Keep up.” Before I could argue, she elbowed a man out of the way and pressed forward, glancing over her shoulder every few seconds. I looked behind us to find the threat, but couldn’t see the men through the crowded street.

Eventually her steps slowed. I trailed a few feet behind them. I was completely out of my element. Vegas was the first city we’d come across. Bonnie certainly seemed right at home as she navigated us through the busy streets. Every now and then, I’d catch her glancing over her shoulder. Sometimes she’d look at me, her eyes trailing the length of my body. Other times, she stared past me, eyes darting wildly as she inspected our surroundings.

On our journey south, we’d traveled inside the backs of farmers’ wagons and on foot. Sometimes, people took pity on us and allowed us to sleep in their barns. So far, Vegas was the busiest place we’d been. Half-destroyed buildings lined the concrete street. Dust kicked up around us, as though the desert were trying to reclaim the city. A man was thrown into the street in front of us from a building with a big sign that said Casino! Women dressed in shiny, scant bits of brightly colored fabric and wearing feather headdresses gawked at the man as he climbed to his feet and scampered away.

My brother peppered her with questions about the city and its people.

“Ooh! What’s that?” Harry asked, pointing to a woman leaned up against the side of the building. She had a thick red ribbon tied around her neck. Her cleavage nearly spilled out of the confines of her dress.

“Kid, you shouldn’t point at people,” Bonnie said, glancing back at me. Our eyes met. For a moment, I thought I saw a hint of desire. Then it passed, and she turned away again. I scanned the curves of her body, trailing from the neck I’d kissed down to the hips I wanted to clutch again. Lust flared in my stomach, threatening to boil to the surface. I had to stop looking at her. She steered my brother toward a big, rusty metal building with the word bar spray-painted on the side. A single sign hung above the door.

“Who names a bar in the desert the Drowning Camel?” I asked, incredulous. She didn’t acknowledge me. Instead, she shoved open the door. A bell rang as we entered. A half-stocked bar lined the back wall. Half-a-dozen tables dotted the room, occupied by a handful of people. I followed closely behind my brother, noting that everywhere Bonnie walked, the stares of the bar’s patrons followed her. Some gawked, but most only tipped their hats or raised their drinks in her direction. As if they knew her.

“Where are we?” I asked. With a mixture of contempt and amusement on her face, Bonnie guided my brother onto a bar stool.

“Home, sweet home,” she said, flashing a smile as she settled on the stool beside my brother.

What kind of woman called a bar home? Then again, Bonnie wasn’t like other women. She leaned over the bar, giving me a perfect view of her ass. It’d felt soft beneath my hand in that alley. I appreciated the view until I heard two glasses clink together. A loud thunk sounded as Bonnie set a half-filled bottle of whiskey on the bar. She glanced toward me, pouring two fingers of the amber liquid into a glass.

“You gonna sit down or are you gonna stare at my ass all day?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow. She poured the second glass and shoved it in front of the empty stool next to her. A man walked out from the back, eyes trained on Bonnie. He towered over the bar, his girth almost as great as his height. There were tattoos up and down his amber skin. I probably should have feared him. The man grabbed the whiskey bottle and set it back behind the bar.

“Murph,” Bonnie said. “Can you get Beck to bring a bowl of stew for the kid?” She lifted her whiskey, but before she could take a drink, she stopped to stare at the man. He crossed his arms, narrowing his eyes at her. He looked at Harry, then me, then back to Bonnie.

“You wanna tell me about this?” he asked, slapping down what looked like a poster on the bar’s surface. Tension seized her shoulders, but she shook it off quickly.

“It’s not a very good likeness. They can’t seem to get my eyes right,” Bonnie said, knocking back the rest of her drink. She leaned over the bar once more and grabbed the whiskey to pour herself another glass. I reached around her to grab the sign.

Wanted. Alive. Bonnie. There was a roughly sketched portrait of the woman beside me. I could have drawn her better than that. Beneath that was a list of crimes. Wanted in connection to acts of domestic terrorism, inciting a riot, and the unlawful freeing of slaves. Suspected in no less than three murders. My eyes were wide in shock. How could this little woman have done all of these things? This must have been what she was running from in the streets. There was a hefty reward for her to be taken in alive. Five hundred bits of silver.

Murph let out an exasperated huff. He stared at Bonnie with incredulous eyes. I grabbed my drink and tipped it back, reveling in the burn of the whiskey as it ran down my throat. What a day. My brother reached over, snatching the poster out of my hand.

“What’s domestic terrorism?” Harry asked.

“It’s what you get for being a smartass with a gun,” Murph said, staring pointedly at Bonnie. She rolled her eyes and poured me another drink.

“Jealous, Murph?” she asked, smirking at the man.

“Do you know what this means? Not just for you, but for Beck’s safety,” he said. “If he finds her—” The man’s voice broke suddenly. Tension filled the air, snapping tight between them. I dared to glance at Bonnie; she glared at Murph.

“If who finds her?” I asked.

“None of your fuckin’ business,” Bonnie said. Her shoulders relaxed and she leaned against the front edge of the bar, her eyes softening as she looked at Murph. “Nothing’s gonna happen to her.”

