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  Chapter One 


  In Hot Water


  Cissy Riverton was headed for trouble. Sauntering from the ranch house toward the stables of Grey Gulch Ranch, she cocked her head sassily and rolled her hips in a nonchalant manner, which suggested she hadn’t a care in the world. At that very moment, she didn’t. Unabashedly innocent, looking more like a sixteen-year-old kid than a woman of twenty—which she was—Cissy could be the poster child of untainted virtuosity when a prim attitude suited her fancy. Her short red mop of curls framed a petite face, great wide blue eyes, and a broad, happy mouth. The body below was shapely, her breasts small, her waist slim, and her ass quite generous—though not out of proportion to the rest of her. She could look gracefully demure or vampish depending on her mood; but, regardless of any pose she struck—for any reason, legitimate or devious—her body communicated exactly what she wanted. And since Cissy Riverton was a conniving schemer and a shameless flirt at heart, she used her body well. 


  At the moment, she was looking for Garth, who was visiting Jake—her cousin once removed. (The removed part was a bit of a joke between them—the rock solid Jake Colton might have been removed in theory, but he was hardly removed in practice, having played a very substantial role in Cissy’s life for the past five years.)


  “Well, well, well,” she heard Jake’s familiar drawl, just as she ambled through the stable door. Though her eyes might naturally move toward Garth, the county’s dreamy young sheriff whom she’d been dating for several months, they settled on her cousin’s scowl instead. “Just who I was looking for,” he droned on. Something simmered beyond his cool exterior, and as the lanky cowboy pulled himself upright with his green eyes focused keenly on his redheaded cousin, he drilled her with the question, “Want to tell me where you’ve been?”


  “Where I’ve been?” Though she was hardly ready for an interrogation, her brain worked fast—after all, she’d had lots of practice. Her eyebrows knit with puzzlement as a beautifully contrived blank expression filled her guileless features. 


  “The question is pretty direct, Cis, answer it.”


  “Oh, hon, you are steamed,” she read him rightly, seeing his mood shift quickly from sarcastic to severe.


  This was worse than Cissy had expected and her brain was in high gear. 


  “I’ve been around,” she quipped, in an attempt to remain clueless about the charges he might have against her. “When, exactly, are you talking about?”


  “How about the middle of the night?”


  Oops! She could hardly hide her surprise. He knows. Damn how could he? There weren’t enough gears in her brain to handle this overload.


  “I’m sorry, Cis,” Garth stepped forward, his face so sorry-looking and sweet. “It’s a small town, you ought to know that. People are basically nosey.”


  “It was just one night.”


  “You’re on probation,” Garth went on, sounding rather grim for the mild-mannered young man he was. She’d always liked his gentleness, the way she could sweet-talk her way around him, run her hands over his sandy buzz cut, kiss his cheek, purr in his ear—he was so easy. But maybe not now. He struck a formidable looking pose, which was pretty enticing all by itself. Made him even more appealing—in a weird sort of way that only Cissy would understand. Garth Branch was as solid as her fuming cousin behind him, just shorter and stockier, his muscles bulging from his official sheriff’s short-sleeve shirt. Now, however, she wasn’t sure if there was enough sweet-talk in her to soften his forbidding stance. Of course, it didn’t help that Jake stood behind him like the original man of steel. “Driving without a license, violating your probation with midnight rides. You weren’t very discreet about it,” he shook his head, appearing both amazed and saddened by her foolishness. “I’m going to have to take you in.”


  “What?”


  “’Fraid so.”


  “But….”


  “But first, your cousin has a few things to say.”


  Cissy turned her attention back to Jake, immediately thinking that she should turn tail and run. 


  Reading her mind like a book, Jake held her fast with his razor sharp eyes. “Don’t even think about taking off, Cis. I’m gonna blister that ass of yours before you get out of here, and running would only make it worse.”


  “Now wait,” she turned to Garth, imploringly, unsure which man should hear her plea. 


  The Sheriff shook his head. “Take it, Cissy. It’ll go a whole lot easier for you with the judge.”


  “The judge! You’re not going to tell the judge!”


  “If he thought you had your cousin watching you a little more attentively, he might not revoke your probation. That is, unless you want to spend the next six months in jail?”


  “You, you….” she seethed. Though her eyes were leveled on Garth, they quickly moved on, focusing directly on Jake. “You arranged this, didn’t you!” She bolted toward her cousin, only to have him capture her by the wrist. The way he towered over Cissy’s small frame and held her off, there was no way she was going to strike, kick, hit, punch, or do any of the other things that immediately came to mind. Actually, her anger short-circuited any reasonable response—as it usually did. If she’d been sane at all, she would have held off, taken her licking and been done with it, without the fight. As it turned out, she got more than a simple paddling—and this one would hurt for a lot longer than a half-hour afterwards.


  “You’re getting punished by me, brat!” he grimaced. “Your promises are worthless. You give me the old song and dance about how you’ve reformed, how six nights in jail taught you ‘a lesson you’ll never forget’.” His eyes narrowed into tiny points of light, hardly a color to define them at all. “I’ve been played the fool for the last time.” With Jake pointing his index finger in her face, Cissy shrank back as best she could, though she had little space to maneuver. “Consider your freedom revoked. You may, just may, avert jail with this punishment, but you’ll think you’re in jail by the time your penance with me is done.”


  “C’mon, Jake, please.”


  “Get me the paddle, will you Garth?”


  The lawman moved to the back of the stables where a strap and wooden paddle hung on pegs. They’d been hanging there for thirty years having blistered many a young behind—and a few older ones. As far as Jake Colton was concerned, they’d keep their place as long as he had anything to say about Cissy Riverton’s behavior. There’d never been a woman in his memory who needed it more than his bratty cousin. 


  Finally, letting go of her wrist, Jake gave her a gentle shove toward the old workbench. “Drop your pants.”


  “Jake! But…” her face twisted dolefully—as though he were truly wounding the young woman. 


  “Now!”


  “But Jake, Garth’s here.”


  “He can see your ass, too. That way he can assure the judge that the punishment was done properly.”


  Her glassy eyes pooled with tears that were about to drizzle down her cheek. Seeing the despondency in her face, the young sheriff was moved, and about to turn away. 


  “You can stay right here, Garth. Cissy plays a good game. The sooner you understand that, the better off you’ll be.”


  Pressing her forward toward the bench, the fretting Cissy was still searching for some means out of this catastrophe. Here she’d been trying to woo the Sheriff for two months, and now her bastard cousin was going to humiliate her right in front of him. 


  She toyed with the buttons on her blue jeans, thinking hard. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much room for manipulation here. Any plea she’d try would land with a hallow thud, and she’d only make Jake more pissed. She struggled for an answer, but none came in time to save her. Taking a deep breath and closing her eyes—as though she could close out the entire ordeal—she pushed the denim off her hips and leaned over the unyielding wood. She was going to take this paddling ass-naked whether she liked it or not.


  Jack Colton gripped the leather-covered handle of the punishment paddle with a firm resolve, determined that his cousin get the best of it. Three months before, the brassy tart sideswiped him with a lot of honey-coated nonsense. She’s sworn, pleaded and cajoled him with her flirtatious eyes and heart-rending pleas for mercy, getting him to lift the rules he imposed on her after the arrest. That had been a messy scene—and for some ridiculous reason, he believed she might just have seen the error of her ways and was ready to join the human race as a responsible adult. Obviously, he’d been hoodwinked by someone more masterful than he. It would be a cold day in hell before he believed a word that came out of her mouth. 


  “Let’s see if you can get through this without letting the entire world know,” Jake suggested as he swatted his own hand with the two-foot paddle several times, letting Cissy hear the threatening tone it made when it struck bare skin. He hadn’t used the paddle on her in well over a year; and this session would be a worthy display of just how far he’d go to correct her bad behavior.


  Beyond the sound of the paddle striking flesh, the stable was still. At the other end of the building, one of the mares whinnied, and Clem, the old plug-horse pawed at the straw in his stall. A few sparrows flit in and out among the rafters and a nervous Sheriff Branch coughed quietly. Otherwise, the setting was eerily silent, and almost painfully calm until the first strike landed on Cissy’s behind. Her ass was a lovely, creamy, flawless sort of pale, which most men found delightful—clothed or not. Ready to be punished, her legs were tightly clamped together, which pushed out her flesh and raised it as though it were actually greeting the occasion eagerly.


  There were many men who would relish the task of reddening that pale skin until it shone with red. If she’d been his lover, Jake might have as well. But there was no lust in his loins for this one. She was pure hell, a lot of work, and, despite her indisputable charms, a pain in the neck.


  Settling back to the task of her punishment, Jake reared back  and brought the paddle forward brusquely with a wide sweep of his arm.


  Thwack!


  The clear, sharp crack of hard wood meeting skin shook the entire stable as the restless energy of its force rippled through the boards and bricks. The strike landed squarely, covering both of Cissy’s cheeks, hitting hard and firm on the rounded centers of the brat’s behind. 


  Cissy’s grunted breath followed, while her jiggling ass struggled to absorb the shock, and her skin began to turn pink.


  Jake’s second smack was equally as powerful; the first of two dozen, which would pepper her cheeks until the fire on her ass became so burning hot that she was begging for some compassion. 


  The methodical gait of Jake’s style was something Cissy Riverton knew well; though, the foreknowledge of what she faced in no way eased her distress. “Oh, for crissakes please!” she finally howled after the sixth sharp crack of wood. She was dancing enough that he had to pause for her to calm. 


  “Settle down, or I’ll just keep going,” he warned. 


  “Oh, but please…….” 


  Her plea fell short as another smack drove the words right out of her mouth. 


  Doing her best to bear up, Cissy gritted her teeth, held her breath, and clung to the sides of the dusty workbench so tightly that it appeared her hands would fuse to the boards. 


  While the poor girl battled with the punishment, Garth Branch looked on in sheer amazement. He’d been dating Cissy for three months, thought he knew her well, was even aware that the randy young woman was fair game for a good working over with Jake’s leather belt when she crossed him; but he never imagined that she would submit to this kind of treatment—or that Jake Colton could have so much influence on her. When she’d amused him with this little anecdote about her life, he thought of taking her luscious package of femininity over his lap and giving her a spanking with the palm of his hand, but he never imagined anything as severe as this. It was a sight he’d never seen before; and though he had his doubts about its true effectiveness, the effect on him was remarkable. A sexy, shocking, exuberant fire began in his belly and extended all the way to his rising penis. With his hard-on growing firmer with each strike that landed, he hoped the conclusion would be soon, because he was afraid he’d embarrass himself if his physical response became visible. 


  The punishment proceeded on cue from beginning to end. Jake didn’t waste time, he expected a reasonably compliant woman; and as long as he didn’t have to fight a defiant mutiny, he ended the session delivering exactly the number of strikes he decided on at the outset. 


  Cissy had her twenty-five, each a hellaciously miserable experience of pain for the distraught woman. But she did hold on. She had before. Cissy Riverton wasn’t about to let her cousin crush her spirit. And though she didn’t come up smiling afterwards, she’d managed to dispense with her tears so he wouldn’t see the evidence of the real hurt she felt. 


  Having finished, Jake laid the paddle down on the bench beside her face, and then stood back, shoulder to shoulder with the Sheriff. Silently waiting, the two watched the chastised brat slowly work her bottom back inside her blue jeans while trying not to wince so they could see. When she finally accomplished the task, she stood up straight, forced her mouth into a stubborn frown, and waited. She was quite a sight, red locks slightly frazzled, the stain of one errant tear painting a line down her pink cheek, and a dramatically sexual aura billowing about her aroused body.


  Though the Sheriff readily acknowledged the stimulating picture she presented, Jake did not. 


  “You’re going with Garth,” he said succinctly. “You’re going to face the judge. And you can hope that after the Sheriff tells him how I’ve handled you, he’ll have some compassion. If not, I’ll bring you a few things from your room to make your stay in jail more bearable.”


  “Gee, thanks for being so heartless,” Cissy sniveled. 


  “Oh, don’t get mad at me. I’m not the cause of your suffering. You brought this one on yourself. But hear me loud and clear, if you manage to weasel out of jail time again, once you’re home, you’re on a short tether—a very short tether. The changes around here are going to be swift.”


  “Changes like what?”


  “You’ll be lucky if I ever let you out of the house.”


  Cissy bristled instantly. “Who says I’ll even come back here?” 


  “I do,” Garth gave her a decently stern look. “You can trust me on this, Cissy; the judge won’t let you go anywhere else, if he lets you off at all.”


  Though Garth’s sudden, steely determination made her shiver, the redhead hardly acknowledged the depth of her arousal. She sighed. There was obviously no winning this one, and the resulting sadness in her eyes was so profound that even Jake was almost moved. 


  Of course, he’d been through this kind of scene before and he refused to be moved. Sincere regret or damn good theatrics—he refused to try telling the difference anymore. 


  “Go ahead, Garth, do what you have to do.”


  The Sheriff nodded, and taking Cissy by the hand, he led her from the stables to the county truck. 


  “You know I should cuff you,” he said. 


  “Oh, no.” She whined well; and Garth was too soft to see beyond it. Giving her a gentle nudge, he pushed her into the front seat. 


  Jake watched from the stable door, leaning thoughtfully against the brick red post, wondering for the hundredth time in as many days if his cousin would ever be more than the reckless tramp her mother had been. 


  At twenty-eight, according to his sense of time, he was much too young to be raising a half-grown woman—just as at twenty, Cissy Riverton was much too old to be treated as a child. Would it ever end?




  Chapter Two


  Challenges


  Sitting side by side, the two girlfriends dangled their feet in the creek. Hot day, the water was cool. They might stay here all afternoon if nothing else materialized. This was the first day in three weeks Jake had let Cissy out of his sight. He’d practically chained her to a chair in the newspaper office of the White Birch Review, sentencing her to the tedious task of proofreading every damn bit of copy he was ready to print. She wasn’t so sure that going back to jail wouldn’t have been easier than what she endured with her omnipotent cousin Jake looking over her shoulders every minute of the day. Why didn’t her cowboy cousin stick with herding cattle and breaking ponies? Oh, no, he had to be owner, publisher and editor-in-chief of the only local paper in a hundred miles.


  “You really going to get a job, a real job?” Midge McKenna asked her. The voluptuous brunette had been Cissy Riverton’s best friend for a dozen years, making her the only person on earth Cissy could confide in. 


  “I have to. My sanity is at stake. I’m not going to keep house for my bastard cousin, and I’m certainly not going to read his damn paper anymore. He writes about stock prices and the cost of feed. The only juicy story I’ve seen is about the fistfight in the Lazy Bear Bar last Saturday, and how Horace Gilley’s planning to sue Bob Willets for starting it. Not that every blessed person in town doesn’t already know that!” She sighed despondently, wishing for better things, though she was still not sure what those things were. 


  “Hon, you’re just in a slump. There’s got to be a decent job somewhere.” Seems Midge was always consoling the hapless redhead—of course, she had a consoling nature, a softness about her that made her a natural friend. 


  Cissy perked. “Damn right. And I’m pulling myself out.”


  “And what does that mean, no more family handouts?”


  “Hummm. I’m not sure I’ll go that far. But I was thinking of talking to Amanda Plover about working in her stables.”


  Midge’s brown eyes sparked—though she held back her real response. “You really mean that?”


  “Why not? Nothing says I have to stay glued to my cousin’s ass all my life, is there?” 


  “I suppose not.”


  “What’s the matter?” Cissy asked sensing that she wasn’t getting the whole truth.


  “Nothing. It could be fun working together, but you know, Amanda’s not very easy to work for.”


  “I really don’t care. Jake’s not easy to live with. It certainly would be better than being stuck in that damned newspaper office all day.”


  “You know, you may think Jake is such a prick, but there are a lot of women in this county who would love to have him.”


  “I know, you keep saying that. He may be a hunk in pair of blue jeans, but behind that handsome exterior and suntanned flesh is a real bastard!”


  Midge chuckled—though she was worried. Being friends with Cissy Riverton wasn’t so tough, but working together? And around the best looking man to hit the county since Jake Colton was born—no, she wasn’t so sure she wanted her best friend complicating her plans to snag Birch Valley Stables’ new trainer, Hank Devlin. Midge was an attractive woman with a trim waist, billowing breasts, and a generous behind all packaged into a sensuous and alluring body. There were no eyes in the county as sweet as hers. But Midge was basically shy. She’d always taken a backseat to her more aggressive friend, and this was one time that she didn’t want to come up short! 


  ***


  Jake sat back in his chair, feet on the desk, staring absently out the window of the newspaper office seeing a rare sight indeed. There she was… hadn’t seen anything quite as pretty as Amanda Plover packed into a pair of blue jeans. She’d swept her blond hair into a pony tail, leaving a few bangs flying; though all the rest about her was curt and to the point from her polished boots, to those sexy jeans, to her clean, white cotton tee. 


  As she strode into the White Birch Review, she had a point to make, throwing the last Review edition on Jake’s desk, her lips pursed, her blue eyes glaring. She didn’t wear a speck of makeup, she didn’t need to—beauty like hers came from the natural blush on her suntanned cheeks, a pair of eyes as wide open as a meadow, and the classic line of her jaw, cut like the Western mountains. 


  “What in the hell do you think you’re doing!” she snapped.


  “Ooo, my, are we miffed?” Jake snickered amusedly. Damn, it was chauvinist to think so, but women sure looked good to him when they were all exorcised as though they would spit—he actually hoped she’d try that—give him good reason to work over that lovely ass.


  “Sheeeseh! Jake Colton. Don’t you think what you print might just have one tiny bit of impact on real life?”


  He swung his feet around and sat up straight. “Of course, it does. It’s supposed to. That’s why I keep the public informed.”


  “And it doesn’t matter that you’ve invested money in Birch Valley Stables… you’re printing this?” 


  He stared at the opinion column, “Sure, that stuff is not easy to print—considering that I’m a prime investor in your stables. But those are opinions. When I started this rag, I told my readers that I support a free press and free speech. I gave the county a right to say what they want in my newspaper, and I wouldn’t edit it. I live up to my word.”


  “So you print slander about the stables?”


  “Is it slander? Or is there some mismanagement going on?”


  “You vile beast! You know I’ve put my heart and soul into that stable and that it’s running well.”


  “But does it turn a profit?”


  “It could, if people like you would back off. It’s because I’m a woman in a man’s world… these old farts around here resent that.”


  Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so, Amanda. I think this has everything to do with results. Your track record stinks.”


  “And what do you really know about that?”


  “All I need. The profit and loss speaks for itself.”


  “You actually read it as if you understand it?”


  “I’m a Harvard man, remember.”


  “Yeah, I remember.” 


  They both did. 


  Amanda Plover had attended Brown University the four years after Jake Colton graduated from Harvard. Two Ivy Leaguers in one tiny Western town was pretty strange. Stranger still why either of them insisted on returning to White Birch. But since they had—and for reasons neither one could fathom—everyone they knew automatically put them together—the kids with the fancy educations, as though that made them suited for more than the snappish conversations they were engaged in now. When Jake left for college, Amanda was just fourteen and a kid in his eyes—just as she’d been all his life. Although she was nearly four years older than his cousin, Cissy, and her friend Midge, he lumped Amanda Plover into the same kid category. She was still in braces and pigtails, awkwardly trying to grow into the body of a woman. She certainly hadn’t yet filled out as pleasantly as she was now. 


  Ten years later, after Amanda returned to White Birch from Brown and two years of graduate school, she was quite the woman. Jake had the usual response to any gorgeous creature who crossed his path—as did every man who laid eyes on her; but Amanda Plover was cold as an ice cube on a winter day—enough to shrivel any man’s dick. If she had a boyfriend, he certainly wasn’t from the area. Though, it was rumored that she’d been pretty steamy with a shipping magnate in Boston, talk of that died down quickly. Seems Amanda was mostly interested in resurrecting her family’s stables. She was an expert horse trainer—could take a stallion from the wild and tame it gently into a good riding animal. To get the stables going, she had obligingly taken some serious investment capital from local sources to add to what was left of her family inheritance. No one even pondered the possibility that she might fail considering her skill with horses, four-star education, and obvious determination. Turning a profit, however, was something Amanda had yet to do in the three years since she began the venture. Now, things were just a little dicey about the county when it came to the subject of Birch Valley Stables. 


  “You have any idea what kind of speculation you fuel with articles like this!” Amanda spat out. “I want it to stop!”


  “My, aren’t we getting a little too big for our britches.”


  “I’m only pointing out how foolish you’re being, Jake Colton.”


  “Really? Well, I sure as hell don’t need you to tell me how to run my paper,” he leveled her with a sharp stare. “I’m doing a far sight better with my brainchild than you are with your stables.”


  “You, you….” She stopped, her words tangling in her throat.


  “And let’s get one thing straight, Miss Smarty Britches, you come into my paper again with so much spit and sass, I’ll take you right over my knee and paddle the daylights out of that fine ass.”


  “You will not!”


  “Want to try me because I’ll do it right now.”


  “You lay a hand on me …”


  He looked damned smug. 


  “Try all you want, Amanda. In this county things run pretty much the way they’ve run for the last hundred years. If a man takes a woman over his lap and spanks her, he’ll usually get a crowd to cheer. So, don’t try your politically correct, feminist Eastern hoity-toity bullshit on me. It won’t work in Birch County; it won’t work in White Birch; and it won’t work with me.”


  Amanda was too stunned to speak. Having said his piece, Jack rose from his chair, brusquely brushed past Amanda, and proceeded toward the door, opening it in a mockingly gracious gesture, “If you don’t mind, I think you’ve worn out your welcome, Ms. Plover. I’m sure your time can be better put to use figuring out how you’re going to keep the bill collectors from knocking down your door. As for me, I have a lot of work to do.”


  There was no telling the rage burning in Amanda Plover’s gut since she’d been rendered utterly speechless by Jake’s barrage of words, but it was certain that with one more comment she might just do something stupid. Not that foolish, the fair-haired beauty grit her teeth, clenched her fists, and stormed from the office. 


  Jake, utterly pleased with himself, returned to his chair, put his feet up on the desk, and staring out the window, took a deep breath of the good old country air. He thought it was about time for his afternoon nap.


  ***


  Returning to Birch Valley Stables, Amanda Plover roared into the yard, halted the Jeep with a jerk, and jumped out, slamming the door; seconds later exploding into the stables like a thunderstorm, barking orders. 


  “Get this shit cleaned up now!” she shouted to whoever might hear her. “Doesn’t anyone do any work around here but me?” Midge McKenna and Cissy Riverton were brushing down the horses when they heard their fuming boss and popped their heads out to look. 


  “Something wrong?” Midge asked meekly. 


  “Yeah, something’s very wrong. I’m ready to take a shotgun to a certain newspaperman.” She looked past Midge, aiming her glaring eyes at Cissy. “Your fucking cousin better watch his step. He doesn’t know what angry is until he’s seen me on the warpath.”


  Cissy gave her an “I didn’t do anything” shrug of her shoulders, to which Amanda only glared harder. Then, turning on the heels of her now dusty boots, she clomped into the stable office accompanied by the sound of papers, pens and god knows what else, flying everywhere.


  “She always get like this when she’s mad?” Cissy whispered.


  “Sort of. But I’ve never seen her quite so hot,” Midge whispered back.


  “I certainly don’t need my cousin screwing things up here.”


  “Aw, she’ll cool down.”


  “Maybe she’ll cool and maybe she won’t,” they heard a voice behind them and both stopped and turned around. “Quit your jabbering and get back to work. She has a point.”


  Midge instantly blushed seeing Hank Devlin target her with the comment. There was a sort of wicked light in his eyes. What a handsome hunk! All brawn and muscle, six feet three in his stocking feet; with a lock of sand-colored hair kept falling across his eyes, no matter how often he pushed it back. He was the devil with a sheepish smirk, but behind his self-effacing manner was pure steel. Um, hummm, just to look at him made Midge’s pussy clench and her panties wet. She loved it when he spoke with a little authority in his voice. She’d take orders from him all day. And if she were guessing right, Hank was finally reading her teasing glances for what they were. It had taken a few days of deliberate ploys to get him to really notice her; but once he had, she was sure that eventually she’d get the first date she’d been pining for since he came to Birch Valley Stables several months before.


  “Damn! He is hot!” Cissy whispered as she followed the cheeks of Hank’s tight ass as they walked out the stable’s back door. 


  “Yeah, he is,” Midge agreed. 


  This was a tough one to read for Midge. She was seriously afraid that Cissy would go after the guy. While most girls could ward off the competing advances of a best friend, it didn’t work that way with Cissy Riverton. If Midge made her feelings known about Hank, that would only double the redhead’s efforts to nab him. Even if Cissy’s schemes were unintentional ones, she’d managed to go after every guy Midge had wanted since they were fifteen. Though she hadn’t been successful with most of her attempted conquests, she had screwed with Midge’s love life too many times to count. And she wouldn’t now! As long as Midge had anything to say about it. Unfortunately, seeing Cissy’s eyes go straight for that cute behind, she was immediately worried. 


  “I thought you were dating Garth?” she asked.


  “Oh, I am, but you know… it’s nothing serious. I can always keep looking.”


  “Well, if you want the guy, I mean Garth, you should stick with him. He’s pretty special and he’s very interested in you. Of course, if you don’t want him, I could always…”


  “Like hell you will! He’s mine!” Cissy snapped. “I’d never do that do a friend.”


  Sure, Midge thought, though she didn’t say a word. Even with them pointed out, Cissy refused to see her flaws, obvious or otherwise. 


  “I thought I told you two to get this place cleaned up,” Amanda was unexpectedly on them, “I can’t afford to pay you wages if all you do is gab.” 


  “Sorry,” Midge said and she went back to work. 


  Amanda strode out of the stable hardly more pacified than when she went in. 


  “Bitch!” Cissy seethed under her breath. “I can see why you hate her.”


  “Shush!”


  Cissy scowled and finally returned to work. 


  ***


  Midge came in early every day she could peel herself from bed by six o’clock. She figured being the early bird would only help her chances with Hank—since he was always in the stables by seven, usually by six, and Cissy never showed up until eight—and then, she often came wandering in just a few minutes late. Working in the stable, everyone was too busy to notice. 


  At seven every morning for a week, Midge met Hank in the ranch house kitchen where they shared a donut and coffee before they went to work. They traveled a lot of territory in their early morning conversations, covering all the details new friends share until all the basics are pretty much out of the way. Midge was fast moving to the second step of their relationship, tiptoeing around more personal subjects, like girlfriends, and opinions on love and life and aspirations. Hank was a great talker and pretty open for a guy. Though he didn’t make any bones of his cowboy nature. “I’m probably the last of a dying breed when it comes to women,” he told her.


