




Road to Tombstone

By HedbangerSA

Note from the Author: This story was written for a ‘Sex and the Old West’ festival.  It may be a bit different from what you’re used to, but I hope you enjoy it!
It was hot. Dust-eating, butt numbing hot as I rode the trail from California into the Arizona territory. Tombstone was planning a big Independence Day shindig that year since eighteen hundred and eighty two was a territorial anniversary. Even though I was still more than a hundred and fifty miles away I’d met up with slower moving groups heading in that direction. The trail was crowded with buckboards carrying weary families, with children whining about the heat. Big, clanking wagons loaded with trade goods and pots were emblazoned with signs for wonder elixirs to cure what ailed the crowds of happy patriots in Tombstone. 

As I passed these travelers, I got the wary stares I was used to after too many years of relying on my gun and courage for a living. The mothers shushing their children with that “Lord don’t he look desperate” look on their face. The young boys, all bright-eyed, taking in the powerful horse, silver-studded saddle, and, of course, the big, pearl-handled Colt strapped low on my right hip. 

I had no plans to celebrate the Fourth in Tombstone. That bastard Earp would be ready for trouble from the crowds with plenty of extra deputies and I wasn’t particularly welcome in my adopted hometown these days. I’d visited in May but had to cut my trip short because Wyatt was still pissed about someone plugging his brother Morgan and he had ideas that I was in on it. I was going to hole up in Benson or maybe Fairbank and wait until the excitement was over, then slide into Tombstone quiet-like and take care of my business. 

Hell, any place with a saloon and a decent bed would do. I was weary, bone-weary of travel and constantly watching my back. At thirty-two I looked and felt like forty-two after too many years of trouble I’d long since stopped wanting. But it beat shoveling horseshit and busting blisters on a god-forsaken ranch like my brother-in-law out in San Jose. Three weeks out there visiting my sister was enough to convince me that my lot was passing tolerable. Besides, I had no choice—there were just too many folks who weren’t inclined to forget the stories. My kind didn’t retire quietly and take up sheep herding. 

It was getting late—only a couple of hours of daylight left. I wasn’t going to make it to Aguila before dark. There was a stage depot fifteen minutes ahead, just a wide spot on the trail but they had food and a man could get a drink of whiskey to clear the dust out of his throat if he was so inclined. 

When I arrived at the depot, I got a bottle from the barkeep, sat myself down at a table, and ordered a steak. A handful of cattlemen a few tables away were in high spirits. They seemed like a decent bunch, so the prospects for a little poker to pass the time looked good. One of them, short and bowlegged, wandered over.

“Howdy. Do I know you, stranger?” he asked, looking me over.

He was smiling, so I offered my hand. “I doubt it. Just passing through on my way from California,” I said. He looked at my gun belt and the “JPR” carved there. I headed off the next question. “Name’s John, John Ringgold,” I said. 

“Don’t know that handle. Ever spend any time in Texas?” he responded. I shrugged. 

“Not in a long time—six or seven years ago,” I said, truthfully. The man grinned.

“My mistake then. Name’s Mike but everyone calls me Stumpy. You want to join us?” he asked, motioning toward his friends. I nodded, picking up my bottle.

We all finished our dinner and were just starting to relax when a new man arrived. He was dusty and rawboned and wore a greasy cotton shirt and baggy trousers. He looked like a prospector, not likely a poker companion. He stood at the bar looking thirsty and watched us for a while.

The prospector was a big man, even taller than me and I’m six foot two. He was mostly bald with a fringe of matted, waxy hair hanging over his ears and onto the collar of his shirt. He had this annoying habit of drawing air in through his nose, real slow, making a low snorting noise before hawking a mess of tobacco juice and phlegm into the spittoon every so often. I was done eating but it was starting to get to me. 

I was about to say something when the prospector walked over. “Hey, you boys lookin’ to get laid? I got me something I’ll share for what’s left in that bottle,” he said, pointing at my whiskey. 

“What are you talking about?” I asked, more curious than interested. The cattlemen were listening, too.

“Well, I got me a little Apache. She’s a looker, and a young ‘un, too. I been stickin’ her and she’s a good ‘un,” the man said, grabbing at his crotch. He grinned and started another of those snorting things, clearing his sinuses. Stumpy glanced at me, looking uncomfortable.

“What do you mean, you got her? Where is she?” Stumpy asked. From his tone, it was clear that he didn’t like the prospector any more than I did. 

“I bought her offn’ a man down Eloy way. I got her tied up outside,” the prospector said, launching a big wad toward the spittoon and missing by several inches. 

The hair on the back of my neck rose and the unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach wasn’t only because of the spitting. I stood up slowly and looked at the cattlemen.

“What say we go check this out?” I said. Thinking he was going to earn his bottle, the prospector eagerly led the way out the front door and into the fading light. We all followed, including Grady, the old guy who ran the stage depot. 

The sun was starting to set, painting the horizon shades of pink and purple and making it hard to see where the prospector was heading until we got close enough to a big oak tree. Crouched at the base of the big tree with her hands tied above her head was a young Apache woman wearing a loose dress made from an old blanket. Her face looked like she’d been kicked—dirty and bruised with dried blood at the corner of her mouth. She was barefoot, way too thin, and scared as hell. Her raven hair was loose and tangled, falling all the way to the ground. 

As the prospector walked up, she tried to scoot around the tree, then tucked her head behind a shoulder as though expecting to be beaten. “Well, there she is! She’s skinny but she’s a hellcat, I’m tellin’ you!” the prospector said. 

“What happened to her face?” Stumpy asked. 

“I had to learn her some manners. The bitch bit me,” the prospector said, lifting the foul fringe of hair from his collar to display his damaged ear. “You gotta do it with Injuns—it’s like breakin’ a horse.” 

The cattlemen and I looked at each other. Everyone looked like they just caught a whiff of something rank. “Damn. That ain’t right,” one of the cattlemen said, a guy named Billings. The prospector looked at us, acting confused.

“Untie her,” I said. “Look at her hands. She’s bleeding.” I reached for where the rope was tied to the tree.

“Now hold on. If’n I don’t tie her, she’ll run away,” the prospector said, moving to block my arm.

“Maybe that’s what needs to be happenin’,” I replied. Instinctively, I reached down and unhooked the loop of leather from the hammer of my Colt that kept the gun secure.

“Hey, I bought her fair and square. Paid sixteen dollars for her.” 

“Mister, I grew up in Missouri,” I said. “Lived there during the war. The main thing it proved was that there are way too many damned Yankees, but it did settle that one question. A person can’t own another person.” 

The prospector looked angry. One side of his mouth curled up a little, revealing stained teeth. “Yeah, but she don’t count. She’s a heathen Injun. And besides, you ain’t the law.”

I pulled a coin from my pocket and flipped it at the man. “There’s twenty dollars. Now clear out of here. I’m sick of you being upwind of me,” I said, resting my right palm casually on the handle of my Colt. 