“Yeah, except you’re gonna break her heart,” Murph said harshly. Then, as if realizing his tone, he lowered his eyes.

“She knew I was gonna have to leave. It just has to be sooner than we thought,” she said, running a finger over the lip of her glass. The man looked at me. I ignored him, instead focusing intently on my whiskey.

“Of all the guys you’ve brought back here, they never had a kid with them before. What’s up with that?” Murph’s eyes shifted to my brother.

“Just go get the fucking stew!” Bonnie’s cheeks flushed. I lifted my glass to my lips to busy my hands as he walked away. Of all the guys. Was I just the latest in a string of cons? We sat in silence for a moment before she turned to me. The intensity of her gaze made the hair on the back of my neck tingle. I took my time to sip the whiskey. She still stared at me as I lowered the glass to the bar. I turned to her.

“What?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow. My eyes fell to Bonnie’s bottom lip, which she worried between her teeth. I wanted to taste that lip. I blinked, ignoring the tightness in my jeans.

“So, Jesse, from some distant farm who doesn’t know how to take the safety off when he’s threatening someone with their own gun, where ya headin’?” she asked. Her blue eyes brightened as she poured another finger of whiskey into my glass.

“Why do you care?” I asked before knocking back my drink. I stared back at her intense gaze. After a moment, she gave an exasperated sigh and ran a hand through her dark hair. I imagined running my fingers through the long strands again.

“I’m just tryin’ to figure you out,” she said.

“Why?” I asked. At the same time, a woman walked out from behind the bar. She was shorter than my brother. Her long, straight black hair grayed at her temples. Lines around her eyes and mouth revealed her age. She fussed over Harry in a language I didn’t recognize. Then she turned to Bonnie and took the younger woman’s face in her hands.

“C’mon, Beck,” Bonnie said, shaking her off half-heartedly.

“I saw the posters. I know Murph worries, but we can keep you hidden—”

“No. Absolutely not,” she said, shaking her head. Beck’s eyes glistened as she looked over Bonnie’s face. I felt like I shouldn’t be a part of this conversation, as though it were a tender moment not meant for my prying eyes.

“Please, Little Wolf,” Beck said, putting her hands on Bonnie’s arms. “Let me do this for you. After everything you did for me—”

“I’m not anyone’s hero,” Bonnie said sharply, cutting her off. She pulled out of the older woman’s grip. “You wanna pay me back? Don’t get caught. Or if you do, make sure Murph blows his fucking face off.” Her eyes slid to me and she settled back on her stool. I watched Beck disappear behind the bar. Bonnie’s eyes felt like daggers as she once again stared at me.

“Enlighten me, then,” I said after a long moment, reaching across her for the whiskey bottle. My arm brushed against her breasts as I brought it in front of me. My head was already light from the drink. The scrutiny of her gaze made me nervous. I refilled my glass and topped hers off. Then I set the bottle down and stared straight back at her. “What have you figured out about me?”

“Farm boy,” she said, her blue eyes piercing into the depths of me. I bristled at boy. She seemed quite fond of the word. “That’s obvious by the calluses on your hands and the way your tan ends at your shoulders. You spend long hours outside.” She paused to glance at my brother before looking back to me. “You’ve been on the road now for months, judging from the state of your boots. You didn’t leave with much, and you’ve been giving up what little food you’ve been able to scavenge to the kid. Your jeans are a little too loose.” The memory of her hands running along the front of my jeans made me shift uncomfortably on my stool. No woman had ever affected me like this before.

“One of your canteens has a leak,” she continued. “Your chapped lips are a dead giveaway.” Bonnie’s gaze fell to my mouth. Tension snapped tight between us. “I make my living sizing people up. Assumptions have kept me alive so far. It’s not personal.”

I snorted derisively. “Sure seemed personal in that alleyway,” I said. It’d be a lie if I didn’t acknowledge that she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. My anger at her wasn’t just about being robbed. It was that she used her beauty to play me like an instrument. I’d fallen right into her trap, all because of her pretty face. “Doesn’t seem much like living to me.”

“It’s not. It’s surviving. And I’m good at it,” she said.

“Could have fooled me,” I remarked. She turned on her stool to face me fully.

“Look, I’m no angel, and I don’t pretend to be. I’ll do whatever it takes so I don’t end up in the ground like my mom,” she said.

It seemed we had something in common. I knew what it was like having dead parents.

My eyes trailed from the anger written on her face down the curve of her cheek and past her lips. Her thin shirt accentuated her soft curves and breasts. A spot of red dotted the hem of it. Suspected in no less than three murders. I opened my mouth to ask her about it, but my brother cut me off.

“This is really good,” Harry said. Bonnie’s features softened as she turned to face him.

“Beck’s a good cook,” she said, reaching over to ruffle his hair.

“What’s in it anyway?” I asked. I’d learned how hard meat was to come by during our travels. We were luckier than most back home because we raised our own livestock. Bonnie snorted into her glass.

“Whatever Beck could catch this morning,” she said, amusement in her eyes.

