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  Preface



Content warning: “The Heir and the Outlaw” is set in 1870s America and contains period-typical homophobia and period-typical racial language.








  
  
  The Heir and the Outlaw: A Historical MM Cowboy Heist Romance by Rena Butler

  
  




The sun had already begun setting behind the mesa, throwing long shadows across the dry scrubland, by the time the two figures on horseback came into view. Emmett spotted them through the dust in the road, one figure huge and muscled, the other small and lean.

“Fucking finally,” Emmett muttered through gritted teeth. They were supposed to be back hours ago, and on a job like this one, delays invariably meant trouble. Emmett kept his eye on the figures as they continued to approach. So far, everything looked as expected: two horses, two riders, and a bulky, formless shape secured over the back of the larger one’s horse, flopping awkwardly as it rode.

And, most importantly, no mob of angry bodyguards kicking up dust behind them. Emmett sighed with relief, even though he knew it was probably too soon. This whole thing was just getting started.

“Lula,” he called down from the hayloft. “Marty and Stanton are back, and they’ve got him.”

“Finally,” his sister groaned from below. “The man is sixty-four years old. How hard could he possibly be to kidnap?”

Lula had had her reservations about sending the two men on their own. She’d wanted to go herself — hell, if it were up to her, she’d be doing the whole damn thing by herself, maybe letting Emmett watch her back. “They ain’t a part of this,” she’d said. “No reason to make them one.”

“We need reinforcements,” he’d shot back, “and those two are as loyal as they come.” But she hadn’t relented until he’d added, “And they need the money.”

The two men usually worked reasonably well together, with Stanton as the brain and Marty as the muscle, but there was a certain element of chaos in any job they did together. More often than not, they could find a way to make the chaos work in their favor, but when things went wrong, they tended to go catastrophically wrong. Hopefully, this wasn’t one of those times.

“Sure, Ludwig’s sixty-four… and probably surrounded by the finest security money can buy,” Emmett countered, shuffling quickly down the rickety ladder to the barn floor.

Lula rolled her eyes, slapping her revolver’s cylinder back into place. They’d been waiting so long that she’d taken apart, oiled, and cleaned every gun in their possession and some of Harriett’s old hunting rifles besides. Emmett was pleased to see they were all put back together and that Lula was already loading a six shooter for him. He didn’t plan to actually fire it today, but the fact remained that Marty and Stanton had spent a lot longer than planned in town. God only knew what that meant.

“Good.” Out of habit, Emmett flicked out the cylinder and spun it, eying all six bullets in their chambers. The piece wasn’t pretty, but it would do its job if it had to. Emmett hoped that could wait for another day.

Marty’s massive frame burst into the barn with all the subtlety of a stagecoach crash, leading both horses behind him. The smaller figure of Stanton was still astride, but when he hopped down, Emmett was startled to see that the burlap sack on Stanton’s horse was thrashing. It would be better if their captive were still unconscious, but at least that meant he was alive.

“You got him?” Lula asked, tying a bandanna beneath her eyes to obscure most of her face. Emmett did the same and gestured for the other two men to pull theirs back up. If they were lucky, they could get through this without Ludwig getting a good look at their faces.

“We got ‘im!” Marty announced proudly, untying the ropes that held the squirming sack in place.

As Marty hefted the sack off the horse and went to dump out its contents, Emmett turned to Stanton, dropping his voice. “You sure took your damn time.”

“He was sprier than we thought,” Stanton murmured. “Van Haeften must’ve hired someone new. If this asshole’s sixty-four, I’ll eat my hat. But there were no guards, and he had this, just like you described. How many of these can there be?”

Stanton pulled back his cloak to reveal a fine leather satchel dyed a deep indigo blue. Emmett made a closer inspection and, seeing the F.v.H. etched into the clasp, heaved a sigh of relief. He knew that satchel, and he knew what he’d find inside.

His relief, however, only lasted until he heard Lula’s shriek. “You buffoons! You imbeciles!”