  “And that means?” Midge asked curiously.


  “Old-fashioned.”


  “How’s that? There are lots of old-fashioned guys around here, could mean all kinds of things.”


  “Well…” he paused to think. He was never the type to jump right in, and Midge liked that kind of thoughtfulness. They were sitting on the ranch house porch finishing their coffee, staring out at the paddocks and stables, hearing the sound of their charges calling to them—though Hank had already fed the animals earlier that morning. “I guess it means that I’m a real man, not some meek little kitten who lets his woman lead him around. I couldn’t take that—in fact, I won’t. Truth is, I like the idea of being in charge….”


  “And women submitting?” Midge jumped in when he hesitated to finish the thought.


  “Yeah, submitting, that’s a good word, even though few women want it spoken anywhere near them. I’m surprised you said it.”


  “It doesn’t bother me.”


  “Really?” he looked interested in her reply, enough to view the pretty brunette with a little more respect. “You’re saying you’re not some ball-busting bitch?” He looked toward Amanda Plover who’d just rode in from her morning ride, as if to suggest she was the prime example of ball-busting bitch.


  “Ooo, never. My daddy would have whupped me pretty good if I had shown signs of that. Bred that headstrong steak right out of me,” she smiled demurely—speaking only half the truth. She was known to be as manipulative and stubborn as her best friend; just in her own way.


  He raised his eyebrows, obviously impressed. 


  “And when you’re grown up?”


  “Oh, I imagine if I gave him cause even now, he’d paddle my behind.”


  “Would he, now?” The edge of his lip drew into a sexy snicker. “So, you’d take that kind of treatment from a boyfriend?”


  Her face broke into a rosy blush of embarrassment, “I might,” she conceded. 


  “How novel,” he remarked, though his further interest in the topic was abruptly cut short as Amanda called the trainer from the stable. “Are you planning to work or snooze today?”


  “I’m on my way, boss,” he said jumping up. “You’d better get going, too,” he reminded Midge. Just as the two were getting up, Cissy’s truck pulled into the yard, her eyes immediately noting the cozy pair walking from the ranch house toward the stables. Midge was smiling broadly until she glanced at the odd look on Cissy’s face. There wasn’t a word said between them other than a hasty, hi, as they headed to separate buildings for the morning 


  ***


  Hank and Amanda sat across the desk inside the stable office going over ledger sheets, performance reviews, and evaluations of individual horses. 


  “I need to make these figures look a little better,” she announced with an exasperated sigh.


  “Give me an evening with them, I can make them look a whole lot better,” he replied, a little light-hearted chortle in his voice.


  “I’m sure you could,” she came back wryly. “But I am serious.” She stared down thoughtfully. “What about those two, Midge and Cissy. Are they even worth my time?”


  “You need to get the job done, that’s a given. Whether it’s those two you keep on, I can’t say.” He thought a minute. “But don’t worry, I’ll make them worth your time or blow them out.”


  “Good.”


  “And the new mare you purchased? You sure that was wise?”


  “Positive. I know good horses. She’s prime.”


  “I need a few more prime animals around here.”


  “Don’t look so somber. The world is not coming to an end.”


  “Maybe yours isn’t.”


  “Never thought you were a fatalist.”’


  “I’m usually not…” she brooded, then shook her head. “Things are just getting to me.” She wouldn’t say what—like Jake Colton to be exact. Something about that conversation of a week ago she couldn’t shake. She’d never met a man who had the balls to speak to her the way he did. Was it admiration she was feeling? She was forcing back her feelings about that clash, afraid to really look and see what was there.


  Hank was about to console her more, but there was suddenly so much commotion going on outside the closed office door that both of them bolted out to look. 


  “You friggin’, lying, bitch,” Cissy Riverton snarled, pushing Midge McKenna’s shoulder hard enough that the brunette stumbled off balance.


  Midge recouped quickly and went after her, flying towards her head, grabbing a fistful of hair. “You conniving tramp!” 


  The two were tussling on the ground by the time Amanda and Hank pulled them off.


  “What the hell’s going on!” Hank was furious. Holding Midge tightly at the shoulders, the angry young woman was struggling against a grip too steely for her to break.


  At the same time, Amanda had a firm grasp on Cissy Riverton. “Let me go!” the young woman wailed.


  “Not until you tell us what you’re doing,” Amanda snarled. 


  The two angry women refused to say a word, but glared, eyes shooting daggers.


  Midge tried again to shake loose of Hank’s grasp, her temper moving her far beyond reason.


  Hank, pissed-off, abruptly turned the young woman around, clutching her under his left arm, while his right hand pelted Midge’s denim-covered behind. 


  “Ouch! Ow, ow, yeeeeeeouch! No!” she cried.


  “You don’t stop your hollering I’m not stopping,” the inspired Hank informed her tersely.


  After another few swats, Midge finally eased. “I’m sorry, please.” Her struggling ceased, but not the nasty sting inside her pants. 


  Hank stopped, turned her around, but didn’t let her go. 


  “See what you get for being such a bitch!” Cissy sassed.


  “Oh, I think you’re going to get exactly what your friend here got,” Amanda informed her.


  “Like hell!” Cissy snapped back.


  “You want your job, you get spanked, too.”


  “But it’s her fault.”


  “I don’t care who’s at fault. You’re both grown women and you know better. But, since you choose to act like children, that’s exactly how we’ll treat you.”


  Amanda pushed her toward Hank, who, letting go of Midge, put the cocky redhead under his arm, and repeated the treatment he’d given her friend. 


  It was Midge’s turn to gloat.


  “Make sure she feels it,” Amanda said. “I have a feeling this one started it.”


  “I did not!” Cissy blared.


  The comment only inspired the determined cowboy. 


  “Ouch, so, stop, pleeeeeessssss……” Hank’s broad flat palm packed a mean punch, his swats focusing on the round centers of Cissy’s cheeks making certain they burned, regardless of how well-padded they were inside her blue jeans. 


  She was soon apologizing as though her life depended on it, “Please, ouch, no, I’m sorry.”


  “You’re damn right you are!” Hank added. He laid on another few meaningful swats. And when he finally stopped, both were out of breath. 


  “Now, I’ll see you in my office,” Amanda snarled. “We have a few things to discuss.”


  Minutes later, Midge and Cissy, still glaring—though much less overtly—stood stock still in front of Amanda’s desk, Hank behind them just for good measure. His arms were crossed, his face as grim as an itinerant preacher’s on Sunday morning. There was no sheepish, sexy grin anywhere around. And there wouldn’t be. 


  “I should fire you both,” Amanda started. 


  “No!” Cissy immediately interrupted. 


  Amanda fixed her with a lethal stare. “I didn’t ask you to speak.”


  “I’m sorry,” she backed off. 


  “I should fire you both,” Amanda started again. “I’ve never had any employee, ever, act so irresponsibly as you two have. I trust this is just an isolated incident. It will not happen again. And, if there is any intimation of another confrontation, you’ll both be dismissed. Is that clear?”


  “Yes,” they both managed to rely. 


  “That is, yes, ma’am. I think I’m due a little more respect around here.” 


  “Yes, ma’am,” Midge promptly corrected herself, while Cissy followed with a belated mumble. 


  “Hank,” Amanda looked to the man behind them, “you’ll keep an eye on these two. If necessary you can repeat the spanking—though if they need it again, be sure it’s with their pants down.” She eyed the two a moment longer. “Now get busy, you have a morning’s work to get done before you can take a break.”


  Midge and Cissy fled the room fast, moving quickly in opposite directions. Brushing past Hank, an embarrassed Midge couldn’t even look at him she was so ashamed of herself. 


  Later that afternoon, Midge was tossing hay into a feed trough. Though there was no sting left on her behind—that had disappeared almost within minutes—her feelings were still smarting from the humiliatingly public scene with Cissy. She ran it through her mind a dozen times, trying to figure out what went wrong, but she couldn’t shake the truth that she’d been just plain jealous when she went after Cis. 


  That morning she’d arrived at the ranch, quarter till seven, sure she’d have plenty of time with Hank alone, only to find that Cissy had arrived first. The little tart was batting her eyelashes, sidling up to the cowboy as though the two were old friends. When Midge walked in on the scene, she felt like an intruder in the middle of an intimate moment. How could she! How could her best friend be so damned obvious?


  Though she’d expected the move all along, knowing Cissy so well; it was still a shock to see her friend’s manipulative schemes right there before her eyes. She certainly didn’t waste any time.


  Midge fumed, putting a good deal of emotional energy into pitching hay from one stall to the next, until she turned about finding Hank staring at her amusedly.


  “Little pissed, are we? Thought I knocked some sense into you.”


  She blushed, her anger having immediately disappeared seeing Hank’s handsome face replace the vengeful picture of Cissy in her mind. 


  “I’m so sorry; that was completely stupid.”


  “You want to tell me what’s got you so riled.”


  Oh, damn! This was bad. What could she say? “I-I, uh,” she stammered much too long. “Ah……we have a few differences of opinion.”


  He nodded pensively as though he was thinking her upset might be something else. “Just wondered.”


  “We’ve been friends for years.”


  “Have you?” He almost seemed a little surprised. “Cissy always try to take your boyfriends away?”


  Her blush expanded until her whole face felt as though it was throbbing. Her ears were hot and she knew she was red as a beet. 


  “Am I wrong?”


  “About her taking my boyfriends away? No,” she conceded.


  “Well, you really shouldn’t worry, Midge. If I were choosing between you two, I’d certainly pick you over that package of trouble.”


  “You would?”


  “Hell, yes. You’re a hell of a lot softer than she’ll ever be.”


  Midge’s heart responded happily. What an amazing man, that he could read the two of them so easily. 


  “Thanks for saying so,” she answered with a grin. 


  “No problem. And about the spanking?”


  “Yes?” She drifted back toward embarrassment feeling a wild flurry of feelings suddenly appear—arousal, longing, and intense shame being just a few. 


  “I rarely spank a woman’s behind unless it’s as bare as a babe’s. Remember that.” 


  Another thrill of expectation darted through her system, and her pussy clenched as a result. But why would he tell her this?


  “So you think I should be warned?” she asked.


  “I’d say so.”


  “And you’re warning Cissy, too?”


  “No. But if Cissy earns another punishment, trust me, I will blister her behind until it’s raw, and you can’t do that over blue jeans.” His smirk was both playful and devious, and she wanted to laugh—though she kept that to herself. “Now, you’d better get back to work, or you’ll have Amanda and my leather belt breathing down your neck.” Without bothering to see her reply, Hank turned around and ambled toward the stable door. 


  The swoosh of excitement pulsing through the pretty brunette couldn’t have been more vivid and alarming. He was warning her, not Cissy, making so many suggestions she wanted to jump right on them, hoping with her whole heart that Hank Devlin wanted her. Was it really possible? And about the spanking? And his clearly dominant character? It seemed that if she really wanted a relationship with the man, she’d have to accept all that. Then again, would that be so bad?


  Perhaps that was the real purpose behind his warning. She could only hope. 


  Returning to work, Midge let her mind roam free, going to all the places that a relationship with Hank would suggest. 


  She daydreamed of going over his lap, a careful hand pulling down her jeans; and then that hand stroking the skin of her naked ass with a tender touch until she was squirming like a fish gone aground. Would his cock respond? Poke against the fly of his denim? Press into her tummy or side? Would he be as aroused as she was now? Midge dreamed of his dominance, and that same startling, forceful command that had thrust her under his arm that morning and spanked her sassy ass. His power to subdue her was amazing—her mind working at a feverish pitch to understand why something so humiliating could be so wonderful. Her body was bursting with desire, her brain teaming with confusion; and the fact remained, there was no man she’d ever wanted more than this one. 


  At five o’clock that afternoon, just as it was time to finish for the day, Midge was surprised again to find Hank Devlin staring at her as she moved from the paddock back into the stable. 


  “Ready to go home?” he asked.


  “Yes, I think I finished everything.”


  “Good work. Amanda piled it on today.”


  “Her revenge, I’m sure.”


  Hank chuckled and walked with her toward the rack on the wall where she kept her backpack. 


  “How about going out for a beer tonight?” he said.


  Midge instantly frowned. “Oh, gosh, I wish I could,” she said despondently. “I have this family thing, my brother’s birthday. Maybe you could…” she stopped. No. Not yet. She couldn’t invite him home yet. “How about tomorrow? I’m free?”


  “Sure.” His seductive grin seemed to blanket her with more lust. “We can go from here. Grab a hamburger at the diner.”


  “Yeah. I’d like that very much.”


  Midge had no doubt that he could read her desire. If he could figure out her relationship with Cissy so easily, certainly he sensed how much she liked him. But what should that matter? He is a direct sort of fellow, hasn’t pulled any punches about who he was, and apparently, he liked her. 


  Maybe she had Cissy to thank for this. Drew the guy right out of the water when it might have taken weeks before they would get to this point. Seeing him walk away, there was a self-satisfied expression on her face. 


  “What the hell has you so happy?” she heard Cissy’s caustic sounding question, and she turned about pleased to see that she’d noticed.


  “Nothing, really? But I have to cancel our plans for tomorrow.”


  “You aren’t carrying some grudge about this morning?” Cissy wondered. 


  “Oh, heavens no!” She smiled broadly. “I have a date.”


  Refusing to elaborate, Midge pulled her backpack off its hook and took off toward her car, shaking her lovely behind as sassily as she could. 




  Chapter Three 


  Grimaces, Scowls And


  Mischievous Grins


  Cissy Riverton smoldered at a low burn all the way back to Grey Gulch Ranch. Hadn’t been her day. Between the stupid fight with Midge, that deplorable spanking, and Amanda Plover’s cheap shots, she was about to spit at anyone who tried to cross her. How the hell had she been picked to work with her boss all day? She was sure it had something to do with Hank and Midge—and what looked like a budding relationship between the two. What’s worst of all, she couldn’t figure how that could happen. All she’d done was come in early just so she could get a head start on her day. She had an innocent conversation with Hank, only to have Midge picking a fight, so she’d end up spending the rest of her day with a very disgruntled Amanda. All the while Midge was off on her own, no one to bother her. 


  Cissy took the stairs to the ranch house, letting the door slam shut as she marched inside. 


  “What’s eating you?” Jake saw his cousin grimace and sensed her upset.


  “Bad day. Don’t ask,” she retorted.


  “Sorry.”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “Hey, I haven’t seen you all day.”


  “But you’re one of them!” She opened the refrigerator door looking for something to eat, spying what was left of the ham they’d cooked for dinner two nights before. She grabbed it, a loaf of bread, and the jar of mayo. 


  “One of what?” Jake probed more. 


  After depositing the makings of her dinner on the counter, she turned to him with one hand on her hip and scowled, “A man—you know, two legs with a dick inside their pants.”


  “Ooo. Trouble with a man?” he gibed.


  “Indirectly. But like I said, don’t ask.”


  “I thought you and Garth were moving along rather well.”


  “Garth?”


  “This isn’t about Garth?”


  She looked at him surprised. “No, it’s not.” Cissy proceeded to make her dinner.


  “Well, if it’s not about Garth, maybe you want to put a smile on your face before he gets here.”


  “Gets here?”


  “Yeah. I saw him in town, said he wanted to check up on you—officially, I think. But I’m sure there’s more behind it.”


  Cissy’s foul mood eased. “At least someone cares,” she said. 


  “A lot of people do, Cissy, you just need to let them.”


  Cissy humphed and went back to her ham sandwich. Grabbing a paper plate from the shelf, a beer from the fridge, she then swiped a chocolate chip cookie from the jar and she fled to the porch to eat her meal. 


  Nearly an hour later, Cissy heard the familiar sound of the county truck driving into the ranch yard. She’d been napping, trying to let the day fall away around her, hoping she’d feel a little more hospitable by the time Garth showed. 


  “Hi, Cis, how are you doing?” He ambled up the steps looking happy to see her.”Fine, just fine,” she said with a broad smile as though the rest of her life was completely forgotten. 


  “Good. Just wanted to stop by and see if everything is okay.”


  “Yeah, Jake said that. You know, you could have called.”


  Garth looked a little surprised. 


  “You have plans, or something?”


  “No, but I could have.”


  He nodded. “Sorry. It is my job to check on you,” he started sounding more official. “Just following the judge’s orders.”


  “I know.”


  “Got your ass in a twit about something?”


  “No. Why would you think that?”


  “I actually thought we could go for a drive.”


  “Really?” This was the first decent thing she’d heard all day. “Ride where?”


  “Anywhere you want.”


  Thinking the look in Garth’s eye actually looked mischievous, Cissy hopped up. “Then how about the lake.” Her mind was already clicking with the possibilities. 


  Garth smiled, and they were off. 


  Even the lake didn’t do much to change Cissy’s mood, though at least she was getting away from the ranch, and perhaps her own life for a while. 


  “How’s the job?” Garth asked her as they were sitting on a low rise looking toward the water waiting for the sun to set. 


  “Don’t ask.”


  “Some problem?”


  “I hate it.”


  “Really? I thought this was going to be good for you. Get you away from Jake a little more often.”


  “Yes, that was the idea. But the working conditions are kinda miserable.”


  “Ah, I see. Like getting your bottom paddled when you start fighting with Midge?”


  Cissy turned to him with her heart suddenly racing ninety miles an hour. “How did you know that?”


  “I ran into Amanda in town.”


  “And she told you!”


  “I had to ask about your job, how it was going.”


  Cissy was livid.


  “Damn….” she didn’t know what to say. But she was pissed. 


  “Routine, Cis,” he did his best to ward off her anger with the reminder. “If you want me to, we can start filling out regulation probation reports?” 


  She didn’t want to hear that. “So, I suppose the entire town knows about the fight?”


  “Not that I know of,” Garth replied.


  “Yeah, but this is exactly how things get out. Before long, everyone knows and I’ll be the laughing stock of the county.”


  “It’s not going anywhere,” Garth said, getting frustrated by the crabby young woman.


  “So, what did Amanda say?”


  “That you and Midge had a fight, she had to pull you apart, and for good measure she had Hank Devlin paddle your behinds to make you sane.”


  “The bitch,” Cissy seethed under her breath, though Garth heard her clearly. 


  “Maybe you deserved it?” he suggested.


  “I did not! It’s all Midge’s fault anyway.” 


  She started to rise from the ground in a huff, but Garth pulled her down. “You know,” he leveled her with a glare of his own, “if you don’t watch your temper…” he didn’t finish.


  “You’ll do what?” she snapped the question as a direct challenge.


  “Maybe you need a repeat performance of what happened this morning,” he snapped right back. 


  “So, maybe I do,” she said shaking him off. “That seems to be all any man around here can do is spank a woman’s behind.”


  “Maybe that’s because you deserve it!” 


  “And, of course, you’d be more than obliging.” 


  While Garth seethed angrily, Cissy crossed her arms in front of her and pouted, which only made him madder. 


  Enough was enough. “You know,” like whistles going off, bells ringing in his brain, the signals were loud and clear—”that’s exactly what you’re going to get—spanked.” Picking himself from the ground, Garth reached down to grab her arm, and drawing Cissy with him, dragged her to a fallen log nearby. The fractious young woman—though having baited him mercilessly—was visibly shocked by the sudden move. But seeing the firm set of his jaw, and his muscled arm commandeer her handily, her body was quaking in fear. Though she’d have to struggle to get away—after all, that’s what he’d expect her to do—she put little effort into the task. The energy between them was having a decided effect on her and much to her surprise, she hardly gave him much fight at all. 


  Not only did Garth’s swiftness stun her, the amazing force behind his command took her off guard. In just seconds he had her jeans unbuttoned, the zipper down, the denim at her ankles, and her upended over his lap. Keeping up the same ruthless pace, Garth fingered the edge of her pink bikini panties—for just a second pausing to acknowledge the lovely look of her bottom encased in the thin material. But, with his conviction propelling him forward, he had the slip of nylon peeled away from her skin left to dangle at her knees. Then striking with stunning speed, he quickly warmed her bottom with the palm of his hand. 


  At first, the smacks hardly seemed like much at all. Certainly, they were nothing like the strike of Jake’s paddle, belt or strap. But, Garth, being the straightforward no nonsense kind of guy that he was, soon moved right past the those warming strikes raising a decent sting on Cissy’s ass. 


  She struggled, because she always struggled with a spanking, but this was so much different than those she took from Jake. Sure it was getting harsh, and the sting was starting to really smart; but there was an erotic sensuousness about the way Garth’s left hand was pressed against her back, and the feel of his sturdy thighs beneath her crotch, and what she believed to be his own arousal becoming evident. As the punishment continued, it became difficult to know whether she should protest or groan with pleasure. As it turned out, she was soon voicing a most remarkable reply, her body churning sensuously as she did, “Ah, no, Garth, please, ooo, no pleeeese, ah, yes,” she moaned in her rapturous response. 


  Damn! Her poor ass stung, but she could hardly deny the erotic quality of her distress. 


  From Garth’s point of view, he couldn’t have been happier. He knew he was a pushover with women—loved them too much, and he truly loved this one. He’d wanted to take Cissy Riverton over his lap every time the two went on a date. She was a brat’s brat—real pain in the neck—always doing something to rile him—in her own charming way. In several months of dating, Jake Colton must have told him a dozen times, if he told him once, that his cousin needed to be spanked. He’d brushed off that advice as often as Jake gave it—but seeing Cissy’s response, and understanding his own, it looked as though her cousin was right on the money when it came to handling Cissy. 


  The more Garth smacked her plump behind, the more subdued she got. And as he watched her sweet white behind turn a most delightful shade of pink, he sensed that the sassy tart was becoming aroused. Her complaints were downright rapturous, and his own body replied with his erection advancing rapidly inside his pants. 


  Two competing desires played inside him: the one to continue this forever; and the one to stop right now and make love. Screaming for supremacy, each seemed fueled by an inner need. He was well aware of his desire to make love to Cissy, but this new and unexpected desire to punish her had him fascinated. It’s what kept the furious spanking alive, even as his sexual desire increased and his hand grew hot with a stinging sensation that must rival the one on Cissy’s bottom. Seeing his girlfriend squirm, her poor body writhe and twist, his desire to continue increased. He adored the look of her behind—all splotched with red, as well as the intense satisfaction he was gaining from punishing her. 


  Garth might have continued forever, with his exhilaration spurring him on; but after some ten minutes of the nonstop onslaught, his palm was finally burning so hotly that he couldn’t go another strike. Abruptly stopping, he laid his hand on Cissy’s ass, enjoying the feel of her beet red skin, and began massaging the smarting cheeks. 


  By then, his fair-mindedness ceased. Whatever had kept Garth Branch a gentleman was suddenly disconnected. Driven by his desires, he dove into that sweet bottom, squeezing the cheeks until she groaned as madly as she had been when he was spanking her. And moving on with his lust in charge, he ran his hands along the skin of her thighs, and then moving between them, he fingered the sopping warmth of her wet home. 


  “Oh, my yes, Garth!” was all the encouragement he needed from Cissy. She proved as ravenous for sex as he was. Within minutes they’d dropped to the grassy earth grappling with each other, hands flying fast and mouths moving on each other, each zealously seeking more. She had his pants down. He had her jeans stripped away. She pulled his shirt aside. And he burrowed toward her breasts with his hands and mouth. Ah! This was heaven—what they’d been driving toward for weeks and finally found a way to realize.


  For the first time since this horrible day began, Cissy let go. All her nasty rudeness seemed to melt away in Garth’s arms. What muscles! Strong, resilient made-of-steel muscles—and the hardest one between his thighs. By the time she reached his prick, the stalk was fully engorged and ready to enter her snatch. Laying back against the grass, she opened her thighs wide and let him drive right in. 


  “Oooo, yessssssssss,” her subtle hiss was music to a man who too often held back waiting for a woman to lead. 


  It was a fast fucking—the kind that makes you weak. Climaxing in minutes, the two were soon exhausted, panting, trying to recover. 


  Garth was certain now, that despite what Cissy might say about herself, she wanted to be dominated. She wanted to be taken, made to mind, and even punished. About this, her cousin was very right. What perhaps Jake didn’t know, or certainly wouldn’t recognize, was that she wanted to be loved as well. And that was something Garth was prepared to do.


  The pair remained locked inside each other’s arms for nearly a half-hour after they both came in crashing orgasms. They didn’t speak—not a single word was spoken. But as the rays from the dying sun surrounded them in a cloud of color, they communicated everything that was necessary to say. Sometimes words weren’t important. The sky darkened from peach to rose, to a deeper shade of purple, then to grey. 


  “Think you learned a lesson tonight?” Garth asked. The question was a pointed one, and he wanted an answer. 


  “Humm, I suppose,” she purred dreamily. She didn’t want to think about lessons, or punishment, or anything but the lovely sensation of being loved. 


  “Cissy?” he wanted more. 


  She pulled up, staring down at him. “It’s just that…”


  He patted her nose with a finger. “If you learned anything tonight, it’s not to push me. I’m finished being patient with you. You’re going to mind your manners with me, or this is exactly what you can expect.” He stared around him with a smile on his face. “Next time I’ll pluck some birch branches from these woods and really give you a licking.”


  Cissy’s eyes went wide in wonder—for just a second, then she smiled sweetly. “Oh, Garth. We don’t have to talk about it now.”


  “Oh, yes, we do,” Garth disagreed. He sat up, staring into her shadowy face, making sure that she understood what he said. “Whether you like it or not, your cousin knows you pretty well. You’re going to behave, and I’m going to make sure you do. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” she tried to smile. 


  “No more whining, no more getting steamed with me over something that’s not my fault. No more little brat behavior. Clear?”


  She snickered playfully. “Okay. I’ll try.”


  That was enough for him. At least for one night—although he had the feeling that it might be some considerable time before Cissy got his message. If it took him being a little less gentle and a little firmer with her, that’s exactly what it would be. If this evening taught him anything, it was that. 




  Chapter Four


  Tempting Teases


  Midge sat in the diner across from the handsome Hank Devlin amazed by the unruly lock of hair, which would fall in his face as though he combed it that way. She couldn’t believe her luck to be dating this charming brute.


  She’d fixed herself especially pretty for their date—a little more blush, a little more lipstick than she usually wore, and there was definitely a twinkle in her perky brown eyes. Though she was clearly nervous around Hank—especially after the spanking—he put her at ease with his easygoing style. A beer or two helped. In fact, Midge could become quite a chatterbox with a little liquor in her system. 


