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1.  Gabe and the Outlaws
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Gabe Fetch sat on the dirt floor in a dingy corner of a stuffy little cantina, inhaling the thick air, and growing angrier by the minute. 

He took a long drink from a nearly empty tequila bottle and decided that hooking up with these two assholes had been a huge mistake. He'd thought they were real outlaws, but now, he wasn't sure.

Sure, they were tough. They were mean as shit. But they were dumb and crude. 

And worse, now that the job was done, they treated him like a kid, like he was some kind of a joke.

That weren’t at all fair, especially seeing as he was the one who set up the robbery. He planned it. 

Course, if he’d known then what idiots they were, he wouldn’t have said a word. He would have just robbed the Logan ranch by himself. Paul Logan was a wimp and wasn’t going to put up a fight, even against one man. Not a man with a gun, nohow. 

But no, when he met these two in the saloon, knowing they were desperadoes, he’d wanted to impress them. Then he got the big idea that telling them his idea, bringing them in on an easy job, would make these outlaws realize that he belonged with them. They’d appreciate his work and ask him to ride with them. 

And, at first, they’d acted interested. They wanted to do it right away, which suited Gabe fine. Paul Logan’s daddy had gone to Tucson to a cattle auction and Paul was alone. And Gabe had no reason to hang around Prescott. Not if things could happen.

So, the three of them rode out to the ranch and busted into the house. They’d made Paul hand over the ranch payroll for the month. He’d almost cried when he gave them the money, probably thinking about what his pa would say when he got home.

Then they tied him up and left.

The payroll hadn’t been as big as he’d hoped. He forgot it wasn’t roundup time or anything. But these two had been pleased as shit with the cash, and once they cleared the ranch, Victor, the alleged boss, wanted to celebrate, so they’d ridden here.

The choice disappointed Gabe. Hanging out in a grubby cantina in the middle of nowhere, a place with a single Mexican whore they had to share, a plain woman named Maria, who was pudgy and dirty, wasn’t his idea of a celebration. 

Worse, simply because he was the youngest, the others told him he didn’t get a turn to fuck the woman until after they were done with her. All the choices they were making got to Gabe. His idea of a celebration meant being in a saloon with music and lots of whores to choose from. With his share of the money, he could have a good time. Hell, he could afford to fuck a couple of them every night. 

This crude cantina was just grubby.

A grunt from the cot captured his attention. Looking over, he saw Victor smiling with satisfaction as he got up from between Maria’s bare legs. 

“Bueno pussy,” he said, smacking his lips.

The woman looked up at Victor, and Gabe shuddered. He didn’t want to think about what she saw. Seeing him standing there naked, looking all fat and soft, made Gabe want to puke.

When Jacob stripped, he wasn’t a much better sight. Gabe sighed as Jacob walked over to the bed with his prick jutting out and rolled Maria over, putting her on her knees, with her brown ass sticking up in the air. Then he grabbed his prick, brought it to her cunt and buried it deep.

After thrusting a few times, he pulled out and brought the rigid tool to her anus. He muttered something and the woman reached back and spread her ass cheeks apart.

Gabe watched as the outlaw force his cock into her anus, right up her ass. She moaned and tugged at the bedding as he worked it into her and began thrusting into her, fucking her bare ass.

“Nice, tight ass,” he moaned, fucking into her hard, his balls swinging.

Gabe sighed, realizing that if he’d just robbed Paul by himself, right now he could almost be in Tucson or some other town that would have saloons and whores... and no Victor or Jacob.

He’d seen some pretty whores in Prescott too, and he’d been able to count on some ranch girls for fun. But going back to Prescott was going to be tricky. He’d have to watch his step there for a time. He didn’t know if Paul had recognized him. Even though he’d worn a bandanna over his face and Victor did all the talking, he’d grown up in Prescott and Paul knew him. 

Not that he wanted to go back to Prescott, not really, but it was closer than Tucson. Eventually he would, but before he rode in, he wanted to know if he was a wanted man.

The idea that he might be an outlaw made him anxious, but it also sent a ripple of pleasure shooting through him.

You couldn’t undo being wanted, except by getting caught, and that would mean jail time. Gabe had never been in jail, but he was sure it would be worse that the shit jobs he’d been doing in Prescott.

And at least a wanted man was someone. Gabe Fetch was done being invisible.