Emmett turned to see that Marty had dumped their captive onto the hard-packed straw. The figure on the ground was actually quite a bit younger than Emmett was expecting, noticeably stronger and healthier than the gout-ridden clerk who was supposed to be in the sack. “What?” Marty asked defensively, wiping a meaty paw under his nose. “I didn’t hurt him that bad.”

Emmett was about to do something that would get him slapped and admonish his sister to keep her voice down, when she crouched and grabbed the man by the hair, pulling his head up for Emmett to see. The man’s skin was pale but flushed, and the blinking eyes were evidence that he’d already regained consciousness. There was a trickle of blood descending from a cut on his temple, but considering how head wounds tended to bleed, this clearly wasn’t a severe one.

While Emmett had never seen this face before in his life, that wasn’t what Lula was showing him. Because even though the bulk of the thick hair clenched in Lula’s hand was dark brown, there was a shock of white extending up from the left temple.

“Hellfire and damnation,” Emmett swore, taking a staggering step backward. “Stanton, you may have doomed us all.”

Stanton snorted. “What are you talking about?”

“That ain’t van Haeften’s clerk,” Emmett groaned. “That’s van Haeften’s son.”

* * *

Over the following minutes, Archie overheard a great deal more than he was sure he was supposed to hear. There was the how was I supposed to know followed by the what’s done is done. Frankly, Archie was a bit surprised — when the two men of greatly differing size began their assault with the clear aim of kidnapping, he had naturally assumed a ransom situation. His father had been anxious to the point of paranoia about such a situation when Archie was younger and, one presumed, less able to fend for himself. Archie had always thought his father’s fear was a bit silly.

Now he wasn’t entirely sure what to think, as it seemed this motley bunch didn’t actually mean to kidnap him at all. The confusion appeared to stem from the blue bag that contained his father’s ledgers which, to be fair, were usually carried by his elderly clerk, Coleman Ludwig.

If Archie’s head weren’t throbbing so viciously, he might have laughed. All those years of paranoia, and when Archie finally did get kidnapped, it was because he was mistaken for his father’s employee. His business in Red Gulch was technically finished and he had no ticket yet for Cheyenne, so there was no one expecting him, no one to miss him in the short term. Even so, none of the kidnappers had even managed to happen upon the idea of a ransom yet, they were so concerned with what had gone wrong. As far as the size of the group, Archie counted the two men who had grabbed him, one large and one small, and the young woman who had nearly taken out a hank of his hair. 

Then there was a man dressed head to toe in black, his eyes periodically cutting over to glare at Archie. The man wasn’t physically imposing, not like his largest companion, but that piercing stare made Archie’s blood run cold.

Well, this was clearly no gang of practiced criminals, despite the fact that their faces were mostly covered and they took pains not to say each other’s names. At least for a while, until the big one called the woman “Lula” and the man in black punched him in the arm. That seemed to hurt the man’s hand more than it did the big one’s arm, which added to a growing pile of evidence that the big man wasn’t kept around for his brains.

As he waited to learn his fate, Archie took in as much of his surroundings as he could. Unfortunately, he’d been unconscious for a portion of the journey that he couldn’t begin to identify, so he didn’t even properly know how far he was from Red Gulch. But a few long rays of sunlight were slanting in through the boards of the nondescript barn, and when Archie had awoken in the sack on the back of the horse, one side of his body had been consistently warmed by the slowly-setting sun. So he had to be somewhat south and west of town, no more than a few hours’ ride, likely deeper in the Colorado Territory.

The interior of the barn gave him few clues — fewer still when the big man heaved Archie up on his shoulder and followed instructions from the man in black to stick Archie in the tack room in the barn’s back corner. Archie’s brain was still hazy, his consciousness phasing in and out, and though he tried his hardest to focus on his immediate senses — the smell of stale hay and barn leather, the sound of arguing voices — he kept losing the battle.

He opened his eyes and the man dressed all in black was peering with great concentration at his face. All Archie could see of the man was his eyes, storm-gray and furrowed, strangely concerned over the top of a bandanna.

He closed his eyes.