“Why’re you helping us?” Harry asked through a mouthful of stew.

“What can I say? I’m a sucker for a pretty face, handsome,” Bonnie said. If that were true, she wouldn’t have pulled a gun on me in that alleyway. I scowled into my glass. “How old are you anyway, kid?”

“Ten,” Harry said with a sheepish grin. She ruffled his hair again. Then she turned to me and leaned close.

“Look,” she said. Heat radiated off of her. “I just wanted to get the kid off the strip. You’re not from here, and it’s a dangerous place. Not everyone has someone looking out for them.” Her breath was hot on my cheek. A shiver went up my spine as desire flared to life in my belly once more. I balled my hand into a fist at my side to stop myself from doing something stupid.

“I’m not sure I want a murderer looking out for us,” I said, turning my attention to the bloodstain on the hem of her shirt. “I’m guessing you’re responsible for no less than four as of today.”

Bonnie looked down, pulling at her shirt to see the spot. I caught a glimpse of the smooth skin of her stomach. I swallowed around the lump in my throat, then took a deep pull from my glass.

“That Crimson Fist motherfucker ruined two of my favorite shirts today!” Bonnie groaned and stood. Her arm brushed against mine. She smirked, then leaned close. “For the record, it was nice robbing you, farm boy.” Then she pressed her lips to my cheek. I felt the softness and heat of them as she stalked away. Her hips swayed as she moved behind the bar. Instead of disappearing as Murph had, she climbed a ladder into a small loft just out of sight.

Harry belched, setting down his glass of water. His eyes were full of amusement when I looked at him. We needed to go. Before I did something stupid. I knocked back the rest of my whiskey.

“Are you ready?” I asked Harry, slipping onto Bonnie’s barstool. My vision blurred around the edges as I tried to focus on him.

“What about her?” he asked, glancing toward the ladder behind the bar.

“She’s not coming. Just us,” I said.

“Why not?”

“She’s trouble,” I bristled. He looked up at me with sadness in his eyes. I hadn’t realized how dark my tone was. I should apologize. Bonnie had clawed her way beneath my skin, and he was taking the brunt of my frustration.

“I like her. She knows her way around. She could help us find Mom and Pop,” he said. A rush of guilt flooded my chest at the hope in his voice. The whiskey on my tongue soured.

“What happened to bro-time?” I asked, forcing a smile. “You and me, the great outdoors—”

“I’d like to be able to eat every day,” he said. Ouch. Even though his words weren’t malicious, having a ten-year-old point out your flaws felt like a hot knife to the balls. I stared at the gnarled surface of the bar, trying to force my insecurities back down. It wasn’t Harry’s fault. I glanced around the room, watching as a man shuffled a deck of cards. My hands flexed on the bar in front of me.

Then, like an idiot, I looked toward the loft. Bonnie. Her bare back faced me. Long, thin marks crisscrossed the right side of her ribs. I couldn’t tell if it was a tattoo or something else, something worse. She slid on another shirt, this one less revealing, then disappeared just beyond my line of vision.

The low din of conversation ceased suddenly. The bell at the door rang. Men who’d been talking in boisterous voices went silent. A single mug thudded on a wooden table. Bonnie came into view once more, just around the edge of the loft wall. Her eyes widened and her shoulders tensed. Fear. She disappeared again as loud stomps followed by the telltale jingle of boot spurs approached.

A young man dressed in a black vest and white shirt appeared behind the bar. The newcomer stopped beside me. He towered as he looked down at me over a pair of dusty aviator sunglasses. He was a beefy man, with tan skin and an ugly scar that crossed over one eye. He had a crooked nose, as though he’d been in one too many bar fights. He tipped his black cowboy hat back as the bartender poured him a shot.

“You ain’t seen this girl ’round here, have you?” the man asked, unfolding a wanted poster identical to the one on the bar next to Harry. The page was creased, as though he’d folded and unfolded it a hundred times. I took a modest sip of whiskey before meeting his gaze again. Something about him unnerved me, as though danger radiated from the man in waves. The fear I’d seen in Bonnie’s eyes told me that she knew him.

“Depends. How accurate is this drawing?” I asked, pointing to the picture of Bonnie.

“Mostly right. Her eyes are blue, and she’s got a large scar on her left arm,” he said, lips curling sadistically. He ordered another shot and knocked it back. I caught sight of a tattoo on his neck, a pointed flower in the place where others had red fists.

“How old is she?” I asked. The man regarded me for a moment.

“Best guess . . . nineteen. Who’s the kid?” he asked. I glanced at Harry, whose skin was pale. He sat ramrod straight on his barstool. I leaned forward, blocking the man’s view.

“Some stray I picked up on the street. Kid was hungry,” I lied.

“Well, ain’t you a just a goddamn bleedin’ heart?” he asked, sarcasm heavy on his tongue. I chuckled. The sound rumbled deep in my chest as I thought of Bonnie. It would be easy to turn her over to him. Five hundred silver bits was a lot of money. The purse Mom had given us was lighter than when we left Montana. Turning her over might help my ruined pride. I glanced back to the loft.