The prospector caught the coin, bit it, and backed up a few steps. “You… just want her for yourself. She’s worth mor’n twenty bucks. You wouldn’t be talkin’ so big neither, if’n it weren’t for that six-gun,” he said, trying to watch my gun hand and check the reactions of the crowd at the same time.

“You better do as he says,” Grady said. “I don’t need no trouble at my place.” He nodded toward his wife, who’d come out of the depot carrying a scattergun.

The prospector kept backing up until he got to where a big pack of supplies was leaning against a tree. A mule was tethered to it, grazing. 

I turned my attention to the Indian woman. As carefully as possible I untied the dirty ropes, which had cut wickedly into her wrists. She just stared at me with big doe eyes, not even cringing as I worked the hemp loose, even though it had to sting. She looked younger up close, maybe in her mid-teens. 

“doo n’ldzig da,” I whispered. Apache for don’t be afraid. She nodded, and looked close to tears. I turned to Grady. “She needs some doctoring. Can your woman look after her?” I asked.

“I don’t let Indians in my place,” Grady said, scowling. “With Geronimo on the loose again, it could be a trick to check the place out. They killed those troopers up at Cibecue Creek just last summer.”

One of the cattlemen nodded, then glanced at the prospector, who was putting the pack on his mule. “That fella is a piece of shit, but he’s right about Injuns. They’re godless heathens and they’ll kill you soon as look at you.” 

I looked at Grady’s wife, hoping for support. She sighed and marched over, handing the shotgun to her husband. “For heaven’s sake, Grady. She’s a child and she’s hurt,” she said.

Just as the older woman reached for her, the Apache gasped and recoiled, looking behind me. I whirled as I dropped to a knee. A gunshot rang out and I heard a weird sucking sound as the bullet missed my left ear by inches. Would have been square in the middle of my back if I hadn’t dropped. The prospector was cocking his Winchester for another try, but I drew my Colt and fired as soon as the revolver cleared leather. His head snapped back, a neat hole appearing at the bridge of his phlegm-sucking nose. 

The prospector’s legs staggered for balance even though his brain was already dead, then the back-shooting bastard toppled over with a loud thud, his rifle clattering across the hard ground. I holstered my gun. “I had no choice, you saw it. It was him or me,” I said.

Everyone nodded and then we all stood around for a minute not sure what to do. Grady broke the silence. “You can clean up the Indian, Marge,” he said to his wife. ”But do it in the stables, not in the depot. There’s plenty of water and soap and the horse liniment should work on those cuts.”

As Marge walked the Apache away, the young woman suddenly veered to where the prospector lay twitching, blood pooling around his head on the baked caliche soil. She stared at him, murmuring softly, cleared her throat and spat in his face. Then she quietly rejoined Marge Grady and they headed for the stables. 

“I guess he had that coming, too,” Stumpy said. He was staring at me with an odd expression. “That was a fair bit of shooting you did, John. From the hip, from thirty paces.”

“If you’ve got a shovel, I’ll bury him,” I said, shrugging.

Grady motioned with his head. “There’s one in the barn.” 

As I went to retrieve the shovel, Stumpy slapped his own forehead. “I knew it! I knew I seen you before! It was in Llano County back in Texas like I figured. I saw you shoot a man from the hip, just like that. John Ringgold, hell. You’re Johnny Ringo, the gunfighter!”

Marge Grady stopped and stared, looking shocked. The young Apache was looking too, but she just tipped her head a little and took it all in with those big, soft eyes. 

~~~ 

Yep, I was Johnny Ringo—at least that was what I was called, especially in pulp novels that glorified my exploits, mainly fabricated. It was a name I couldn’t shake, no matter what. As a young man, I loved the notoriety but now it just meant trouble from every kid with a gun wanting a name of his own—and from the kin of every man I was supposed to have shot. 

The cattlemen lost their interest in poker and decided to move along, saying they needed to bunk down out by their herd. 

It was dark by the time I finished burying the prospector. When I walked into the depot to get another drink Grady met me, holding the shotgun loosely over an arm.

“I don’t want any more trouble,” I said. “I’m tired and I’m thirsty.”

“You’re wanted down in Tombstone. For killing Morgan Earp, shot in the back playing pool,” Grady said.

I shook my head. “No. I had no part of that and I can prove it. The Sheriff out in San Jose wired Wyatt Earp, telling him I’m coming in on my own to clear myself—that’s where I’m going. I’ve got no price on my head.” 

Grady thought that over, then nodded. “Okay then. Get your bottle and you can bunk out in the barn. But I want you out of here at dawn, before the morning stage gets here. Your kind is trouble, Ringo.” he said.