  For nearly an hour while they ate their burgers, the conversation ambled along, picking up where it had left off from their early morning conversations. Midge could tell that there was something new happening between them and her curiosity wouldn’t be satisfied unless she asked the question that had been burning in her mind since the incident in the stables, “You’d really use your leather belt on a woman’s behind if they pissed you off?” She blurted the question as though she were asking the time of day. 


  “Yes, I would. And I’d use a paddle, or a hairbrush, or a cane—even a good switch.”


  Her body reacted with a gentle shimmy that jiggled her breasts in such a lovely way that Hank couldn’t help but notice. After seeing her in nothing but plain tee shirts, Midge looked pretty tempting in her low cut blouse with her cleavage rising toward the top.


  “Sounds as though you have a lot of experience?” she asked.


  “Some.”


  “And where does a young guy like you get experience punishing women?” she wondered. Strange—that all this was spilling out. The questions just kept appearing in her head, and the stern-looking cowboy across from her kept answering them as though they could go on all day. 


  “Some of it comes naturally. I was aware—though I never saw anything—that my father sometimes disciplined my mother. Nothing was ever said, of course, but I walked out to the shed at the back of our property one evening and heard quite a ruckus going on… a little war of words to start, and then the sound of a strap. Scared me to death.”


  “How old were you?”


  “About fourteen. Old enough to put a lot of hints together into the true picture of my parents’ relationship.”


  “And that was?”


  “She was clearly submissive and he ruled the show. He laid down the law; she obeyed. It was as simple as that.”


  Midge’s mind was going a mile a minute, though she had no idea what to say. 


  “It might seem like an antiquated sort of relationship for 70’s and 80’s when I grew up, but on the other hand, I’ve never seen two people who were happier than my parents. They were in love; and however they managed to create their odd arrangement—the punishment included—it worked. It still does.”


  “You think he punished her all the time?”


  “Probably not too often—she’s a very compliant woman. I only know of that one time for certain, but there were a few unexplained occasions that make more sense now.”


  “Like what?”


  “Humm,” he thought a moment. “A few tears… a few times my father whispered in her ear… sometimes it was just the look on both their faces. They had an understanding.”


  “And that’s the kind of relationship you want?” Midge asked. Her whole body trembled now, just as she had in the stable—so much, she knew Hank noticed. 


  “If I can have it, yes,” he replied. “It may not suit every man’s disposition, but it does mine.”


  “I guess you’ve tried it then?”


  He nodded. 


  Oh! If she could only peer into his brain and pluck out scenes from his past—his girlfriends, the arguments, the spankings, the discipline. She wanted to know everything, like what they fought about, why he used a paddle, and what it looked like to be caned—would it leave welts? Was it true you couldn’t sit down for a week? She could extrapolate from the brief session at the stables, but that was just her imagination and it wasn’t enough. Who were these women? What did they look like? How did he dominate them? More to the point, how would he dominate her? What words would he use? What would it feel like to have him truly angry with her? And most of all, how would it feel to have her ass naked, poised to be punished, Hank’s arm swinging a belt or paddle to hit dead-center on her ass cheeks? 


  Suddenly, there were two plates of strawberry shortcake in front of them and the conversation died. It was just as well, Midge wasn’t sure she could take more input—her body was confusingly on fire and her head starting to pound. She didn’t know what the hell was going on, and she made a desperate attempt to flush her brain of the pictures that were coming to life inside it. 


  Their evening continued, but not the conversation about the spanking and dominating women. Midge purposely kept it to safer subjects. 


  After the diner, they walked through town. There wasn’t much to do in White Birch on any evening; but this being a warm summer; it felt comfortable being outside. Though she still was nervous, wondering what she would do if he asked her out again, she could breathe a little easier without four walls trying close in on her. 


  Midge had only to wait until Hank walked her to her door at ten to find the answer. “How about Saturday night?” he asked. 


  “Sure,” she didn’t even hesitate.


  He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, his hand grazing hers affectionately, and she thought her whole body might fire orgasmically. Hurriedly inserting her key in the lock, she opened the door, aware that Hank was still staring at her. Turning around, she waved at him, flashed him a sexy grin, and then closed him out. 


  Oh, my! She heaved a great big sigh and leaned against the door trying to let herself calm. “What am I doing?” she whispered aloud to no one but herself. 


  ***


  Friday morning, eight o’clock, the town hall was bustling with activity. Usually there was nothing going on; but today the investors and partners in Birch Valley Stables were meeting for a serious discussion. Jake, Tommy Halvorson, Jed Stallings and Clinton Dawson. Amanda Plover was expected at eight-thirty. Business should be over by nine, the four back to work before nine-thirty. Fact was, their conference took just five minutes, and for the rest of the time until Amanda showed, the four men jawed about the pennant race and the upcoming pro football season. When the lovely Ms. Plover walked in the door at eight o’clock sharp, they all stood up to graciously shake her hand. After all, they were perfect gentlemen—in an Old West sort of cowboy way. 


  “Amanda, have a seat,” Jed motioned the young woman to a chair at the head of the table, while the four returned to their seats on either side. They’d expected her normal attire, blue jeans and tee shirt, but the lovely blonde graced them with her presence, wearing a short white skirt and a snug pink, silk tee shirt that hugged her breasts like skin. Her face was blushed with a trace of make-up, her lips with pink, and her blonde hair, normally tied back into her saucy ponytail, had been brushed out so it fell to her shoulders in satiny waves. 


  Only Jake Colton would wonder if there was some manipulative purpose behind her sexy attire. His fellow investors—all good friends—were a good deal older than either Amanda or himself, and found her presence so stunning and appreciated that it was difficult to take their eyes from her.


  “Gentleman, nice to see you,” she addressed them pleasantly. She carried a business portfolio in her arms from which she immediately withdrew five report folders. Handing one to each man, and keeping the last for herself, she sat down and smiled confidently. “I think these are the figures you’ve been wanting to see.”


  Jake quickly perused the document, then closed the cover, adjusted himself in his seat, and went straight to the point. The others were still eyeing the lovely Amanda. 


  “This is all well and good, Amanda,” Jake observed, “but it’s speculative.”


  “Yes, and based on what I think is a very conservative forecast of the stable’s potential,” she added. 


  Jake chuckled under his breath, “I commend you for your optimism. It’s our hope that the stables perform as well as you predict. But…”


  “I can’t see this going any other way, gentlemen,” Amanda interjected with a well-practiced firmness in her voice. Though they retained their gentle feminine quality, her blue eyes were full of fire.


  She’s holding back, Jake thought to himself. And nervous as hell.


  “The changes I’ve made over the last two months are already showing…” she rattled on while, Jed Stallings, the oldest of the quartet, sat back looking almost bored with the meeting. He drummed the table with his fingers and finally hearing enough turned in his seat…


  “The fact is, Ms. Plover, you’ve mismanaged the stables assets,” he said in a matter-of-fact monotone that hit the air space between with a deflating thud. “You’ve had a tough time paying the note, and there are a bunch of old plugs in your stable.”


  “Wait a minute. You haven’t bothered to look at this at all.” She tried maintaining a professional attitude, but she was quickly losing her composure. 


  “Amanda, we’ve decided to relieve you of your duties as stable manager,” Jake went on. “I’m talking to Hank Devlin about that job. We need to get this business making money.”


  “You can’t do that! It is my stables.” 


  Ignoring her, Jake continued, “I’m going to oversee Hank as general manager. If you’d like, you can continue as a trainer and certainly do the accounting. But…”


  “But you’re taking over all the business decisions,” she stated the obvious.


  “And the buying and selling. This is business—not personal.”


  Her face was flushed and her eyes almost in tears—though she was too proud to let even one drop rain down her cheek. 


  “And I suppose I have no vote?”


  “We constitute a majority,” Jake reminded her. 


  “And your decision was unanimous?” She looked from one poker face to the next.


  “Yes, it was,” he said, while the others confirmed the fact with the expressions on their faces. 


  “So, I train horses,” she stated flatly. 


  “It’s what you do best,” Jake replied.


  “Your decision is final,” she stated. 


  “Yes, it is.”


  The silence in the town hall was almost deafening, the wait a nervous one as all eyes continued focusing on Amanda. While they stared blankly at her, she gathered herself. She’d been through worse—though she couldn’t remember when—but she was certainly too tough to be beaten by this crowd. Taking a deep breath, she finally said in the steeliest voice she could manage, “Well, then, gentlemen, I’m sure you have things to do, and so do I.”


  Of course, they did, and glad to be let off the hook, Jeb, Tommy and Clinton, scuffed their chairs on the old wooden floor as they rose, and then silently walked from the room.


  Stacking her reports in a neat pile, Amanda looked up to see that Jake hadn’t moved. “What are you staying here for?” she snapped.


  “I thought we might talk…”


  “Oh, so you can rub this in my face, Jake Colton. Well, I’m afraid I’m not going to give you the opportunity to gloat.” She leapt from her chair, anger swelling heatedly from her breast. Jake rose too, brusquely reaching for her hand.


  “Would you stop a moment, Amanda, there’s more I need to say.”


  She shook him off. “And what could that possibly be? Seems to me you’ve said enough.”


  “The three were ready to turn you out altogether. I suggested we try this first, and they agreed—reluctantly.”


  “Oh,” her face twisted into a sarcastic snarl, “so you rescued me?” 


  “I kept your job intact.”


  “Yeah, right, you kept my job intact,” she snarled with her temper rising to the surface. “You don’t know how much I hate you,” she said. Her mind was suddenly flooded with vindictive thoughts. “If you think I’m going to let you run things, you’re sadly mistaken. There are other solutions and I will find one that suits me—because this one you’ve stuffed down my throat doesn’t. I’m not giving up control of Birch Valley Stables and you can tell the old farts I said so.”


  “Oh?”


  “No.” 


  Jake remained calm. He’d seen women fly off the handle before, only to regret what they said once they calmed down. He knew she was hurt, and he didn’t want a scene, and he certainly didn’t want to rile her more. “I’d suggest you sleep on it, Amanda. You do something rash, you might regret it.”


  “Really? You must think I’m a complete idiot.”


  “No, I don’t. I just don’t want you to stick your neck out, only to have it chopped off. You don’t really have much bargaining power here.”


  “You patronizing ass!” she spit. 


  “Why don’t you calm down, go home, relax a little. When you see things a little clearer, then we’ll talk about how we’re going to manage the stables so everyone can be happy.”


  “If you think I’m working with you, you’re crazy.” 


  She tried to storm out, but Jake grabbed her again and held her back.


  “You’re not going anywhere, Ms. Plover, until you settle down.”


  “I am not a child.”


  “But you’re acting like one.”


  “You’ve said enough.” She jerked again, but with no results. She was no match for Jake’s brawn.


  “I need your cooperation, Amanda, or the deal is off. You’re out of the stable altogether. And I will do that if you rile me now.”


  “Oh, so you might be riled,” she said with defiance ringing in each syllable she spoke.


  “Seems to me you’re too big for your britches.”


  She laughed, smugly. “I’m not wearing britches today.”


  “Yes, I see you’re not. And isn’t it a blessing that you’re wearing a skirt. It’ll make my job that much easier.” He still hadn’t let go of her hand, and he wasn’t planning to.


  “What job?”


  He didn’t reply in words, but instead, pulled her two steps toward an available chair, and plopping down on the seat, Jake pulled the fiery blonde over his lap. 


  “You are not going to spank me, Jake Colton!” she shouted. Her entire body jerked as fiercely as she could, which only made Jake hold on tighter, his left arm firmly clutching her about the waist. 


  “Humm, Amanda, you’d better think before you speak—and you might just want to hold your tongue, the walls in this place are paper thin. That is, unless you want the embarrassment of an audience.” 


  “You bastard!” she cried, lowering her voice as she did, although the fire behind her words was no less intent.


  She was flailing with her fists, her legs kicking madly. To avert a complete mutiny, Jake managed to overtake her hands gathering them in his broad left palm and pressing them tightly to her waist, while he kept her legs subdued with his right thigh going over both limbs. It was an odd position, but it served his purpose. Having her reasonably secured, he moved on to his target of the next few minutes—her tight, round ass. To his advantage and her distress, she’d been unwise enough to wear a short skirt to this rather sad meeting. Jake only needed to flick it up with his hand to have it above her cute behind. 


  Though the target was small, Amanda’s two ass cheeks were as fine as any he’d ever seen—all the prettier in their nearly naked state, a tawny pink with two dimples at the top. The way they flexed sparked a lusty shock wave through his body. She might be a cowgirl at heart, but she had no problem wearing a sexy pair of thong panties. The one-inch band of material was sunk deep into the cleft of her ass, so as far as Jake was concerned, her bottom was naked. 


  Oh my! he sighed to himself just before his hand came down with its first firm crack. This was going to be his pleasure. He couldn’t wait until her ass was blushing like a western sunset. Laying the first smack on her left cheek, he quickly struck up a vigorous rhythm pelting her behind as hard and as fast as he could. 


  While Jake tenaciously continued his task, Amanda struggled to keep from crying out. That must have been hard since this had to be hurting—hell, it was hurting him, too. If he’d only had the presence of mind to grab a ruler from the old blackboard at the side of the room, or taken off his belt, he could have gone on for quite some time with the benefit of a decent implement. But since he hadn’t planned to spank the obstinate Ms. Plover, he had to suffice with his palm, making the maximum impression before he had to stop. Choosing to concentrate on the fairest, most tender, fattest flesh of her two globes, he laid one nasty strike right on top of the last, and his efforts produced the desired effect. Her flesh was soon hot and burning; and though for the first two or three minutes, she struggled even harder to get out of his grasp, for the last several he could sense that her nasty spirit was finally falling away, with some of her enthusiasm for a vigorous fight flagging. 


  Jake spanked her as well as he knew how given the circumstances. And when he felt she’d heard his message with resounding clarity, he stopped and pushed her from his lap. 


  On her feet again, Amanda was quick to push her skirt back over her ass. And while she was momentarily flustered, Jake could sense another tirade about to spew from her lips.


  “Hold it, not a word,” he warned as his eyes bore into hers. “You’re not going to shout and you’re not going to make a scene, and you’re not going to walk out on me until I’ve said my piece.”


  She seemed to wilt under that threat. “Why should I care? You’ve taken from me what I love. As far as I’m concerned, I’m pulling out. You can have it all. Find another partner and I’ll be out of your hair in a week—that is, if you’ll give me that long.”


  “You keep talking like that, you’ll go back over my knee,” he warned.


  “That’s what you want, isn’t it? For me to leave, sell out, give you and your investors the stables?”


  “No, it’s not what I want. No one wants to stomp on your dreams and take what’s yours. You’ve got a great vision for the stables that no one around here has had, it’s refreshing to see it.”


  “Well a lot of good it does. I work my butt off and it doesn’t matter.”


  He shook his head exasperated. “Now, listen to me, young lady, you can’t go talking that way. You’re a damn fine horse trainer, no one’s disputing that. But as far as managing that business, you need help; and that’s exactly what you’re going to get. Birch Valley is still your stables, maybe only by a thread, but it’s still yours. And you hold the key to having it, or letting it slip from your grasp. Half of your problem, Amanda, is your attitude.”


  “My attitude?”


  “Yes, your attitude,” he sighed wearily, knowing that this conversation wouldn’t get any better until he’d totally come clean. “You might as well understand the truth right now. I wasn’t going to tell you because I wanted to spare your feelings, but since you’re so fucking cocky, you’re going to get the whole of it. And you’re going to listen, and you’re going to let it sink in.”


  “The only reason—the real reason everyone wanted to fire you outright is because of your damned stubborn temper and your bitchy attitude. You’re a pain in the neck to work with—and frankly there aren’t too many who even like you. I’m about the only one who’ll defend you. I know you’re a hell of a lot more than all that uptight bravado, but you’ve got to lighten up, turn on the charm, Mandy, or you’re sunk in this county. You sweeten up, you might just get everything you want. You don’t, you’ll lose it all.” He couldn’t have been more candid or sincere. 


  Amanda couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Every word he spoke stung like a nasty old bee sting. Her bottom still hurt like hellfire but her feelings weren’t far behind. Even worse was getting a tongue-lashing from Jake Colton. Everything he said was true, and beneath her stunned expression and the hard look she managed to maintain, she was embarrassed to have her failings so rudely pointed out. She would never admit it to Jake, but she deserved every second of this scalding attack. It had been a hard three years and she hadn’t handled it well. She knew she’d been a bitch, that the stress had made her just plain crabby. She hated that trait in herself, but she’d found no way to stop. 


  Funny, this was the first time anyone had bothered to tell her to her face how they felt.


  “Are you hearing what I’m saying?” Jake finally asked—she seemed completely stoic and unfeeling.


  “Yes, I’m hearing. How could I not?” There was still an edge in her voice that shouldn’t be there.


  “Amanda, that’s just what I’m talking about. Your sass, your sarcasm. Let down your guard.”


  “I don’t know how!”


  “Well, maybe I’ll have to teach you.”


  She scowled a little. 


  “Get it straight, hon, from now on, there will be no pouting, no angry outbursts, no cold shoulder to Hank—or me. No general bitchiness. You do your job with a smile on your face. That’s going to be the best way to thaw those old critters who hold the leans on your property. And trust me, if you don’t lose the edge, I will take my belt to your bottom and blister that heinie with twice the effort I did today. Is that clear?”


  She couldn’t answer.


  “Is that clear?” he repeated.


  “Yes. It’s clear.” She was starting to melt inside, the cold steel seeming to dissolve as though it had never been there at all, until all that remained was what was very deep in her heart, a weak-kneed and frightened little girl. 


  “Good.” He’d been on such a roll with his lecture, and realizing he was finished, he didn’t quite know what to do. 


  Of course, neither did Amanda. She stood motionless before him, becoming aware of the curious silence between them, and little things, like a fly annoyingly buzzing her face and then Jake’s; and the grating sound the of ceiling fan loping lazily overhead. More importantly, she became aware of her feelings—and the rife intensity that whole weird scene seemed to spawn. Though she should be spitting fire as she so often did, what she felt was certainly not anger—there wasn’t a speck of anger anywhere in her system.


  It had to be Jake. It had to be the way, above his fury, his righteous indignation, and chauvinistic pomposity, he really seemed to care—and more than care, seemed to be adding a degree of lust to the mix of emotions that, taking her off guard, made her speechless and vaguely aroused. Thirty seconds of silence, her flustered brain finally began to think again. She had to leave. 


  “Listen, I have work to do. I need to go.” She moved to the table, as Jake watched her stuff the wasted reports into her portfolio. 


  Though there were a few details he needed to arrange, and arrange soon, Jake didn’t bother to call her back. She’d had enough, and so had he. Seeing her leave the town hall with a good deal less swagger in her sexy hips, he had the feeling she’d be in tears by the time she reached her truck. 


  ***


  Midge and Cissy giggled as they heard Hank spell out the new line of command at Birch Valley Stables. 


  Amanda was already out working horses, having decided to miss the morning meeting. This left just the two girlfriends, Hank and Stanley—part trainer, part vet to share the news of the stable shake-up.


  “Amanda is going to concentrate on training the horses,” Hank explained the unexpected change. “And I’ll take care of managing the stock. You’ll keep doing your work the way you usually do, but you’ll answer to me—or Jake Colton if he’s here.”


  “Jake!” Cissy exclaimed. Though there had been rumors that Amanda had been “relieved” of her management role at the stables, this was the first Cissy had heard anything about Jake being involved. 


  “Yes, your cousin,” he nodded. 


  “He doesn’t have time for this.”


  Hank fixed her with a stern expression. “That’s not really your concern, is it?”


  She backed off. “No, I suppose not,” she said in a voice that sounded like a pout. 


  “Fine. Then let’s get to work.”


  Two hours later, Midge was in the stable alone tossing hay. Her mind was absorbed in the changes at the stables. Already the mood had seemed to lift with Amanda out on her own. In fact, Amanda had been quite pleasant when Midge saw her earlier that day. Maybe this was exactly what she needed—a little less responsibility. But what would this mean for her job—two men overseeing the stables, not one frustrated and overworked tigress?


  When Hank approached Midge from behind, the tempting brunette was so engrossed in her thoughts that she seemed to jump a foot when he put his weighty hands on her hips. 


  “You surprised me,” she said turning around, finding him so close that she had to back away to be comfortable. 


  He was smiling broadly. 


  “Just checking up on you.”


  “Oh, that’s right. It’s your job now.”


  “Shouldn’t make any difference between us,” he said. 


  “I don’t see why it would,” she agreed. Her heart was pumping feverishly, her body wanting to fall into his. If anything, this new arrangement, putting him in such a position of authority, made their budding relationship even more intense. 


  “Glad you feel that way. Actually, I think it’s best for the stables.” 


  Midge thought a moment, finally blurting out, “She was fired, wasn’t she?” 


  “What?”


  “Amanda.”


  “No, not exactly. But why would you ask?”


  “Makes me wonder if anyone else’s job is on the line,” she said innocently.


  “You’re worried?”


  “Should I be?”


  “Humm, you might.”


  “Really. You’d fire me?”


  “Let’s just say I’m keeping an eye on you. That scene with Cissy certainly didn’t do you any good.”


  “Even if it was Cissy’s fault.”


  “Nobody can confirm that fact but you. As far as Jake and I are concerned, you’re both at fault.”


  “I see.”


  “I’d suggest that you mind your manners, Midge.”


  Humm, the dictatorial sound of his voice caused her tummy to spasm excitedly. 


  “Yes, sir,” she snapped sweetly. 


  “I mean it?” he said as his eyes narrowed with that warning. 


  “Yes, I’m sure you do. I figure you’ll be spanking my behind if I don’t walk the straight and narrow.” 


  His eyes twinkled at that comment. “You can bet on that. Now get to work.”


  Midge watched him walk away as her insides turned somersaults. This much seduction almost seemed dangerous. If she didn’t watch herself, she’d be doing something stupid just to get that spanking. Though she wasn’t sure if she wanted the kind of relationship he described, she knew that she had to have that first, private spanking, just so she could find out. The tension of waiting was turning unbearable, even more so now that he was giving orders—and doing a damn good job at that. 


  While Midge brooded romantically over her attraction for Hank, Cissy brooded on her own, remembering her evening with Garth the night before. 


  It had been their first date since the remarkable spanking and sex beside the lake. Oddly, this one wasn’t nearly as satisfying—especially the sex. Could it be that her enthusiasm for the relationship was already dying off? It happened so often with men. She’d love them and leave them—at least that was true of every romance she’d had since she turned fifteen and was allowed to date. Six, seven guys, at least. All the same routine. The fireworks that began their relationship just didn’t last. And she wanted fire! And theatrics! And drama! She wanted sex hot, and rough, and a little crude. Her crotch was getting antsy just thinking of it. She wanted guys to just take her—not exactly rape her, but definitely take charge in bed. That’s not to say that she would just lay down and spread her legs for them. Hell no! She was aggressive like a clawing cat—the man there to subdue her and make her weak. Ah, if only Garth could do that. It started out so well, why not this second time? He’d been sweet and gentle—way too gentle. Frankly, she got bored.


  Why couldn’t he have been the way he was the time before? Forceful. Demanding. In charge. After the spanking, his cock was almost defiant by the time he shoved its way inside her. What was so different between the two occasions? 


  Cissy brooded more while she took a break eating a ham and cheese sandwich on rye. She ran both nights through her head looking for clues, and then watched as Jake strode through the barn door.


  “So, what’s going on in your pretty head?” he said as he approached. 


  “Nuthin.”


  “Behaving yourself?”


  “What else can I do?” she munched her sandwich. “You checking up on me?”


  “It’s my job.”


  “Yeah, I heard. Seems like Hank could do a good enough job. Why you?”


  “Aw, just because I want to keep my fingers in your life,” he jested lightly. 


  “I’m sure it is.”


  “And because I want everyone to know exactly how things are going to be run around here. Hopefully, it will be a more pleasant place.”


  “As bad as it was, it still beats the hell out of your newspaper office.”


  He chuckled. “Fine with me that you like this better. I can’t say as I wanted you there anymore than you wanted to be there. I just want to make certain you don’t carry your chip-on-the-shoulder attitude over to this job. Or let my presence affect you. I don’t plan to be here much, so that ought to please you.”


  “Certainly does.”


  “But I am warning you—officially, this is not your cousin but your boss speaking—you fight with Midge or anyone else again, you’re gone.”


  “Hey, I learned my lesson. Hank worked just fine.” She smiled. Her mind suddenly taking an interesting side trip as she remembered that “just-spanked” feeling with a delightful tingle in her ass. 


  “Don’t do it again. We don’t need the hassle of having to spank employees who act like two-year olds.”


  “And I don’t need to get spanked, thank you.”


  “Glad we see things clearly.”


  “Yes, and it’s nice to agree,” she haughtily returned. “Now, I do have work to do.”


  “I’m sure you do.” He started to move off then turned back. “Oh, by the way. Last night… I know you slipped on your eleven o’clock curfew. I let it slide because you were with Garth. But you do it again…”


  “Yeah, yeah,” she waved him off. If her cousin didn’t threaten to spank her at least once a day, she’d think they’d both died. 


  With Jake gone, Cissy returned to work, losing herself for a while—not a thought at all in her brain, until suddenly a smile broke out on her face. It’s got to be the spanking! 


  Good lord, to think she really needed that! She checked her past, realizing that it was only the guys she fought with, the ones that raised the sexual ante that inspired her needy crotch. What a horribly wonderful find! But what the hell was she going to do with it?


  Cissy mulled the amazing discovery for a few minutes more, then spent the rest of her day trying to figure out how she was going to get her boyfriend to paddle her behind. If that’s what turned him into a sexy animal, then they’d just have to put it in practice—even if it meant living with a few moments of pain.




  Chapter Five


  An Unexpected Discovery


  “So are you up for a night out?” Hank asked, as he joined Midge after work. 


  “Sure,” she answered. Thank the lord! In the three days since the big shake-up, he’d hardly paid much attention to her at all; and she was beginning to wonder if he were still interested. While he’d been practicing his new found authority, she’d been burning with desire, creaming her panties every time she saw him, and masturbating about his spanking her when she lay alone in bed at night. 


  “I’ll see you at your house in about an hour,” he said, consulting his watch. 


  Didn’t even give her a choice, she noted, letting that tone of command reach right inside to jar that place of surrender. 