Bonnie peered around the wall, her fingertips barely visible. Her eyes were wide. I imagined hearing her pretty voice begging me not to do it. I turned my attention back to my drink.

“What are you going to do with the money when you catch her?” I asked.

“Money? Nah. I’m gonna show her exactly what happens when a woman disobeys,” he said. His mouth curled into a sadistic grin.

I knew enough to understand men like him. No one, not even a murderer and thief, deserved to be raped.

“You know, I think I saw her,” I said. He turned his attention to me, eyes narrowing in suspicion. A small crash sounded from Bonnie’s direction. The man’s eyes flickered toward the sound.

“Had a small handgun. A .22?” I asked, stealing his attention back.

“That’s right. Boss is wantin’ that gun back. Who’re you?”

“Jesse. This .22, did it have an ivory handle?”

“If there’s somethin’ you ain’t telling me—” he said.

“Oh no,” I said, chuckling beneath my breath. “I saw her preoccupied with some man in an alleyway earlier.” The dark expression on the man’s face twisted into something wild and feral.

“Preoccupied?” he asked.

“They were . . . close,” I said, cocking my head toward my brother, as if to say I didn’t want to go into detail with him next to me.

“What’d he look like?” the man’s fingers twitched toward the holster on his belt. I shrugged, taking a casual sip of my drink. I gripped the glass tight to keep the man from seeing my hands shake.

“Young guy, lanky, maybe six feet tall? One look at him and you could tell he wasn’t a local,” I said. “I heard her say something to him though. Something about going north, maybe? I was too busy getting ripped off by a whore on the corner.” I shrugged, purposefully looking away to signal the end of the conversation.

“I’ll check with the boss,” the man murmured. He knocked back the shot and threw a roughly cut brass bit on the counter. He turned to me, sticking out a hand. I considered the action for a moment. I took it. He gripped my hand hard, making me cringe and bite back a cry of pain. He pulled me menacingly close, his rancid breath on my face.

“Most people call me Sixgun,” he said.

I didn’t expect to be threatened by a gun twice today.
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Chapter three

Bonnie





Most people call me Sixgun. 

No, they didn’t. Most people called him a monster. Evil hides behind normal faces. Sixgun Ellis’s face might be ugly and old, but lurking somewhere within the dark recess of his fucked up mind was the kind of evil that left you defenseless against it.

He was here to bring me back.

I’d like to say I was afraid, because being afraid meant my mind was focused on survival. I was numb, as if the inevitable dread of this moment had marinated in my bones. In my mind’s eye I saw it all clearly, each move and counter move. Jesse, the man I robbed and humiliated, would stretch out this tentative safety just long enough for me to think I’d get away. Then, inevitably, the lure of money and vengeance would have him call Sixgun back. Then that monster would drag me out of this loft and make me pray for death.

I contemplated the gun in my hand. Quick, efficient, easy. It would be so easy to pull the trigger and deny Sixgun his prey. I closed my eyes, back pressed firmly against the wall that kept me out of sight, Selene white-knuckled in my fist. 

“You wouldn’t be lyin’ to me would ya?” Sixgun asked menacingly. Here it was, the moment of truth, when an unassuming farm boy showed his true colors. I took a steadying breath and put the barrel of the gun in my mouth, the tang of metal on my tongue.

“Not sure why I would. Just walk a few blocks down towards the well. I’m sure there are others who saw her. She wasn’t exactly subtle, if you know what I mean.” Jesse’s lie was easy and confident. My eyes opened at his words.

He lied for me.

I peered around the corner to stare down at him from my hiding place. I drank in every detail. His shoulders were relaxed, his expression casually disinterested. He was a world class liar, no hint of deception to be found. Sixgun must’ve thought the same; he grunted in acknowledgement and turned back to the liquor in front of him.

“I don’t like liars; you better not be one,” Sixgun threatened. Jesse’s stare hardened in the outlaw’s direction, his jaw set firmly.

“Duly noted,” he said before Sixgun shoved off from the bar and sauntered out, the noise returning in a riot of sound the moment the door clanged shut.

My mind buzzed as I looked down at the gun still in my hand. He lied for me. Flicking the safety on, I grabbed my pack and a few things from my makeshift room in the loft before swinging my legs out and dropping heavily onto the floor. I was alive, because he lied for me.

I couldn’t seem to grasp the idea that a stranger I’d robbed made the decision to save my life. Fear barreled into me as the shock receded. We had to get the fuck out of here. Now.

My pulse pounded hot at my neck and in my ears. There was no time for hesitation. Springing into action, I marched towards Jesse and the kid, reluctantly nodding in appreciation as I slammed my fist on the bar twice. My signal to Murph that Sixgun was gone.

I shoved Selene into Jesse’s hand and jerked my head to the side, a clear indication that he was supposed to follow me. He stood there dumbly for a moment before getting the hint and scrambling after me as I crossed behind the bar and around a corner.

“Stay here for a second,” I said quickly. I climbed the short ladder to my room, reaching into the small crawl space where I’d been sleeping and pulling down my bedding. It was thin but mostly intact, and I rolled it quickly, tying it down to my pack.

