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Dedication:

I went into this book wanting to honor the man that taught me how wonderful an escape reading was – my father, 

Truman R. Ward. 

He was able to see the amazing cover and we discussed this book (he loved the Old West aspects of it). He was even looking forward to reading it. We joked about the “dirty” parts. 

Alas, my father lost his long battle with illness the week before the original release date in March, so he was never able to get to know our Grid Cowboy, Jess. 

So, Daddy will live on in these pages – not only as a huge influence on the book and characters but in a very special scene I have added within the pages since his death.

This one is dedicated to you, Daddy. 

May there be endless books for you to read now. 

Here is ours. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Old West – 1869

William Jess Bailey had never had an easy life—even his birth was covered in blood, pain and beckoned death. His mother was a Native American squaw sold and then married to a drunk. A drunk that considered his young bride nothing more than property and their child a mutt who he wanted even less than the strays that roamed the ranch they wrung a living out of. His mother had been the only one that found worth in her son even though giving birth to him had weakened her from the moment he came into the world—she had never recovered. Did it matter to his father?

No, the chores still had to be done; the meals had to be cooked and placed in front of him whether the man was even sober enough to eat it. But his mother never complained. Not once. Not even when his father beat her, kicked, and even pissed on her like she was trash. All while Jess watched until he could take it no more and would try to save his mother. He was never able to stop the abuse but rather was sent sprawling from a backhand, a fist sending him into a wall or the floor. Jess had his first split lip when he was just three-years old trying to hold on to his father’s fist before it had struck his mother as she lay curled up on the floor. Pain was just something that, in the small boy’s mind, was normal. How was he to know normal when it was something as foreign to him as a hug from a father? 

Jess learned to hide, run, to play with rocks as toys and draw in the dust around the shambled cabin with sticks—he only had his mind to give him a respite from the nightmare he only knew as his life. That was the only escape he had, and it had not failed him yet. His mother said he could always trust it and should always listen to it, no matter what. After all, the only thing he trusted beyond it for haven was her—to give him peace every night when she would call for him to curl up on her rickety bed in the kitchen to tell him stories. The tales she told him were of a people far away in places he only imagined were pure fantasy. Where children ran and sang songs in sunlit days—parents proud and had kisses with hugs to be handed out freely. His mother would sing him songs of gods and legends that were just as fantastical as being able to go into town, go to school with all the children that lived there—rather than being called a half-breed and a savage. His kind was not allowed to go to school. And according to his father—Jess shouldn’t have been born at all.

But not in his mother’s heart. No, she made him feel like the most cherished child in the world—despite his feet that didn’t know shoes except on Sunday when they went to church. To his scuffed knees from hiding under the house to avoid his father’s wrath, and to the sharp mind that rested under a mop of unruly hair. His mother was the only element in his world that was good, that was pure and right...

And it all changed when he was just seven years old.

Jess woke up in the warmth of the summer night to a shiver from something that had chilled him to the bones. He snuggled closer to his mother for warmth and it didn’t take him but a second to realize the cold came from her. Alarmed, he raised up to look at her to see her skin was as pale as the moonlight that came through the window and she was more still than the grey embers in the wood stove. “Mama? Mama!” 

Jess had tried to wake her but she didn’t seem to hear him. In a frenzy, his small feet carried him up the stairs to his father’s spacious room, threw open the door to awaken both his father and the whore he had brought back from town. “Paw! Paw! Something’s wrong with mama!” 

His father rubbed a hand across bloodshot eyes, scowled before throwing an empty whiskey bottle at the boy who had dared to disturb his sleep. “Get the fuck out, boy. I done told you, you ain’t allowed in here.” 

Jess dodged the bottle but shards of it as it shattered on the wall pierced his long legs that were exposed by worn, too small pants. He cried in a panic and tried to make his drunken father understand as he ran over to grab the man’s hand. “Paw! Please. Mama’s sick. She’s too cold!”

His father backhanded him which caused the whore to laugh a belligerent sound as he hit the floor. But at least his father was on his feet to pull on jeans and stumble past him to go downstairs. Jess followed and prayed that for once his father would care for his mother.

But he was wrong.

“Well hell, the bitch done gone up and died.” 