He opened his eyes and a woman he didn’t remember seeing before — older, hair that had once been bright red now heavily streaked with gray and pulled back into a bun — was holding his face, dabbing some stinging liquid onto the cut at his temple.

He closed his eyes.

He opened his eyes and there was the big man again, this time holding a cup of water to Archie’s lips. “—said you had to drink this. Then maybe we can get some food in ya.”

He closed his eyes, but this time, it was no more than a blink. When he opened them again, the cup was still there, and the big man was still insisting. 

Archie fully intended to be more skeptical about the water, given its uncertain provenance and the general situation in which he found himself, but his mouth was so dry and the water so cool that as soon as the big man tilted the cup, Archie found himself drinking. As he did, he consoled himself with the notion that a barn with a well-stocked tack room probably had a working pump nearby, and if this group of miscreants meant to kill him over their mistake, poison was a damned inefficient way to do it.

So he drank and drank and drank, unable to do much else due to the big man’s grip on his head and the angle of the cup, which only changed when Archie began to choke on the water and the big man pulled away.

Coughing wetly, Archie felt his manners kick in above all else, but as he went to cover his mouth, he found that his hands were secured behind his back. That made sense, and at least he didn’t seem to be tied to anything in the room. But then he went to move his feet and realized that they were not only tied together but also lashed to a metal ring on the wall by what looked like a set of repurposed reins. So much for that.

Now the front of Archie’s shirt and waistcoat were drenched, but that was the least of his problems. The biggest was right in front of him, pulling out a handkerchief and swiping at Archie’s face with a strange daintiness. “Sorry, sorry,” the big man said. “Didn’t mean to choke ya.”

Archie went to wave him away, but again, he was reminded of the state of his hands. The tie felt like rope rather than any kind of steel manacles, so perhaps that was something, but it certainly didn’t seem like much. Not that he was going to break his bonds and escape by means of strength, anyway.

“Just,” he gasped, chest contracting protectively. “J-just give me a moment.” After a few seconds of concentration, he managed to breathe without coughing. “There. N-no harm done.”

“Oh, good.” The big man’s thatchy eyebrows rose with surprised relief. “And sorry about your head. If you wouldn’ta fought back so much, I wouldn’ta hit you so hard.”

“That logic is surprisingly sound.” Archie’s head throbbed, but the pain didn’t feel as sharp, and the side of his face didn’t seem to be crusted with blood any longer. He hoped the older woman would come back, if only because she seemed to know what she was doing. “Still, you can’t expect me to happily participate in my own kidnapping.”

“Well, no. ‘Specially since you wasn’t who we— Uh, never mind.”

Trying to shove the throbbing pain out of mind, Archie took a minute to think. He had been conscious for some of his unceremonious ride on the back of the horse with this man’s small companion, and he’d gotten a sense of the two of them. From the firearms they’d initially drawn on him and the argot they’d used, Archie had surmised early on that they were former military.

The specific nature of their relationship required more guesswork. They were clearly close, but there was no family resemblance Archie could see, so brothers-in-arms rather than literal brothers. Based on how easily the big one took the little one’s orders, Archie was willing to bet the latter was the former’s commanding officer — in his experience, big violent lugs didn’t tend to do what you told them unless there was a lot of money or the threat of hanging for insubordination involved. Of course, none of that told Archie whether they’d fought for North or South, or what they were doing here in Red Gulch, but he may already have gleaned enough to work with.

Archie cleared his throat and sat up as straight as he could on the tack bench where he’d been dumped. “My name’s Archie. Er, Frederick Archibald van Haeften, Junior, but you can call me Archie. I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name.”

“Oh, Emmett told me I’m not supposed to tell you my name,” the man replied gravely. “But you can call me, uh… Mort.”

So this Emmett was likely in charge. Archie didn’t think Emmett was the small man’s name — he was fairly certain the big man had addressed his companion by name at some point during the ride, but “Emmett” didn’t sound familiar. Unless there was someone involved that Archie had yet to meet, and that was a distinct possibility, Emmett could be the man in black, the one with the threatening glare and the body coiled tight as a spring.