~~~ 

During the night, I heard a noise outside the barn and went to investigate. It was the young Apache curled in a ball with only her dress for warmth. The desert was chilly at night, even in the summer. I went into the barn and got my blanket. I motioned to the woman to get up, then wrapped the blanket around her and led her into the barn where it was warmer. “sik’az,” I said. The Apache word for cold. She lay down on the hay, pulled the blanket closer, and stared at me the whole time. 

~~~ 

When I got up in the morning, my horse was already saddled. Grady really wanted me gone, I guessed. I went into the depot for a mug of hot coffee and some grub for the trail. I paid Grady and tossed an extra quarter on the counter. “That’s for saddling my horse,” I said.

Grady pushed the quarter toward me. “Didn’t touch your horse. You better get going.”

I was ready to leave anyway. With a little luck, I could make it to Wickenburg by afternoon and that was a fine little town. I knew a man there who might put me up for a day or two. Sipping my coffee, I walked toward my horse. The Apache woman was standing next to it, holding the bridle. 

“Why are you still here?” I asked.

She stared at me. “ch’ighah,” I said. Go. I pointed southwest toward Eloy where the prospector said he bought her. I knew some Apache words but couldn’t speak it properly. She shook her head and held the bridle out. I took it and climbed on my horse. “Thanks,” I said, then wheeled to head down the trail to Wickenburg, careful not to spill my coffee.

When I got thirty feet, I noticed that the woman was trotting alongside my horse. I gave the animal a little kick and we broke into a trot, but after a hundred yards the Apache was still with us. I stopped, pointed at her and then at me. “dah,” I said, which meant no. “ch’ighah bik,ih.” I was pretty sure that meant go home.

The woman shook her head and looked like she was going to cry. I got off my horse and pulled some of the food from my saddlebag, including a big chunk of cornbread. I handed them to the woman along with a couple of dollars. “You’re free. Go to your own people,” I said.

She stood there, holding my gifts. “I don’t have any people,” she said.

Shocked, I stared at her. “You speak English?” I asked.

She nodded. “The missionary taught me at the reservation.” 

“You’ve got to have a family, where’d you come from?” I asked.

She blanched, and tears welled up in her large eyes. “There was no food so we went to the mountains to trap. The traders came but didn’t pay. They killed,” she said, speaking slowly, pausing between sentences. “All but my sister and me. They took us and sold me to the one you killed. He was a bad man. Now I stay with you.” She looked up at me. 

“I can’t take care of you,” I said. “I’ve got places to go.” 

Now the tears were running down her cheeks. Grady’s woman had done a decent job of cleaning her up. The cut on the Apache woman’s mouth didn’t look too bad and the bruises looked better than before, the swelling almost gone. Her hair looked clean and was combed, pulled back into a long, thick ponytail that hung almost to her butt. 

“Aw, hell. I can take you as far as Wickenburg. There’s an Indian Agent there. Maybe he’ll know what to do with you,” I said.

She smiled, then wiped her cheek on her dress. “I won’t slow you down. I’m strong,” she said. She looked at the cornbread. “Can I eat this?” When I nodded, she tore into it like it was the first meal she’d had in a week. It occurred to me that it probably was. I got the rest of the packet of food from the depot—more cornbread and some cold beans in waxed paper—and gave it to her since she was finished with the first batch.

“What about you?” she asked. I grinned.

“I’m fine. Big dinner last night. We’ll get more grub when we get to Aguila.” 

The cornbread looked pretty dry. I handed the woman the rest of my coffee, which she drank without stopping. I waited for her to finish eating, then climbed back on my horse. She grabbed the edge of my saddle blanket, ready to run alongside. I shook my head. 

“We can move quicker if you ride,” I said, and reached down for her. I took a hand and swung her up behind me. She was light, like a child almost. She put her arms around my waist and rested her cheek against my back. I could feel her breasts, firm and pointed, pressing against me through her dress and my shirt. Her legs were thin but they looked sleek and strong tucked tight against my thighs. 

“What’s your name?” I asked. My voice sounded a little huskier than I expected. Hell, her nipples were rubbing against me as we rode, and it felt pretty good.

“De’nzhone’ Doole’,” she said. “It means Beautiful Butterfly. But the missionary called me Sarah.” 

“Your Apache name suits you better but it’s a mouthful. How about I call you Dooley?” I asked. I felt her nod, her cheek rubbing against me, then she hugged me tighter. 

“How old are you?” I asked after a minute.

She thought about it. “I was born before the first snow. Then eighteen summers,” she said. 

“This sister of yours. Is she older or younger?”

“Younger—two years. Her white man’s name is Maria,” Dooley said.

Damn, I thought. She was probably having a pretty tough time of it, too. “Was she still with these men when they sold you?” I asked. 

Dooley nodded. “Their leader said he would keep her. He made Maria… lay with him. I heard her crying in the night. But I could do nothing.” 

“How long ago was this, and where were they heading?”

“The men said they would trade along the Salt River. Then to the reservation at San Carlos,” she said, and paused. “They didn’t know we understood them. I told Maria it was better that way. I last saw her… eleven days ago.” 

I tried to think the way they would. “That’d put them up around Apache Junction by now, probably,” I said. Hell, I didn’t have anything better to do and had some time to kill before I could go to Tombstone anyway. Out San Carlos way was as good as any place.

We rode for a while in silence. “I was thinking, Dooley. I haven’t been to Apache Junction in a while. Why don’t we just mosey over that way and see if we can’t find Maria for you?”

Dooley was quiet for a moment. “You would…do that? Yes, please. I…I’ll do anything. Maria is not well,” Dooley stammered. She was crying again.

“No problem. Like I said, I’ve been wanting to head over that way. We’ll need to cut south before Wickenburg, then east.” 

Dooley nodded, and hugged me tight. I started to whistle a little, feeling better about myself than I had in quite a while. 

~~~ 

We made Aguila by noon. It’s a nice enough little town and I got a good lunch. I was starving, since Dooley had eaten my breakfast. The innkeeper wouldn’t let Dooley inside, so I brought her food out to her and she ate it perched on the edge of the wooden sidewalk keeping an eye on my horse. 

Attitudes about Apaches were pretty hard in those parts. Things had been fairly calm after they put Cochise on the reservation for good in 1872, but then a couple of years ago Geronimo started raiding again. The US Cavalry had thousands of troopers hunting for him but they hadn’t come close to catching him yet. The only saving grace was that Geronimo hated the Mexicans more than he did the whites. 

The trail toward Apache Junction would take us through a whole lot of nothing for a couple of days, so I went over to the general store for supplies. I bought the normal things—flour, salt, beans, coffee, dried eggs, and a little bacon. I got a box of .45 cartridges for my Colt and a box of .44s for my new Winchester ’73 repeater that I had got off the dead prospector. I figured I had it coming since he almost shot me with it. Then I poked around in the dry goods, thinking that with a needle and thread I could fix the holes in Dooley’s dress. I found some other things I liked better and took them up to the counter. 

In the middle of toting everything up, the old woman clerk picked up one of my selections and frowned. It was a simple blue gingham dress, almost like a long shirt with wooden buttons down the front. 

“This for that Indian out there?” she asked. I nodded. She walked to the window and eyed Dooley, then walked to the table and traded the dress for a smaller size. 

“That’s… six dollars and fourteen cents, for everything. Darned fool thing buying real clothes for an Indian if you ask me, but at least that dress will fit her,” she said, shaking her head.

When I walked outside, I gave Dooley her new outfit—the dress, a pair of cotton bloomers, and some moccasins. Her feet were tough, but we were going into some hard country and they needed covering. She looked like I’d handed her the crown jewels. 

Eyes shining, she stepped into those bloomers on the spot. They came almost to her knees. Then she turned a little and pulled the old dress over her head before slipping into the new one. I’ve got to admit that I got a pretty good show even though I wasn’t staring or anything. Dooley didn’t look nearly as skinny without her dress on. She was lean but muscular in a womanly sort of way and her breasts looked as good as they felt rubbing against my back. Firm cones of tawny flesh topped with dark nipples, they’d poked out proudly from Dooley’s slender chest. 

“Thank you, John Ringgold,” Dooley said. 

“Just plain John is fine,” I said, looking around. I’d learned that using my whole name was dangerous. Dooley slipped into the moccasins, then rolled up her old dress and tucked it under her arm. 

“You look very nice, Dooley,” I said. “That dress is right becoming to you.”

She smiled broadly, checking herself out in the reflection of the general store window. Inside I could see the old woman who had surely seen Dooley changing clothes on the sidewalk. She was shaking her head and fanning herself with her apron. 