Jess blinked through his tears as his father said it so easily as if he had stated what the weather was outside the rundown shack. Something about it had the boy launch at the older man as he screamed and punched. His feet kicked and fought even as he was dragged to the front door to be thrown into the yard. His father kicked him so hard, Jess cried out when a sharp pain spiked through his ribs as something inside snapped. He crawled to get to his hands and knees, almost to his feet when a gunshot rang out and kicked up dust just inches from his face. He scrambled to rise and he almost tripped over one of the thousands of scrub brush that littered the plains of West Texas. “Paw ... don’t! I ...” But his words froze in his throat to see a gun lifted, held in the hand of his father and pointed at his son’s head. “No ... Please! Don’t!” 

Other ranch hands had quickly joined the show. All were just as drunk as his father; they pointed, laughed, and threw rocks at him. They called him all those names his mother had said were wrong—savage, mutt, half-bred and worse of all... nothing. 

As Jess heard the hammer being pulled back on that Colt to take the fatal shot, something happened in the mind of that small boy—like a spark that was dark suddenly lit up brighter than the sun to sizzle in his brain. And the little boy that had never felt so alone as when he lost the only one that loved him...

Suddenly no longer felt alone. 

Because his mind told him so. 

Run...
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CHAPTER TWO
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Six Months Later – After the burning of the County Orphanage

The burns had healed, mostly. But in their place were some pretty nasty scars on his left arm and leg. He had made it to town like a stray sneaking in during the night—because that’s what he felt like—a just barely eight-year old little boy who was no better than an unwanted mutt. He was almost unrecognizable as that scared little boy chased away from his father’s ranch in what felt like forever. No one would know that he was the same child—in body, looks or mind. 

That night had caused a split in Jess’ mind. A shattering of his psyche and the resulting of that event had been the creation of Sundown. Sundown was both his invisible friend and the proverbial monster under a bed—a bed Jess didn’t even have. Named after the time when things always went bad, he had learned to come to terms that his body did not contain one, but two separate beings. His dark-side would always come out when things were too hard or painful for Jess to handle—all the bad he was willing to give. But he was completely starting to be against allowing his bad side anything good. It only got him, the good side, in worse trouble. And their lives ruined. 

Perfect example was how Jess was now wanted by the law with a bounty on his head—all at the age of eight.  He had given Sundown some good in the form of a kiss to a little girl back at the County Orphanage they had been transported to and it had only gone down the crap hill after that. Sundown had been caught and Jess was helpless to stop the cascading disaster as it played out because he was the one in the head while Sundown handled the bad. 

And it had been bad. So very, very bad. The Preacher man, who had tried to molest the little girl kissed, beat Jess which caused Sundown to come out and had lost it. All while Jess screamed for his dark side to stop. Rage and vengeance rained down from a little boy’s fist—control completely out of the picture. It was like Sundown had been possessed by something insane. Their voice and laugh had taken on a layer that bordered on the weird as the fight had gone on. During the confrontation, the orphanage had caught fire after he had killed the Preacher man, the little girl kissed and a dozen children died with only the Preacher man’s wife surviving to see who had started the flames. Jess had ran through the New Mexico lowlands towards town and had passed out, with charred patches of skin and burnt brittle hair, under the small building that served as dentist, doctor, and feed store offices—all ran by the same man. 

Hungry, hungry, hungry. Hey Jess? Hungry.

Jess sighed as he listened to Sundown babble in his head. The orphanage tragedy had been six-months ago and now he did his best to go unnoticed in the frontier town of Chico, New Mexico.  Not that it was much of a town—it barely had a dirt road of mud and piss that was wide enough to let two horses pass each other, sans buggy. On that road was a saloon that doubled as an inn, the building he had hid under, Sheriff’s office, and a bank that also served as a post office. That was it. But it had been the closest civilization to the orphanage and where they had ended up. Sundown had the idea of finding out the stagecoach schedule and hiding on one of the coaches but that was impossible when the town had no set schedule. Not to mention, stage coaches had zero places to hide that weren’t shoved tight with luggage or people. 

So Chico would have to do, for now. 

“So food.” He sniffed the air and crinkled up his nose when he realized his own body odor smelled about as bad as the muddy rutted avenue in front of him—the same one where people just dumped out their chamber pots of piss and shit. He crawled out from under the building, careful to make sure no one saw them and then started walking towards the saloon. If he got lucky, the nice older woman cook was on duty and would slip them some scraps of that day’s only meal served, lunch. If he was not lucky, he’d get the garbage bucket thrown at them—but either way—they would eat. 