  Midge required a beer to calm her nerves even before Hank arrived. She had to ease off or she’d be a nervous wreck by the time he picked her up. She poked through her closet for something sexy to wear, tossing several things aside, finally reaching for her most daring dress, a short denim with spaghetti straps—looked great against her tan skin. Perhaps she should have worn something to accentuate her bottom a little more; but hell, she had to wear something; and with her doorbell ringing, she couldn’t waste anymore time. Running a comb through her hair and applying her lipstick lightly, she dashed to the front of the house. She didn’t have time to gargle away the taste of beer on her breath.


  “Woah!” Hank exclaimed, when she opened the door. 


  She smiled to herself and him, noting his expression. Obviously, she’d worn the right thing. She had a feeling this would be a very good night. Hank was dressed up also—for a cowboy, wearing a clean white Western shirt and a fresh pair of jeans. He rarely wore his Stetson when he worked, but he was wearing it now, making him look that much sexier in Midge’s starry eyes. 


  Leading her from her front porch to his truck, Hank put his arm around her waist, and though he didn’t say anything, she had a feeling he’d noticed the liquor on her breath. She winced, wondering if that had been a mistake. But she couldn’t help it now. Nestling beside him in the seat when he motioned her to him, they then took off for the Rib Cage Barbecue on the highway just outside of town. 


  Hank ordered for her—which was perfectly all right since they were eating ribs and fries and drinking beer. By the time they finished, Midge was feeling fine, her nerves beginning to relax. Their conversation soon flowed as easily as the beer; and she settled into the comforting feeling that she and Hank Devlin would be a couple for some time. They talked about trips they could take, going to the County Fair at the end of the month, each hint of some future date reassuring her that she was in Hank’s plans as much as he was in hers.


  Feeling almost giddy and definitely light-headed, she was about to pour herself another glass of beer when Hank’s hand went over the top of her glass. “You’ve had enough, Midge.”


  “Oh.” She paused, almost spilling some from the spout before she backed off. “You want more?” she asked.


  “Sure.” 


  The tiny command settled easily inside her. Maybe she had, had enough. And while her bottom tingled anxiously for something more, she filled Hank’s glass. 


  Their evening loped along easily as they listened to the country band, though by the time the quartet stopped for their first break, Midge couldn’t contain her desire any longer. The effect of the beer still enough to remove her inhibitions, she jumped right in with, “What does it take for a girl to get spanked around here?” Though her voice was hushed, Hank clearly understood every word. 


  As her handsome cowboy gazed across the table, there was a delightful spark of recognition in his eye. “Is that what you need, Midge?” 


  “Oh, I think I do. I’m feeling very bratty right now.” Yes, she’d probably had too much to drink, her tongue was getting awfully loose. 


  “Usually, I have to have some good reason to punish a woman,” he told her. “But I imagine I could manufacture something with you, if it’s so necessary.”


  “Shall I tell you about all my past crimes? Maybe that would give you motivation.”


  “You’re telling me you actually deserve to have your bottom paddled?”


  “Oh, if I told you all the things I’ve done with Cissy, I imagine you could create quite a case.”


  “Like what?” He seemed to enjoy the game as much as she did. 


  “Humm, let’s see…”


  He loved looking at her sassy mouth and sexy eyes, how they could change with her mood and what was in her mind. Now, she seemed to put on a childish face suggesting that she had some childish pranks to confess. 


  “Well, I think the most outrageous was the time Cissy and I skipped school in our junior year—it wasn’t quite skipping school, we were actually supposed to be on an ecology field trip. But we called in sick for the trip, and then took off for Reno. One miserable drive till we got there … but then we played around for two days and a night, pretending to be a hell of a lot older than we were.”


  “And you weren’t caught?”


  Midge shook her head like a self-satisfied little vamp. “Make up and the right clothes can put years on a teenager. I’ve had this body since I was sixteen and we weren’t carded once.”


  “So you ran around Reno doing what?”


  A sheepish grin spread out across Midge’s face. “Oh, you know, gambling, a little drinking.”


  “I hope that’s all,” he said. 


  “Oh, yeah, we weren’t really hitting on guys. That was kind of scary.”


  “Really? Tell me.”


  She started to blush, then hesitated. 


  “Hey, you started the story, Midge, you can finish it.” 


  Sounded like an order, which only excited her more. “Well, we were in this casino, Harrah’s, I think, and I know I was drunk. These two guys asked if we’d like to ‘party’. But we didn’t really know what they meant. I guess we were a little naïve,” she giggled. “So when they took us up to their room and put a hundred dollar bill on their dresser, we kinda panicked.” Her face turned dark as the memory came crashing down and it wasn’t a pleasant one. 


  It took Hank prompting her to restart the story. “And after you panicked?”


  “Do I hafta tell you?”


  “Yes, you have to,” he said, putting some extra verve behind the message. 


  “There was a struggle. Not a really bad one. They were more drunk than we were. One guy had Cissy’s dress up and her panties down, the other one had his hand up my shirt. We were screaming, and some guy knocked on the door—it must have been two o’clock in the morning. The hammering was just enough to scare the guys off, and we split. I mean split town after that, didn’t even stop until we were on the road.”


  “Sounds as though you were pretty damned lucky.”


  “I guess so. Trust me, we never did anything that bad since.”


  “And the school? Did they find out?”


  “Never.”


  “Your parents? Jake?”


  She shook her head again while Hank gave her face a thorough once-over. She wished she knew what he was thinking. 


  “Here, I thought I was going to hear about you smoking cigarettes behind the barn,” he said. “That was a pretty impressive scam you pulled.”


  “Oh, we did the smoking and the drinking and even the drug thing a few times.”


  “Drugs, too?”


  “Just a little,” she fudged on that one. “We know about a few marijuana plants growing at the back end of a neighboring ranch.”


  “I see. Your own private stash.”


  “Someone’s. We’ve clipped off a few leaves occasionally. Cissy figures that whoever the plants belong to can’t really say too much since it’s illegal in the first place.”


  “And how do you figure in this?”


  “Humm. I don’t know.”


  “Cissy lead you around a lot?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “As in how?


  “As in…” she was trying hard to think. “She schemes things up and we both have fun. I’m not sure how it happens. It’s probably not all her fault. I mean I’m there, too.”


  “And it doesn’t bother you, the trouble you could make for yourself?”


  “It bothered me after Reno, so we kinda cooled it for a while.”


  “Maybe it’s time you let someone else take charge of you.”


  “And who might that be?”


  “We’ll see,” was all he said. 


  Just when Midge thought he’d declare himself, the music started again and it was too loud for them to talk. They listened for another half hour and then danced several dances—Midge feeling as though she were floating in the most wonderful dream… Hank’s warm arms… the strength of his chest pressed to hers as they danced slow… the touch of his hands running along her back, settling on her behind giving it a firm squeeze. She was dripping with desire by the time they left the Rib Cage Barbecue into the sultry night air. 


  As they drove toward home, Midge cuddled into his shoulder and closed her eyes, though she was too excited to drift off. Her body was alive with fire, and her mind beginning to imagine all the possibilities of the continuing night. 


  Hank walked her to her door as he had the time before, though this time he wasn’t about to leave with one small kiss on her cheek. 


  “I think I’d better come in,” he said before she could even invite him. Just the way he framed his message left her wondering and excited. Beyond the door, she could only hope her fondest dreams would be realized. 


  While Midge went to the kitchen for a couple of beers, Hank strolled about her living room looking at the many pictures on the walls. 


  “You take these?” he asked.


  “Yes. Photography is sort of a hobby.” There were dozens of the horses at the Birch Valley Stables, and others of the country landscape, and several she’d taken in the desert near Sedona on vacation a year ago.


  “You’ve got quite a knack for capturing shadows and form.”


  “Thanks. I entered one in a local contest last year and won first prize. I have a few others ready for the Country Fair.”


  He nodded a bit respectfully, but then his eyes seemed to go from dark to darker still. It was difficult to tell what might be the cause of that, though she didn’t have to wait long to find out. “Well, young lady, seems we need to get a few things straight.”


  “Oh!” She plopped down in her favorite chair. “Why don’t you sit down, we can talk. What is it that needs to get straight?”


  It was as good thing she was sitting, the way her eager body was turning to jelly. She was certain that her legs wouldn’t hold her upright. 


  “You’re so primed for a spanking, Midge McKenna, it’s hard to know where to begin. Not only have you given me ample reason to take you over my lap, you’ve practically asked for it.”


  She winced a little, recalling the long conversation in the bar about her unruly life.


  “You wouldn’t punish me for what I told you tonight, would you?”


  “In a manner of speaking, yes. Because I think that’s exactly what you want. You wouldn’t have told me about Reno, and drugs and cigarettes if you hadn’t wanted me to notice.”


  She hardly knew how to reply. 


  “What you really need is a good man to take charge of you since you obviously have a wildness in you as wide as a river. You want it tamed, trimmed and handled. If the man you want is me, however, some things are going to change. Honestly, I’m not sure it’s what you want.”


  “Oh, but I think it is,” she jumped right in.


  “You think so?”


  “I do, Hank. How much more do I have to hint around?”


  He chuckled, but then broke that off, “Come here.”


  She looked at him surprised. “There? Now?”


  “That’s what I said.”


  She smiled warily. Things were happening fast and her mind was still a little muddy from the beer. Finally, taking a long drink, she hopped up and padded to his side—beer bottle still clutched inside her palm. 


  Hank looked up at her, gingerly plucking the glass bottle out of her fingers. “You’ve had enough. Now go get your hairbrush.”


  Ooo, this was getting exciting. She practically giggled as she moved into her bedroom. With a quick perusal of her dresser, she tried to steer clear of the flat-backed hairbrush lying there, thinking there might be a less ominous one that would do just as well; but in the end, she grabbed for the thing and returned to Hank’s side, her bottom already starting to crawl with fire from the impending sting. Biting her lip like a naughty child, she waited for him to make the next move. 


  “I wouldn’t be so thrilled if I were you. This is going to hurt.”


  Of course it would. She expected that. After all, when he spanked her over top of her blue jeans it hurt. But that didn’t matter, it couldn’t matter. There was nothing she wanted more than this. 


  “Remember, Midge, this is just a start. I’m not an easy man to love. I’m hard to please, I don’t compromise, and I expect obedience. If I don’t get it, you get this.” He waved the brush in front of her. “Is that clear?”


  “Absolutely.” She was so mesmerized, she could see, feel, hear and taste nothing but raw lust. 


  “We’ll see,” was all he said. He seemed to have a lot more on his mind to say, but he stopped his brief lecture there, and swiftly pulled Midge over his muscled thighs. 


  The expectant young woman almost sighed with relief as she settled in on the awesome warmth she found there. As he raised her short skirt, she shuddered more. Hank took his time; and the anticipation of the first strike was only compounded by the lengthy prelude. Her belly, thighs and crotch were bursting with erotic heat. And her cunt spasmed as he gently reached for the top of her pale blue panties and pulled them over her hips. One of his fingers caught the crack of her ass teasingly and she squirmed in a tiny fit. Once the panties were completely off, she knew the first smack would land soon, and looked around hoping she could anticipate the strike. 


  After all his careful preparations, Hank gave her just a second to panic. The first strike came with a thundering jolt—her skin instantly stinging as little rivers of pain seemed to flow outward from the center of her cheek where it landed. Delivering the second strike, Hank made this one just as harsh on the other cheek, and Midge heard herself gasp from the horror of the pain.


  “Oh, my!” 


  “If you thought this was going to be erotic, my dear, I’m afraid you’re mistaken.” Having said that, Hank took up a brisk, peppering rhythm; with the staccato sound of the hairbrush on skin providing an awesome accompaniment to her sad cries. The cadence of strikes moved about her sizable ass, the flesh jiggling, turning red, with her cheeks quickly looking like one glowing crimson blush of fire. 


  “Oh, my,” her thoughts repeated as often as the hairbrush landed. And in time, the spanking became more anguished as the smacks continued at their brisk clip. There was no letting up, not even a brief pause, no matter how much she struggled, or cried woefully into the energized air about them. “Hank, no, please.” Crack! “No, no, no more.”


  He went on despite her anxious plea. Though when he began to speak, the fierce delivery eased somewhat so she could hear what he had to say, and would be calm enough to understand his message. 


  “You’ve been out-of-control, Ms. MeKenna. If you have any idea of romance with me, you’re recklessness will stop. Is that clear?”


  “Yes,” she cried.


  “‘Yes, sir,’ will do when you’re being punished!” he snapped. 


  “Yes, sir,” she responded instantly. 


  “You’ll obey me, or there will be no relationship. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Her bottom was so scalded, Midge didn’t think she could take another strike, but Hank was not yet done. For a time, the hairbrush drifted downward, hitting the top of her thighs where that tender skin was even more sensitive to pain than the padded flesh of her ass. 


  “Oh, no, no, that hurts,” she screamed. “Please stop!” Two especially hard cracks thundered on each cheek—first the left then the right. “Yeeeeeouch!” They signaled the beginning of the end, but Hank was not quite finished. Not until he’d covered her bottom in quick a rash of hits. The force was eased and the sting less biting, though as with every other strike of wood, these only increased the awesome burn.


  Once the spanking ended, it took some seconds for Midge to grasp that Hank was finished. Certain that another strike was about to hit, her cheeks remained clenched, fearful of another round of pain. But as the seconds ticked by, she realized he was done. Having laid the hairbrush on the table beside him, he now rested the palm of his hand on her molten behind. As the warmth spread, the pain declined; and a rapturous feeling of sexual arousal took its place. As he massaged the punished cheeks, her desire began to rise wildly. Soon, she was squirming fitfully on his lap, unsure exactly how she should respond—what he actually wanted from her. His hand drifted downward to her thighs—they, too, filled with sexual sensations. When he moved deeper into the cleft of her ass, she felt his fingers first toy with the juicy portal, and then dampened, slip higher finding her rear entrance. 


  “Oh, my no,” she purred in amazement. It was not a protest, but an acknowledgement that she’d never been played with there. And yet, her thighs opened without her realizing. As the stimulation increased, her physical response heightened. “Ah, yessssss,” she finally emitted a sigh of pleasure. Though, when Hank pressing two fingers, moved beyond the tight ring of her sphincter, she froze with her body tensing anxiously. 


  “Relax, Midge. Your body is mine. If I want you here I’ll take you here.”


  “Yes, sir,” she answered softly as her inner muscles began to ease. He pressed his fingers more deeply with her bucking hips giving away the truth about her physical desire. 


  “I’ll take you any way I choose, is that understood?” He spoke tenderly, but with authority. This was not something on which he would bend. 


  “Yes, sir,” she repeated her response knowing that the answers to his questions and her reply to his play were crucial to her future with him. She would never have imagined herself becoming this yielding—even to Hank Devlin. Her fantasies were child-play compared with the reality of what he required. And yet, she was sure that she was passing his examination. Regardless of the depth to which he’d taken her, there was nothing that she wanted more than this surrender. 


  “I need a woman who submits, Midge.” As he spoke, his fingers drove as far as they could go into her ass. She squirmed, gasped a little anguished by the intrusion, but at each step she opened wider to receive him. When he withdrew, she nearly cried with grief. But this was only a momentary pause in his exploration. Before he continued, Hank rained a flurry of strikes on her ass to bring back the pain. Then, when he stopped the spanking, he began to play with her again, this time inserting three fingers into the entrance, slipping them easily beyond the primed door, and finally fucking them inside her ass. “You’ll need to be widened,” he said. This was not an order as much as an observation. And the statement was cause for both excitement and worry. Could it mean that these three probing fingers were nowhere near the size of the erection he’d use to fuck her ass?


  “I want that,” Midge found herself saying. Never in a million years could she have imagined anything as rich and crude and remarkable as this. Should she feel degraded by this indecency, or wholly loved? Her mind could not begin to comprehend what was happened, but her heart knew. She swelled with satisfaction. 


  Withdrawing his fingers from her bottom for a second time, Hank pulled Midge to her feet as he rose himself; and leading her by the hand, they found her bed, falling on the patchwork comforter in a clash of heated sex. He was strong, and big, his full-grown erection widening the path of its journey into her wet vagina. Though she was not a virgin, she felt like one this night. As much as he required she submit her body for the probing fingers in her ass, he required the same relinquishing as they made love by more traditional methods. He required her open and relaxed, her body willing to take his firm, fondling palm. The squeezing … the pinches… and the ruggedness of his masterful moves generated such sensations that as her climax came, she shuddered in great waves and her pussy clenched tightly about his cock. At the finish, she lay under him exhausted as he spewed his rich cream inside her still spasming hole.


  She’d lain so limply in his arms when they finished that for several minutes, maybe much longer, she lost consciousness. Perhaps she just slept. 


  “Let me see your ass,” Hank said.


  Hearing his voice, and recognizing the no-nonsense quality of his request, she realized this was an order she needed to obey. She’d have to get used to that word—obey.


  Pulling out of his arms, she crawled around on all fours until her ass was nearly in his Hank’s face. She wasn’t sure how much he could see in the darkened room. She was not aware of the moonlight coming through the window, bouncing off the surface of her cheeks and leaving them radiantly gleaming. 


  “Few marks, look a bit like rug burns.”


  “And you like that?”


  “I do. And I’ll bet you will as well.”


  Satisfied with what he saw, he pulled her back into his arms where they lay together, naked and vulnerable to the night air and each other. For a time they drifted into sleep, and finally when the chill in the air started to chill their skin, they climbed inside the comforter and slept the remainder of the night. 




  Chapter Six


  Simmering 


  Amanda Plover stood for some minutes outside the stable office before deciding if she would enter. Jake was there—exactly why she wanted to go inside. It had been over two weeks since her world had shattered; and during that time she’d hardly seen her new boss. She couldn’t bear to face him. Having declined the opportunity to continue keeping the stable’s books, she resigned herself to the position she loved best—training horses—and forgot about everything else. 


  Amanda considered the recent move by her partners as a hostile takeover. She would have simply walked away from the entire operation if it hadn’t been for several complicating conditions. The ranch house was, in fact, her family home, and it still belonged to her, along with the three small acres on which it sat. While the stables and nearly two hundred acres of property had become part of the business partnership, she could never forget the fact that it all belonged to her—no matter how she’d had to sell herself to keep it. Leaving simply wasn’t an option—not yet. She might have closed the house, or leased it to her partners; but where would she go then? Back to the city? That didn’t suit her. Of course, she could get a job elsewhere. But she didn’t want to. She belonged on this property.


  If that were not enough to keep her at Birch Valley, there was also Jake. His presence in her life was like a wildcard in the hand she played. Dealt him, she wasn’t about to reject or throw him away—as much as she often desired to. The truth was pretty startling in this case. And the longer she went on without speaking to him in anything other than monosyllable replies, the more she ached to find out why he had so captured her with such an astounding certainty.


  Her quandary might have been averted if he’d been the hands-off sort of manager that he initially described himself—leaving the real work up to Hank Devlin. But no, he was at the stables at least three times a week, staying long hours, pouring over the books and checking every detail of the operation. He simply wouldn’t go away, no matter how much she wished he would. Eventually, she’d have to address her feelings or they’d eat her up inside.


  Three times Amanda had been poised to initiate a real conversation, and three times she tried and failed. Today, however, she decided it was time to get the nasty business over with. As long as he didn’t gloat, she’d be fine.


  She knocked—the sensation of that very strange. After all, this was her office. Still, the sign on the door said, Knock, and she’d managed to follow the rules so far, she couldn’t stop now. 


  “Come in.” His voice was crisp and clear. 


  “Hi!” She entered cautiously with a smile on her face.


  “Amanda,” he hardly looked up, and that surprised her. Normally Jake was amiable to her in the extreme, as though he was trying hard to be kind. Examining his books, she noted the troubled look on his face. 


  “Something wrong?” she ventured. 


  He looked up then said, “No, not at all. May I help you with something?” He closed the ledger, putting his hands on top of it as though he didn’t want her to see what was inside. Though he looked pleasant enough, he still seemed a little edgy. 


  “Yes, I-uh, wanted to talk.”


  “Oh?” Now he looked more interested.


  This was more difficult than she thought. Perhaps she should wait until he was in a sunnier mood? But she was too anxious to take care of her nagging feelings.


  “I want to bury the hatchet with you,” she finally blurted out the line she’d been repeating in her mind for several days. 


  He didn’t reply. 


  “I’m sorry that I’ve been such a bitch. And you were right about that. I just wish someone had pointed it out before things had to come to this.”


  “No one wanted to go near you, Amanda,” Jake reminded her.


  “Yes, I guess so. I suppose I dug my own grave.”


  “Oh, we’ll climb out.” He attempted a smile though he was still so cool.


  “Are you sure something isn’t the matter?” she tried again. 


  “No business is without its problems, and this one has more than its share.”


  “I see. So, how about it—burying the hatchet?”


  “It think that’s a good idea. And I appreciate the gesture. I know this hasn’t been easy for you. In fact, I half figured that you’d be splitting after we made the announcement. Of course, this was where you grew ….”


  “Yes it was. But I have other reasons, too. I want to see the Birch Valley Stables succeed; and I know I can be part of that. Plus,” she paused, wondering if she’d have the guts to spit out the hardest part. She stopped, her mind suddenly having frozen. 


  “Plus what?”


  “Oh, hell,” she thought silently. “I’ve stayed because of you.”


  “Of me?” This did shock him. 


  “Yes, Jake Colton. Something about you has gotten under my skin. I know that sounds corny—and I don’t mean it romantically or anything, but I got the feeling that you really did care about the stables and even my success with it. Made me think that I might eventually regain some control—as though you aren’t opposed to that.”


  “I’m not, Amanda, and I do care.” He warmed considerably as he spoke. 


  “Thanks. That really means something.”


  He shrugged as if to say, it’s really nothing. 


  “Well, at least that’s off my chest. I’m on to other things, and I have you to thank for putting a smile on my face again.”


  “I’m glad to see it,” he said, offering her his, this one far more genuine than his previous efforts.


  Amanda left the office feeling reasonably okay. Though she was sure that something rather important was troubling Jake, and she wondered what that could be. 


  Despite her apparent success, the conversation with Jake left Amanda annoyed. The more she dwelled on the difficult exchange, the more it annoyed her, although she wasn’t certain exactly why. Had she expected more from him, a more gracious and conciliatory tone? Or was that about all she could expect from a boot-clad, stoic cowboy. Returning to her work that afternoon, Amanda found nothing but frustration brewing inside her tense bones. The more she dwelt on her dilemma, the more the past two weeks of suppressed feelings stewed inside her noxiously; until they were suddenly thundering through her like a herd of wild stallions. Without realizing how that happened, the bitchy Amanda of old returned as she barked orders to the stable boy, Sam, and then Cissy, and finally within earshot of Jake. When she heard him bark right back at her, she practically jumped out of her skin. 


  “Ms. Plover, get your ass over here!” 


  “What!” she turned around eyes flashing.


  “Now!” His booming voice made the earth shake, and her as well. 


  But she hardly withered seeing his nasty look. Instead, she strode toward him, her chest puffed-up, her fists clenched ready for a battle. While she looked like a bull ready to charge, Jake squared off, standing feet apart, boots digging into the packed clay earth beneath him. Eye to eye, the two looked pretty remarkable, and neither Sam, nor Cissy was budging as they watched in wide-eyed curiosity while the next few minutes unraveled before their eyes.


  “I don’t know what that little scene in the office was about,” Jake said, “but you have certainly done an about-face since. You want to tell me what’s eating you before you bite off everyone’s head?”


  “No, I don’t,” she spat out with as much venom as she’d ever put behind a remark. 


  “Well, then we can just take this to the next logical step.”


  “And what the hell would that be?” Her hands were on her hips, her pretty face grimacing so twistedly that she hardly looked pretty anymore. 


  “I told you what I’d do if you started to bitch at people again. You think I was kidding?”


  “I’m sure you weren’t.”


  “Then we’ll just take this inside.”


  “Oh, no! If you’re going to whip me Jake Colton, you can do it right here.”


  His eyebrows briefly raised in wonder, then narrowed again. “All right,” he said. “Right here.” He went for his belt, undoing the silver belt buckle at his waist. Once it was open, he withdrew the two-inch cowhide from his pant loops and doubled it in his clenched fist. “Take down your jeans and bend over,” he ordered.


  Eyes still snapping, a defiant scowl on her face, Amanda obeyed, moving toward the hitching post in front of her just a few feet off. Undoing the buttons at her waist, she pushed her blue jeans over her hips. Doing likewise with her panties, she bared her behind, grabbed the post and bent over, giving Jake the target of her ass while snarling for him to get on with it.


  By then, every employee at the stables was there to view the startling sight, drawn from their work by the sound of two angry voices and the prickly tension electrifying the air. Felt just like the stirring atmosphere just before a thunderstorm. 


  Watching in fascination they saw Amanda’s white ass drawn tight, and Jake Colton poised behind her with the doubled leather; and then the awesome sight of the stable’s queen bee getting her bottom whupped, and whupped hard. Jake put his muscled arm behind each strike, his determined expression revealing how pissed off he was. No one was sure why this battle was taking place, or even why it was allowed to play out before an attentive audience; but they were certainly treated to a sight they’d probably only see once. 


  The angry Amanda had only seconds to wait before the first strike of leather landed on her ass. She gritted her teeth and grasped the rail tightly, noting as she did how white her knuckles looked. There was not much else to see, except the dirt at her feet and the light cloud of dust raised as Jake shuffled behind her. She didn’t give a shit that anyone was looking. She wouldn’t be humiliated, she wouldn’t be humbled. She simply didn’t care!


  The feel of the belt was like fire exhaled on her ass by a raging dragon. One smack after the next made her body jump, though she remained silent through each one. She’d never give him the satisfaction of hearing her cry—not ever again. As the repeated smacks hit her skin, the burn turned hot, her entire ass end feeling aflame. She dug in harder, clenched her rear cheeks tighter still, and her jaw began to feel like steel as she kept her anger pent inside.


  The thwacking sound reverberated off the trees, and in her ears, forceful, repeated, and consistent. Jake’s pace didn’t change, not one fraction of a second, and soon, despite her determination, she couldn’t hold out much longer.


  The practiced cowboy knew his business when it came to taming brats like this one. Come hell or high water, he’d keep up his steady gait until the sullen brat gave in. She thought she was tough, but he was tougher. He knew her problem, had even sensed it coming… for days her energy had been brewing despite her attempt to put a sunny face on her misery. Sure, he’d started this himself, demanding that she quit being a bitch. But he knew, that eventually she’d have to blow at least once to let off steam. Maybe then, Birch Valley Stables could finally breathe a little easier under its new chain of command.