When Jacob roared out that he was coming slammed hard into Maria, pumping his cum in her ass, a different sense of anxiety came over Gabe. 

He was horny as hell. The robbery had excited him. But the truth was, even if he’d come in here alone, he wasn’t sure he’d spend his money on Maria. Fucking the plain-looking Mexican Victor and Jacob were so excited about didn’t get his cock hard. 

And now, he kept thinking of how these two gross outlaws had filled the Mexican woman's pussy and ass with their stinking cum. 

That flat turned him off. The problem was, Victor and Jacob would expect him to want her. He didn't, but he didn’t want them to think he wasn’t a man.

“It’s lunchtime,” Victor said. “Maria, get off your lazy brown back and fix us some food.”

As the woman roused herself, Gabe jumped to his feet. 

“Hey, it’s my turn to fuck the whore,” he said. He didn’t want her, but he didn’t intend to let them cheat him, either.

Both men laughed. “I’m hungry,” Victor said. “So first thing, this cunt is going to fix us some food.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and grabbed a tequila bottle. “After we eat, then Jacob and me are gonna fuck her again."

"Wait a second here!" Gabe said.

Victor chuckled. "Patient, muchacho. Maybe you can have her when the men finish with her.”

“But I set up the robbery.”

“Set it up?” he laughed. “You happened to know about some fool who kept money around.”

“And I led you to it.”

“And you will get your cut. Behave and maybe later you can enjoy fucking the whore. For now, go tend to the horses.”

The urge to get out of the cantina overwhelmed Gabe, and he went out the door, closing off the sound of their laughter. It stung knowing they laughed at him.

Inhaling the cooler air outside refreshed him, but it didn’t wash away his growing anger, the hatred of these men that built inside him. Sure, he was young, but that didn't give them the right to treat him like shit. He didn't know what he'd do, but he wasn't going to just take that—not from these two.

Standing on the porch near the horses, Gabe took in the arid landscape. He'd grown up in the flat, open range, and now it called to him, told him to mount up and ride far away from these two.

Walking up to Victor's horse, he saw the bulging saddlebags. Victor had stuffed the money from the robbery in them, promising they’d divide it up later. Those saddlebags were still on his horse. Staring at them, it dawned on him that he'd be foolish to trust Victor's promise.

He walked over and unstrapped the flap that held one of the saddlebags, the bulky one, closed and peeked in. 

He let out a slow breath at the sight of the money. Gabe sighed at how pretty those bills looked, stuffed in there. Even though he'd hoped it would be more, the truth was, he'd never seen that much in one place before. And rightfully, the way he saw things, that money was mostly his. The sense that they'd cheat him out of his share came over him. The smart thing would be to help himself, take it now.

If he just took what was his, those two would probably want to kill him. As Gabe considered that, if was going to risk getting shot, he might as well take it all. Even if he just took what was his, he'd need to run off, and it weren't any harder to ride off with all of the money than just his piece.

But if he took the money, well, he could use it to make a future for himself. He’d make it what they called seed money. He’d plan bigger jobs, maybe put together his own gang. Not locals. The guys he knew were too cowardly. But he could hire good men.

Think about it, just the idea of taking the money and heading out, gave him a rush. 

He wanted to do it. Did he have the nerve?

He had no idea how good either of these fools might be at tracking. Probably not good at all. Cowboys didn’t do much tracking, and outlaws spent their time running, not tracking people.

Still, they’d come for him. That he could count on. 

But what if they couldn’t? What if he didn’t just take the money but stole their fucking horses as well?

The thought of them coming out and finding out he was gone with the money and their horses excited Gabe. They wouldn’t even be able to chase him. This place was in the middle of nowhere and they’d have to find their way back to a town and get horses before they could even think about chasing him down. 

Taking the horses also meant he could sell them. That would give him even more money. The saddles would be worth something, too. As would their gear. They had saddle rifles and bedrolls he could sell or trade.

And he had no idea what might be in Jacob’s saddlebags.

Thinking it through, imagining it, got his heart pounding, his breath ragged. 

Robbing Paul Logan was no big thing. Paul wasn’t a danger, but now he was thinking about robbing outlaws. Thinking serious about doing it.

It would serve the assholes right for treating him like shit.

They could keep their Mexican whore. He’d ride off and find a saloon where he could enjoy himself like they should have done in the first place.