But Archie was careful not to react to the slip. “Pleased to meet you, Mort. I would shake your hand, but I’m afraid I’m rather tied up at the moment.”

“Well, yeah. Otherwise you’d escape.”

“Quite astute.” Archie took a slow breath through his nose and let it out. Deception was never his strongest suit, but much as he might have wanted to deny it, he was his father’s son. “Though you may want to untie me yourself before things start to go wrong.”

The big man snorted. He had the bandanna across his nose, but as he talked, he tucked it up enough that Archie could see a crooked chin and a lower jaw missing a few teeth. “Bet you think I’m an idiot.”

Bet you’re right, Archie thought, but he said, “Look, you seem like a nice enough fellow, so I’ll let you know: Emmett is planning a double-cross.”

At that he just laughed harder. “Sure, sure.”

Archie waited for the guy to calm himself before continuing, “Emmett knew I’d have the blue bag, didn’t he?”

“That’s how we knew it was you.”

“No, that’s how you were supposed to know it was my father’s secretary. But Coleman Ludwig retired a month ago. Emmett lied to you.”

“Now why would he do that?” the big guy asked. He was still grinning, but Archie could tell he’d gotten a hook in the man.

“I know Emmett,” Archie said, hoping his face wouldn’t give him away. “He’s hated my father for a long time, hasn’t he?”

In truth, it wasn’t that much of a stretch. Even though Archie had never met the man in black or the brunette woman back home in Chicago, they clearly knew who his father was on account of the unfortunately distinctive streak in his hair. Archie and his sisters — hell, even his father’s bastards — all had it. Archie didn’t know for certain that “Emmett” was the name of the man in black, but whoever was calling the shots, the general motive was crystal clear: his father had, in some way or another, swindled these people. That conclusion did not in any way narrow down the suspects, as the breadth of people who had been swindled or otherwise harmed by Frederick van Haeften, Sr., now spanned the length of the Union Pacific Railroad and thus the continent.

Hopefully, that scant knowledge would give Archie enough to hang a convincing lie on, as the big guy was nodding in answer to his question. “Sure has. He and Lula.”

“I know all about Emmett and Lula, about what my father did to them. Why they hate him enough that Emmett plans to ransom me back to my father for a hell of a lot more money than he’s paying you.”

The big man’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know what he’s payin’ me?”

“I don’t. But do you know how much my father would pay to have his only son back?” That, in fact, was a deep uncertainty, but anyone who paid attention knew that van Haeften had had daughter after daughter until his exhausted wife finally gave birth to a son. “More money than you’ve ever seen in your life.”

Archie could practically see the gears turning in the big man’s head as he tried to put it all together. Hopefully, he wouldn’t pay attention to all the missing pieces. “But… why would Emmett lie?”

“He’s going to cut you out.” Archie paused for emphasis. “You and your captain.”

The big guy looked sufficiently startled at that. “Wh… Stanton?”

Archie nodded, filing the name away for later reference. “Emmett doesn’t want to split the take four ways. I’m not even sure he wants to share it with Lula.”

“What about Harriett?”

Damnation, Archie had forgotten about the older woman. Even if she wasn’t directly involved in whatever job they were planning, she clearly knew Archie wasn’t here under his own will. Still, the guy sounded concerned enough for Archie to know how to handle this. “Can’t imagine he wants to share with her, either.”

“But Emmett would never hurt Harriett. Never.”

No reason for Archie to contradict him. “Oh, I don’t imagine he plans to actually hurt her. Just take the money and Lula and run.”

The big man’s eyes narrowed. “That don’t sound like Emmett.”

“Money changes people. I’m sure you’ve seen the horrible things people will do to each other for money.”

Archie saw, written across the big man’s face, the thought gain purchase. “Fuckin’ Emmett.”

“Indeed. He’s certainly got no chance of getting away with it around you, though. Not between you and Mr. Stanton.”