“We better get going, Dooley. We got a long ride ahead of us.”

~~~ 

We stopped about an hour before sunset, just long enough to set up camp and get settled while it was still light. When I came back from gathering firewood Dooley had arranged rocks into a fire ring and was clearing the site in her old dress. The new dress and the bloomers were folded neatly on a big flat-topped boulder. I must have looked disappointed.

“I didn’t want to get them dirty,” she explained.

I made a dinner of biscuits and beans, and we were quiet while we ate. I felt a little uncomfortable and couldn’t think of much to say. It must have been mutual.

Dooley sat cross-legged on the ground and studied me as she ate her third decent meal of the day. The regularity of the meals was starting to suppress the urge to wolf her food, but she still ate as much as I did. After dinner, I got out a bottle and had a couple of drinks. Most nights I’d have finished the bottle and slept right where I was but tonight I didn’t have the urge. 

I got up and laid out my bedroll, then rolled out a spare blanket a few feet away. Dooley watched me. When I stretched out for the night, she moved her blanket closer. I looked at her with what must have been surprise showing in my face.

“It will be warmer this way,” she explained. She stood, pulled the old dress over her head, and rolled it into a makeshift pillow. She was naked as the day she was born. The flickering light from the fire played over her taut body. Her black hair, loose and shiny, waved around her like a cape as she moved. Dooley put the rolled dress on the side of my bedroll, then curled up next to me and pulled her blanket over both of us. Warmer was right. Dooley’s body was throwing off heat like a little furnace. 

After a minute, she moved closer. She rolled on her hip, one leg hooking over my thigh. She nestled her face against my shoulder and sighed. I was still on my back, hands linked under my head—my normal position when sleeping on the ground. I was wearing all my clothes except my boots. I’d found over time that out in the open like this it was wise to be ready to move fast against the threat of varmints, human and otherwise. 

When Dooley didn’t move again right away I started to wonder if this was just how Apaches sleep, to ward off the cold. In truth, she was generating enough heat all by herself to avoid the need for a campfire. Then one small hand traced its way down my chest and started to fumble with my belt buckle.

“Dooley, you don’t have to…” 

“You don’t want me?”

“Lord, it’s not that. But you’ve had a rough time of it. I don’t want to feel like another one of the men who did all that to you. And I don’t want you doing something painful just because I’ve helped you some.” 

Dooley let go of my buckle. Her hand slid lower, finding ample evidence of my attraction for her. “I want to give myself to you,” she insisted, her fingers exploring.

“You’re too young to know that, Dooley, it’s the gratitude talking.”

“No. In better times—if my people had more food and horses—I would be married with young ones by now. I’m a woman.”

Dooley reached up, tugged my right arm free, and took my hand by the wrist. She guided my hand to my hip, then between her legs. Her honey pot appeared to be the source of a lot of the heat I’d felt, and it was wet with desire. I could feel the small mound of soft hair, tangled and damp. The movement shifted the blanket causing the warmed air beneath to waft up to me, sweet with the intense young scent that surely confirmed what she said and washed away my objections. 

I leaned into her, my free hand finding the back of her head. Her hair, thick and soft, seemed to be everywhere. I pulled her closer and kissed her and those full, moist lips responded with the hunger she’d lavished on that first chunk of cornbread. Her small tongue darted across my lips and her mouth opened to mine. 

The fingers of my right hand discovered Dooley’s tight young slit and slid into her easily, tracing her slick juices to the source. She rolled onto her back, her slim thighs opening completely. I rolled with her, and my mouth migrated across her cheek to the warm spot behind her ear, then down the muscled smoothness of her neck. Her hand found the top of my head and pressed me lower as she arched her back and thrust her chest at me. The dark tips of her breasts were swollen and the nipples distended. My mouth found the closest tit and drew it in, working the firm, resilient flesh with lips and tongue. 

A long moan oozed out of Dooley, and she started to rock her narrow hips involuntarily. I was working two fingers in and out of her sex in a steady rhythm, fingertips stroking the incredibly soft, feathery flesh along the top of her vagina. 

My cock was as hard as it gets, and the head was caught in the folds of my long johns. Suddenly, sleeping in all my clothes seemed a bad idea. Dooley apparently read my mind. She resumed her fumbling with my belt, more effectively this time. She opened my pants and tugged them down over my hips. She spent a minute trying to figure out how the bottoms of my long johns worked, then finally shoved them to my knees with the pants. Having gone as far as she could that way, I was forced to disengage my fingers from her cunny while she crawled to my feet and finished undressing my lower body.

I moved over on the bedroll to make room for her. By now I was pretty warmed up and not worrying about needing the blanket. Dooley crawled up to me and flipped onto her back, spreading her legs wide again. I lowered myself onto her trying to be gentle. She wrapped her arms around my back and brought her knees up, hooking her heels inside my thighs. I hiked my shirt up as far as I could get it and her skin felt fantastic against my chest, especially those firm titties. 

My mouth found Dooley’s again and I set my tongue to exploring, while my hand reached between us and found my cock. I wiggled the head up and down against the wet center of her until I felt it slip into her a little, all warm and friendly. 

“You sure about this, Dooley?” I asked, not sure I could stop one way or the other. She nodded, and started to kiss me again. Her hands moved to my shoulders and urged me up, into her. I obliged, my manhood fighting to fill her empty place. It was a tight squeeze and I loved every inch of progress as I shoved until I was pressed deep into her. Dooley’s cunny was hot and buttery soft and seemed to be sucking at my cock. I pulled back, drove into her again, and she gasped, still hugging me tight. 

I wanted to go slow and easy for Dooley’s sake, but my body had a mind of its own and I commenced to pounding myself into her fast and steady. It was great, her tight little sheath was squeezing at my cock, making wet slurping noises on every stroke. I couldn’t kiss her any more because I was breathing so hard but I kept nuzzling at her face and neck. Dooley had such great skin, so soft and smooth. Plus I loved looking at her as we fucked, those beautiful eyes all wide and wild, her nostrils flaring as she sucked in air. 

All of a sudden Dooley let out a little howl, her fingernails raking my back. She was tiny but Lord that little body was strong, bucking and writhing under me so much I had to fight to keep my cock from slipping out of her on the upstrokes. 

I hadn’t realized how close I was, but all that wiggling and howling pushed me right over the edge and my cock exploded, pumping my seed into Dooley’s hot little womb so strong that I felt like my balls were turning inside out. I clutched at her shoulders and held on, trying to keep my cock pinned against the back of her cunt even though Dooley was rolling her hips and raking her heels all over my ass. 

After a while both of us started to calm down. I pulled out and rolled onto a hip next to her. I was sweating like crazy even though there was a breeze and I was all but naked in the desert air. I looked at Dooley’s face and saw the rapture of sex I expected, but something else too. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. Dooley stared at me, still trying to catch her breath.

“Is that supposed to happen?”

“What I did?” I wasn’t sure what she meant.

“No, me. My body is shaking,” she said.

“Well, yeah. Not all the time but it’s a good thing,” I said, smiling. “Didn’t it feel good?”

Dooley nodded vigorously. “Yes. Very good. But…,” she paused, panting. “My father told me of the great spirits when I was small. He said they come to take you away. He said your body would flutter like an eagle and you would fly away to be with the old ones. I thought maybe…”

I laughed, hugging her. “You weren’t dying, Dooley. That’s called coming—it’s a part of sex,” I said. 

“I like coming. Can we do it again?” Dooley asked. She spread her legs and tried to pull me back on top of her. 

“Whoa there. We can do it again, but not for a bit. I need a little time to prime the old pump,” I said, grinning. 

Dooley bit her lip and frowned. “How long?”

I pulled her close to me and reached for the blanket. It was getting chilly again. “In the morning, when we wake up.” 

~~~ 

Sometime in the night I got up to check on the fire and Dooley was ready for me when I returned.