Jess kept to the shadows along the plank board walkways and hurried to hide when the cowardly sheriff stumbled out of the saloon on his way to pass out. Blowing out a sigh of relief as the man passed, he made it to the back of the place and waited. The smell of fried chicken and other ambrosia like aromas teased his senses and he couldn’t help the small whimper that was almost as loud as his stomach growling. The back door opened and he twisted his shirt in his hands until he saw it was the friendly cook that was on duty today. The older woman looked down at him and gave a disapproving look before she moved out of the doorway. Jess’s whimper sounded once more until the woman came back to hold out a bowl. He scrambled to take it with a gruff “thank you” and ducked down against the wall to shove the food into his mouth with his fingers. He knew he had to eat it fast before the owner of the saloon caught him, so he wolfed it down like it might be his last meal—it just might be. Finishing, wiping his fingers in the bowl to then lick them, he walked over to hand it back, gave her a nod and turned to go.

“Boy, wait a minute...” Jess paused and actually braced to be struck and Sundown perked up as if his dark friend hoped it happened. “Take this to Madam Prissy’s place. Tell her I done sent ya.” He blinked at her request as he took the canvas wrapped bundle of biscuits, unsure why she had asked him to do the task.

“You sure, ma’am? I ain’t dressed or nothing for that place.” He looked down at his mud covered feet and dirty pale legs. “I can go jump in the waterin’ hole if you want.” 

She gave him a sad look as she shook her head. “No boy. You go as you is. You tell her you is the one I told her about.” 

He gave the cook a look of confusion as to why anyone would be talking about him at all and turned to go. “Yes ma’am. I’ll bring back your cloth.”

Now that he had a task, he didn’t bother hiding. Sure, he had been asked to deliver things before for the cook but never to Madam Prissy’s place—even an eight-year old knew what happened at that pretty house right outside of town. As he trudged down the road, his stomach growled some more at the warm, sweet smell of the fresh baked biscuits.

Take one. There’s plenty and we’re still hungry.

He shook his head at Sundown’s request and said softly, “No. We might not get no more food. Hush.” He had hit the outskirts of the town and looked at the pretty, pink painted house about forty paces from where the muddy street had ended and dirt with scrub brushes reigned once again. He was careful not to get any dirt or stains on the canvas but had failed and wondered if that would get him trouble. Going around to the back door of the house after he had passed through the white picket gate, he knocked and stood back as he waited for the door to open.

He didn’t have long to wait when it swung open wide and the Madam of the house stood there. Jess averted his eyes downward and held the bundle up. Half out of respect and half out of not wanting to stare at the woman’s ample bosom that was exposed without shame due to her open fancy robe.  She was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. 

“Come on in; put that down in the kitchen.” Her voice had a weird accent to his ears and he wasn’t sure if it was real or not but it was the most exotic thing he had ever heard. He obeyed and looked up only to blush, his eyes going down once more when he saw more barely dressed women in the kitchen. Madam Prissy shoo’ed them all out and pointed to the table. “Right there and you wait while I check them.” She cut him a narrowed look and pointed to the bundle when he did what she had instructed. “You touch them? Even a little bit?” She lifted her chin to look down at him as he looked up. His eyes were drawn to staring at her blood red lips as she spoke.

“No ma’am. I don’t touch what ain’t mine.”  He chewed on his bottom lip as he watched her untie the bundle and his mouth watered at the stronger scent of the biscuits now that the air could fully touch the doughy goodness. 

That’s a lie. We steal all the time. Oh, are we going to pretend that’s all me doing that? Fine, ain’t nothing wrong with stealing to survive. We’re still alive ain’t we?

He ignored Sundown, something he was getting really good at, as the madam counted the biscuits and lifted a scrap a paper from the pile before looking at him. “You read?” 

He shook his head and gripped the grungy shirt in his hands once more. “No ma’am. Ain’t never learned. But I can count.” He glanced at his fingers and then his bare feet before he looked back up at her. “As long as I ain’t got to go over twenty.” 

The woman smiled at that and then held the paper out to him. “What’s that say? And be honest, boy. I can tell when a male is lying.” 