“Look, Bonnie, we have to go—”

“Are you stupid?” I asked bluntly, watching the muscle in his jaw flex with the force of his clenched teeth. “You can’t just leave; he’s probably watching that entrance.” I opened my pack and tried to check a list of essentials in my mind. Compass. Map. Flask. Med kit. Rations. My hand wrapped around the cool metal of the M9 at the bottom.

A beretta, military issue from before the Culling. Much deadlier than the dainty Selene I’d entrusted Jesse with. Selene could scare people, but she wasn’t much use in a firefight. This gun had seen deserts around the world and still looked like sleek, black death. I chambered a bullet with a noticeable clack, clack and tucked it into my waistband. I tried not to overthink why having it on me spread warmth to my fingers and stilled the slight tremor in my hand.

“We’re just going to take our chances on the main road. I mean, he wasn’t looking for us, anyway.” Jesse said, eyeing the new weapon warily. I rolled my eyes and tossed my hair over one shoulder.

“Kid, did you hear the dumb shit your brother just said?” I asked, turning my attention to the rapt ten-year-old who’d been watching my every action obsessively. “Repeat after me: Never. Take. The. Main. Road.” I punctuated each word as Jesse’s glare hardened. I swung my head back in his direction with a mocking smile. “Besides the fact that there are three gangs operating out of the strip who monitor the main roads for easy marks, like you, that Crimson Fist goon saw you with me on the street. You won’t make it out of Vegas alive if you do that.”

He bit his lip, hard, with the force of shackling the unkind words in his furious eyes. Maybe part of me just really wanted to see the sanctimonious farm boy shed his saintly manners. I sighed and put a hand on his chest before I even thought about it. It was just like in the alleyway. A shock of desire thudded into me like a hammer at the contact.

“I can admit,” I said begrudgingly, “that I might have been wrong about you.” I dropped my hand from his chest and lowered onto my knee in front of the kid, unhooking the knife from my belt. He scoffed behind me.

“I figure I was right about you.” His words were hard and stung more than they should have. A tense silence descended between us before his voice broke through. “If we can’t go out the front or on the main roads, how are we supposed to get out of here?” I snapped the knife onto the kid’s belt. His eyes brightened with the small act of trust. I stood tall, shaking off the biting insult.

“Kid?” I asked, eyes trained on Jesse. The kid squeaked in response, startled by being called into the conversation. I held my hand out to him. “Give me the leaking canteen.” He fumbled with the strap around his chest and shoved it over his head, handing over a canteen with a leak high up on it. The metal was too bent and compromised to mend, so I tossed it across the room into a barrel Murph used as a garbage container. Jesse made a strangled noise and lurched towards the steel barrel.

“Leave it,” I said as his furious blue eyes blazed at me from across the room. “I have a better one to replace it with.” 

“Why would you do that?” He crossed his arms over his chest in defiance.

“Because I’m taking you with me.”

His eyebrows rose so high they disappeared into his sandy hair. Heat crept up my neck as I remembered how his lips had felt on my skin. “Or you’re taking me with you. Either way, we’re sticking together and getting the fuck outta Vegas. How’s that sound?” His arms dropped noncommittally to his sides, and he let out an aggravated sigh I took to mean he was on board with the plan. However begrudgingly.

“Murph! Beck!” I called again, turning back towards the bar, where they were gathering as many supplies as they could possibly give. It was too much. Beck walked forward with tears in her eyes.

“Please don’t leave again, Bonnie,” she said, sniffling and wrapping her arms around me in a crushing embrace. I twisted myself out of her grasp a moment later, no good with the sentimental stuff.

“Here, it’s not much. I’ll pay you back for the water rations somehow,” I said, pressing the few brass bits into her hand and digging in my pack for a wad of crumpled ration coupons. Not nearly as many as she’d sacrificed for me. Taking the extra pack Murph handed to me, I began to stuff supplies in. As many as I thought Jesse could feasibly carry.

“Keep out of sight until he comes after me, a week or two at least.” My words were directed at Murph, who nodded solemnly.

“I owe you, my li—”

I cut her off. “You don’t owe me anything.” Beck got overly emotional at times. “The supplies are enough.”

I handed the loaded pack to Jesse. It was infuriating to see how easily he slung it over one shoulder and carried the load. She began to cry softly, wiping at her cheeks as I ignored her sorrow. Jesse’s eyebrows knit together, trying to reconcile Beck’s attachment to me, or maybe my cold, disaffected attitude. Either way, I was leaving, and I wouldn’t be looking back. I never looked back.

True to my word, a moment later I handed Jesse a full canteen. This one, leak free. He looked at it before securing it to his new pack with an odd expression on his face. There was an echo of the attraction from that alleyway in his eyes now. As if he saw the mirage instead of the woman for a moment before it fell away again and he remembered he hated me.

“Why did you rob me when you have all these supplies?” he asked, but I had no intention of answering that question. I gave him a disarming grin and pulled the M9 out from my waistband.

“You ready?”