“Is your pump primed yet?” she asked, looking hopeful. Her small hand found my cock and stroked me. In no time it was hard as a broom handle and Dooley was feeding it into her hungry little cunny for another visit with the great spirits. 

~~~ 

We fucked again first thing in the morning and by now I was getting a little sore but Dooley would have kept going all day if I’d been able. I made a breakfast of scrambled eggs, biscuits, and some bacon, and Dooley ate more than I did. While we were eating she kept smiling at me and would lean her head onto my shoulder every so often. 

“We’d better break camp, Dooley. We need to cover some ground today,” I said.

“Yes. I’ll put on my new dress,” she said, standing and pulling the old one off. 

Dooley looked amazing standing there in the morning light. She still had some bruises but they didn’t show much. Her tight little naked body glowed with health and her long hair glistened. She yawned and stretched, and her firm breasts poked out just asking to be suckled. Her ass was small but her cheeks were perfectly round, rippling with young muscles. She caught me staring, and then looked toward the bedroll longingly.

“No way, little one!” I said, laughing. “You clean up here and I’ll get the horse ready.” 

Dooley sighed, looking disappointed as she pulled up her new cotton bloomers. 

~~~ 

We rode hard most of that day, stopping only for a quick lunch and to give the horse a breather and some feed. I was anxious to get to Apache Junction before the trail got too cold on those snakes who kidnapped Dooley and Maria. I knew we might not have much time. If they got tired of Maria or if she got to be a nuisance she wouldn’t last long with that bunch. 

Dooley might have been thinking about her sister, too. She was quiet most of the afternoon, shifting around every so often to get more comfortable. Riding on the back of a saddle was pretty spine-numbing, especially for someone as lean as her. 

“Let’s try switching around a little, Dooley. Make you a trifle more comfortable,” I said, pulling my horse to a halt. I reached back to take Dooley’s arm and eased her around my body as I slid back on the saddle as close to the cantle as I could get. Her little butt settled in between the saddlehorn and me with her legs over my thighs and her face nestled against my chest.

“That better?” I asked. 

“Yes. Very nice,” she said, looking up as she slipped her arms around me.

We rode for a while in silence. “When we find the men, will you kill them?” she finally asked.

“Depends on them, and you. Is that what you want?”

She thought about that for a minute. “The missionary said it was a sin. But they killed my mother and father… and my brother. And the others. Yes. Killing would be good for them,” she said, nodding slowly.

“That settles it then. One set of dead traders, coming right up, ma’am,” I said, tipping my hat.

Dooley kissed me, then frowned. “There are six of them and one of you. Can you do it?” she asked.

I smiled. “I suspect so, Dooley. Men like them, they’re cowards. Killing defenseless women and old folks is one thing. Killing someone who’s shooting back at you and isn’t scared is another altogether.” 

“You are not scared, John Ringgold?” She looked up and as our eyes met it occurred to me just how pretty Dooley was. Maybe it was that her face was healing so well after the beating or maybe I hadn’t spent much time really looking at her in the daylight. 

Her eyes were stunning, deep and expressive and set a bit wide. Her nose was slender and straight with strong cheekbones and a nice resolute chin. She had a strength in her that let her shake off the tough times without letting them touch her spirit. I put a hand on the back of her head and pulled her to me, enjoying the feel of her body pressed against mine.

“No, I’m not scared, Dooley. I’ve been through worse and for less reason,” I said, hesitating. 

Dying didn’t scare me anymore. I cared more about the how than the when. I didn’t want to die back-shot by some snot-slinging turdhopper like that prospector. But standing tall against long odds for a heroic cause? That sounded all right and would play well in the pulp novels they’d write about it. Hell, I didn’t exactly have a lot to live for anyway, and death was going to happen more sooner than later whether I liked it or not.

“You heard what the men back at that stage depot said about me, right?”

Dooley nodded. “They said you killed many men. And they feared you. But you are a good man, very brave,” she said, and looked up at me for a moment. “My people lived in peace for generations. Now we kill, but these times are filled with hate. Sometimes there is no choice.”

I kissed Dooley on the forehead and pulled her body tighter against mine. That let me slide forward a bit easing the pounding on my tailbone. Dooley wrapped her legs around me, her dress hiking up. I kept one hand on her butt to be sure the horn of the saddle wasn’t hitting her, and it felt great through the thin cotton of Dooley’s store-bought underwear. 

~~~ 

Dooley set up the bedroll right after dinner, even though it was barely dark. That was fine with me. The last few hours of our ride Dooley’s hot little mound had been pressed against my cock and I’d been playing with her butt. This time I got undressed, down to my long johns, at least. Dooley got naked and we no sooner got under the blanket before she had her hand inside my underwear. I let her play with my cock for a minute while I sucked at one of her breasts. I loved the way her nipples got rock-hard and how she twitched a bit when I flicked one just right with my tongue. 

“Do you want me to pleasure you with my mouth?” she asked. 

I pulled my head up. “Do you know how?” I asked. 

Dooley shrugged, but I had the feeling she knew. She pushed me onto my back and pulled my long johns to my ankles. Then she knelt between my legs and pulled my cock upright, studying it. Apparently satisfied, she held her long hair out of the way with her other hand and leaned in until her nose was brushing against my glans. I pushed up on my elbows to watch. 

Dooley’s butt was pressed against her ankles and her tits were touching her knees. She looked even smaller all folded up like that. Her breath puffed against my skin as she hesitated, then the tip of her tongue gently traced its way up my shaft. When she got to the head Dooley opened her mouth wide—the first part of her mouth my meat touched was the base of her tongue. Then she closed around me.

“Oh, jesus…” I moaned, sitting up a little more. The inside of Dooley’s mouth was as hot and wet as her sex. I put a hand on top of her head and pressed down gently, then released when I felt myself against her tonsils. Pretty soon she was bobbing up and down all by herself, not sucking as hard as I’d like but the slurping noises her mouth was making more than made up for that. 

Every so often Dooley’s teeth grazed me, but not so hard that it hurt. The way she was moaning felt good and sounded better. About then I noticed that she had one hand tucked between her legs working herself over pretty good and that was all it took. My balls pulled up and the semen came boiling up my shaft before I had a chance to warn Dooley what was coming. 

The first gush splashed against the roof of her mouth and she gulped. The second caught Dooley in mid-breath and she must have taken a little down the windpipe because she began to cough. As she pulled back trying to get her breath the third hit her on her left cheek. 

I pulled her up and held her, waiting for the coughing to subside. “Sorry about that, Dooley. I meant to warn you.”

“That’s… all right. It was good. I wasn’t expecting…” 

I settled her in my lap and hugged her tight. When her breathing was normal she looked at me, semen still dripping off her face. I used the sleeve of my long johns to wipe her clean. 

“We have to wait now, before we can fuck?” she asked, looking very disappointed. 

“I’m afraid so, but I think I can do something you’ll like,” I said, smiling. I put her on the bedroll on her back and pulled her legs apart. Leaning against her right thigh, I started stroking two fingers in and out of her cunny. At the same time, the thumb on that hand was strumming at her clit. Dooley was appreciating the effort. She was gasping for air and didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands, alternating between resting them on my shoulders and using them to rub her breasts. 

“That feel good?” I asked. Dooley rolled her head toward me and nodded. Her mane of hair was spread across her shoulders and on the bedroll in thick coils. Her hips were twitching and the muscles on the insides of those slender thighs were flexing as she writhed around. She was such a pretty little thing lying there wild-eyed on the edge of climax, those cute tits heaving as she huffed for breath. 

“Bik’ehgo’ihi’dan,” she moaned, over and over. I was pretty sure that was one of the great spirits. I pushed her knees wider and slid down to finish Dooley off with my mouth. The tuft of hair on her mound was wet and matted, the little curls glistening in the light. I pressed my nose to it and soaked in the scent of her, all musky and intense. Her clit was about a half-inch long and throbbing with her pounding heart. I sucked it into my mouth and ran my tongue around the tip. Lord, she tasted as good as she smelled. My thumb found the crease between her tight cheeks, slick with juices oozing down, and slid in past the first knuckle. 

“Bik’ehgo…ahhhh!” Dooley howled and thrashed violently, head and shoulders twisting left then right as the orgasm ripped through her tiny frame. I kept her going as long as I could but finally she collapsed on the bedroll, shuddering gently, exhausted. I crawled up next to her. “How was that, sweetheart?” I asked.

Dooley looked into my eyes. “The coming was good. I felt like I was flying,” she said.

I kissed her. She tasted like me and I tasted like her and the way it mixed together as our tongues caressed and stroked was wonderful.

After a minute Dooley pulled back. “You called me sweetheart. Is that good?” she asked.


I nodded. “It’s a name my people use for someone they like a lot.” 

Dooley’s big, dark eyes searched mine. “Do you like me… as your woman?” 

I laughed and hugged her. “Yes, Dooley. I like you as my woman.”

She hugged me back, a big happy smile on her face. When I pulled the blanket over us for the night and looked up at the stars I was happy too. I couldn’t remember being happier, ever. 