  Ah! What an ass she had! Bright red after just a few sharp smacks, each new strike of the belt only deepened the color. He’d love to fondle her striped behind—but not now. Not until this ordeal was settled. 


  Though Jake was steady and relentless with his delivery, the whupping did have a beginning and an end, a rise and fall, a cresting and ebbing, and finally a moment when Amanda’s defiance could no longer compete with the pain. 


  “Ah, gawd, nooooo!” her cry was quick and not repeated. She clenched again, even more firmly; and though she tried to hold on, Jake could tell that he’d finally gotten to the testy brat. The strikes that followed jumped off her skin and more cries quickly followed—becoming increasingly more plaintive. Soon satisfied that she’d been taught her lesson, Jake finally stopped. 


  While returning his belt to his waist, the appeased cowboy moved behind his brat, drawing so close to her that no one in the gathered crowd could hear what was being said. “It’s about time, Amanda. Now, perhaps, we can get on with things around here. I’ll see you back inside. Now.”


  She didn’t bother to look around. She knew everyone was watching; and still she refused to feel any embarrassment. As though the scene was no big deal, she stood up, pulled her jeans back around her bottom with a wince no one could see, and then moved inside the stables. 


  The air inside was stifling. Rather than finding Jake in the office, he was puttering in the tack room, cleaning up a mess of bridles that had at sometime been thrown in a heap and never sorted out. 


  “You have more to say?” she asked. 


  He stared up from where he was crouched on the ground. 


  “Damn good display. I’m not sure I won’t have to repeat myself before you get the chip off your shoulder.”


  “There is no chip on my shoulder!”


  “Yeah, sure. It’s been there since you began this thing, and though I have to give you credit for trying, today’s explosion is a sure sign that you haven’t much accepted what’s happened. Do yourself a favor and either submit, or get out.”


  “I thought we agreed to bury the hatchet?”


  “Words, Amanda, they were just words. Good ones, but something is eating your heart out.”


  “Yes,” she said, afraid of exactly where this was headed, and still she couldn’t stop. “It’s you.” She practically made it an accusation.


  “Me?”


  “I told you earlier that this was about you. But I did lie about one thing.”


  “And what’s that?” he said rising so he could look her in the eye.


  “It is a romantic thing. I know that sounds totally stupid considering how I feel about you half the time—it’s just that the other half…” she stopped. “So, you have your answer, the real answer. Maybe now we can both get over it.”


  Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much her ass hurt. Her feelings were bruised and her skin was raw, roughed up by the jeans as they rubbed the surface when she walked. She had a feeling this would be a miserable night, but she would get over it. 


  “I’m sure I’ll be all right now, Jake. I’m already feeling much better.” Figuring she’d said enough, she walked out. 


  An hour later there was a knock on the back door of the ranch house. When Amanda answered, she found an agreeable looking Jake standing on her porch. 


  “How about we go out tonight, and take care of the rest of what’s going on?”


  She thought a moment. “No. I’d rather not go out. But I am making chili. Why don’t you join me for dinner?”


  Amanda and Jake didn’t get to the chili simmering on the stove until nearly ten o’clock. It had almost burned because they hadn’t paid attention. 


  She had stood with her back to him as she added the last of the onions and peppers, turning down the kettle to let it cook slowly. One kiss on the back of her neck, the resulting shiver made her turn around, and the clinch that followed was brusque, driving them into the living room where they silently tore at each other’s clothes until they were groveling naked on the floor between her couches. When he pulled her over so she was on hands and knees, he fucked her doggy style, slapping her ass back to its painful burn. She liked the ending best, however, on her back, her legs over his shoulders, his cock riveted to her spasming cunt, the sopping thing juicing all around it. She grunted as she came, while he let out one passionate release. With that, their first fuck was over. There would be two more—nearly equal in vigor, all silently executed, before they’d get to the simmering chili. 




  Chapter Seven


  Friendly Fireworks


  When the county pick-up pulled into the yard of Grey Gulch Ranch, Jake was rocking on the back porch with a beer in hand. “Howdy!” he called to Garth as the Sheriff pulled himself out.


  “You’re looking mighty relaxed.”


  “Happy as a clam,” Jake retorted.


  “Bet you are. Hear you and Amanda Plover have been dating?”


  Jake grimaced playfully. “In our weird sort of way.”


  “Weird?” Garth didn’t get the joke.


  “We have our moments.”


  “Maybe like mine with Cissy?”


  Jake nodded. “Maybe.”


  “So, is Cissy here?”


  Jake shook his head. “Haven’t seen her, guy. You have a date?”


  “That was the plan.” The Sheriff shuffled up the steps.


  “You check the stables?”


  “She said to pick her up here.”


  Jake looked at his watch. Eight o’clock. He had a hunch that his cousin was in some kind of scrape. The little tingle at the back of his neck usually forecast Cissy’s exploits. For reasons unknown to him, he’d hooked into her several years ago and almost, without fail, could predict her moods—the flighty, reckless episodes that ended with her over his lap, or lying with her face down over the workbench in the barn getting her ass paddled. “Could be she just got tied up with something.”


  That was a wasted excuse and they both knew it. 


  Garth shrugged. “Mind if I cool my heels here for awhile?” he asked. 


  “Not at all, have a seat. There’s beer in the fridge.”


  Garth moved into the house to find a brew as Jake spotted Amanda Plover’s red Jeep appearing in the distance. His cock and even his heart leapt pleasantly aroused by the sight, especially when her suntanned face came into view so he could see her eyes. Jake had trouble deciding which feature he liked best about Amanda—her eyes, her hair, then, of course, there was her ass. She was wearing blue jeans, the way he liked to view it best—at least until he pulled them down and he dove for that expanse of flawless skin. 


  “Hi!” 


  Great to see her smile—a feat sometimes pretty tough for the often testy brat. She was learning, though. He had to give her credit. Anymore, a penetrating stare just about always vanished her crabby disposition and put a warm smile on her face in seconds. In the three weeks since they started dating, he’d managed to curb several testy moods, which left their sex to the vigorous explosions like their fast fuck the night the chili almost burned. 


  Dashing up the porch steps, she plopped herself in Jake’s lap giving him a passionate kiss—just before Garth returned. 


  “Oh, I didn’t know you had company.” She looked almost embarrassed to be seen in such a vulnerable position.


  “He’s looking for Cissy.”


  “Really?” she looked at him quizzically. 


  “You know something about where she is?” Garth asked. 


  “Just that she left the stables with Midge after work. I thought they were going shopping in Little Creek.”


  “Little Creek?”


  “That’s what they said.”


  Garth thought a moment, took a second swallow of beer, and took a seat. “Either I’ve been deliberately stood up, or Cissy forgot.”


  “And which are you betting on?” Jake asked.


  “With Cissy you never know.”


  “I told you, Garth, the only way to keep the brat in line is with a hairbrush or your belt. Don’t even bother with the palm of your hand, she won’t get the message.”


  “Actually, I was thinking of taking her into the woods,” the lawman glowered as he motioned that way, “give her the taste of birch on her bare ass. See how she likes that.”


  “Damn, that would cut like a knife,” Amanda turned up her nose. 


  Jake smiled at her playfully. “That’s why you’re behaving yourself,” he said as he tweaked her nose.


  “You better not try that with me,” she pulled back looking very bossy.


  “Yeah?” he chuckled. “I bet you’d like that.”


  “I would not!” she pulled out of Jake’s lap as though she really didn’t belong there. 


  Amanda could get her dander up faster than any woman he’d ever seen. “Don’t get so nasty, love, this is only speculation. You want to make it real?” He almost looked serious—at least enough for the blonde beauty to drop the conversation. 


  “So, are we going to a movie?” she jumped subjects. 


  “Humm, I was thinking about a ride,” Jake said.


  “It’s almost dark,” she wondered what he was getting at.


  “Just a short one.” The sexy twinkle in his eye was unmistakable. “Look at the stars.”


  “Hey, you two want to be alone,” Garth decided, gloomily. “I’ll just get on. If Cissy gets back here at a reasonable hour, she can call. If she doesn’t, let her know she’s in for a licking.”


  “If she’s past her curfew she’ll get it from the both of us,” Jake added.


  Excusing himself, Garth returned to his truck and started out, while Jake and Amanda waved him on. 


  “So, you really want to ride?” Amanda asked. “Look at the stars…” she stared out the evening sky, noting how the black night was quickly creeping in. 


  “No, I want to fuck,” he stated happily. Before she could answer back, he’d pulled her into the kitchen going for her clothes. 


  Amanda fought him teasingly, trying to wrest herself from his grasping hands. 


  “Oh, don’t you try to get away from me,” he advised. 


  Managing to break free, she sassed, “And what if I do?” She was prepared to dash into the living room. 


  “I’ll spank your behind, Miss Smarty Britches!”


  “Ooo, I’m so scared,” she mocked. Turning on her boot heels, she ran into the other room. 


  Thinking fast, Jake grabbed a wooden spoon from the wall and raced after her, finding her in the dining room. They spent several minutes Amanda trying to second-guess his moves. Capture was imminent and Amanda was almost resigned to some nasty smacks to her ass. Just in time, the phone rang. 


  Jake almost didn’t respond, but as he naturally lurched toward the telephone, he gave Amanda enough of an out to escape his hands. Dashing for the side door, she took off across the yard to the barn, while Jake ended up answering the phone—it could be Cissy. 


  Ten minutes later, Jake took off for the barn with the hefty wooden spoon still clutched in his palm. He found Amanda sitting on a bale of straw, chewing on the end of a piece she’d plucked from the middle. 


  “‘Bout time. I was beginning to think you’d never come,” she said. 


  “Oh, you needn’t worry about that, Amanda Plover. When you obviously want your bottom paddled I’m not about to renege on that.”


  “Me? Want my bottom paddled?”


  “Looked pretty obvious to me.”


  “Is that so?” she whined a little, but only in jest, obviously baiting him for more. 


  Jake, on the other hand, took it calmly, refusing to go after her. 


  “You’re just going to stand there?” she wondered.


  “As long as it takes,” he said with a smile.


  “As long as it takes for what?”


  “For you to get your pretty ass over here so I can paddle it.”


  “You think I’d give myself up to you without a fight?”


  “I think you’d better.”


  “And what if don’t?”


  “How about trying a whole bundle of birches on your fat behind?”


  “I do not have a fat behind!” she objected.


  “Those cheeks look pretty plump to me.”


  “Ooo, you are hitting low.”


  “You started this. Are you woman enough to finish it?”


  She was beginning to look smug and pissed off.


  “Don’t you go getting serious on me,” he warned. 


  The snobbish blonde considered that thought for a moment, cocking her head like a petulant kid.


  She was damned cute from Jake’s point of view. But he was getting antsy and she would have to make the move. The moment called for a little more force. “Over here, now!” he finally thundered. “You asked for this, you’re getting it.”


  “No way to weasel out?” she wondered.


  “No. 


  “No way to sweet-talk around it?” she said in a cute little voice.


  “No.” His decision was firm.


  Amanda smiled while biting her lip, which made her look so vulnerably kid-like that Jake wanted to pick her up in his arms and love her before the spanking. The feeling was short-lived, however, changing as he watched her eyes dart about as though she was reviewing her options. Suddenly, she darted to his right hand side where there was more room to maneuver. 


  But Jake was much too quick. He had his hand on her shoulder dragging her back to the bale of straw with him where she was over his lap and relieved of her jeans so fast she thought it happened by magic. 


  “Yeeeeeouch!” 


  The spoon was like a hot desert fire burning the skin.


  “C’mon, Jake, stop! This was supposed to be for fun.”


  “It’s always fun when I punish you, you smart-mouthed little flirt.”


  “Ooo, but that hurts.”


  “And I’m really glad,” he came right back. “Only makes you hornier.”


  “But not this time!” she practically screamed.


  Jake kept smacking her hard, letting up now and then just so she could take a breather, but then he started in again until every square inch on her splendid bottom was glowing like a bright new cherry.


  “Yeeeouch! Please, Jake,” she wailed pitifully as she struggled. 


  She ought to know better than to try moving him with such ploys, and yet, this time, it actually worked—that, and his festering sexual desire. 


  They fell to the straw in a heap, kissing and clutching while making the awkward struggle out of their clothes. Naked, they began to fuck like animals—Jake on top, then moments later, Amanda—dancing on his dick while her lovely breasts bounced before his eyes. They finished with Amanda on her hands and knees, while Jake poked her from behind, slapping her ass to a new level of heat, as she cried plaintively for more, “Gawd, yes, please, baby, yes!”


  Ah! He loved the sound of her voice, even the guttural depths she reached at moments like this. Fucking her had been heaven for three weeks, making love the most blissful thing he’d enjoyed in a long time. Nope. He held no fancy illusions about Amanda Plover. But he’d damn well enjoy her as long as it lasted.


  Thighs slapping, hair flying—her ponytail was completely undone by now—birds, flies and the horses scared by the onslaught of uninhibited sound. The two came hard with hips grinding. Their bellies spasmed while her cunt squeezed every bit of life she could from his spewing prick. Exhausted again, they fell into a sweaty heap, sticky with dust and straw and sex juice clinging to the surface of their skin.


  “Damn, girl. You’ll wear me out if we keep this up.”


  “I know,” she sighed out of breath. “And I don’t even like you.”


  “Nor, I you,” he quipped back.


  She thought for a moment while Jake remained silently engaged in staring at the stable ceiling. “So, what are we going to do about it?” she asked.


  Pulling out of his post-fuck stupor, he replied, “Hell, I don’t know. Enjoy it, I suppose. We’re bound to hate each other soon enough.”


  “Yeah, can’t wait for the other shoe to drop.”


  “Has the first one landed?”


  “Oh, that was cute,” she said with a twisted grin, rising on one arm so she could see his face. She patted his cheek. “How about we sleep together?” she said, easily remembering how she enjoyed the cozy warmth of him. Sleeping with Jake was security when she wanted to feel secure. His substantial manliness swooped like a big old buzzard and laid waste of her—at least the part that was so often filled with fear. He might not know that fact, but it really didn’t matter. Tonight, she wanted him close all night long. 


  “Well, well, well, aren’t you two a sight,” Cissy’s voice suddenly shot out. “Done screwing long enough to answer a question?”


  Jake sat up. “You could have knocked.”


  “Oh. Didn’t know this was your bedroom, too.”


  “Anywhere I choose to make love is my bedroom, little cuz.” He grabbed his shirt, while Amanda scooted into her clothes behind him. “Better remember that.” He stood, pulled up his pants, and pushed Cissy outside. 


  “So, where the hell is Garth? We had a date.”


  “He came and left.” He consulted his watch. “You’re about an hour and a half late. You expected him to wait?”


  “And why not?”


  “That’s a little presumptuous.”


  “Don’t use those college words on me,” she frowned.


  “A little ballsy then.”


  “So, was he mad?”


  “Spitting fire.”


  She smiled, “Really?”


  “Yes, really. I’d say you’d better watch your ass.”


  “Oh? Think I’d find him at home?”


  “Or nursing his anger in a saloon. Why don’t you try calling first?”


  “Oh, maybe I’ll let him get good and worked up.”


  Jake viewed her with suspicion. “You trying for this?”


  “Trying for what?”


  “Getting paddled.”


  “Me? You think I’d deliberately do something to get spanked for?” Her jaw dropped in amazement.


  “I’d put nothing past you.”


  Exasperated, she shook her head. “I’ve heard of a lot of stupid things from you, Jake Colton, but this is an all time worst.”


  He shrugged. “Just remember, it’s already ten and you have a curfew.”


  “And if I’m with Garth you’ll let me slide.”


  “Depends.”


  “On what?”


  “On how generous I’m feeling at the time. I rather like having you on probation. Makes my job that much easier.”


  “I bet it does,” she snarled as she walked away, sashaying her ass as though she were looking for tricks on a city street corner. 


  Amanda pulled up behind Jake. “How do you put up with her?” she asked. 


  “I hardly do,” he said. “But she is good practice for you.”


  “Why you!” she slapped his back, and he turned around, not letting her fight or pout, but holding her, running his hands through her straw colored hair. Even noting how messed it was with stable debris, it felt like silk in his hand, the same way her warm body felt as though it belonged inside his arms. She fell into his chest and seemed to die for a bit—relief, exhaustion, tenderness, perhaps. With Amanda, he couldn’t be sure. 


  “Hungry?” he asked. 


  “No. But I could use something to drink.”


  “Sure.” 


  The two walked arm in arm to the house as they watched Cissy speed off in her truck; she was headed toward town. 


  ***


  By the time Cissy pulled up to Garth’s bungalow on the outskirts of town she was so anxious that her stomach felt as if she’d just attended a chili cook-off. Had she stirred the pot enough, or too much? she wondered. This could get pretty dicey, given his mood, the day he might have had, and who knows—the stars and planets for that matter. She stared up—looked like a good night, but it was too cloudy to predict what the stars were doing. She hoped it would be a good night for a little spanking and a lot of rough sex!


  Seeing the living room lights through the front window, she knew Garth was home; though rapping on his door failed to bring him out. She tried again, a little louder. And when he didn’t answer, she rapped hard, still getting more anxious with each knock.


  “Maybe I’m not home,” she heard a familiar voice behind her and turned around startled to see her boyfriend standing there—no uniform, just blue jeans and a sleeveless white tee shirt, muscles bulging, arms gleaming in the light from the street lamp.


  Oh, my, she thought to herself. Her heart was skipping beats, and her crotch became so wet she thought that juice would be trickling right down her thigh—if she’d worn a skirt, which she had not. 


  “I’m sorry. I just thought by your light.”


  “I went into town for a few things,” he held up a small sack of groceries. 


  “Oh,” she said.


  He was moving past her, not inviting her in. Was this a good sign or not?


  “May I…?”


  “Come in? Yes. But you can’t stay long, it’s almost eleven.”


  “Jake won’t care if I’m with you.”


  “But I will.”


  Ooo, my, this was not going as she planned, so she changed gears fast sidling up to him with her crotch pressing into his pant leg. “Oh, hon, you’re mad. I’m sorry about tonight. I swear I forgot.” With her arms around his neck, she gave him a big smooch on his cheek.


  “Really?”


  “I swear.”


  “You swear a lot, Cis, but I don’t always believe you.”


  “Please, Garth,” she moved on him though he tried to pull away. 


  “I’m not buying it. Maybe you could spit out the truth for a change.”


  “The truth? The truth is I’m terribly sorry. I went shopping with Midge and totally lost track of time, and our date.”


  “Gee, that makes a guy feel good.”


  “So, maybe you should just spank me? Would that make you feel better?” Her eyes lit up as though her idea seemed perfectly okay. 


  “Is that what you want?” he asked.


  “Want? No, of course not. But if you’d feel better, then we could, you know, get down to other things.” She cocked her head, oiled her way along his arm, giving him a coquettishly pouty smile. 


  “We don’t have time for other things, Cissy,” he reminded her. 


  “No?”


  “It’s almost eleven,” he said flatly. 


  She scowled. “You’re not serious about sending me home?”


  He only smirked—one so deviously intended that she knew he was playing her as much as she’d been playing him. 


  “Yes. You’re going home. You’re going to sleep in your bed. And after work tomorrow I’m going to deal with what you put me through tonight. Now get going.” He turned her around and gave her a swat on the rear.


  “That’s it? That’s all? You really mean that?”


  “Every word. And you’d better skedaddle if you plan to get home before you have your cousin breathing down your neck.”


  “Ooo, you,” she scrunched her face nastily. 


  “Watch your step, lady, you have no idea what I have planned for tomorrow.”


  “And what would that be?”


  “Oh, no, Cissy. You can think about it all night and wonder.”


  Cissy would wonder, all night long, every minute she lay awake worrying over what this despicable man had in mind. If she didn’t half love him, and want hot sex so damned much, she would throw him off.


  ***


  Amanda curled in around Jake’s sleeping form, reminded again how they could fit together seamlessly. As he lay on his back, she could cover his side with her body and snuggle in tightly, resting her head on his arm, kissing the skin on his chest. And when he lay on his side with his back to her, she would cuddle around his torso, pressing her groin into his ass and rubbing her warm pubis against those small, plump, muscled cheeks. 


  “Are you trying to arouse me, Amanda Plover?” he purred as he slowly awakened. 


  “And why not?”


  “I have to pee, love, besides, I’m still exhausted.”


  “Ah! But I’m so horny. I’ve been waiting for you to open your eyes.”


  “And they’re still not open,” he informed her.


  “But mine are.”


  “So you make me suffer?”


  “Is making love to me suffering?”


  “Never.” He eased over so he could see her face. “How about making some coffee? Wake me up. Then we can fuck.”


  “Okay!” She practically jumped from bed, and poking around the room, found one of Jake’s old tee shirts and tossed it over her head—came almost to her knees.


  “Damn! You look sexy,” he said.


  “Really? You keep being so sweet to me, I’m going to have to reconsider liking you.”


  “How about letting me see your ass?”


  “And why would you want that?”


  “I love to look at it.”


  She turned around and quickly raised, then lowered the hem of the tee shirt. “There.”


  “No, Amanda, closer,” he motioned her forward.


  “Oh, why?”


  “I want to see if I left any marks.”


  “You know you didn’t.”


  “I might have, that wooden spoon has a pretty nasty bite.”


  Not because he was demanding it, or because she thought she owed it to him, but because she found it very sexy, she padded to his side, and let him see her naked behind. 


  “Ah, yes. There’s a little rug-burn sort of look, right here,” he poked a finger at one cheek, “and here.” He poked some more. 


  “Ouch, that’s enough. So you left marks, you’d better watch out, because I won’t let you next time.”


  “Oh, you think you have something to say about it?”


  “I do.” She gave him a self-satisfied grin. “Now, I’m going downstairs.” She felt better than she had in weeks, maybe months, possibly the entire last year. 


  In the kitchen, she filled the coffeepot with water, the basket with a filter and coffee, and after setting the pot to brew, she wandered around waiting. Looking for something to eat in the pantry, she spotted two decent looking donuts in the cupboard, then grabbed two mugs and a tray to take up upstairs. She couldn’t remember being so domestic with a man so early in the morning. Usually they cooked her breakfast; though she didn’t imagine Jake ever would. Funny, her thighs were even tingling with sexual heat finding the little ritual amazingly sexy. 


  Still waiting for the coffee—his pot was damned slow—she ambled into the living room, toward the front of the house and the windows looking out on Grey Gulch. The view amazed her. The expanse of land was vast spreading out to a horizon miles in the distance—this was one of the reasons why she couldn’t leave the west for places east. That world had left her feeling tight and shrouded and here she could expand. 


  She stood for a while by Jake’s desk enjoying the view then finally glanced around, her eyes suddenly startled by the imprint on a business card lying by Jake’s phone—Burger & Stone, Ranch Brokers. Plucking the card from the desk, she inspected it wonderingly, then put it down. Burger & Stone, hummm. Wonder why? Probably nothing at all. Maybe just a solicitation. Used to get them all the time, brokers wanting to purchase land, speculators, developers, even other horse ranches looking for more animals. This probably had something to do with Grey Gulch not Birch Valley Stables. It was likely nothing at all so she let it drop.


  Thinking the coffee must be done, Amanda moved on, carrying the breakfast tray to the second floor where Jake was waiting for her. The two dipped their donuts in coffee and then smooched until they were too hot not to screw. And once they’d exhausted themselves, Amanda was ready for her day. 


  “Duty calls,” she announced. 


  “Oh?”


  “That little grey pony I’ve been working needs me.”


  “That little scoundrel?”


  “Yeah, I like him. Might keep him for myself.”


  “And what would you do with Pepper?” (the stallion she’d trained while she was still in college.)


  “Love him up, but he’s getting old.”


  “That’s true, but I thought you were wedded to that old stud?”


  “That’s me, wedded to old studs,” she laughed. 


  He snickered, too. “You think I’m old?”


  “Older than me by nearly five years.”


  “And a whole lot wiser.”


  She gave him a playful punch in the stomach then scooted quickly away before he could grab her. She had the advantage of already being on her feet. And having a head start, she was in Jake’s shower before he could get to her. He did manage a few playful slaps to her posterior, but as she kept reminding him, she had a real pain in the butt for a boss and needed to get back to Birch Valley, even if it was Saturday. 


  How could she possibly be this happy? If it weren’t for a few nagging fears, there was little way she could improve on her life. And damn it, if she weren’t falling in love with Jake Colton!




  Chapter Eight


  A Switch In The Woods


  It was nearly quitting time at the stables Monday afternoon; Cissy had just finished brushing down the horses Amanda had worked that afternoon. Her favorite, Hobble, a tawny beige filly seemed particularly fond of her. It warmed her heart the way the sassy girl snuggled in to her when Cissy came to groom her. 


  “You sweetheart,” she purred tenderly kissing the animal’s velvety forehead. “You’re so easy. Wish men were the same.” She was thinking of Garth. Hadn’t seen him all weekend, which was his way to make her suffer. She was supposed to see him Saturday, but he reneged, going fishing with his buddies while leaving her a cryptic message on her answering machine, “We’ll have to postpone your punishment. I’ll call soon.” What an ass! Albeit a cute ass, but still an ass with a damned fine butt. If she didn’t love him so much, she would find someone else, though she had a funny feeling that the next guy wouldn’t be any better. She sighed. “You know, I think I’m gonna have to stick to horses,” she said aloud to the sweet-faced Hobble. “Not so many complications.”


  “So, I’m a complication?” Cissy heard the voice behind her and the shuffle of feet. She turned around. 


  “Yes,” she answered him directly. 


  After two days without him—nearly three now—he looked pretty hot and all she wanted to do was jump his bones, spanking or not. But seeing his grim expression, she knew it wouldn’t be that easy. Then again, if she were in luck, she’d get exactly what she asked for. 


  “Suppose you want to tell me the truth now?” Garth asked. 


  “Truth, what truth?”


  “About Friday night.”


  “I’ve told you the truth about Friday night.”


  “And I don’t believe you.”


  “Well, then, don’t,” she fumed, and she turned back around, pouting. 


  “Aren’t you off work now?”


  “I suppose. I was just enjoying my babe here. She’s a lot more sweet-tempered than you.”


  “If I have a temper at all, it’s because of you, Cissy Riverton.”


  She didn’t reply, though she did feel Garth’s eyes boring holes in her back. 


  “Turn around,” he ordered.