Jess squinted at the paper and it looked like gibberish to him. He shrugged and shyly replied but was embarrassed of his answer. “Done told ya, ma’am. I can’t read.” 

The woman seemed to scrutinize him so hard that he wondered if he had somehow fouled up the simple task of walking from where he had come to where he was now. His eyes started darting around as she was quiet and he took a step back. “If that’s all, ma’am. Am I free to go?” 

The woman pursed her lips as she crossed her arms under her full breasts. “I’m going to give you a job. These here biscuits were a test and you done passed, boy. I need someone I can trust and well, you’ll have to do in this piss-ant sad little town. Follow me.”

Jess stood there, blinking in confusion but did what he was told, moved through the kitchen and entered a small servants dining room. Several more pretty ladies sat there. And some of them weren’t even wearing clothes on top—he had never seen anything like it. His stomach growled and his mouth watered as he looked at all the food set out, but he stayed by the door as Madam Prissy handed the bundle to what he guessed was the cook. She turned to face him and motioned to a chair at the table. “Sit down boy, and Betsy, get our new runner boy a plate.” 

He had no idea what a runner boy was, but as soon as a plate was set in front of him with a slab of salt bacon, eggs and one of those biscuits, he was grabbing a shiny silver fork and shoveling that food in his mouth as it was going to be taken away like a stray on a scrap. He swallowed only to take another bite and said, “What’s a runner boy, ma’am? And do I always get to eat like this if I’m one?”

Madam Prissy laughed as she leaned a hip on the doorway to watch him. “A runner boy runs to do whatever the hell I, or one of my girls, tells him to do.” She pulled out a silver case and lit up a thin aromatic cigar. “I tell you to empty a shit pot—you empty it. I tell you to clean up jizz from a wall, you do it. Without complaint and without a whimper. You do what your told when you’re told, and I’ll give you a bed in the common area with the other house slaves. You’ll eat the meals we all eat and I’ll give you three-pennies a week. I’ll buy you clothes too. I can’t have no street looking runt making my house look cheap. You understand all that, boy?” She tilted her head and regarded him through a haze of cigar smoke, her childless and black heart softening a bit for the child in front of her. Her voice took on an edge of softness as she said, “What’s your name, boy?” 

No one ever wanted to know his name and he had gotten so used to being called “boy” since his mother died, it felt odd to say it now. But this was also the first chance of having something good since that black day too, and he wanted it to work out, “William Jess Bailey.  But I don’t like the name William. It belonged to my paw. So can I just go by Jess?” She gave him a nod and he smiled before he dove back into his meal, still afraid it was going to be taken and he’d be kicked out the back door any second. 

He gulped down the last bite as he sopped up the remains with the biscuit and nodded. “And I understood it all, ma’am. And if I get to eat like this and look at pretty ladies like you all while I’m doin’ it? Then I’d love to be your runner boy.” He smiled as the other ladies giggled and knew somehow, he would make sure not to screw this up.

And that meant Sundown had to learn to behave ... 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Six Years Later

“Jess! Get your ass in here!” 

He was sitting at the dining room table, eating a plate of fried eggs with pork hash when his name was bellowed from upstairs. Smiling as he looked at the aged cook, Betsy, he tossed down his napkin after wiping his mouth. “Thank you, darlin’. That was excellent but looks like work is needin’ me.” He stood and even though he was only 14-years old, puberty had been his friend. He was no longer that scrawny, scared kid but a tall, 6-foot 4-inch strapping young man with lean muscles and heck, he had even started sprouting whiskers.  All thanks to Madam Prissy’s care and her graciousness of allowing him to live here. She had taken him under her wing and even taught him how to write and read. She was even showing him how to play the piano and all the “ladies” under her employ knew to keep their hands off their boss’ “boy”. He had moved from runner boy to enforcer aka, resident heavy. Didn’t take much enforcing however, to deal with drunken fools and over-weight cattle ranchers who didn’t have dicks longer than his pinkie. 

Coming out of the dining room, he glanced upstairs when he heard his name screamed again, the aggravation now having a hint of panic, and sighed. The rooms beyond the staff area were all decorated in lush satins, velvets and deep colors. Nothing cheap about Madam Prissy’s—if you didn’t count the wages and cut she gave her “staff”—which included him, the free slaves and the whores under her employ.  Smiling in a casual, lazy way at the ladies and their clients as they lounged around in the living room, he made his way up the stairs, his pace becoming more forceful as he went. Getting to the room where all the ruckus had sounded, he pulled out a skeleton key that unlocked every room, Madam Prissy’s the only exception, put it in the lock and swung the door open. 