~~~ 

I woke up in the night with a start, the sense of panic passing when I figured out that nothing was wrong and Dooley was still next to me. I couldn’t remember my dream but it was a bad one and made me think I’d lost her. But she was all right, sleeping gently. Safe. The empty feeling wouldn’t pass, though, and I knew I had to have her, possess her again that minute.

My cock was already hard as I kissed her awake, her eyes fluttering open. “I’ve got to have you, Dooley…I need…” 

She nodded and I rolled on top of her. No preliminaries this time, just the urge to be as close to her as possible, our bodies one. I hugged Dooley tight and drove my cock all the way into her cunt, still wet from before. Then everything else faded as I let the frantic oblivion of the fucking take over, pushing the bad thoughts out of my mind. 

~~~ 

Dooley was still happy in the morning, bustling around the camp taking care of everything. As she cleaned away our mess and packed up, she would look over at me every so often and smile. 

We got to Apache Junction around five in the afternoon. I found a place that rented rooms, and for an extra two bucks the clerk agreed to look the other way if I brought Dooley in the back door. I got them to bring a bathtub and hot water to the room while Dooley hid in the closet. While she washed up, I went looking for information about the fur traders. Dooley told me as much as she could remember about their operation—the number and kind of wagons, the way the men looked and dressed, and that the lead man went by the name of “Razor.” 

I asked around in both saloons and got no leads. Same result in the general store and the hashhouse, though the latter did sell me a passable steak dinner and another to take back to the room. The blacksmith remembered the traders. One of their wagons needed repairs and when I told him my business with the men wasn’t friendly he was more than happy to tell me everything he knew. He even remembered an Indian girl traveling with them. 

I got back to the room and knocked. “Dooley. It’s me,” I said. 

She opened the door and stepped back, all scrubbed and pretty, hair brushed until it glowed, and wearing her new blue dress. She gave me a shy smile, hoping that I was pleased.

“Oh, Dooley. You look good enough to eat. Well, to nibble on,” I said, grinning.

She ran over and hugged me. 

“Enough of that. You’re all clean and I’m a frightful mess,” I said then walked over and stuck a hand in the tub. Still a little warm. I put the bag of food on the little table next to the washbasin. “I got you some grub. Steak and beans and damned good flatbread. Why don’t you get started while I clean up?” 

I climbed into the tub and watched Dooley eat while I lathered and scrubbed, then shaved. She ate slowly but gratefully, being extra careful not to get any food on her dress. By the time I got out of the bath the water was stone cold but it was a blessing to be clean. I put on my long johns but hung my clothes by the open window to air a bit.

“I found a man who remembered those traders, Dooley.” 

She looked up and her smile faded. 

“They were through here four days ago. One of their wagons needed some new hubs and they left a man behind to wait for the repairs. He left yesterday morning, saying that their next stop was about twelve miles north of here, on the Salt over toward Canyon Lake. This man they left behind wasn’t in any hurry to catch up, so they’re probably still there.”

“That is… good,” she said, but didn’t look happy.

“The man I talked to remembered Maria, too. Said she looked ragged but in decent fettle, under the circumstances,” I said, studying Dooley. This news got a weak smile. “What’s wrong, sweetheart? This is what we want, right?” I asked.

Dooley stood as I walked toward her. “Yes. What we want. But…we will find them tomorrow?” she asked. I nodded. “And there will be killing. And danger for you.” She brushed my cheek with her hand and tears welled up in her eyes. I hugged her, stroking the back of her head. Her hair was damp and smelled as fresh as morning after a rain. 

“Relax. It’ll take more than this to lay Johnny Ringo low. I’m a dangerous man, remember?” I said, and kissed her. “Besides, why worry about that when we can look forward to our first night in a real bed?”

Dooley grinned, finally looking happy. “It is so soft. I have never slept in a real bed.”

“Who said anything about sleeping?” I asked, squeezing her tight butt. Fucking Dooley every night was an easy habit to fall into. We took it slow and easy with plenty of sucking and playing and trying out new positions that would have been uncomfortable on the ground. That old bed had pretty good springs but it creaked when you got it to moving. 

I woke in the night all fearful again, reaching for Dooley and needing to hold on. She was still there, of course, snuggling close with that little round butt tucked tight against my hard cock. 

~~~ 

Dawn came quickly and it was tough getting out from under that warm comforter. Dooley’s hair was tumbled all over the pillows. Once it was dry it was just like spun silk, so soft and smooth that you just wanted to stroke it. That led to other kinds of stroking and I found out that Dooley was ticklish, especially up and down her sides and on her slender neck. She looked damned cute giggling and squirming in the bed, naked.

She fought back, hands sliding over me looking for leverage, until one hand slid down past my stomach. “Oh!” she exclaimed, surprised and happy to find my cock ready for her. She held on, fingers stroking my shaft and balls while she brushed those firm tits against my skin and worked her mouth close enough to kiss me.

I was hungry to kiss her too, not hard and needy like in the middle of the night. “I’d love to be with you forever, Dooley. Just like this,” I whispered.