His hands shook a little as he untied the horses and led them out toward the pole barn. Anyone paying attention would think he was being a good little boy and doing what he was told. 

Blood pounded in his ears as the reality of what he was about to do sank in. It excited him.

In the barn, he found another horse. He took down a bridle hanging on the wall and put it on this one. Then he took the reins from three horses in his hand and mounted his own horse.

Laughter came from the cantina as Gabe rode out into the prairie, leading the stolen horses.

Stolen horses. The words burned in his ears. 

Gabe Fetch was riding west with stolen horses and a stolen payroll. He, Gabe Fetch, wasn’t pretending to be a bad man anymore. He was one—a real outlaw. A robber of outlaws.

It was a hot day, and it would be a long ride, but doing this made his heart swell with pride. 

He turned in the saddle to look back at the miserable cantina. It was in the middle of nowhere. A real shithole.

Maybe this would teach that pair that he might be young and unexperienced, but no one fucked with Gabe Fetch.
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2.  Thelma's Plan
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Just outside of Yuma, Sam Colder brought Rocky, his paint horse, to a halt on a rise. He twisted in his saddle, looking around, taking stock. Out here the scenery was majestic. 

A hundred feet further up a hill, a stately saguaro cactus perched on an outcropping of rock. It had its arms raised to the sky and it looked all regal from a distance. Then, when he drew close, he noticed the large holes that woodpeckers had made in it, digging out the pulpy flesh to make room for their nests. 

That was how it went. When the woodpeckers no longer needed the nest, new tenants would move into the cavity... elf owls, screech owls, or purple martins. Whose home was that cactus then?

Things weren’t what they seemed.

He let out a breath and then urged Rocky down the town below them. Marshal Tucker would be there, and Sam had the sad job of bearing bad news.

The street was quiet as he rode to the Marshal’s office and dismounted.

“Sam!” Tucker called out. “How was Tucson?”

“Same as always,” he said. “Growing fast now that they expect the railroad to go through there.”

“The folks in Prescott won’t be happy about that,” Tucker said.

“Building the capital up in the mountains made sense,” Sam said. “It's got a better climate, but a railroad ain’t going to lay track up mountains if it don’t have to.”

“Reckon that’s just extra work.”

Sam tied Rocky’s reins to a post. “Let’s get down to the saloon,” he said. “I need a drink.”

“It’s barely midday,” Tucker said, glancing up at the sun hovering over the feed store. Then he paused. “Bad news, is it?”

Sam nodded. “The kind that needs a drink to wash it down.”

As they walked to the saloon, Thelma’s place, Sam thought about how much Tucker had changed in recent years. Not bad changes, but he’d lost the edge of wildness that had bonded them together. He no longer showed the voracious appetite for the unexpected that Sam remembered.

“What’s it been since we left the Rangers, Tuck?” he asked. “Five years now?”

“Right about. We quit the same day, as I recall.”

“And had a hell of a party for ourselves,” Sam said.

Tucker winced. “And I been married three of them years now.”

That was part of it. Being married changed a man. “We both wanted out,” Tucker said, “but I was looking to settle down. I was tired of being on the chase, living on the trail.” He laughed. “You was just tired of taking orders, of others deciding who you should chase.”

“About right. I made a mistake thinking it would be better working for Pinkerton’s, though.”

“Same job, different boss.”

“More hotel rooms, more city work. I liked it better living on the trail.”

“Do you still?” Tucker asked. 

“Can’t rightly say,” Sam said. “Some days it seems a bit much.”

“You are getting older.”

“That might be part of it.”

Thelma’s saloon was quiet in the afternoon. Relatively speaking. 

The piano was silent and the whooping and hollering down to a dull roar. 

Inside, they settled down at a table. Sam caught the eye of one of the whores who was sitting with a young dude. She grinned and hopped up, going to the bar with an enticing wiggle of her hips and returning with a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. The inviting smiled she flashed him as she put the things on the table warmed him. 

“Eve, right?” he asked her.

“That’s right Sam Colder.”

“You know me?”

She bent over and rubbed her breasts against Sam’s shoulder as Tucker, grinning, filled the glasses. 

“I don’t know you as well as I’d like to. I saw you in here a couple of weeks back. Thelma pointed you out to me the first day I was here.” 