He held up Selene unenthusiastically and followed me out through the kitchen to the back door. The kid was between us, smiling so wide it was a wonder his face didn’t break in half. I cleared the area, the M9 held confidently in front of me as we exited into an alleyway, not unlike our alleyway from earlier. I wanted to spare a quick glance at Jesse but decided it was probably better if I didn’t. As we crossed the alleyway, I looked down at the kid and really assessed him for the first time. He was pretty young to have already had a run-in with a guy like Sixgun.

“Hey, kid, you scared?” I asked him, hoping he was tougher than he’d looked earlier today. He shook his head but wouldn’t meet my eyes. I stopped and pulled his chin up until he was forced to look at me dead-on.

“Is that man going to hurt Jesse?” he asked. His eyes were wide and more innocent than I’d ever been. An ache for the little girl I was so long ago started throbbing in my chest. I lowered myself to his level again and stared him down. Kids appreciate honesty, or at least I used to when I was one.

“No one is gonna hurt you or Jesse, not while I’m around. Got it?” I said. He nodded, looking more sure of himself already. Standing back up I took a moment to adjust the strap on my pack and beat the ravenous memories away before they swallowed me whole. I didn’t have time to get distracted by things I couldn’t change.

“You get scared, grip the handle of that knife. When we get outta here, I’ll show you how to shoot a gun so you won’t ever be scared again,” I promised. His smile was blinding.

It’d worked well enough for me anyway.

“Where are we going, Bonnie?” Jesse asked, his oddly calming voice grounding me to the moment. He said my name a lot now that he knew it. As if he were testing it out on his tongue. I wouldn’t admit how much I liked that.

“To get horses,” I said, my voice clipped.

“Well, where are the horses?” he retorted, just as clipped.

“Close,” I said, smiling at him. The attraction I’d felt for him earlier in the alleyway hadn’t subsided as I’d thought it might. In fact, the more time I spent with him, the stronger it grew. Maybe if he was lucky, I’d give him a roll in the hay before sending him off into the sunset. Glancing over and watching him glower at Selene, I decided probably not.

“Harry’s not going anywhere until I know what we’re walking into,” he said, the stern expression out of place on his handsome face. My brows furrowed deep as I looked over the kid. He had a uniquely sunny disposition, oppositional to my own, but he definitely didn’t look like a Harry.

“What kind of name is that for a kid?” I asked, unable to mask the disgust in my tone. “I’m sticking with ‘The Kid.’” I blew a wayward strand of hair from my eyes before motioning towards where the alley met the street. It was busy, but the congestion of people had slowed considerably from earlier. Still, a few men milled about, their conversation too muffled to make out. We’d be more visible in the open.

“The stables are just there.” I pointed to the building. From the front it didn’t look like much: a large sliding door that was more rust than aluminum at this point and the hint of a faded number seven. Ironic, as it didn’t seem that the place had been particularly lucky.

“How are we getting these horses?” Jesse asked, his tone pointed. I scowled in his direction and shrugged.

“You could just try to outrun Sixgun on foot instead, since you don’t like my plan,” I said, too sweetly. He didn’t respond.

“Well?” I asked, taking sick pleasure in watching him run frustrated hands through that sandy hair of his. Briefly I wondered what he would do if I ran my fingers through his sun streaked locks. Stamping down the distracting thoughts, I refocused on our goal. He waved me forward, the gesture overly wide and sarcastic. It was time to get the fuck out of Dodge before my past caught up with me.

My hands were sweaty, and I wiped them on my shorts. Running every scenario through in my mind, I shifted my weight on my feet somewhat nervously. Jesse fiddled with a ring on his finger, and I could tell he felt it too. A sweet tension in the air indicating that danger was present. Without any indication, we both leapt into action at the same time, rushing forward through the busy street and dodging wagons and large groups, The Kid dragged behind Jesse by a hard grip the former had on his little arm. In no time at all, we burst through the door, and I swung it shut, flicking the lock closed before facing the blustery face of the heavyset man behind the counter.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, bustin’ in here like that!” he shouted, his face ruddier the more he yelled. A brief touch to Jesse’s forearm was all it took for him to understand my simple command. Wait here, I’ll take care of this. He just held The Kid back with an outstretched arm as I turned to the man behind the counter, a familiar swing to my steps that showed off my hips as I approached. I bit my bottom lip and settled a pouty expression on my face as I leaned over the counter, letting him get a good, long look down my top.

The idiot liked the view so much, it was easy enough to pull the M9 from my waistband and press it to his temple. He made a startled sound that was something between a squeak and a wail but reminded me distinctly of a squalling piglet. I brought my face close to his, eyes hard, and spoke softly as if I were trying to ease his worries.

“I know who you’ve been selling to,” I said, watching his eyes widen in horror.

“I-it’s you! From the posters,” he stammered, recognition settling into the corners of his scowl. My smile was eerily detached; it was sick how much I liked the fear on his face.

“If I hear that you’ve sold so much as a horseshoe to the slavers again, you’ll wish I killed you. Got it?”

He nodded furiously, but I didn’t trust anyone, much less a piece of shit like this guy. I brought my gun down hard, the satisfying thud against his skull reverberating up my arm. He crashed to the straw-covered floor, his mass of flesh jiggling before he lay still, conveniently hidden from view behind the counter. Jesse and The Kid stared at me, scandalized.