Without warning, the big man slammed his fist into the wall, rattling the hanging tack and knocking at least one bridle to the ground. Archie jumped, certain for a split second that the man was going to take out his anger on Archie, but he didn’t seem to know where to direct it. Now was the time for Archie to act. “I know how you can stop him. How you can ruin his plan and humiliate him like he wanted to humiliate you and Stanton.”

“How?”

Keeping his voice as even as he could, Archie said, “By untying me.”

A person who was quicker on the uptake would, of course, realize that the better solution was to try to ransom Archie back to his father themself, but Archie was betting on emotion to keep the reins away from wisdom, particularly with this less intellectually-inclined oaf. “That would serve him right,” Archie said, hoping he wasn’t laying it on too thick.

“It sure would,” the man grunted, hopping to his feet and coming toward Archie.

The big man cut his restraints quickly, and Archie figured it would be pushing his luck to ask for the knife in case Emmett tried to come after him. But he did say, “Thank you, sir,” and nodded tightly at the big man as he stood, unsteady on his feet but buoyed by the prospect of escape.

Archie had no idea what lay in wait for him outside the barn, but he’d have to try to take one of the horses. By now, though, night had certainly fallen, which would at least give him the cover of darkness. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the strongest rider, so all he could do was hope that at least one of the horses from earlier remained saddled. As Archie exited the tack room, he tried to remember whether he’d heard anyone mention what would be done with the horses—

—and he ran directly into the chest of the man in black — Emmett — who was in the process of striding urgently toward the tack room.

Archie stumbled backward, falling immediately onto his ass. He stared up at Emmett, who no longer had the bandanna covering his lower face. He was clean-shaven and, Archie was distressed to realize, alarmingly handsome, with full lips and a strong jaw.

For a moment, Emmett blinked down at Archie. Then the door to the tack room opened behind him and Archie heard the big man step out, followed by a shout of, “Emmett, you dirty double-crosser!”

Emmett glanced at the big man, then back down at Archie, and sighed. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

Lula and Stanton were right behind him, faces also uncovered, so Archie was quickly hassled back into the tack room and tied up again, now with his hands bound behind his back and secured to his ankles, keeping him on his knees. Once again, he heard loud shouting and swearing and confusion, but this time, he had to try to breathe around the gag stuffed in his mouth.

* * *

Weary and hoarse, Emmett pushed open the door to the tack room and regarded his prisoner. This time, the younger van Haeften was still where Emmett had left him, since he had no one to talk into untying him. The gag was overkill, but Emmett had no regrets.

He crossed the room in three quick strides and perched on the workbench, gazing down at the floor where van Haeften knelt, looking remarkably uncomfortable. He hadn’t been left alone long — no more than half an hour, since no matter how much Emmett wanted to keep yelling at Marty for thinking the worst of him, he knew it wouldn’t serve any purpose but to make Emmett feel slightly better. And, of course, he didn’t want to leave van Haeften unsupervised.

So far, the man’s skill with knots didn’t seem to approach his ability to read and manipulate people, but he had managed to make some progress on loosening the ropes. Emmett sighed. He could almost hear Lula in his head, deadpanning oh, you thought kidnapping was going to be easy?

“You know, I’m almost impressed,” Emmett said at length. “Almost. Marty ain’t that tough to fool, though. I suppose that’s on the rest of us for leaving him alone with you, ungagged.”

As if reminded of the gag, van Haeften tried to speak. All he succeeded in doing was frustrating himself.

“Yeah, I think we’ll be keeping that on you for now,” Emmett said. “For the record, even if you was to somehow break out of those ropes and get past me, there are three more people out in the barn who would love to kick your scrawny ass if you come through that door before I do. And one of ‘em’s rip-roaring mad about how things’ve gone down so far. Got it?”

Slowly, van Haeften nodded.

“Good.” On impulse, Emmett hopped down off the bench and approached the junior van Haeften. Emmett crouched down in front of him, again reluctantly impressed that the man didn’t flinch away. From what Emmett could see, he was reasonably well-secured by the ropes.