On the bed was Trudy, one of the black whores and she had her hands full with a drunken idiot that apparently didn’t understand one service per customer—since he was trying to get his sad little penis up and Trudy was attempting to put her clothes  back on. He sighed and cocked his head to the side amused. “You hollered?” 

Trudy pointed at the older man, round and sweaty as she shrieked, “He done ran out of time. I did what he asked and I sucked him off. Now he wants me to wait for him to get that sad thing hard again so he can stick it in my honey pot. I done told him that’d be another quarter, but he ain’t listening. So he needs to git.” 

Jess gave a disgusted yet humored look at the man. “Like she said, mister. Time to go.” He moved forward to take the man by the arm. Suddenly, the man had a pistol pointed in his belly and Jess smirked. “Now, see, I was just going to show you to the door. Now I gotta be rude.” He sent a signal to Sundown, got a laugh in return and before the man could even think of pulling the trigger, the gun was ripped from his hand.

“What the hell...” but before the man could complete that sentence, the window was yanked open and he was sent flying to the dirt path below, landing in a heap with the man’s pants around his ankles; his sad little member withering in the sun for all the town, which had spread in the past few years to surround the house, to see. 

Jess smiled and called down, “And don’t come back. Have to use your cows for your needs. Or hell, find a goat.” Closing the window, he looked down at the pistol and saw it was just the usual Chinese junk that probably couldn’t hit the side of a barn even if it was thrown, much less fired. He stowed it in the back of his jeans as he turned. Trudy threw herself into his arms, her long arms wrapped around his neck and he pulled his head back to avoid her kiss. 

“Oh come on, Jess. We all know you’ve watched. Madam makes you stay in the room with any new girl to make sure they ain’t man-handled. Don’t you want to be the one in the bed?” She ran her hand down his muscled chest and torso, hand heading south when a command was heard from the doorway. Both he and the whore looked at the door to see Madam Prissy stood there.

“Girl, get yourself off him. He is not a paying customer. You save your goodies for those waiting downstairs. We don’t do the help, girl.” 

Jess smiled down at Trudy who griped but pulled away and did as she was told. He watched her go and then landed his eyes on Madam Prissy. 

He loved her. Well, he thought he loved her. He wasn’t really sure, but every time he saw her, he felt this funny feeling in his gut and his words flew right out of his mind. She walked over, pulled his head down to rest on her shoulder, her fingers brushing through his soft hair and he let out a slow sigh. She coo’ed to him and then stood back, her fingers staying on his arms. “What would I do without you, my boy? Did you eat?”

He nodded, pointed back at the window as he replied, “He was just a fool. Wanted more than what he paid for. He won’t be back.” He should have told her about the gun but, just like the others he had hoarded under the floor boards in his room, he didn’t.  She brushed her fingers against his jaw and he felt proud that there were whiskers there. Maybe she’d see he was becoming a man—maybe she’d realize he wasn’t a boy anymore. He sure as hell wasn’t having the thoughts of a boy as he glanced down to see her soft breasts above a waist cincher.  He quickly brought his eyes back up and saw she was smiling at him—doing so in a way that she completely knew where his mind had gone. Madam Prissy knew men better than men knew themselves, a fact Jess had figured out long ago. 

She patted his cheek, just like she had always done when he was a kid and he knew that she still saw him as that. That was okay, he was going to make sure to change that. It was the reason he worked hard around the place as well as helping the blacksmith at the town’s forge every day.  One day soon, she’d see he was a man. And he’d see what was behind her private room door and find out what she looked like in the big bed he imagined was in there. 

“Yes, ma’am, I ate.” He brought a hand up to tuck a lock of her hair back behind her ear and she pulled away.  She always did that. Jess had no idea how old she was, but she was still young. He knew she had inherited this place from her ma, a woman who gave birth to her when she was just a teen. But Jess didn’t care if Madam Prissy was 25 or 45. He just knew he wanted to be her man. He just needed her to realize that; it was just a matter of time. 

“Good. Now, get back to work.” 

He gave her a nod, moved past her and then paused. 