“What?” I asked defensively. “You act like this should be a surprise or something.”

Jesse chuckled, as if he saw me clearly now. Shame like thick smoke swirled around my skin. Instead of responding, I turned towards the rows of stables and began to look through the horses. They were all the finest quality, well-fed, long-limbed, energetic. Satisfaction pulsed deep as I thought about stealing from this man who equipped slavers in the area. I tossed my pack to the dusty floor at my feet, assessing the options. We’d need horses that were fast, but more importantly, horses used to desert conditions. Then I spied her, tossing her head defiantly in her stall. A gray paint mare who danced on her feet as I approached. She had a wildness inside of her that I admired immediately.

I stared her down for a moment, and she came closer, shoving her nose into my hand and demanding a scratch. Just like that, she was mine. I pressed my face into her neck and let her nuzzle me, drinking in the warm animal scent of her. She started prancing again, and I knew what she wanted right away. To stretch those long legs out across the open desert. The same desire passed through me, to be out of this suffocating city and rushing across the vastness of the world.

“Can I name her?” The Kid asked beside me, though I wasn’t sure when he’d gotten there. I stepped back to find her tack, allowing him to stroke her long muzzle.

“Sure,” I said, forcing myself not to smile. “But it’ll have to wait until we’re on our way.” He nodded, not paying attention to me at all. I couldn’t blame him for being fascinated by the mustang. She was beautiful. He wandered down the stalls for a while, staring at the horses in each one before returning to his brother’s side.

“What about the other ones?” he asked. Jesse ignored him and kept gathering the tack he would need.

“Jesse, what about the other horses?” He tried again. “Jesse!”

“Not now, Harry. Just let me finish this,” Jesse snapped, frustrated. The Kid grumbled before crossing to me. I paused and gave him my full attention as he reached my side.

“What about the rest of them?” he asked, and I looked down the long rows of horses. Some stamping impatiently, others nickering or tossing their heads. All of them, like my mustang, caged against their will and longing to be set free. I breathed out an ironic laugh. I guess sometimes it took a precocious kid saying something obvious to see what was right in front of you.

“You’re a genius, Kid. You know that?” I asked, ruffling his hair affectionately. “Start unlocking the stall doors while I tack this one. We’ll use their escape as a distraction.” He grinned wide, running to the end of the row and beginning to unlock stable doors as quick as his feet would carry him. Leading my mustang out of her stall, I started saddling her, my movements mechanical. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Jesse doing the same.

The stallion he chose was a rust color, nearly four hands higher than mine. A massive creature that I worried may not fare well in the harsh climate, but I held my tongue. The corded muscles along his flank shifted with his movement, glinting like copper in the scant light. My hands fumbled as I tightened my pack down on the back of the saddle. We needed to leave. The stablemaster wouldn’t be incapacitated for long. The thought of Sixgun closing in sent adrenaline racing through my veins, forcing a jittery clumsiness into my movements.

I mounted quickly, leading the mustang towards the metal door Jesse wrenched open. I’d carefully averted my eyes from the muscles bunching and straining against his shirt as he’d done it. Horses spilled into the street, galloping in every direction. Surprised shouting rose louder with each horse that galloped into the streets; people scrambled out of the way of the stampede. We made our escape in the ensuing chaos.

The silence between us was deafening as I led them through the twisting alleys and back roads. We ducked our heads anytime we came close to the main road. Jesse kept his mount close enough to mine that our legs brushed when the alleys grew too narrow. Time stretched thin, and my heart pounded with every corner we rounded. What had been only the matter of a few hours seemed infinitely long with the threat of death hanging over us.

My first deep lungful of air came as soon as we cleared the congestion of the city and made our way into the red sands of the desert beyond. A dry, dust-laden breath grounded me in ways I hadn’t begun to analyze. I clicked my tongue and dug in my heels as a wild grin unfurled on my mouth and I let my horse run loose over the hard-packed earth.

Elation thrummed through me the farther we got from the dilapidated city and the people who lived there. Unlike most, I didn’t fear the open desert. It welcomed me like an old friend, enticing me further. The arid air whipped my hair into knots and tangles that would be hell to work through tonight, but I didn’t care. I knew how to stay alive out here, and the farther I got from that city, the surer I was that I would survive another day.

It was a long time before we slowed, though I’m sure my horse would’ve gladly kept up the pace. Bone-deep weariness took hold of me, as if I were a wet rag that’d been wrung dry. The sun dipped low toward the horizon, setting the land ablaze in a wash of vibrant red and purple light. Before long, it would be too dark to see, so I slowed my mount and found high ground to make camp. The Kid’s eyes were half-lidded as he swung down from Jesse’s horse. The temperature began to dip, but soon it would plunge down to a cold that could seep through your skin if you let it.

We were all so spent that we didn’t talk about how to set up camp, instead just working together with stiff motions caused by sore muscles from the long ride. I built the fire, blowing the ember until it caught in my hands and feeding it until it became a flickering furnace to beat back the chill in the air.