“I don’t aim to hurt you,” Emmett muttered, staring van Haeften in the face. He took the man’s chin in one hand, getting a good look at him for the first time. Pale eyes glared back at him, much clearer now that the man wasn’t slipping in and out of consciousness.

Emmett sighed. “You’ve got your daddy’s skunk stripe and the chin dimple, but at least you were spared that hawk nose. I don’t know who your mama is, but you oughtta thank her. You’re almost pretty, y’know that? Eyelashes like a saloon girl’s.”

Whatever van Haeften mumbled through the gag, it sounded vile, and Emmett laughed.

“Pretty sure by now you’ve figured out this ain’t how it was supposed to go. We didn’t mean you, specifically, any harm. We got some of what we need out of that satchel, we just gotta get a little information from you.” Emmett let go of van Haeften’s face and tapped him once on the chin. “And the key of course.”

At that, van Haeften groaned and rolled his eyes, but he didn’t try to squirm away as Emmett loosened the man’s cravat and popped the top button on his collar. But the thick silver chain Emmett expected to see wasn’t there. Emmett blinked and leaned forward, running his fingers over van Haeften’s collarbones. He pulled off the cravat completely and swore loudly, tugging van Haeften’s collar open until the next button popped right off. Still no chain.

“Where the hell is it?” Emmett muttered, patting down van Haeften’s shirt like the key might somehow be hiding there. He checked the pockets of the man’s waistcoat, and then his pants pockets. “Ludwig always has that key around his neck. Always.” Had the man been wearing a jacket when Stanton and Marty brought him in? Emmett didn’t think so.

Through his frustration and light panic, Emmett heard van Haeften trying to speak again. Maybe listening to him was a bad idea, but Emmett could only think of finding the key. If they didn’t have that key, this was all for nothing. He tugged the gag out of van Haeften’s mouth and let it drop around his neck.

As Emmett sat back on his heels, van Haeften groaned again and worked his jaw, licking his lips before saying, “Safe deposit box. At the Red Gulch bank.” He glowered at Emmett. “In case anything happens to me.”

“Hell’s bells,” Emmett cursed, falling back on his ass. “Ludwig finally got smart about something.”

“Not Ludwig,” van Haeften said through gritted teeth. “That was my idea. Ludwig’s back in Chicago.”

“Well, ain’t you clever as a two-billed duck,” Emmett groaned, rubbing his eyes. “Alright. Okay. I guess we’re riding back into town tomorrow.”

Van Haeften didn’t react visibly to that, but he did look at the hard ground beneath him. “I don’t suppose I could request to be tied down to a bed, could I?”

Emmett laughed; it was either that or scream. “No, sir. You ain’t even bought me dinner yet.”

* * *

Archie sighed and tried to sit up straighter in the saddle. They’d put him on the horse in the barn and then blindfolded him for the ride, as he didn’t know where exactly his captors were hiding out and they wanted to keep it that way. His gag was still in place and his wrists were tied behind his back, but he didn’t have to worry about the reins because, humiliatingly enough, he was seated in front of Emmett on the larger of the horses. At least they hadn’t tied him to the saddle. Or thrown him back into the sack.

After a few miles, though, he began to think he might prefer the sack. His second-eldest sister had been badly injured after falling from a horse as a child, and as a result, Archie’s father had been unwilling to let his precious heir take such chances outside of the most elementary of riding lessons. In a city full of hansom cabs, it hardly mattered that Archie had little experience on a horse, but now his thighs were beginning to tire from clenching the saddle, as he had no hands to grip the saddle horn or stirrups to help him steady himself. Emmett was a solid, inescapable presence behind him, but Archie certainly wasn’t going to give the man the satisfaction of bracing against him. Eventually, though, Archie started to list off to one side and felt Emmett’s arms tighten briefly around him.

“Loosen up and move with her,” Emmett’s voice came from behind him, annoyingly amused. “You can lean back against me if you need to. Damn, I should’ve sat you behind me.”

Archie grunted exasperatedly through the gag.

Mercifully, Emmett brought the horse to a halt after two hours or so. Archie could hear a trickling of water, and indeed, when Emmett tugged his blindfold off and Archie’s eyes adjusted to the light, there was a small creek in front of them.