  Cissy refused. Continuing to brush the gentle filly, she went over and over the same places, until it was starting to look ridiculous. But she wouldn’t budge.


  “Turn around,” his voice rose in volume.


  Still, no response though the tension was mounting—especially seeing that Midge, Hank, Sam and Amanda had just entered the stable. The ante in this war of nerves was rising substantially. 


  “If I have to take your pants down right here, I will,” Garth said loud enough for all to hear, “though I imagine you’d like to do this somewhere more private.” 


  Cissy thought a moment, then snapped around, “No, please! Anywhere but here.” She observed the assembly of gawkers with a faint smile. 


  Garth grinned. “That’s better.”


  Taking her hand, he led her from the stables, and they walked toward the woods some two hundred feet behind the buildings. The undergrowth got dense quickly, and though there was a clearly defined path, it hadn’t been walked in some time and needed to be pushed back. He struck a dogged pace as they disappeared into the woods.


  “Ouch!” she grimaced as one branch caught her naked arm. “You’re walking too fast.” She stumbled along behind him, his hand still gripping hers tightly. “Where the hell are you taking me?”


  He did little but grunt in answer to her question, and then suddenly, he pulled to a halt. 


  “Don’t move!” he ordered, letting go of her hand. 


  “Never,” she shook her head looking bewilderedly at him, and then followed his swift movements as he scouted the area for what he wanted. They were standing at the edge of a grove of white barked Birch trees. A gentle breeze disturbing the leaves as though they quaked, too, in anticipation of the scene about to unfold within their midst. Pulling out his pocketknife, Garth grabbed a slender branch and hacked away a four-foot length. Pulling it loose, he cleaned the shaft of a few twigs finally pleased to see the smooth switch appear. 


  On the inside, Cissy winced in fright. She couldn’t remember when she was last punished with such a thing. Once, Jake might have grabbed a stick from a hedgerow and attacked her behind, but he’d never been as deliberate as Garth was being now, and this was awesome. Seeing his hand glide over the thin blade of the birch, she shuddered so deeply she was afraid she’d wet her pants. 


  “You’re not really?” her breathless voice ventured the question. 


  He still wasn’t talking, not until he was ready, and then his order was to the point. “Pants down, over the stump.” He nodded toward the base of a recently felled tree, one broad and high enough to suit Garth’s needs, giving Cissy just enough room to balance on her tummy and provide her accuser the target he needed.


  It had been some time since a whipping had made her cry: but this was taking on such shapes and attitudes, with a measure of frightening unpredictability, that she could feel her eyes burn hot with tears. As far as getting something erotic from this—that idea deserted her mind somewhere along the prickly forest path. 


  “I really have to?” she tried meekly. 


  “Yes, you do. Now, I don’t have all day.”


  “What if I confessed something really important? Would that make any difference?”


  He took notice, so it seemed by the changed expression on his face; but then his eyes narrowed as though he refused to be moved. “You can tell me later.”


  Boy, he was intent on this. With no way out, Cissy bucked up her courage and bravely walked to the stump, unbuttoning her jeans as she went. She stalled as long as she could—like that might change things, when it never did. Oh, hell! her inner dialogue continued, “I’m going to despise every second of this.” Pushing her blue jeans over her hips and letting the denim bunch at her knees, she tried one more time, looking back with a despairing expression and whining her desperate plea, “It’s going to cut.” 


  “Might,” he agreed, but that fact didn’t seem to faze him. “Over the top, Cissy.”


  Giving up, the quivering young woman dropped down on the scratchy surface of the stump. This one was so fresh she could still smell the fresh fragrance of sap and see the sawdust clinging to her knees. Resting her stomach on the edge, she reached forward for balance, and, as though Garth had previously arranged the scene, there was a small log for her to kneel on, making the pose unexpectedly comfortable given the awkward possibilities. She guessed he wanted her to take a lot, and that was not a good sign. 


  Standing behind her at a suitable distance, Garth eyed the redhead’s pretty, white bottom, finding a degree of compassion unexpectedly sweep through him. Perhaps it was just his lust that wanted him to end the silly ordeal. Those two globes certainly looked squeezable, if not kissable as well. He could surprise her with a hands-on spanking, one that would drive her crazy for sex, turn the lascivious brat into jelly as he would work her behind—slap it, kiss it, knead it until she was begging him to screw her. His cock responded to the fantasy so swiftly that he was about to throw the birch switch down, and then, suddenly, Cissy shocked him back into the real world. 


  “Aren’t you ever going to start!” her woeful cry made it sound as though she were dying. 


  He remembered Friday—the insult to his ego, her inconsiderate and deliberate thoughtlessness. No, he wasn’t going to change his mind; he didn’t like being made to look like a fool. Sex could wait, his cock would survive, and if he were lucky, the throbbing thing would have even more stimulation before he was finished. 


  With the broad swing of his arm and a snap of his wrist, he aimed the birch at the center of her pristine mounds and let it rip. Thwack!


  “Yeeeeeawwwwww! Damn that hurts!” Cissy thought the sting would never die. It cut such a wide path of searing heat she was sure he’d broken skin with the first strike—but Garth thought differently.


  “You’ll survive,” he warned, and he let the second cut slice the air in two and land with vigor at a spot just north of the first. 


  “Ah, nooooo!” she tried to be less vocal, but it was friggin’ impossible. Her body seemed to lunge with each slash, while every nerve ending in her brightened as though it had been set on fire. The next few came down in a steady rain. “Ouch! No! Please!” She jiggled and shook. Her bobbing ass was bucking so violently that Garth had a moving target to catch. He paused.


  “Get your belly back down on the stump, or I’ll tie you!”


  “I can’t take anymore,” she shouted.


  “Oh, yes, you can. You’ll take twenty, that means twelve more to go.”


  “Oh, nooo.” She sounded traumatized but Garth knew that was just the brat’s fondness for great drama. 


  “Your behind’s hardly marked,” he advised her.


  “I bet your wrong,” she shot out. “I bet it’s cut to shreds.”


  In the midst of that statement, another cut landed. Her cheeks were turning red, the thin lines turning into thicker stripes the more the switch hit home. Garth imagined that by the time he finished the whole of her bottom would be blooming like a rose with color. And that’s exactly what he aimed for. Giving her a rest after three fresh strikes, he started again and continued with his rounds of three until there were just two finishing cuts to apply. For these, he waited, giving himself and Cissy time to breathe a little easier. 


  “Are you done?” she asked through a sad sob. 


  “Two left,” he said. 


  “Couldn’t we just…”


  “No, we couldn’t.” She’d risen slightly from her pose and looked back with an alarming degree of fear. This was good as far as Garth was concerned. She was too damned cocky. Getting taken down would do her a world of good. Her cousin’s advice came back to haunt him. This certainly wouldn’t be the last time he’d lay it on her so meanly, not if she gave him the kind of grief she had on Friday night. “Now get back down, or I’ll just start over.”


  Cissy sighed again, so heavily it might have been humorous if Garth wasn’t convinced that half her protests were just put on. Seeing that she was back in place, the birch sizzled the last two times, rendering stunning cuts across the already welted skin. Then standing back, the satisfied man let the tension ease before he tossed his switch into the trees. 


  Cissy wouldn’t move until Garth said something. Besides, she needed some time to think this through. Her ass was going to smart for days—or so she believed. And yet, despite the painful ordeal, now that it was over, she felt a familiar fire of physical passion extended from her belly, through her hips and ass and down to her thighs, so there was no where that wasn’t sumptuously aroused. She wanted to churn against the miserable stump, but she was too pissed with Garth to let her feelings show. Then, of course, he had to ask the question, and her obstinate indifference to him passed. “How about your confession now?” he asked.


  “Now?” she turned her head. 


  “Yes, now, and that’s an order.”


  Ooo, he was doing it again, coming on so strong.


  “Can I get up?” she asked. 


  “Nope, tell me now.”


  “Oh, hell, Garth Branch,” she grumbled, “I stood you up deliberately. I wanted to make you mad so you’d spank me and you’d fuck me like a maniac—like you did the first time. I don’t like you making love all pretty and sweet, it’s boring. I like it rough and a little wild and…” her voice dwindled away as though she’d said too much.


  Garth found himself almost chuckling after Cissy’s quick speech. He shook his head amazed. “You’re shittin’ me?”


  “No, I’m not shittin’ you.”


  “So, what you want me to do to you now is screw the living daylights out of you?”


  “That would surely help.”


  Ah, what a find he had in this one, Garth thought. “Is that so?” He found his dick engaged and throbbing almost meanly inside his pants. 


  Striding to her side, Garth knew what he would do. He plucked another branch from a tree, this one still bearing leaves; and seeing Cissy’s cute red ass quivering nervously for some attention, he lightly grazed it over her behind. 


  “Oh, you bastard, don’t tease me.”


  “Isn’t this rough enough?” he purred at her. 


  Her bottom began to twist as much as it had under his cutting switch. “Oh, please, Garth.”


  “Can’t stand a little gentleness?”


  “I need it rough,” she whined.


  “Do you really? You sure seem turned on now.”


  “I am, I’m practically dying,” she pleaded in a voice so desperate that it was hard not to be moved. As the leaves tickled their way along her behind, Garth made his plans. He’d see just how long he could torture her—to the point he couldn’t stand it himself. If he were lucky, and she were as needy as she said she was, he’d take her just as she was now—and he’d have her ass. 


  Cissy’s Oos and Ahs continued until she was practically shrieking her body was so charged with lust. Garth could see her rubbing her pubic mound against the edge of the stump. He imagined her labia and the little bud between them getting a terrific massage, while his own arousal was peaking, too, getting to that point of no return. And with his cock so energized, he determined to move on. 


  Sinking to the ground behind his slut, Garth threw off the branch and attacked her ass just as she’d been wishing for. He thought she might cum on the spot just from the fondling. Squeezing the cheeks, welts and all, he listened to her squeals of pleasure, then began his journey into the interior, inspecting first the messy wetness of her feminine home as the molten channel spasmed on his fingers. 


  “Ah, I could cum!” she cried. 


  He backed off, “Oh, no you don’t.” 


  “Garth no!” this wail of woe was worse than any she’d offered all afternoon. 


  “Oh, you’ll get yours, but in the way I want you to,” he advised her. Going back to her pussy, he gathered the plentiful juice on his fingers and carried it upward to her anus. 


  “Ooo, my,” he heard her moan. A little more, and a little more, her tight bum hole was bathed with the silky liquid. “You gonna fuck me there,” she asked nervously. 


  “Sure am, brat.”


  “I’ve never, Garth… “ She seemed a little tentative, though she was responding well to the probing fingers stretching the opening as he lubricated the clenched rosette. 


  “Easy as anything you’ve done and twice as good,” he told her, while his fingers dove a little deeper, pausing to add more lubrication, then going inside as far as they could go.


  “Ah, oh, Garth, yes. Ooo, that hurts a little, but, oh yes…” He thought she was flying, he’d seen this just once before in a lover; it was a rare treat. Richer too for him. If she took his fingers, she’d take his cock as well. 


  Unzipping his fly, he pushed his pants to his hips and dislodged his spear. He’d learned some time ago that he had a good penis head for fucking ass. It could slip right in to a well-lubed bumhole, just as it would initiate Cissy’s now. Removing his fingers from the primed opening, he pressed the tip of his engorged member at the doorway and slowly thrust it beyond the barrier, feeling Cissy’s body welcome him with little resistance. Her cooing ahs of pleasure seemed to only deepen as his shaft moved along the channel until it was completely swallowed in her ass. 


  “Ah, ah, ah,” she cried in little panting breaths. Never had this happened before. All the sex before, and never this. He had her somewhere she’d never been—seeing things, feeling sensations, finding surrender more sweet than being a cocky bitch. As her boyfriend worked his member inside her ass, the fucking began in earnest and her body seemed to brighten, while her cunt and the little bud were massaged by the action against the edge of the stump. And then suddenly, there was an orgasm coming to her from out of nowhere, drawing on feelings she’d never experienced, turning what had been a pretty fine thing into something she would not forget. She wasn’t even sure when Garth spewed his wad, she was so lost in herself. 


  When Garth at last pulled out, Cissy felt as though something was missing.


  For a time, her boyfriend sat back on the forest floor. “Ah, it would be great to be in bed now,” he voiced his thoughts. 


  Cissy couldn’t agree more. Once she pried herself from the scratchy surface, he could see by her placid expression how she felt. 


  “Was that rough enough for you?” he asked.


  She panted a few more times before she could say a word, and then it was just, “Oh, my.” Another deep sigh, and another whimpering, “Oh, my.” 


  “You want it rough, my darling, you have the right man.”


  “I guess I do,” she managed to say; though she was still in awe and wouldn’t say much more for the rest of the night. 




  Chapter Nine


  The Gathering Storms


  Amanda came hurriedly in from the paddock, looking for Jake. “Is he here?” she asked, brushing by Hank. 


  “No, he took off for a meeting.”


  “Meeting?”


  “Yeah, I haven’t a clue.”


  “Newspaper office?”


  “I don’t think so. He had his briefcase with him, the one with ranch records.”


  “Oh.”


  “Problem, Amanda?”


  She shook off the feeling. “No. I need to call Doc Davis.”


  “About what?”


  “I’m worried, that new stallion that came in, something doesn’t seem right.”


  “How about if I have a look.”


  “Yes, why don’t you? I’m just going to get the vet on the phone.” She moved into the office, while Hank retreated; and once he was gone, she began rapidly shuffling through Jake’s desk. She tried for his datebook, but couldn’t find it. Must have taken it with him. She searched through several drawers, only then noting a name, phone number and date on his desk pad. Burger & Stone. What was he doing? Her stomach began to grind maliciously with everything in her trembling. 


  “Couldn’t find the phone number?” heard Hank speak and jumped. 


  “No, I’ll try the rolodex again,” she thumbed through the cards, pretending that she was having trouble finding what she needed. “Did you look at the stallion?” she asked. 


  “Just a little. I wanted to check with you.”


  “I’ll be right there,” she tried to push him off. 


  “I can wait,” he returned patiently. 


  How long had he been standing there? And was he suspicious? “Oh, here it is,” she looked up smiling as she snapped the card from the roller. 


  “Jake would prefer you copied the number,” he reminded her.


  “Of course, I’ll put it back,” she brushed him off, grabbing the portable phone from the wall and strode through the door smiling on her way back to the paddock.


  ***


  Hank had been troubled by Amanda’s obvious snooping. Seemed strange considering she had this hot and heavy romance going with the boss. It would be pretty shabby if she was just stringing him along to get info on the stables, as though there were some big scheme going on behind her back. Hell, this was just a little horse ranch, why did she have to get all in a snit over controlling the place? It was a good thing she wasn’t his girlfriend, then again, she certainly wasn’t his type. 


  Feeling a warm body snuggling in behind his ass, Hank’s thoughts instantly turned to other things, most notably, Midge’s sensuous body. Oh, did he have plans for her. 


  “And, hello, my sweet submissive,” he said turning around while capturing her in his arms. 


  “Hi!”


  “You ready for tonight?” he asked.


  “What’s tonight?”


  “We have a date,” he reminded her.


  “Of course, we have a date. Something special?” she wondered.


  “Little business to attend to.”


  “Business regarding what?” she asked warily. 


  “You think I don’t know, huh?”


  Midge searched her mind for clues. There was only one possible thing he could punish her for, and he couldn’t know about that. “Know about what?” she asked innocently. 


  He shook his head, still looking amused, though there was a deadly sort of glimmer in his smoky eyes. “You’d better be on your submissive best behavior tonight, Midge McKenna. Be warned.” The tone of his voice clutched her in the crotch and her ass began to tingle as though he was about to spank her. 


  She had good reason to tremble, if knew about her evening with Cissy, but how could he? “Am I going to enjoy myself?” she asked. 


  “I couldn’t say.” 


  She was concerned about his evasive answer, seeing his dark expression deepen the more they gazed at each other. This mood was so like him, having her stomach once again tied in knots—excited, scared and wary. 


  It was hard to believe the distance they’d traveled in a few short weeks. How changed she felt by the way his hands had so adroitly manipulated her desires, as though he knew them better than she knew them. He’d tapped her core, and then seemed to drive down deeper, having the uncanny notion that there was a spring of needs far below. He skewed her mind, turning everything around. She and Cissy used to joke about taking charge of men; but now that seemed so far from her mind she couldn’t imagine anything but surrender. She had Cissy scowling at her, lecturing her about getting too serious about that submissive crap. “You don’t understand,” she’d told her, to which Cissy replied, “No, I don’t.” There were a half-dozen “Cissy events” she turned down in favor of taking the more responsible road, to which Cissy would sigh with exasperation and say, “You’re no fun anymore.” Maybe she just didn’t know what fun could be? Midge would sigh to herself. And yet, she let her best friend talk her into a girls’ night out. Just to prove she wasn’t a stick-in-the-mud, she went.


  How Hank found out, she had no clue


  Getting dressed that evening, Midge took extra care to dress as Hank would like. There was a happy medium in his mind between appropriately sexy and over the line. Over the line had been a pair of short shorts that had become too tight… and a halter that almost showed her nipples if she moved the right way… and a short skirt, which barely covered her behind. She was spanked for that one, and sent to her room to change. She was learning, and probably feeling better about herself. Yes, he loved her looking hot, but not dressed in the same type of sleazy clothes that Cissy sometimes wore. 


  Midge had a feeling that whether he knew about her evening with Cissy or not, tonight would be another session with her ass—the kind of profoundly submissive ones that were as exciting as they were frightening and terribly lewd. 


  Thinking a skirt would be the appropriate choice, she pulled a blue one from her closet—he loved her in blue—and then a fancier style of tee shirt top that hugged her torso and buttoned down the front—buttons gave her some leeway in showing off her cleavage, which Hank definitely admired. The thought of him unbuttoning the little pearls made her quiver like Jell-O all the way to her damp pussy. And because he said they’d go dancing, she grabbed a pair of shoes with three-inch heels. Nothing showed her legs off better, and when she wore them, Hanks eyes always went there first. 


  Finished getting ready, Midge waited for Hank to arrive. 


  After dinner that evening, Hank and Midge danced until nearly eleven. Leaving the tavern, it was almost midnight when they arrived back at Birch Valley Stables. There was little light on this moonless night. For a time, the stars would fill the sky, but then clouds would swirl in around them and push the light away. In the yard, there was just the one light to cover the path between the stables and the house; and in the main stable, there were two dimly lit bulbs to navigate by. 


  Midge assumed that they would go to the small guesthouse some thirty feet from the stable on a rise above the paddock. Hank had been living there since he first started working at Birch Valley. By now in their relationship, Midge would have expected a night together in his bed, but all their intimate dates had ended at her house. Thinking that was where they were going tonight, she was surprised to find him leading her into the stables.


  With the black night engulfing them, they moved into the dank interior of the quiet stable. Occasionally, a horse would snort or whinny, and perhaps there was a mouse scurrying along the floor, but Midge couldn’t be sure. Otherwise, the creaky old building was eerily quiet. Perhaps there was a storm brewing—the air almost smelled of moisture as though it might have rained somewhere in the distance. The hair on the back of her neck seemed to stand on end with the energy about her so electrically charged.


  “Wait here,” Hank told her, stopping at the tack room and leaving her to wait while he went inside. She heard him shuffling about, though she couldn’t see well enough to know what he was doing. When he returned, he held several things in his hand, but they were too hidden in shadows for her to make out what they were. 


  Pushing her forward, they came to a stall with nothing inside but two bales of straw and a bit more scattered across the floor. 


  “Stand still,” he said. 


  While she obeyed, Hank began to remove her clothes. First her tee shirt, and then the front clasped bra, her breasts spilling out with a voluptuous jiggle as they fell from the cups. Though he normally took time to admire them, they didn’t seem to cause one ripple of desire as his expression remained firm and unfeeling. Moving to her waist, he unbuttoned her skirt and pulled it away from her ankles as she stepped out of it. That left her in heels and a lacy, yellow pair of bikini panties pale enough to show the bush of trimmed black pubic hair tucked inside—and, if it weren’t so dark, a spot of wet sex juice right where her labia parted. 


  “Now give me your hands,” he said, as she trembled. She was beginning to sweat with anticipation. 


  “My hands?”


  “Yes, your hands.”


  Presenting them palms up, she looked into his face as he pulled her wrists together and bound them with a leather strap. Yes, he had to know. She was being punished. She could tell by the intensity with which he worked. This was far more than just another practice in submissiveness. She gulped noticeably, thinking of her night with Cissy, wondering why she let herself get hooked again. 


  “Feeling guilty?” Hank asked. 


  “A little.”


  “You should.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “As well you should be. You will not lie to me, Midge. Truth is the foundation of any relationship. I shouldn’t have to tell you that; you should know. If you haven’t already learned that fact, you will learn tonight.”


  Her mind was dazed. How did he know about her lie? Though she couldn’t get the worry from her brain, she was too chicken ask. 


  Making certain that her bonds were secure, Hank turned her around and pushed her toward the back stable wall—an awkward move on the uneven floor in three-inch heels. But Hank didn’t care. Having Midge where he wanted her, he raised her bound wrists to a bolt conveniently fixed just below the window, and slipping a loop of leather over the end, Hank had her hands appropriately out of the way. 


  Midge gazed back at him, eyes swimming with tears, several trickling down her cheeks. If only he could see her face, maybe he would be moved, though she had the feeling there was nothing that would sway him when he was in the middle of a punishment. 


  “I’m sorry, I really am, Hank. I know I shouldn’t have lied to you about my night with Cissy, but I didn’t think you’d let me go to the speedway.”


  For a split-second, the confession seemed to startle him, but he recovered easily. “You’re right about that,” he agreed.


  “It was totally safe, I swear,” her voice was strained and pleading, but it wasn’t doing her any good. To a man with Hank’s old-fashioned ideas, the speedway was no place for unescorted females; and his mood wasn’t about change. As ashamed as Midge was, she didn’t want it to. Just seeing the determined expression on his face, she knew she’d suffer before this ordeal was over. When her eyes caught sight of the heavy leather paddle he gripped in his right hand, she had even more reason to be afraid. The thick hide had been drilled with holes, and she could see that there was definitely some give to the implement. A good snap of his wrist, the thing would sting like hell. 


  In a last ceremony of preparation, Hank lifted the band of Midge’s pale panties and slowly drew them over her ass, so that her two cheeks seemed to swell as they were released, displaying the expanse of skin that would soon burn. Leaving the slip of nylon dangling at her knees, he stepped away. Quickly taking a spot to her left, he began to spank the leather paddle up and down her backside. His strikes came down with blinding speed so there was no catching her breath until he finally stopped long enough to allow them both to take in a breath of air. 


  “Better quit your dancing or you’ll hurt yourself,” he warned. 


  Sure, she thought resentfully. Maybe if he’d let her take off the shoes, but no, he probably liked the way she looked in them—he’d said more than once that her bountiful behind looked especially pretty with her feet in heels. Midge couldn’t believe her anger—she’d never really been mad at Hank, but she was now—or mad at someone. Tricked. She felt tricked, by Hank, by fate, by Cissy—God knows, she had no idea who’d set her up, but that’s exactly how she felt. 


  No more chance to think this through, her brooding thoughts were knocked from her by the paddle coming down even harder than it had before—or maybe it was just that her behind was already aching. 


  “Oh, Hank, please,.” She tried to kick her heels off. “Ouch! Damn. Shit, that stings!” She nearly stumbled. 


  Hank stopped again. “Leave them on!” He was practically roaring, and she instantly gave up the struggle. “I told you to calm down, and you’ll do it now!” His voice ripped right through her. “You pull stunts like this last one, this is what you’ll get. I’m not about to give up until you start getting that through your head—or your butt, if that’s a better place to learn it.”


  Smacking her again, she tried harder to calm. She certainly squelched her cries, since he obviously didn’t like them; though she moaned a lot because she couldn’t help it. This was as harsh a spanking as he’d ever given her, and worse yet, Hank wasn’t content to simply focus on her bottom. The paddled drifted lower to her thighs, peppering those with blows that stung as meanly as the ones on her butt. She was howling after these, finding him returning to her ass, only to drift downward several times before he finished. 


  When he finally dropped the paddle on a bale of straw, he stepped back to examine the damage visible in the dim light. The bounty of her abundant behind glowed with a deep rosy blush, and her thighs below were as hot and sumptuously colored. Placing a hand on the burning skin, he gave it a good squeeze. 


  “You think you learned your lesson here?” he asked.


  “Yes, yes I did.” She was eager to agree, but not yet settled—like she sometimes was after she’d been punished. 


  “Lying is the fastest way to lose me, the next is doing something as foolish as running off with your reckless friend. You hit them both this time. And it won’t happen again. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Good.”


  Midge sighed, glad the ordeal was over, or at least the worst of it had passed. 


  Taking her wrists from the hook above her head, Hank let them down, kindly massaging her aching arms. Until he touched them she hadn’t realized how sore they’d become, and the feel of his hands began to effect her sexually—even though she didn’t want to feel that way. Under the surface of her surrender, she was still disgruntled, and she forced her desires aside. Unfortunately, Hank had an uncanny ability to read her thoughts and her disquiet.


  “All right, Midge, what’s wrong?” he asked. 


  “Nothing,” she lied.


  He smacked her behind. “Do you want me to start all over again or are you going to tell me the truth?”


  “No, I’m sorry, please don’t,” she turned inside his space finding herself standing way too close for comfort, but Hank wasn’t stepping back and there was nowhere else to go. 


  “Come clean now, or I’ll start all over.”


  She hated feeling so ashamed in front of him and hung her head sheepishly so he couldn’t see her expression. A lot of good that did, he only raised her chin with his hand and forced her eyes on his. 


  “I’m mad,” she admitted.


  “No lie there,” he agreed. “Want to tell me why?”


  “Not, really.” 


  Hank found her petulance a bit cute, but it was not acceptable now and he wouldn’t be amused no matter how sweetly defiant she looked. “Boy, you are having a hard time understanding tonight.” Turning her abruptly to her side, he gave her bottom a few punishing cracks of his hand, which had her shrieking in seconds. “But you can change your mind.”


  “Yes, yes, I’m sorry.”


  He stood her upright again. 


  “I’m mad because I shouldn’t have gone with Cissy, and I shouldn’t have lied. I know that and I’m still pissed. In fact, I really don’t know why I’m pissed. I’m all confused. I don’t know who to be mad at.” 


  “Maybe yourself,” Hank suggested. 


  “Me?”