Jesse and The Kid began unwrapping rations to eat. Meanwhile, I rolled out my bedroll and took stock of our supplies so far. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, my mind wandered to memories I’d rather keep buried. They clawed at me, sharp and dangerous, threatening to shatter my self-control. I needed to keep busy and distracted in order to keep ahead of them. Usually I beat my demons back with the mindlessness of alcohol and sex. I didn’t have enough whiskey to drown the darkness raging inside of me.

When I had nothing left to do, I allowed myself to look over the campfire at Jesse. The firelight made shapes and shadows flicker in angles of his face. He really was chiseled perfection. I wondered again why he did it. Why had he lied for me in the bar? I pulled my flask out of my bag and unscrewed the cap, taking a long pull and relishing the comforting burn of the whiskey, greeting me like an old friend. It slid down too easy, the burn settling into my blood and warming me from within.

The Kid stared at me again, so I passed him the flask. Jesse’s eyes snapped to the motion, a protestation poised on his tongue.

“Just a sip, Kid. To keep you warm,” I said. Jesse didn’t say anything as his brother tipped it back and spluttered a moment later. He handed the flask back, red-faced, and wrapped himself in his bedding, asleep in moments.

The quiet magnified my loneliness. Seeing the two of them together reminded me how alone I’d always been. My mind wandered back to that alleyway. His hands were hard, but his mouth hadn’t been. He’d tried several times to kiss me, to get me to want him back. The truth was, I didn’t kiss him because I did want him back. Too much. I stood, crossing to sit next to him on the opposite side of the fire. He didn’t ask, but his eyebrows rose high enough to imply his question.

I handed him the flask and he took it, fingers brushing against mine. He passed it back after a moment, his eyes fixed on my face. Why was this so hard all of a sudden? The silence between us grew into a thunderous roar, thick with implications from the day. It was smothering the breath from me, until I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Why’d you do it?” I asked, turning to meet his gaze head-on. “Why did you lie for me back there?”

He blinked, slowly, as if he didn’t understand. “Because it was the right thing to do,” he said, matter-of-fact. That was it. No other explanation. He expected nothing. He gained nothing. He said it with a certainty I’d never felt before. I chuckled, a breathy sound. Jesse was an honest-to-God upstanding guy, maybe the only one I’d ever met.

“You have no idea what you’ve done,” I said, handing the flask to him again. “That lie saved my life. Now, I owe you a life debt.” He took the flask but otherwise seemed ambivalent to everything I’d said.

“You gave me a new canteen; let’s call it even,” he said, taking a sip of whiskey.

“A life debt isn’t something settled by a new canteen, farm boy,” I said, watching as he began to roll his sleeves up his muscled forearms. I didn’t avert my eyes this time, watching as the movements made his muscles flex beneath the fabric.

“But I have another idea.” I bit my bottom lip to stop the wicked grin from giving my thoughts away. “I could guide you through the desert. I know it better than most and, like I said, I’m good at surviving.”

“Is there another option?” he asked, clearly not thrilled with the idea of traveling with me for any real length of time. Not that I could particularly blame him. He took another long pull of whiskey.

“We could finish what we started in that alleyway,” I said. He choked on the drink. He sputtered unattractively before I pulled the flask from his shaking hand. His eyes fell to the movement, watching as I screwed the cap back on.

“I thought you said I wasn’t your type,” he said, his voice gruff but his eyes suddenly bright in the darkness.

“You aren’t.” I leaned close enough that I could feel his breath hitch. My finger trailed up his denim-clad thigh, stopping just shy of where I’d felt his desire for me earlier. “But after a day like today, we could both use a good fuck.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “One night. Then we part ways in the morning and you never have to see me again.”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he reached out to brush a long strand of my hair behind my ear. His thumb traced a path down my jaw as he considered.

“One night?” he asked.

“I don’t do repeat performances,” I said with a noncommittal shrug.

“If I choose the guide option?” Jesse asked, the warmth from his body seeping into mine.

“Oh no. I never mix business and pleasure. One-time offer,” I said softly. Our mouths were close enough that his warm breath fogged against my skin. A shiver worked its way down my spine. His thumb brushed my bottom lip and his eyes darkened. Was he remembering how I’d refused him in the alleyway? He’d wanted me to kiss him then, to taste me. I brushed my lips against his softly, showing him in my own way that I wanted that too. His hand slid easily to the back of my head, and he pulled me closer.

“What’ll it be, farm boy?” I asked, my heart hammering against my ribs.

He didn’t answer. Instead, his eyes were hot on my mouth. He leaned toward me slowly, as if afraid I would get spooked if he moved too fast and brought his lips down on top of mine. He kissed me slow, his mouth firm, so there was nothing messy or awkward about it. I wasn’t prepared for just how good he tasted. A moan escaped my lips, and he drank it down. My hands buried in his sandy hair as I’d imagined earlier that day. It was thick and surprisingly soft. He pulled back to look at me, his eyes tracing every detail. My fingers tangled in his hair, breath coming sharp in the cold air, cheeks flushed. I had no idea what he was searching for in my expression.

Whatever he found there made him kiss me again.
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