She smiled. “I’m your woman, John. You can be,” she breathed back. 

With that, I pulled her up on top of me as we kissed, her legs straddling my hips and my cock pressed against her ass. “Sit up, sweetheart. Lower yourself onto me,” I urged.

Dooley pushed up, hands on my shoulders. She got her knees under her and raised her hips, reaching under and fumbling for my cock. She worked the head against her vulva the way she’d seen me do, then pressed down until I penetrated her. “Ohhhhh.” She moaned softly as she rode me down letting my manhood fill her empty place, inch by delicious inch. Finally her butt cheeks pressed against my hips and Dooley had this really satisfied look on her face, eyes closed tight as she squirmed around enjoying the feeling. 

I grabbed hold of her tits, stroking and squeezing those firm cones and rubbing the tips with my thumbs until Dooley’s nipples went hard. Her body twitched a bit as I flicked her nipples and finally Dooley opened her eyes. The look she gave me froze time, our eyes locked. Not breaking the gaze, she slid her hands forward to my shoulders and started to raise and lower herself, her tight sheath slowly swallowing my cock. As she leaned forward, her hair cascaded off her back and onto my chest where it pooled and swirled as she moved.

Soon Dooley was pounding her body onto me steady and hard, the hair on her little mound pressing into mine on every downstroke. As she’d rise up I could see the pale light shining between her thighs silhouetting my cock planted firmly in her tight cunny, glistening with her juices. Her rhythm began to falter and the soft moans grew to a steady keening. She dug her nails into my shoulders as she came. It wasn’t violent like the other times, more gradual and liquid, her body swaying and dancing as the pleasure coursed though her.

Not finished myself, I took hold of Dooley’s hips and started thrusting up into her pulsing cunt. The wet slapping noises and Dooley’s wailing filled the room until my cock erupted into her womb. Groaning in pleasure, I pulled her slim body down to mine and held on, rocking gently as our hot juices merged and the passion subsided to a warm, comfortable glow.

We stayed like that, snuggling quietly until the street noise and the growling of my stomach made it clear that it was time to get moving.

~~~ 

We stopped about five miles out of Apache Junction to check my guns. I broke down both my Colt and a second revolver I carried in my saddlebag, then cleaned, oiled, and reassembled them, making sure the actions were working properly. I loaded both guns with fresh cartridges and did a little target practice to be sure they fired true. I felt good. We had a light lunch and relaxed a bit. I wanted to arrive at the trader’s camp late afternoon, when they were tired and hungry and reaction time was at low ebb. Before we headed out again I changed into my good shirt and the lucky leather vest I always wore for fights. 

All the shooting and preparation seemed to unnerve Dooley. She didn’t say a word for the next hour of the ride. I finally felt her shift her weight and rub her cheek on my shoulder. “You might not have to kill them,” she said.

“It’s possible. I’ll give them a chance but don’t count on it. From what I’ve heard they’re a bad lot and not real smart. And I’m not leaving without Maria.” 

“I could help. I could shoot your rifle. I saw my father do it,” she said.

I stopped the horse and turned to look at Dooley. “No. I don’t want you anywhere near them. If something goes wrong I don’t want them to know you’re with me. I’m going to drop you in a safe spot a mile or more away,” I said sternly. 

“You said nothing could go wrong,” she replied.

“Nothing will. In an hour or two we’ll be on our way out of here with your sister, I promise.” 

That seemed to make Dooley feel better. She hugged me and moved closer on the saddle. What I said about getting out of these parts sounded good. I’d been thinking that maybe I could live normal. I could grow a beard and change my name and go somewhere like Colorado where there weren’t any Indian problems, where folks would be more tolerant. We could get a little spread and mind our own business, Dooley and me, and Maria, too. 

~~~ 

I spotted smoke about where I expected it. The traders would have a big fire for boiling water to clean the hides they bought or stole. I found a place with a big downed tree that made a good hiding place close to the trail and we stopped. I unloaded the bedroll, some food and a canteen for Dooley, and got her set up behind the felled tree.

“This is important, Dooley. You’ll hear some shots, maybe a lot. No matter what happens, you have to stay put here. No fire, and don’t talk to anyone. Just stay hid. You understand?” 

Dooley was crying, but she nodded. “I am afraid. I do not want you to go,” she said.

I leaned down and kissed her. “I’ll be back before dark. Remember, stay out of sight.” 

I climbed on my horse and rode away. As I turned a bend I looked back. Dooley was standing by the tree, looking terrified.

~~~ 

The trader’s camp was near the river in a clearing about thirty yards across. Two wagons loaded with hides were pulled up off to one side by the tree line and two more were by the trail, half full of trade goods. There were no customers in sight. The men were lounging around the fire and looked to be doing some drinking. 

I spotted Maria. She was tied to a wheel of one of the hide wagons, as far from the fire as possible because of the stench of the untanned hides. I checked my Colt again and tucked my spare revolver into the waistband of my pants where it would be hidden by my vest. That would give me twelve shots for six men, which should be plenty. I left my horse and backtracked up the trail. I wanted to approach from the woods over by Maria’s wagon.

The smell from the hides told me I was getting close. From twenty feet I could see Maria  sitting cross-legged and slumped against the wagon wheel, one hand tied above her head. She had on a dress a lot like Dooley’s old one, might have even been made out of the same blanket. 

Using the wagon for cover I moved closer. “Maria. Don’t look up,” I hissed. She jumped a little, startled, but kept her head down. “Can you hear me?” I asked. She gave a tiny nod, then turned her head just a bit until she could see me. She looked so much like Dooley it was eerie except she was just a kid, her body barely starting to develop. She was painfully skinny and her arms and the side of her head closest to me were bruised—some fresh and some older, faded ones.

“I’m going to get you out of here, Maria. I’m with your sister.”

Maria looked over again, eyes wide, searching. “De’nzone’ Doole’? She’s here?” 

“Shhh. Yes, but not close—where she’s safe,” I whispered.

“There are too many men. They are very bad,” Maria said, glancing toward them. A tear traced its way down her cheek.

“Let me take care of that. I’m going to cut those ropes but you have to stay put until the trouble starts, then get into the trees and run like a rabbit. Go west following the trail but off it. Your sister is about a mile, by a downed oak. You understand?”

She nodded. I pulled my knife and reached under the wagon, slicing at the rope. When it gave, Maria’s arm dropped.  Suddenly we heard a loud caterwauling coming from behind us. “What the hell? The Injun bitch is loose!” A man was running over from the far end of the other wagon. He must have been fetching more of the untreated hides. “What the hell’re you doin’ there?” He was looking at me. 

I stood. I knew what I needed to do. Shoot this bastard and then run like hell right at the other five before they figured out what was going on. I could get two or three before they even got to their guns, and my chances in a shootout with the stragglers were good. 

But my body wouldn’t move. I looked down at Maria, then at the piece of shit trader who was getting ready to pull his gun. And in my gut I felt something I hadn’t felt in years. Fear. I cared a lot about living, and that was death for a gunfighter. Too late I moved for my Colt.

“Hold it! Get thet hand off’n your gun!” the piece of shit yelled. Across the clearing I saw the others jumping to their feet, grabbing guns and running. I was fucked. The closest one might miss with his first shot, but I’d lost all surprise and all five of the others were almost on top of us. But I had no choice. If I didn’t go for my gun, the piece of shit was going to shoot me in about three seconds anyway.

“I said get yer hand…” he began.

Just as I was about to go for my gun I heard a high pitched Apache war yell. Startled, I turned and so did everyone else. It was Dooley. She was standing at the edge of the clearing, her arm up with a rock in her hand. She threw it with another shrill yell, hitting the piece of shit in the side of the head. It was only enough to make him mad, but Dooley had given me back the edge I needed. I pulled both of my guns and ran into the clearing, firing from the hip. 

The piece of shit went down, shot in the gut and square in the chest. I turned toward the others, guns blazing but choosing my targets. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Maria scampering toward the trees. The remaining traders were shooting back now but were wild, in a panic. It was so loud I couldn’t hear my own shots, just a constant din. 

Then it fell quiet. I stopped shooting because I had no more targets. I heard a noise and whirled. The one I guessed was their leader, Razor, was on the ground bleeding from his leg and shoulder, struggling to reload. I walked toward him, aimed, and pulled the trigger on my Colt. The hammer fell on an empty chamber. I dropped the Colt and tossed my backup from my left hand to my right, pulling it up to check the cylinder as Razor finished loading and took a bead on me. One shot left. We both fired and I felt his round tug at the brim of my hat. Mine found the center of his forehead and Razor slammed back, spread-eagled in the dust. 

I stood for a moment, catching my breath. Then I turned. “That’s the last of them, Dooley. We got them! What the hell were you thinking with that rock…” 

She was gone. Where she’d been standing was an open gap in the trees. Then I saw her. A flash of blue cloth in the fading light of the afternoon, long grass waving around it. A small body crumpled on the ground. 