  “Yes, you’re pissed because you can’t get away with anything anymore. You knew that. You tried, and you got caught. Life’s little lessons have a way of hitting hard, especially when you know better. You’re not an innocent teenager anymore. You’re woman trying to mature.”


  “And yet, you treat me like a child.”


  “Oh, no. I’d never discipline a child like I did you tonight. This is definitely an adult experience.”


  Midge took a deep breath, trying to clear out what was troubling her and it seemed to be working. 


  “Growing pains, Midge. That’s all it is,” he assured her.


  “How come your so damned wise?” she asked. 


  “I have no clue. And sometimes I’m not wise at all; but I have a sixth sense about you. Don’t ever try to pull stunts on me. It will never work. I know you like I know my own hand.”


  She had little doubt that was true, and that befuddled her even more. 


  “Now,” he seemed to finally lighten, “if you have your anger handled let’s get on with things.”


  “If it’s not?” she asked. 


  “Well, you can go back on the wall again,” he nodded toward the brick side of the stall where her hands had been tethered. Knowing he was dead serious, she wouldn’t quarrel and another deep breath seemed to ease the rest of her anxiety. 


  Reasonably assured that her tiny mutiny was over, Hank took her by the arm, finally pulling her over the stacked bales. The straw was little comfort for the naked Midge. Poked and pricked, there was hardly any way to squirm that she wasn’t scratched by the bristly stuff. And yet, assuming she was about to have her pussy stuffed with his erection, she let this discomfort slide. Her body was on fire with lust, heat still pouring from her punished behind. All that went straight to her pussy where she could tell there was a flood of sexy liquid gathering. Her sex began to clench in anticipation, though the reward was not the one she expected. 


  Yes, Hank’s hands went for her molten snatch, swathing his fingers in the juice. But instead of lubricating the way for his cock, he covered a dildo with her wetness and began to probe her anus with the rounded end—just as he had nearly every time they made love. In ever increasing increments, he’d been working these rods into her behind, allowing for the most crudely beautiful sensation of physical surrender to overtake all her other desires. Her anticipation mounted each time he worked the channel. Certainly, he was a generously endowed man, but could he be so large that it required weeks to prepare her? Or was he simple toying with her, raising her desire until she was practically begging? She was begging now, at least with her mind. She couldn’t yet spit out the words, but if he knew her as well as claimed to, he’d know this, too. Letting the sensations renew in her, she squirmed against the miserable straw—that, too, increasing her present torment. 


  She even hissed with a gentle, “Yesssssssss,” as her body jerked and jiggled on the prick. She opened wider still—this long dildo going to dangerous lengths inside her ass, and she only wanted more. 


  When Hank finally plunged his member into her snatch below, she had both holes filled, and rocked with them both until her orgasm shook each place, and Hank’s prick thundered to a climax. 


  “I know you want my dick here,” he said as he withdrew the dildo from her ass. “If you’d have behaved yourself, Midge, that would have happened tonight. Instead, you’ll have to wait.”


  She wanted to ask why; but by then, she was so exhausted she just couldn’t spit out the words. She wanted to join him in his bed in the guesthouse on the hill, but she didn’t ask about that either. He put her in such a supremely empty place that their drive home was spent in silence, Midge leaning again Hank’s shoulder, his hand caressing her thigh. Her whole body ached from the awesome results of the night, and she only wanted more. 




  Chapter Ten


  Hell hath no fury…


  Nearly three a.m., the night was as black as any in several weeks. The storm would come by morning, perhaps not before, but already there was the sound of thunder rumbling across the valley. Amanda smelled the air, sensing the moisture, and other things. There was a disquieting feeling about the town of Birch Valley at this hour. When it should have been as peaceful as the sleepy town looked, she couldn’t shake her agitation Maybe it was just her own nerves. For her own purposes, however, she had put her apprehensions aside. It had taken her two days to let her plan take shape, and once settled on, there was no way she’d turn back; no matter how much her hair stood on end responding to the night, or how many goosebumps appeared on her skin. 


  Good thing there was a side door to the newspaper office. She might not have had the guts to even try this if she had to break into the Review under the glaring porch light. Though the streets were usually deserted this time of night, you could never be sure when some stray drunk, or the Sheriff wouldn’t just happen to pass by. With a side door to the building, the plan looked flawless. Armed with her flashlight and a few things to jimmy the lock, she parked the old and hopefully unrecognizable truck behind the building and crept toward the door, sticking to the shadows. 


  Her task went swiftly. Obviously, Jake didn’t think there was too much to protect in the Review office. It took no more than a minute to wiggle the lock and have the handle turn. Inside, she closed the door behind her and turned on a flashlight, searching through the gloom for Jake’s desk. For an entire week, the clues of Jake’s covert plans had mounted—until there was a great big stack of them sitting in her brain and she couldn’t get them off her mind. Beginning with the business card, the appointment with Burger & Stone, there were shortened conversations—times she’d walk into the stable office only to have Jake abruptly hang up the phone—and the night he gathered the business records in his hands and took off with him in his briefcase. She had to see those books! But she couldn’t find them. She’d even looked for them at his house the last time they were together—nothing. There was only one place left to search.


  With every small find or troubling incident, Amanda’s suspicions increased and her anger magnified, turning her boyfriend into a bastard, their love affair into a sham, and her feelings of love into a sour sensation in the pit of her stomach, which gnawed on her all day and made it difficult to sleep. When he’d suggested they get together, she put him off saying she wasn’t feeling well. He knew she was preoccupied with something, but he was preoccupied, too; and this lapse in their once steamy relationship seemed to serve them both. She had to put everything out of her head except her detective work. This was her stables, yes, her stables! The investors be hanged! Including Jake Colton!


  Amanda searched through several stacks of papers on Jake’s desk, finding nothing. She went through desk drawers, file cabinets, wastebaskets, all with no results. There was nothing but newspaper records, certainly no books from the stables. She thumbed through an old datebook, and poured over the scribblings he’d made on his desk blotter. Still, no clues. After searching everywhere, it seemed just one place left to try, and that proved tougher than gaining entry to the building. 


  The one tall cabinet in the corner was locked as tight as a drum. She fumed, banged the metal with her fist, and then took a deep breath trying to figure out what do. Almost deciding to pack it in, she was suddenly swarmed by bright lights flooding the newspaper office. She squinted as they blinded her vision for several seconds. When her eyes finally adjusted to the light, she found herself staring at Garth Branch toting a gun.


  “Hey, it’s just me! Amanda Plover.” Her hands shot up in fright.


  Garth stepped back, pushed his deputy hat back off his forehead and shook his head. “What in God’s name are you doing here?” he asked. 


  “Nothing, nothing really.”


  “Jake know you’re here?”


  “No, I mean, yes.” Damn, she sounded guilty. 


  “I’m afraid I’m going to have to take you in.”


  She was really anxious now. “Oh, Garth, come on. I was getting something for Jake.” 


  “Really?” 


  “Yeah, really. But I couldn’t find it.”


  “And what was this something?”


  “Ah, um…” she paused too long, her mind drawing a blank for any reasonable excuse to pop in her brain. She wasn’t used to lying and was obviously no good at it. “He just needed some papers, couldn’t find them. I was just about to leave.”


  “Funny, Jake didn’t mention this to me. We’ll see if the story checks out, since Jake’s on his way.”


  “He is?”


  “I called him before I entered the building.”


  Oh, shit! “Listen, this was just a…” she stammered, “Couldn’t we just forget it?”


  Garth looked as miserable as she felt. “Amanda, you don’t belong here and you know it. You haven’t given me a reasonable explanation. If Jake says it’s nothing, then it’s nothing. Until he gets here, you’d better just sit tight, because we’re going nowhere.” 


  This was something she never counted on. She was just too smart for anything so stupid; and here the County Sheriff was about to arrest and cuff her. How could she let herself get into this?


  Keeping his eye on her, Garth took a seat at Jake’s desk; and with no other choice before her, she took one herself. 


  The minutes ticked off in the grueling silence. Garth would shift his weight and his feet would scuff the floor. She’d let out a sigh. That was about all the sound for nearly ten minutes until Jake Colton rattled the front door of the newspaper office and walked in. 


  “Amanda?” he looked at her shocked. “You?”


  “Yeah, me,” she murmured under her breath. 


  “What in crissakes are you doing here at this time of night?”


  “I was looking for something,” she said. 


  “And what was that?”


  She decided not to say a word since every possible answer was too incriminating.


  “Amanda?” Jake was baffled though growing angrier and more weary the longer she kept her silence. “Amanda!” he tried to jolt her with a rude tone of voice, a miserably cold one this time—enough to make her think it was the dead of winter and someone had forgotten to turn on the heat. She jumped hearing the volume. 


  “You’re trying to sell Birch Valley Stables out from under me, Jake Colton, and I won’t let you!” She stormed from her chair. “Go ahead, arrest me,” she turned to Garth with her hands out for him to cuff, “I’m guilty.”


  “What the hell?” Garth was too confused to do a thing. 


  “Yeah, Garth, you’d better put her behind bars. Let her sit in jail and stew.”


  “You’re serious,” Garth looked from one to the other. 


  “Yes, I’m serious,” Amanda answered defiantly.


  “You’re damn right,” Jake agreed. “Lock her up for the night. For the rest of her life for all I care.” Then he turned toward the fuming Amanda, pointing a finger toward her face. “I do everything in my power to save your fuckin’ property and this is how you repay me.” The way he seethed, one might expect he’d be exhaling fumes if he went on much longer—either that or slapping her. Jake was, however, was not the kind to strike a woman on her face—especially in anger. So, backing down from the confrontation, he suddenly slammed his fist into the door—ouch! That had to hurt. Garth and Amanda both winced. “Get her out of my office!”


  Garth grabbed the guilty brat by the arm and the two retreated, taking the side door into the alley where he pushed the steaming beauty into the front seat of the county truck.


  ***


  The morning was a bleak one. Amanda had not slept all night. Between the hard, lumpy cot, the thunderstorm, and the damaging hail of charges she was hurtling on herself, there was no way she could be calm enough to sleep. When she heard Garth pulling up outside the jail cell with a tray a food, her eyes popped open. Sitting up, she tried remembering why she was there; the last few hours had gone by in such a blur. 


  “What’s going to happen?” she asked worriedly as she took the tray.


  “I don’t know, Amanda. Jake has every right to prosecute. And I have every right to see this through. You broke the law.”


  “So what does that mean?”


  “You’ll go before a judge this morning. You’ll need a lawyer. Perhaps you should call Pam Fox.”


  Pam was her personal friend who had a small law practice in town. She could just hear her bosomy attorney rant at her for this stupidity. “I suppose so. You really think that’s necessary?”


  “Unless you two can patch things up some other way.”


  “You mean I don’t have to be, what is it? Arraigned.” 


  “Probably not, but it’s not my place to figure it out.”


  She nodded. “I guess I should call Pam.”


  Thankfully, the courtroom was fairly quiet that morning. A cuffed Amanda appeared from the side door escorted by May Kingston, the jail Matron—who only worked when there was a female inmate—a rare occasion in White Birch.


  Amanda went directly before Judge Dickerson—a drowsy old fellow with heavy jowls and the drawl of a Southern gentleman. A second later the courtroom’s main entrance opened, and Jake Colton ambled up the aisle preparing to take a seat—he appeared less volatile than he’d been the night before.


  “Mr. Colton, you want to join us, please?” The Judge called to him. 


  The county magistrate was a crotchety old geezer but he was pretty wise, if not a little antiquated in his thinking. He had read this situation properly and was not about to get in a game between two quarreling lovers. 


  He addressed Jake first, “This report indicates that the two of you have been ‘going together’? That right?”


  “We’ve dated.”


  “A little,” Amanda added. 


  “I didn’t ask you a thing now, did I, Miss Plover?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Then hush your mouth.” He turned back to Jake. “This some lover’s spat?”


  “No, it isn’t Judge. Miss Plover and I have business dealings as well.”


  “And you think this had something to do with that?”


  “Maybe you should let her explain,” he scowled sarcastically. 


  Judge Dickerson seemed to agree and he turned to Amanda. “Says you broke into the newspaper office last night. That so?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “What for?”


  “I was looking for evidence.”


  “Of what, girl, spit it out.”


  “I have good reason to believe that Mr. Colton is trying to sell my stables without my knowing.”


  “I was trying to save the stables!” Jake corrected her.


  “Now you hush,” the judge scowled at Jake. “You couldn’t take your concerns to him personally?” he asked Amanda. 


  “I didn’t think I’d get a straight answer.”


  “Humph,” Dickerson snarled under his breath. “Seems to me this is a domestic problem, not something to waste my time with.” He sighed again and shook his head. “But…” he drawled, “I can’t let you off the hook. You’ve been charged with breaking and entering. You acknowledge that happened?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And you plead guilty?”


  “I do.”


  “Wait a minute!” Pam Fox, who’d been sitting idly by, jumped to her feet. “I need to speak with my client before she pleads anything.”


  “No, you don’t,” Amanda said, turning around. “This is the way I want it handled.”


  “You’re making a mistake, hon.”


  “Then I guess I am. I want it over with.”


  “You two done?” Judge Dickerson finally barked. 


  “Yes, yes we are,” Amanda decided. 


  “Well then, Miss Plover,” the old man said… he took his glasses off and rubbed the lenses on the tail of his robe, then replaced him on his nose, peering through them at the brash young rancher. “Your behavior was foolish and I can’t let it slide. This may be a somewhat sleepy old town, but we do mete out justice when a perpetrator comes through my courtroom. There are two options—I’m sure neither one will suit you, but then punishment isn’t suppose to be comfortable. It’s either sixty days in the county jail or a more graphic alternative.”


  “Alternative, sir?” Amanda asked.


  “In my court, Ms. Plover, uppity women who get too big for their britches will get them taken down to size. If you want to avoid time in jail, you’ll bare your  behind and take the licking you deserve. Now, we’ll adjoin to my chambers to work out the details. After that, I’d suggest the two of you put your heads together and patch things up. I know you two. You’re too damned smart for these kinds of shenanigans—the both of you.” He seemed as pissed at Jake as he was at Amanda, though it wasn’t Jake’s ass about to burn.


  The old man rapped his gavel and court was adjourned. 




  Chapter Eleven


  Birches Soaked In Brine


  Judge Dickerson’s chambers were filled—Garth, Jake, Pam, Amanda and May Kingston mingling awkwardly waiting for the Judge to settle in his chair. 


  “I leave this sentence up to you, Miss Plover,” he growled at last. “If you can take it, your trial will be over in less than an hour, if not, you’ll be shipped off to the county seat where you’ll serve your two months there. Not a pretty place, but perhaps you’d prefer it to taking down your jeans.” 


  “I’m sure, Judge, that I cannot afford the time in jail. Just do whatever you have to.”


  “All right then,” he shifted in his seat and mumbled to himself as he drew a form from his desk and jotted down his final decision. Then he looked up at five pairs of waiting eyes, handing the formal decree to Garth. “Thirty cuts from a brine-soaked bundle of birches applied to Miss Plover’s bare buttocks. The witnesses in the room should suffice. You may administer it yourself or pick one of your deputies to do the damage. She’ll need to sign the waiver I’ve included here.”


  The small gathering waited in stupefied silence for more, Amanda most significantly responding with her jaw dropping in awe of the Judge’s orders.


  As far as the old man was concerned, the proceedings were over; and once Garth shook off the immediate shock, he took Amanda by the arm through the door and led her back to her cell. In his several years as County Sheriff, he’d never seen nor heard of such a severe sentence. The usual corporal punishment was a caning of five strokes, or perhaps a dozen from the old school paddle—these usually applied to some young cowboy who needed a little sobering. This was way beyond anyone’s expectations.


  As Garth locked the bewildered blonde in her cell, he said, “I’m tapping Jimmy Clayton for this. Figure I’m too close to things to have any objectivity.”


  “You think I deserve this much?” she wondered meekly. 


  “It doesn’t matter what I think. I’m sure if you want to change your mind…”


  “No. I’ll get through it.”


  “Sure,” he looked at her glumly. “It will be about an hour before we have things ready. We do administer these in the old courthouse. It has a rail, and all.” Garth looked almost as despondent as Amanda. If she weren’t so sullen herself, his exceeding empathy might have been amusing, but she could hardly be amused when she was the subject of this lamentable rebuke.


  Once Garth left, the penitent little delinquent brooded about the last twenty-four hours, wondering how in the hell she could have put herself in this miserable predicament. Thirty cuts from a bundle of brine-soaked birches. She shivered in fear of what that might mean. Her behind had taken a good deal of abuse from Jake in the last two months, but he’d never given her anything like this—even when he was the most pissed. The only good thing about the whole ordeal was that he wasn’t going to deliver the cuts. She’d been afraid that the Judge might have thought that would be adequate justice. Thank the lord for small favors. It was bad enough that he’d be watching—scowling, snarling, gloating at her. What had he meant anyway—trying to save the stables? No one had yet explained that. As for Judge Dickerson’s edict that they patch up their differences, as far as she was concerned she was washing her hands of the whole matter—including, and especially, Jake Colton. She’d sell her share of Birch Valley, even the ranch house, and train horses elsewhere—or better yet move north, to her brother’s Montana ranch. He’d been bugging her to come up there for a couple of years. They’d never gotten along very well—Nathan was a control freak. But he couldn’t be any worse than Jake. She thought she loved him, really loved him. But now…


  “Amanda.” She heard a soft whisper behind her and turned around to see Jake standing outside the bars.


  “What do you want?” she asked coolly. 


  “To explain a few things.”


  “Sorry, I’m not really up for it.”


  “Seems you’re a captive audience,” he pointed out. 


  “Seems you could have some pity on the condemned and leave them alone in their hour of misery.”


  “Is that what you want?”


  “That’s exactly what I want.”


  “You know, you could have come to me and asked.”


  “I suppose I could have.” She turned a cold shoulder to him and he had no place to go with the conversation.


  “I’ll leave you be. But you should know that I have no intention of selling the stables. A couple of our partners wanted to bow out and sell their shares; I was looking for more investors, better investors with less of an axe to grind. That’s all it was, Amanda.”


  Just what she wanted to hear. Jake Colton coming off as her knight rescuer! “I’d like to be by myself,” she finally said.


  “Sure.” 


  “But, mind you, Mandy, I’m not letting this drop here, no matter where your head’s at now.”


  What the hell did that mean? she wondered, but she wouldn’t ask. 


  Time moved like a lazy old slug until Garth and May Kingston came to the cell to lead Amanda out. 


  “You’ll have to change into a prison dress,” May informed her. “I’m sure it will be less embarrassing than taking down your jeans.” 


  Amanda didn’t answer but followed the woman into a side room of the old courthouse, which connected to the new one through a short walkway. There she removed her clothes, panties and all, then threw the ugly, misshapen dress over her head. It was just as well there was no mirror; she probably looked ghastly, no makeup left (but then, who needs make-up when they’re going to the gallows?), her hair disheveled. The blue prison dress and her bare feet made her look and feel meek. And the handcuffs that May Kingston found necessary truly made her feel like a criminal. If it was the Judge’s intention to humble her, he’d certainly done a good job. Ready as she’d ever be, the remorseful beauty was led out the door and down a narrow hallway.


  Once entering the tiny courtroom, Amanda’s shivers began in earnest as the reality of her punishment hit her like river rock. Looked like a communion rail in front of the old Judge’s bench. And though there were only a handful of witnesses in the room, the stone walls seemed to close in around them making her think for just a moment that she was in a crowded, brawling courtroom of a century ago. To the side of the rail was a two-foot high earthenware crock in which she could see a large bundle of birches sticking out from the opening—obviously, they were soaking in brine. She didn’t even want to think of how they’d sting. 


  Staring up, her eyes focused briefly on her audience, Pam, Garth and, of course, Jake. He was expressionless. I’ll bet he could have stopped this, she said to herself. But, of course, he wouldn’t. He believed in old-fashioned justice like the rest of the tiny community—and apparently, she did as well—after all, here she was. Could have stopped it herself. 


  Trembling so nervously that her legs could hardly move, she was given a gentle shove and propelled forward by the force of May’s hand behind her. She was facing Jimmy Clayton as she walked toward the rail. He looked pretty damn official in his uniform tan slacks and shirt—tight fit, proud chest, military buzz-cut, at least six feet tall. He got out of the Marines just a year ago and looked every bit as if he were still ready for combat. He could have been a good-looking guy if he weren’t so severe; and he looked especially so right now. He nodded to her, but didn’t say a word. And once taking the keys to her handcuffs from May took over the remainder of the proceedings. 


  Amanda massaged her hands and wrists once they were freed. The cuffs had fit so tightly that she could see circles imprinted in her flesh where the metal rubbed.


  “Over the bar, Miss Plover,” Jimmy said in a low growling voice. Oh, if there were only some kind of sexual pleasure she could derive from this, the way she found her whippings from Jake; but she couldn’t even fathom her bottom turning into a sensuous fire of heat, and her pussy suddenly charged with desire. This was pure hell, and would be from start to finish. 


  Draping herself over the polished wooden rail, Amanda noted that someone had conveniently affixed a lower bar to the back of the apparatus, so she would have something to steady herself once the punishment began. That should have been enough to keep her poised; but then, quite unexpectedly, she found the deputy bending down to her ankles and strapping her feet in place two feet apart. Oh, yes, this was a fine situation—minimizing the opportunity to dance away the physical grief. She’d just have to remain stoically in place and take it. Feeling miserably immobile, her agony only increased with each indignity she was required to endure. When Jimmy finally lifted the hem of her dress, she realized the awful truth about the pose—not only was her ass blatantly bared, but without her legs pressed together as they might have been, the pouch of her sex was clearly visible to the audience behind her. Her shame could not have been greater. 


  Looking to the side, she saw Jimmy moving for the crock of birches. And her amazement continued as she watched in horror, seeing the deputy remove one of two thick bundles of slender sapling branches from the water. She could smell the vinegary brew as the pungent aroma stung her nostrils. How these would rip her behind! 


  “Thirty, Miss,” Jimmy announced, and with no more fanfare than that, he stepped back, and began with the broad sweeping motion of his arm. Packing muscle in his blows, he delivered the first painful burst of strikes. Amanda gasped for air as her body finally understood the kind of awesome pain this punishment would bring. He’d only laid on five and the sting was misery. 


  Having paused after these first ones, Jimmy and the audience of three could see tiny red lines begin to rise on the tawny tan of Amanda’s bottom. Then stepping into the task again, the deputy rained another swoosh, swoosh, swoosh of birches, ten this time, Amanda panting, mewing and struggling to ignore the burst of fire that her ass became. 


  “Oh, no, I can’t,” she finally moaned in a tearful plea. 


  Her tormentor didn’t see it that way. Not moved to compassion in the slightest, he returned to the pot of brine, soaking the birches to renew their impact. Then taking position again, he started in a third time, laying cut after cut of his bundle on her skin. By then, it was more than just red lines appearing on her flesh. In several places welts were rising on the surface, and in other spots, her skin was torn enough, not to bleed, but so that the brine could work its brutish bite deep into the wounded flesh. Everywhere her ass burned, outside and inside, the pain penetrating beyond just flesh going deeply into her mind. 


  She was beside herself in agony, moving gracelessly, as best she could to avert the strikes; but that was so impossible that her efforts looked pitiful. Taking a woman of such pride and arrogance to this level was truly amazing. Everyone present—including the stoic and old-fashioned Jake Colton was amazed. 


  Twenty-five done, just five remained. For these, Jimmy Clayton returned to the earthen crock. Having tossed aside the slightly battered bundle, he reached for the fresh one. Amanda couldn’t help but peek, seeing the birches dripping as Jimmy pulled them from the crock. Her misery went deeper still. Her skin still stung and he was going to lay on more? Fear supplanting everything, she closed her eyes and held on with every nerve in her small frame tensed. 


  “Yeeeeeeawwww!” her cry roared above the silence as the next strike seared another path of pain across her tortured flesh. The rash of welts produced by these last cuts would certainly remain for days. 


  When the next cut ripped, Amanda howled again, as her body attempted to effect some mutiny. But this wasn’t possible with her feet tied, and she could hardly pry her fingers from the bar she clutched so tightly. As she calmed, she tensed again, waiting for the next strike. For this one, the brawny deputy reared back as fiercely as he had so far; and as though the incredible tension in the room were just too much for anyone to bear a second longer, he didn’t pause, but finished off Amanda’s thirty swiftly, laying three strikes across the tender middle of her blistered behind. 


  With a heavy sigh, she slumped on top of the rail, finally allowing tears to flow. She couldn’t imagine anything as ghastly as those seconds, with all eyes locked on her pitiful rear, no one moving, the air humid, thick with anguish and an intolerable electricity no one seemed to understand. 


  Jimmy moved first, tossing the birches back in their brine; then crouched low to free Amanda’s ankles. With May helping the diminished young woman to her feet, the ugly dress fell over Amanda’s ass and she was led from the room. 


  The most painful part of the next fifteen minutes was getting dressed. Pouring herself into her tight blue jeans seemed an impossible task, but she had no choice with no other clothes available. Finally, making herself presentable, Amanda slipped out through the Sheriff’s office with a nod to Garth expecting to move toward her battered truck and a little freedom.


  “Mandy,” she turned hearing Jake speak. His voice seemed to tear at her with its kindness. “I’m sorry about this.”


  “Sorry about what? That I got my ass whipped? You’re never sorry about that.”


  “It was unnecessarily rough. I should talk to the Judge about the severity of his sentencing.”


  “Don’t bother on my account. It’s over and it won’t happen again. I assure you of that.” She stared at his withered face for some seconds then tried to brush past him. 


  “I think we should talk.”


  “I have nothing to say.”


  “I’d like to explain everything that had you so curious.”


  “It’s not necessary.”


  “Amanda, don’t cut me off.” He was still speaking kindly, though his irritation was beginning to show. 


  “What we had is over Jake,” she stated her position succinctly.


  He was angry now. “Only because of your misplaced pride.”


  “Maybe so,” she answered, but she wasn’t budging. 


  “I told you before, I won’t let this matter drop—trust me, we are not over, and you’re not writing me off.”


  She almost smirked with glee at that hotheaded retort, but instead she whisked past him too quickly for him to grab her. So fucking sure of himself, the bastard! She fumed all the way home, as she set her aching ass on the seat of the truck, and with every bump along fifteen miles of potholed roads until she drove into Birch Valley Stables. Even walking was pure hell, so that her first act on entering the house was to break down in tears. 