He remembered and didn’t miss the fact that she clearly didn’t seem to consider Tucker a potential customer. She probably knew he took his marriage serious. 

Tucker took a long sip and put the glass down. 

“Okay, Colder. Now that I’m lubricated, you can tell me.”

“It’s Montgomery,” Sam said. “Down in Brownsville, Texas. Some Mexican bandits with a hard-on for Texas Rangers ambushed him and shot him full of holes.”

“Dammit!” Tucker said. 

“He loved it down there,” Sam said.

Tucker rubbed his chin. “I’m recalling that you, me, and that fucking Monty joined at the same time.”

“He started a few months ahead, as I remember,” Sam said. 

“Yeah, but about the same... and the job he loved finally got him.”

“Story is that they stuck him behind a desk for a while. I heard it almost broke him.”

“That what got him killed?” Tucker asked.

“Mexican bandits killed him. What got him killed is harder to say. When they finally sent him out again, well, maybe he wasn’t as sharp as he’d been. Not as tough.”

“I know I’m not,” Tucker said.

“Are you happy?” Sam asked.

Tucker’s mouth worked a bit. “Settling down has its own problems, but yeah. Having a good woman and a home gives me comfort.”

“But sometimes you miss the wild days?”

“Something like that. But then I realize I’m remembering the best days and forgetting the cold, rainy nights out on some godforsaken prairie, day after day.”

Sam chuckled. “You mean those weren’t the good times? Damn. And here I thought they were.”

“If that’s true, you can have all of mine,” Tucker said. “I always preferred a warm, dry bed.”

“Hell, you shoulda been the one joined Pinkerton’s. We almost never were on the trail. They had us traveling by train and staying in hotels. But the work... it was just like the Rangers, except most of the tracking was through city streets. And the clients decided who we went after, not the politicians. Of course, the clients were often politicians, so that didn’t change a damn thing.”

“So you quit them too.”

“And went on my own. That’s been a lot better.”

“Well, I’m pretty happy with the choice I made, too,” Tucker said.

Sam shook his head. “I’m glad to hear that, Tuck. Seems every path a man follows offers mixed blessings.”

“Does at that,” Tucker said. “So, where does your next trail lead?”

Sam stared at the painting behind the bar. It was of three plump whores sitting on a plush red couch in a bawdy house somewhere. 

“I’m thinking of taking a little break,” he said finally. “Thought I’d head over to Prescott now that it’s getting on to summer. I had enough hot weather for a time, and it’ll be baking here soon enough.”

“Weary, are ya?”

Sam laughed. “A bit. I want to consider what I do next, but maybe all I need is a little partying time.”

“Sounds like you’re going through a bit of drifter’s lament.”

“Is that a song?” Sam asked.

“Yup. One you hear in your head when you are miles from anywhere, the wind is howling, and you are wishing for a soft woman beside you. You start feeling tired of being on the road, but you got no idea if you’d be any damn good at anything else.”

The words cut. “You might have something there,” Sam said. 

The words roused thoughts that had been coming to him in the night when he couldn’t sleep. When the dead came back to accuse him. And alongside it sat a picture of Tucker sitting in his parlor with his missus, feeling safe and warm. 

As much as they’d been friends for so many years, Tucker had never invited him to his home, never suggested he meet Becky, his wife. It hurt, but Sam understood. 

He was part of Tucker’s old world. He was part of the dangers, the drinking and whoring Tucker wanted to leave behind. 

While Tucker couldn’t manage to walk away from being a lawman, and that meant he couldn’t completely keep men from that world, men like Sam, at arm’s length. But he could keep them out of his settled life. Keep them away from his wife.

Sam reckoned that if settled down, he’d probably do the same thing. You couldn’t live in both worlds easily.

Which raised the question... what the hell would that be like-settling down? You spent your life in one place, with one woman, and what did that give you? Peace of mind, maybe.

“I could use a favor,” Tucker said, breaking into his reverie. “Seeing as you are thinking of going to Prescott anyway...”

“A favor? You need something delivered over there?”

“I got word from Sheriff Stinger over in Prescott. He’s concerned about a kid in the process of going bad. Says his name is Gabe Fetch. The boy has been a handful, but never got in serious trouble until he hooked up with a couple of second-rate outlaws. Three of them robbed a ranch. Took the payroll for the month.”
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