~~~ 

I don’t remember running over to her. But I’ll never forget kneeling and cradling her in my arms, blood all over the front of her blue gingham dress. Her eyes opened and a hand came up weakly, searching my chest. 

“You are not shot?” she asked, her voice a hoarse whisper. I shook my head. “And Maria?”

“She got away, safe.” I gently unbuttoned the front of her dress. There was a hole above her right breast. I covered it with my hand, trying to stop the bleeding, then kissed her. “Oh, Dooley. Why didn’t you just stay at the tree?” 

“You needed my help. I am your woman,” she said proudly. 

“You did good, sweetheart.” I was hugging her, rocking slowly. “Now just be still. You’ll be fine.” It was a lie. The wound was bubbling, air with the blood. Dooley was shot through the lung.

I felt her hand on my cheek and looked at her. Dooley was smiling. “You made me happy, John.” Then she stiffened and looked at the sky. “Oh… the spirits are here for me. So beautiful…”

Then her arm fell to the ground. Dooley was gone.

~~~ 

I hadn’t cried since I was a boy, when my father was killed in a shooting accident with me watching. But I cried then, holding Dooley’s body. Wrenching painful sobs that made it hard to breathe but brought no relief from the pain that burned in me like a hot brand on my heart. It was my fault. I should have known Dooley would follow. I should have drawn on those bastards right away, so Dooley didn’t have to save me. 

After a long while I heard other sounds nearby and looked up. Maria was kneeling next to us, sobbing, face streaked with tears. I didn’t know how long she’d been there.

“I’m sorry, Maria. We’ve lost her.” 

Maria nodded, then leaned in and kissed her sister on the cheek.

~~~ 

There was a small hill nearby, with a few trees. It was a quiet place, easy on the soul. I buried Dooley there, even though that wasn’t the Apache way. I don’t think she’d have minded.

I dumped the traders in a ravine. The wolves would find them and that was good enough for human garbage. I took their money and valuables. It’s not my way to rob bodies but there was a need this time. I also took the best of the furs and one of the wagons and drove it, Maria next to me, back to Apache Junction. I didn’t get top prices for the furs or wagon, but it was enough. 

We went back to the place where Dooley and I rented our room. I left Maria to clean up while I went looking for a man and some answers. The Indian Agent for those parts was a decent man. He told me about a man up Kansas way who was starting a school for Indians—braves and squaws—in Lawrence, the town that Quantrill raided during the war. The Indian Agent knew the man, said he was good and caring and would look after Maria. The Agent gave me a letter to give to the Kansan. 

Then I went to the store and bought clothes for Maria. A few dresses, some shoes, other stuff the woman said a girl her age would need, and a satchel to carry it all in. Then I got some food to take back with me. I remembered that first day with Dooley so I got a lot. 

I let Maria have the bed and put my bedroll on the floor. In the night she woke up screaming so I lay next to her and held her until dawn. Maria’s skin and hair had the same beautiful scent as Dooley’s, and I could pretend it was her I was holding. 

In the morning I had Maria put on her best dress and we packed up the other stuff. I explained to her where she was going, that Kansas was a settled place, secure and without the hate and fear of the frontier. She’d get schooling and a chance for a decent life. I put the money I got from the traders and some of my own in the satchel with the Indian Agent’s letter and one from me explaining things and saying to use the money for Maria.

Maria sat quietly while I talked, looking at me with those big eyes. Just like Dooley.

“I could stay with you. My sister was your woman. Now I could be,” she said, sitting up straighter and poking her little chest out. 

“No, Maria. In a couple of years you’ll look just like her and in time maybe I could learn to love you the same, but the trouble won’t leave me be. If you were with me, sooner or later you’d be alone or worse and I’d get you killed just like I did Dooley. I couldn't bear that.” 

Maria nodded and I picked up her satchel. When I put her on the stage with a ticket all the way to Lawrence she looked lovely. And she didn’t cry even though she was scared. She was brave, like her sister. I kissed her on the cheek through the window and then waited for the stage to pull out. 

~~~ 

I got real drunk that night, and the next. Then I pulled myself together enough to head for Tombstone. That was where I was going when I found Dooley, so it seemed like the thing to do. 

The End

Author’s Historical Note: Johnny Ringo traveled from San Jose, California to Tombstone, Arizona in early July, 1882. Most of the facts about his life contained in this story are true. Little is known of that journey, however, and the events and characters portrayed in Road to Tombstone are fictional. 

Johnny Ringo’s body was found on July 14, 1882. He was sitting in the crook of a low tree in West Turkey Creek Canyon, a peaceful spot near Tombstone. Friends said he’d been drinking heavily for several days. His Colt was in his right hand, the gunsight caught in his watch chain preventing his arm from dropping. There was a single wound above his right ear. He was buried near where he was found.

The death was ruled a suicide, though there were stories that Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday staged the killing. No one knows what really happened, but one account said that Ringo had a strip of cloth torn from a garment in his left hand. I’d like to believe it was blue gingham, from a pretty dress with wooden buttons.

I hope you enjoyed the story — I put a lot of time into it.  Whether you liked it or not, I’d love to hear from you.  And be sure to vote!  