“Alright,” Emmett said, “kick your leg over and hop off. She needs a drink and a rest, and it wouldn’t hurt us, neither.”

Archie looked at the ground — it wasn’t that far away, but with his hands bound and his legs shaky, he foresaw hitting it hard enough to hurt.

Emmett saw the problem too and looped a surprisingly strong arm tight around Archie’s middle. “Just swing your leg over and drop. I’ll let you down real easy. And before you think about running off, remember we’re in the middle of nowhere and I’m still on a horse.”

Archie sighed — he hadn’t even gotten that far in his head yet; he merely wanted his feet back on solid ground. Graceful it wasn’t, but with Emmett’s help, Archie managed to drop to the dirt without landing on his face, and Emmett was right behind him, taking the reins and leading the horse a few feet forward to the creek.

Squinting, Archie peered around as if he’d have any hope of determining his whereabouts from the miles of low scrubland stretching in all directions. There were a few buttes off in the distance, but Archie simply didn’t know the Colorado Territory well enough to tell where they were.

While he’d been looking around, Emmett had obviously been refilling his canteen, because he brought it over to Archie, who groaned with relief when the gag was taken out of his mouth. The damnable thing was filthy and oily, and Archie could have cried with joy as Emmett brought the canteen to his mouth and tipped in cold, clean water. Archie drank until he coughed, and then held a mouthful of water to swish around and clear out the abominable taste of the rag. He turned aside to spit and then faced Emmett again.

Archie had resolved himself to be dignified about all this, but when Emmett reached up to put the gag back into place, Archie heard himself beg, “Please, don’t. I’ll be silent if you want me to, and I can live with the blindfold, but please don’t put that filthy thing back in my mouth.”

The corner of Emmett’s mouth quirked up in a humorless smile. “You gonna try to charm me into untying you, too?”

At that, Archie couldn’t help a dry bark of a laugh. He’d never been accused of being charming before. “No, I just… Please.”

A soft furrow split Emmett’s brow, and he sighed. “Alright. Don’t guess you really need the blindfold anymore, since you know where we’re headed.”

“Thank you,” Archie said, only slightly humiliated at the genuineness of his gratitude.

He shifted his weight on sore legs, and Emmett glanced down and then back up. “You gonna make it a few more hours?”

Unwilling to submit himself to any more humiliation, Archie pulled himself up straighter. He didn’t actually have any plans to try to run off or distract Emmett, since the man was set on taking Archie back where he needed to go. He only needed to suffer the damned horse long enough to get there. “I’ll be fine.”

Emmett frowned, peering at the saddle. “You already look a fright. Can’t have you showing up in town barely able to walk.”

He reached into his belt and pulled out a knife, and Archie stumbled backward so quickly he fell right on his backside. He seemed to do that a lot around Emmett.

“Shit, sorry,” Emmett said, holding up his hands in surrender. “I ain’t gonna hurt you. I’m just gonna fix your hands. I don’t think I can even get you back up in the saddle without your help.” He sighed. “Some kidnapper I am.”

“You, uh,” Archie began, awkwardly getting back to his feet. “You don’t seem to have an excess of experience with it, no.”

“I know it don’t look like it, but I really don’t mean you any harm.” Emmett set a hand on Archie’s shoulder. They were nearly of a height, though Archie was a little taller. “I know you’re not your daddy.”

Archie couldn’t help himself. “I’m not his clerk, either.”

“Ludwig ain’t much better,” Emmett said, squeezing Archie’s shoulder and then letting go to circle behind Archie. “Look, here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m gonna cut your hands free, and you’re gonna get back up on that horse and sit behind me this time. That way you can hold onto me. I’ll bind your hands in front of me if I have to, but I think we both know that I’m your best chance at getting back into town. You want to try to kill me and take the horse, wait ‘til we’re closer.”

Archie laughed. Emmett wasn’t much broader than him, but Archie had felt the strength in those arms when Emmett had let him down out of the saddle, and Archie barely
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