Don’t you do it. She’ll laugh at us and throw us out. We got it good here. You want to bump uglies, we got plenty to bump with. But not here... don’t fuck the hand that feeds us. 

And as sometimes happen, albeit rarely, he and his dark-half were in agreement. He snapped his mouth shut and nodded, saying softly like a good boy, “Yes ma’am.” 

––––––––
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IT WAS A FEW MONTHS later when Jess saw his very first hero—and little did he know, it would make a life-long impact later. It was another Saturday night at Madam Prissy’s House of Leisure and he was bored.  The clients had all been behaving so he hadn’t had to tap Sundown in a week, so his dark-half was anxious, fidgeting in his head and putting him on edge. If something didn’t snap the redundancy soon, he would have to go out and pick a fight just to stop the painful, crackling need in his skull with an accompanying twist in his gut. Leaning against the wall in the living room, his eyes skipped over each occupant with their whore of choice or those shopping to find that. It was then that he saw a new client come in the door and his interest was pinged.

This man was no cattle rancher or shop keeper. No, this man was different. Dressed all in black from head to toe, he also wore one of those expensive Stetson hats he’d only seen in the shop window, with a simple silver band running along the brim. Dressed in a black duster, which he swung off to be hung up by one of the house slaves, he then noticed the man was strapped with beautiful pearl-handled Colts, resting in a tooled leather holster. Those, Jess had only seen in the picture catalogs at the shop—those beauties weren’t cheap. 

Jess’ eyes trailed past the man to the stairs because Madam Prissy had appeared. He was too far away to hear the words that were said, but he knew that smile she was giving the man. The Madam of the house rarely, if ever took clients, so Jess had never really considered her to be a whore, but to his amazement, she held out her hand and the man in black took it, giving her a smile right back. 

Jess was enthralled in both the power the man seemed to give off as well as the fact that the Madam was taking him up the stairs. He found his feet following, carrying him up the stairs several feet behind and unnoticed.  They had reached Madam Prissy’s sacred door as he stood below to watch as it was opened and the new man was shown inside. Madam Prissy looked up at that moment as Jess stared and something inside of him felt wrong as she met his eyes, smiled, winked and closed the door. 

And Jess knew, right then and there...

He had just seen the man he wanted to be. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Jess’ life had fallen into an easy routine—he had three meals a day. A warm room to sleep in and people that actually gave a damn whether he lived or died. But Sundown wasn’t happy and Jess was reminded once again that easy and good was not what his dark side needed. Which is why he found himself now walking towards the saloon, talking to himself and once again, Jess wished he could climb into his own head to beat the crap out of his “friend”. 

“Don’t make it a big fight and don’t get us beat to a bloody pulp, deal?”

Oh please, you think I want us to die? No. But sitting around a whore house is not getting me anything, unless you want to start doing some on the job fun and letting me watch. So this is the only option. Or I can just grind away at your brain. So, yep, deal. 

Jess nodded when he got the agreement and looked up to see a gang of men standing around their horses in front of the saloon. He said under his breath, “All yours.” 

His vision turned red as a surge of strength spiked through him. In a split-second, his darker half was driving their shared body and a smile spread at the thrill of it. Jess hated these times. Where he was a prisoner in his own head and could only watch. 

Sundown wasted no time and accosted the first man, who was obviously the gang’s leader with a verbal volley that was sure to be taken in only a smart-ass hostile way. “Hey, mister, do you and your girlfriends ride those horses or date them?” 

Jess didn’t feel the first punch, not any of the punches really, but he knew their body was taking damage because he heard the grunts of effort mixed with pain as they fought back against the men. But the whole time, Sundown laughed and giggled like it was a dance rather than a beat-down. Jess never knew the extent of the damage done until he was driving once more but he knew when they had hit the brink of danger. The vision would go almost too red to see and the energy that surged when Sundown was out would almost become too much like they were going to pass out. 

Sundown! Enough, or we’re going to black out! Sundown! Stop it. Now!

But as always, Sundown didn’t listen and the last thing Jess saw was a huge fist heading for their face before it was lights out. 

––––––––
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“KID, HEY KID, YOU ALIVE?”

Before Jess could respond, he felt cold and wet followed by sputtered water as he pushed away from the man that was holding him under it. Looking at the watering trough before he brushed wet hair from his brow, he blinked to look up at the asker of the question. The man was older and stood with five other men, all staring down at him in obvious amusement—apparently they had thought dunking in the cold water was helpful...  

He blinked and spit out water mixed with blood before he nodded. He was back out driving and every bit of him ached from the beating. He looked around, saw that night had fallen over the town and he had apparently been lying in the grungy alley next to the saloon for hours. Grasping the wooden trough, he pulled himself up to his feet with a hiss of pain but was glad to actually be able to get upright. He swayed a bit as he sized up the men around him and prayed they weren’t there to give him a beating like the last group had done; Sundown was most likely snoozing after being fed so well. 

“I’m alive, mister.” Jess glanced back at the water container and shrugged. “Though drownin’ could have changed that. Am I supposed to say thanks for that?” He went to walk away from them, spitting out more blood but his arm was grasped by the man to halt him.

“Hold on there, kid.” 

Jess looked at the guy and pulled his arm away; he stepped up close to find he was actually broader and taller than the man. “Why? If you want to beat on me, how about you give me a minute to grab some grub, dry off and let my balls drop from the last beatin’? That would be polite and all.” 

The man laughed as well as the others. “Damn, you’re a big, smart ass one, ain’t you? How old are you?” Sundown growled a bit in Jess’ head but he ignored it, really not wanting to brawl so soon. The apparent leader didn’t even seem blustered by Jess standing tall to him. “Actually, we came up on the tail end of your ass whoopin’ and were pretty impressed. How would you like to do a job for us? Something simple but a way to prove you’re not a kid but a man. Sound like a deal you’d be interested in?”

Jess gave the man a smirk followed with a shake of his head. “I’m fifteen.  And I ain’t no kid. Or boy. So, unless you’re goin’ to hand out some money mister, I ain’t interested.” He went to once again walk away and a leather tied sack of coins hit the dirt in front of his feet. He stared at it like it had fallen from the sky or something, almost too afraid to pick it up and find out if it was real. But curiosity got the cat, and yep, him too as he bent over to pick it up. Looking inside, he saw buffalo nickels and even a silver dollar; Hell, maybe two and he smiled. “A’right. Now you have my interest. What is it you want me to do?” 

––––––––
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THE “JOB” HAD BEEN easy—swipe a top shelf bottle of bourbon from the saloon without being caught and deliver it. Since Jess knew the barkeep—who got discounts at the whore house—it had been a real simple task of abusing that man’s trust without even knowing it and sliding the bottle under his threadbare jacket. He had delivered the bottle to the men who had tasked him with the deed and they have given him even more silver dollars and Jess thought this had to be the best day of his life.  He found out the leader of the gang was named Zack—and they were less than legal cattle rustlers. Jess had found this out when he saw the same lesson learned in Madam Prissy’s applied pretty much anywhere—men who drank, talked. About just pretty much everything that rattled through their liquor fueled brains. 

Jess didn’t care that they stole for a living, all he cared about was the fact they were a chance to go beyond this town. To become a man, like the one in black and make something of himself—someone that people respected and looked at in appreciation. So his new goal was set but first, he had a few things to take care of.

The lady at the general store looked like he had grown two heads when he bought the new black shirt, jeans and even nice, shiny boots to match. But those were all just dressings to what he really came there to buy—a brand new, shaped to just his head, Stetson. They didn’t have a silver band to go around the crown but it would do, for now. The final thing he bought was a bath in one of those big tubs at the hotel along with a shave. Something he usually did with his sharp knife in front of a cracked mirror in his room. 

Now he was dressed in his new clothes, hat, freshly clean and the final purchase he had in mind before he left town was actually at the place he had called home for years—Madam Prissy’s House of Leisure. 

Walking through the front door—something he had been forbidden to do for it was for client’s only—he stood in the front foyer and smiled as one of the girls approached him, his confidence soaring when she didn’t recognize him all spiffed up.

“Can I help you, Sir?” 

He smiled and inclined his head up the stairs and removed his hat from his fresh slicked hair. “I want to see Madam Prissy.” It was when he took his hat off that she recognized him and her brows went up as did her smile. 

And her cleavage as she showed it off ... Damn, he guessed he really did clean up good. But she knew the rules—very few, if any got to be served by the madam, so she stepped up to say low, “I don’t know what game you
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