  Chapter Twelve


  Things Wrought In The Dark Of Night


  The quietest place in all of Birch County seemed to be the offices of the White Birch Review. With so little going on in the sleepy berg and the surrounding community, there was little to write about. The only really lively thing that had happened in days was the incident in the old Courthouse as Amanda Plover’s behind met with an awesome fate at the hand of Deputy Jimmy Clayton. Would have made one titillating story, but Jake would be damned if he’d print one word about that unfortunate scene. He wasn’t much of a newspaperman suppressing a story, but this was one he hoped would die inside that stifling courtroom with the handful that had the deplorable task of witnessing the event. 


  Since that day, Jake had laid low, going to the stables only once. He heard through Hank Devlin that Amanda was still working, same as ever, if not a little more distant—but then that was nothing new for Amanda Plover. Eventually, he’d have to show up, but as long as things were running so smoothly without him, he figured it was just easier—give Amanda time to cool down. Not that this was easy. At least twice a day he had a good mind to ride over to the stables and confront her. He figured it might just take another paddling to knock some sense into her. But after this last ordeal, he knew she needed some time to recover, physically and emotionally. Ah! It was such a quandary. A tough one, that endlessly tossed around inside his thoughts. Eventually, the answer would come, but he wasn’t sure when. 


  When the door to the newspaper office suddenly flew open, Jake was so lost in thought that he jumped a mile hearing the unexpected sound. What followed was even more aggravating to his frayed nerves. 


  “Can you imagine the gall!” Cousin Cissy stormed through the door looking as though she was about to spit nails. “I can’t believe the man. He’s totally crazy!” She paced the floor looking so distraught that Jake almost laughed. 


  “What’s gotten in to you?”


  “A friggin’ maniac! I’m in love with a maniac.” She thought a moment. “Maybe you could help me since you have so much experience with this—what do you do when you have fall out of love with someone?”


  “What makes you think I’m so experienced with that?” he said feigning hurt. 


  “Well, obviously, Amanda dumped you.”


  Jake shook his head, having no intention of going down that road with Cissy. 


  “So, what is this big problem you’re having with Garth? It is about Garth?”


  “Damn right, it’s about Garth. The bastard!”


  “Yes…”


  “He wants to get married!”


  “To you!” Jake almost spit out his coffee.


  “See. Isn’t that the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever heard?”


  The initial shock over, Jake settled, watching Cissy continue to stew. “You’d think the guy just spanked you, Cis. Or worse yet, tortured you with hot oil and threw you in a tar pit.”


  “Jake,” she droned unhappily. “What am I going to do?”


  He shrugged. “How the hell am I supposed to know? I can hardly conduct my own love life.”


  “But married? Me?”


  “Did he explain himself?”


  “Yes,” she sighed. “He loves me.”


  “That’s a great reason. You love him?”


  “Of course I do. But married?” She fumed a little more, “He just wants to keep the thumb screws on me.”


  “And would that be so bad?” Jake couldn’t have been more delighted with this news. Now, if he could only steer her in the right direction.


  “Yeah, sure, of course you’d agree.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with settling down.”


  “Oh, damn. I love him so much I can hardly see straight sometimes. And then he makes me so mad I want to break it off. What do you think being married is going to do?”


  “I have no idea. I’ve never been married. But don’t go tossing the proposal away. Could be the best proposition you’ll ever get.”


  “You really think so?”


  “Garth Branch is the best husband material around here. Remembering some of jerks you dated, you should be happy that he wants you—bratty side and all.”


  “But marriage just isn’t my style,” she said while slumping into a chair. 


  Jake watched her for a few moments, then consulting his watched reminded her that she should be at work. 


  “I’m too shook up,” she said wearily.


  “Maybe so, but I think a little manual labor would do you some good.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll call in sick.”


  “Really?”


  She stared at the floor for some seconds, then at Jake. “Oh, damn! I can never win around here. I should just marry Garth to get away from you. First, you become my guardian, then my boss. You’ve got way too much control of my life.”


  “Go on, Cissy. Get back to the stables before I fire you—or better yet, cane your behind.” He started to rise, as though he was going for her, and she jumped from her chair. 


  “Okay, okay, I’ll get going. But please, don’t say anything to anyone about this, please.”


  “I promise.”


  She was out the door seconds later, Jake shaking his head in amazement. 


  An hour later Jake was still in his office about to leave when Clinton Dawson and Jed Stallings came through the door. 


  “What’s this about a sale of Birch Valley Stables?” Clinton fixed a keen eye on Jake, his head sort of cocked at a funny angle. Clint was almost seventy, a little hunched in the shoulders, his greyish hair a little too long for an older gent, but it was the way he’d always worn it. 


  “Sale? There’s no sale,” Jake responded.


  “There have been some pretty nosy people around the past couple of days, asking all kinds of question. Now I understand they are an investment group out of Sacramento. These your people?”


  “Not mine. I don’t know a thing about them” Jake insisted. And he didn’t.


  “Amanda start this?”


  “I have no clue. I haven’t seen her in a week.”


  “I want this on the up and up. And right now things sound pretty fishy here.”


  “How about I talk to her?” Jake said. “I was just about to run out there and see how things are going.”


  “Yeah, you do that,” Jed added. “Here I thought you were arranging a sale.”


  “I’ll find out, Jed. Don’t get bent out of shape yet.”


  “Hell, I thought Amanda Plover would be out on her ear by now—especially after she broke in here.”


  “How did you find out about that?”


  “My wife plays bridge with May Kingston.”


  “And she said something?”


  “Enough to know that the bitch got her fanny royally whipped—which she deserved. Why the hell didn’t you fire her?”


  “Misunderstanding, gentlemen. Let me find out what’s happening and I’ll call you tonight.”


  It takes exactly twenty-two minutes at 55 miles an hour to get from White Birch to the stables. It took Jake seventeen and a half minutes once he’d hopped in his truck. And then another sixty seconds to have Ms. Plover cornered. 


  “What gives, Amanda? You’re going behind my back now since you think I slighted you?”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Jed and Clinton are hearing some odd things about investors from Sacramento. What’s going on?”


  “I have every right to seek other investors, to buy those buzzards out if I can, and that’s exactly what I plan to do. I almost have things arranged.”


  “Really? And what if they don’t sell?”


  “You know as well as I do that they will. Just because your schemes failed, doesn’t mean that mine will.”


  “You’re looking for the controlling majority?”


  “You got it.” She was smug, sassy and very in control. A whole lot different than the last time he saw her; and though a good deal prettier now, he wasn’t sure he didn’t like the more humble Amanda Plover better. 


  “So, it’s all lined up, huh?”


  “I certainly hope so,” she said, pointing her haughty nose in the air. “If I’d been in my right mind when I moved back here, I’d have never sought local money in the first place.” 


  “You might be cutting off your nose to spite your face.”


  “Then that will be my doing, won’t it?”


  Jake shook his head. “You know, you didn’t have to let it come to this.”


  “But I did,” she stated flatly, as though there were some triumph in that.


  “You sure did. I thought I was a hard ass, but you, lady, take the cake.” He stared at her as though he could stare through her. “You want to know what I think?”


  “I don’t really care, but I suppose you’re going to tell me anyway.”


  “Yeah, I am. I think this has nothing to do with the stables. It has everything to do with you and me, and you’re fucking scared of being in love.”


  “Oh, don’t kid yourself.”


  “No, I’m not anymore. You’re right about that. I wouldn’t try to be in love with you. It’s just too damn hard. Too much to hope that I can thaw an iceberg.”


  She looked a little stunned by that assessment; but the moment only lasted seconds, as her mouth twisted into a contemptuous grin. “Well, so much for not letting the matter drop?” The ache inside her seemed to center in her chest. A mean hurt rising swiftly, she had to toughen herself against the feeling and push away the threatening tears. “Guess it didn’t take much for you to lose your nerve, just that testosterone talking at the courthouse.”


  “I suppose so. I was foolishly in love with you then. I’m certainly not now. Good luck pulling off your little coup. It will be a relief not to worry about this place.”


  He was gone seconds later, leaving Amanda breathing heavily. Her heart was pounding as was her head; and her stomach felt as though she’d just swallowed battery acid. This was not what she expected. Not at all. She’d waited a week for Jake to appear—as he said he would. Half her heart wanted him to shake her back to reality after that dreadful birching. She wanted him to hold her. She needed some kind of comfort—even if she did push him away. But he hadn’t come, as though he didn’t care. Where was the love now? How could it disappear so fast? And what happened to that sweeping vow? She could only conclude that the love was as hollow as all the other hollow loves in her life. Just another bad end, to a bad romance. She wanted to cry now that he was gone, but couldn’t. Saddling Pepper, she decided that it was time for a long ride. 


  “Hey! Where are you off to,” she heard Hank’s voice call to her as she was headed toward the pasture.


  “Out!” she called back. 


  “Not now!” he spoke sharply—enough to draw her back close. 


  “I won’t be long, but I need to get out of here.”


  “You want to face this sky on horseback?” He turned his attention toward the darkened horizon before them, seeing nothing but churning clouds, hearing little but the rumbling of thunder.


  “I said I’d be quick and I will—half hour.” 


  “No more.”


  “Of course not,” she said, and before he could say more, she was gone, Pepper prancing like a three-year-old, as anxious as his rider to quit the paddock. 


  The storm advanced quickly with the sky opening in a torrential downpour not forty minutes later. At six o’clock, Amanda still wasn’t back. “Serves her right,” Hank declared aloud as the water drenched the summer-parched ground, turning dust into mud, and the footpaths into rivers of water. 


  ***


  At seven thirty Jake got a call at home from Hank.


  “Has Amanda stopped there?” he asked. 


  “Haven’t seen her.”


  “Any idea where she could be?”


  “Not a clue. Why?”


  “She took Pepper out late this afternoon and I haven’t seen her since.”


  “Well,” he thought a moment, concerned as much over Hank’s mood as anything. “She’s an experienced horsewoman and reasonably intelligent. She’ll find cover somewhere.”


  “Yeah, probably,” he attempted to agree, except that his unsettled feeling wouldn’t go away no matter how he rationalized the possibilities. They only got worse the longer the roof on the old shed clattered noisily as the driving rain pelted the metal. 


  Amanda wasn’t back by eight o’clock. Not by eight-thirty, or nine—when Hank finally called Midge. 


  “I can’t leave here,” he said tersely, “Amanda’s missing.” 


  His anxiety set his girlfriend on edge. “Missing?”


  “Maybe missing. Maybe pissed off. Maybe just wreaking vengeance. Who the hell knows? I can’t leave till she returns.”


  “Then call Jake?”


  “Why Jake?”


  “Let Jake wait for her.”


  He didn’t like her tone of voice, or her barking orders. 


  “I’m waiting until she returns, Midge. I’m afraid you’ll have to live with that.”


  She didn’t want to live with that, and started to blurt out, “But I thought…” then stopped, sensing something ominous through the phone line. 


  “Yes, we were, and we might still,” Hank filled the gap, “but if you’re going to be a bitch about it…” 


  “I’m sorry,” she jumped right in, sounding less demanding, but it was hard to disguise the strain in her voice. They had plans, big plans, ones they had been anticipating for weeks. They both knew what the night would bring, and what Amanda’s disappearance meant. Another delay, poor Midge was frantic. 


  Nine-thirty, Amanda had still not showed. The phone rang, just as the restless cowboy was trying to snooze, and he jumped a mile to reach for the receiver. 


  “Any news,” Jake was on the other end. 


  “Not yet.”


  “I’m calling Garth.”


  “And what’s he supposed to do?”


  “Ride out with me to find her.”


  “As dark as it is, in a driving rain?”


  “Yeah, as dark as it is, in a driving rain. Besides it’s letting up.”


  “Not on my side of the county. But be my guest. Just call me if you find her.” He knew it was a waste of time, but then, if it had been Midge—maybe he’d have been as foolish too. 


  Hank cooled his heels for another hour waiting, when Birch Valley Stables was suddenly overrun by a stream of headlights and engines; two county trucks, Jake’s Jeep and Midge’s tiny Ford pulled into the yard all at once. The rain had stopped, though the storm was still alive, thunder sounding through the valley as though it was about to strike again. 


  “What’s this? The posse?” He snarled at them all, leaving his most lethal looking expression for Midge. “Why are you here?”


  “I thought we could wait together.”


  “Well,” he frowned, “you thought wrong. Go home, Midge.”


  “But…” Her expression was desperate, her heart feeling as though he’d just trampled it with his boots. She almost started to cry—a frantic plea for sympathy, but he wasn’t listening.


  “Go home, Midge, before I take down your pants and paddle you here.” He pointed his finger in the direction of her car, but she still didn’t budge. Not until he boomed a deep-throated, “Now!” which set her feet flying back to her car.


  Midge taken care of, he and Jake’s small entourage retreated to the stables.


  “We’ve scoured all the roads between here and town.”


  “She might have headed to the high country.” 


  “Even the Jeep won’t go in that terrain.”


  The four men jawed for several minutes about what to do, when Hank finally repeated his refrain, “So we wait.” 


  “Hell, no, I’m riding out,” Jake said calmly, “you all can cool your heels here, but if she’s down in some culvert, I’d rather find her now as later.”


  “Suit yourself,” Hank replied, “but you find her, Jake, her ass is mine.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah. I take her first, and you can do whatever you want to later. I gave her orders this afternoon, and she defied me without batting an eye. You think I’ll let that slide?” He shook his head and walked off. 


  ***


  Amanda Plover had ridden out just before six o’clock, with the full intention of defying Hank Devlin’s arbitrary orders. Just because it was going to rain was no reason to change her plans. She had her slicker and a change of jeans in her pack, left from her last long distance ride. When the rain began, she was near enough to an old roadhouse to stop for dinner. The rain was coming on fast, and not likely to stop, but there was just enough of a break about seven o’clock to get her going again. Thinking that she should probably just ride back to the stables, she took the familiar paths, the rain beginning to beat down on her with ever-increasing fervor. Enough of this, it might drown her miserable sorrows—she might even have been crying in the midst of this onslaught of water, but even she wouldn’t know what was tears and what was rain. 


  As the road forked toward the stables, Amanda took an unexpected turn—Pepper almost making the move by himself as though the animal sensed what she needed. Taking a well-worn and familiar trail along Smith Creek, she pulled up at Old Sally’s cabin on the backside of Fork’s End Ranch. If nothing more, she could dry off, wait for the weather to lift and share a cup of tea. Sounded a whole lot better than spending her whole night alone in a big old empty house. 


  “Do you love him?” Old Sally asked, after they’d set a bit on her screened porch. She was pretty proud of her porch. One of her sons had come up from Phoenix to build it for her at the beginning of the summer. She could rock to her heart’s content and not worry about the critters—mosquitoes and gnats that would flock up river in the summer. Made her feel closed in and cozy. Sitting especially suited her now. Having come some distance in her life, she was too tired for much else. Sally was a gnarled old Granny with an old-timer’s plain view of the world, who’d wait hours on end for someone to explain it to. 


  “Love who?” Amanda responded to her question.


  “It’s a man that’s in the blues you got,” she said with the conviction of the old, and she asked again, “Do you love him?”


  What a question! But having come from an astute observer of life, the younger woman couldn’t really avoid the truth. Sally would know. “Yes. I love him,” she said. “But love’s impossible for me.”


  “And why is that? You put up those barriers in your mind, you’ll never cross them with your feet.”


  Amanda didn’t have an answer, but Sally’s question made her think—and so she thought and thought a lot, and drank more tea, and then a little of the woman’s homemade wine. Relaxation settled in on her like a fog rising in a mountain valley at sunrise, the kind that supplants the sun. Best she’d felt in some time. She’d need to wait until the fog lifted before she could move on, so the evening simply whiled away until she was getting sleepy—and the rain finally decided to move on. Peeking up at the sky, she could even see a star or two where the clouds parted. 


  “Time to get going,” she announced. She shifted her weight in the chair as though she were going to rise. 


  “Can stay here if you like,” Sally replied.


  “I have to work tomorrow, so I need some sleep tonight.”


  “Then you best get on. That’s if you’re okay?”


  “Ah, Pepper knows this road by heart. After all, he brought me here,” she laughed. “We’ll take it slow.”


  Time didn’t seem to matter in this little haven. And her sit on Sally’s porch had clarified lots of things. Needing to get back to the real world, she ambled out the screen door and mounted her horse. 


  “Tell him you love him,” Sally called to her. “It’s a tonic that works wonders.”


  As she set out for home, Amanda wondered if that were true. 


  A weary Jake had no luck finding Amanda. Nor did Garth and Jimmy. It was nearly midnight when they returned to the stables disappointed to find that she hadn’t showed up there either. 


  “Probably should wait until morning,” Hank said. The four were standing in the yard staring out to the open grassland and pastures beyond—though the thick night made it impossible for them to see much past the immediate yard. 


  Just as they were about to disband for the night, they heard the rustle of wet leaves and grass just beyond a hedgerow of trees. And a moment later, Amanda showed herself, riding slowly into the yard.


  “Who the hell turned on the lights!” she said, with a hand over her eyes as if she’d been blinded. 


  “You okay?” Hank strode out to take the horse.


  “Of course, I’m okay.” Her calm was instantly swept away seeing the scowling faces of the four men. “What’s all this?”


  “You’ve been missing since six.”


  “Missing? Me? I’m on my horse, I’m not missing!”


  “We had an agreement, Amanda. You’d be back in a half hour.”


  “So, you thought I’d actually follow your orders?” she sassed as though she couldn’t believe he was serious. 


  “It’s almost midnight,” Hank leveled her with an incisive stare as she dismounted. 


  “You’re not my keeper, Hank.” She stared past him to the three men standing beyond him. “Nor are any of you.”


  There was not a word she said that didn’t turn on her. “I want to see you in the stable office when you’re finished putting the horse to bed,” Hank told her in a voice that tread the fine line between anger and calm. Behind it brewed a full, raging storm.


  “About what?” She asked.


  “You disobeyed an order,” was all he said. He moved past her into the stables, which left Amanda staring at Garth, his deputy and Jake—who’s wide open expression told her nothing about what he was feeling. She recalled with some regret that bittersweet conversation with Sally. So much for talking about love, the last few minutes killed the mood. Maybe later, and then maybe not…


  Leading Pepper to his stall, her exhaustion was compounded by the time of night, the long ride, and now a confrontation with Hank. No. She’d be happier to ignore him and get some sleep. But with two lawmen and a maverick cowboy guarding the gates, she wasn’t sure there was any way she could get to the house without being seized by their long arms. She took her time, cooled Pepper down, and finally quit the stables, walking out into the fresh air. Jack, Garth and Jimmy were on the far side of the yard, talking, so she headed for the house. 


  “Amanda!” She heard Hank’s roaring voice, but she ignored it. 


  He wasn’t stopping there, and his next call scorched her ears, “I can fire you right now, or in the morning—which will it be?” 


  She stopped, for several seconds not moving. The silence was a challenge for them both; the winner in this battle would win the war between them. When she finally moved back his way, Hank realized his triumph; and turning, he abruptly retreated to the stable office. 


  Swishing past the silent ghouls in the yard, Amanda strode through the door, blaring, “What did you want?” 


  “A reasonable explanation,” he stated simply. “Close the door.”


  She looked at him warily, but followed the order, declaring, “I have none. I needed to ride.”


  “In the rain?”


  “Yes. In the rain.”


  “You don’t look too drenched.”


  “I ate dinner at the miner’s roadhouse and sat on Old Sally’s porch for a couple of hours—not that it is any business of yours.”


  “It’s my business when you have this county in an uproar. It’s my business when you deliberately deceive me. It’s my business when you can’t be found because you’re a rude, contemptuous bitch.”


  “Oh, what a vocabulary!”


  “Doesn’t any of this effect you?”


  “Not in the slightest.”


  “Well, maybe this will,” he reached for his belt buckle as he stood. “Take down your pants and get over the table.”


  “I will not submit to you!”


  “Oh, you will, or your job’s gone. Your choice.”


  “You know, you are as miserable as all the rest.”


  “I can be real sweet, Amanda, but I’m tired of being sweet with you. I thought we had a decent working relationship, but you threw that in my face tonight. I’ve placated you, felt sorry for you, held my tongue a dozen times to spare your feelings, but I’m not going to now. I’m going to speak with my belt and you’re going to listen. Now get moving.” He pointed to the desk and she stared at it mesmerized by the emotion Hank Devlin poured out. 


  They were standing so close she could feel him breathing—as though his breath was going to blow her down. 


  “How dare you!” the only words she could spit out, though she managed to speak freely with the palm of her hand as it came from out of nowhere, landing on Hank’s cheek with a mean thwack!


  To her utter shock, Hank smacked her back, stinging her left cheek with a force that took her completely off guard and made her stumble, as it turned out, right into Hank’s firm arms. Then as though she were little more than a sack of potatoes, he pushed her over the edge of his desk, withdrew his belt, and began laying it on her pushed out behind. Ten smacks down the road, he stopped, just long enough to yank her pants to her knees. 


  By then, she wasn’t fighting him anymore. He was too big, too strong, too damned determined. She had no choice but to surrender to those odds. 


  He warmed her skin with a staccato of steady smacks—each one delivered with a good deal of power. Hank didn’t care much for style, form, or what it looked like. He certainly wasn’t looking for the thrills he’d get with Midge. This lesson would be short and sweet, and quickly over in about three minutes. In that time he’d make sure that she felt every bit of fire he felt inside. 


  Amanda held her tongue for as long as she could. And yet, this savage attack was so intense and so strident that she couldn’t hold out forever. As the fury of emotion rose and fell, so too did her agitation and the raging pain. “Yeeeeeouch! Goddammit!” she finally cried, as her red ass wriggled, and her bare pussy pressed into the hard edge of the wood. “Good, lord, that’s got to be enough!”


  “Enough’s when I say enough!” Hank’s retort came back harshly. He continued with the blast, raising and lowering his aim so that her entire behind felt his wrath. And then as he danced the belt up and down her ass, he began his lecture. “Let’s get a few things clear, Amanda Plover. I’m in charge of this stable, and you crossed a line tonight. You work for me; I don’t work for you. You let me know when you’re out riding. You let me know when you’re going to return. You don’t go taking off for half the night then pretend that nothing’s wrong.” He punched the belt with additional fervor as his speech went on, then punctuated his final statement with one last particularly mean strike. “Is that clear?” 


  “Yes, yes it is,” she said. Sensing that he’d actually finished, she stood facing the impassioned cowboy. His face was immovable. This was just too much. Too many men. Too much anger. Too much fear. When would it ever end? 


  “Good,” he said, and with his eyes as narrowed and intense as she’d ever seen them, he added his final attack, “you do everything in your power to piss people off and then cry foul when someone worries about you. You had half this county thinking you were lying in a ditch. Jake and Garth and Jimmy spent half the night scouring the ranch and every road around here, in the black of night, in the pouring rain, and you have no more to say to anyone but your curt, ‘so what, you’re not my keeper’.” He shook his head in disgust. “You cross the line one more time, I’ll see you’re gone. I don’t care who you think owns this stable. You don’t own me, and you won’t take my peace of mind away from me. Now get out of here.”


  The yard was empty by the time a weakened Amanda marched toward the house. She’d been sure she would have to face Jake after she met with Hank; but there was no sign of him, or Garth and Jimmy for that matter. They’d left during the commotion, which should have been a relief to her, but so much rattled inside her brain that even another tongue-lashing from Jake—with the promise of something more afterwards would have been welcome. Maybe she’d finally ruined herself with him. That would be just her luck. And maybe that’s what she deserved if she was as much a holy terror as Hank seemed to think. His words would be stinging her heart for some time. 


  ***


  Midge sat in the old rocking chair on Hank’s back porch listening to the sounds of the quiet night. Since the rain stopped, and the brawling insurrection in the stable yard ended, the world at Birch Valley Stables had turned eerily quiet. Just the leftover noise of rain gutters spilling out the last drops of rainwater into the grass around the tiny house… and the creak of the rocker under her seat… and far in the distance, what seemed miles off, a few spine-tingling noises that might be understood as the sound of a belt strapped against a woman’s ass, and the cries of that woman being punished. This explanation seemed senseless to the vigilant Midge—likely, it was just her imagination extrapolating the obvious from the scene an hour ago. Hank’s rage only took him one place with a shrew like Amanda. Though in his position at the stables, he tread in dangerous territory with her. Her boss, then not his boss, but his employee—but not really an employee of the stables, just the resident harpy. Midge could have predicted this outcome weeks ago, and wasn’t distressed to see it happening—except tonight, of all nights… 


  Midge couldn’t leave when Hank ordered her home. Once he was back in the stables she’d driven to the far end of the drive, then dimmed her lights and looped out on the old road, parking her car out of sight. She took the rest of the way back on foot, scurrying between raindrops, finally landing on Hank’s back porch. She’d never been inside his house, and was too timid to even peek. One thing for sure, however, she wouldn’t let Hank go to bed tonight without her, no matter what he ordered her to do. She’d have her own hell to pay, but that didn’t matter. She needed him now.


  As the night moved on, Midge wondered if Hank would ever return. Once she’d heard the distinctive sound of Amanda’s ranch house door closing with a bang, she expected him to arrive any minute. The hairs on the back of her neck bristled with energy in the expectant minutes, and she become so engrossed in the non-sounds around her that she seemed to bolt from her skin as soon as a real noise assaulted her ears. 


  The wood plank floor inside the house began to creak, followed by the sound of the front door slamming. What if he didn’t find her here, what if he went straight to bed? Maybe she should have waited in the dark of his living room where he wouldn’t miss her. But certainly, he couldn’t ignore the creaking rocker, or the sound of her boots scuffing the porch boards. 


  Her body felt numb. And preparing for a verbal attack, she cringed. Hank didn’t like defiant women. Knowing that had been his quarrel with Amanda, Midge was taking an enormous risk just being here, but to her that was what love was about—she’d risked her peace of mind, changed her whole thinking for this relationship. What was one more hazardous move? 


  Hank’s steps got closer. As they did, the darkness of this pitch-black night seemed to enclose around her. The clouds vanished what stars that had emerged—but it was more than just the night that gobbled her up. He was standing at the backdoor. She could almost hear a squeak as though his hand was on it, Hank preparing to come outside. But then he backed off, and she heard his steps inside the house again, this time retreating. Didn’t he see her? What was he thinking? Would he leave her here all night?


  Her heart seemed to beat inside her temples, blood rush wildly, her nerves tattered.


  “You going to stay out there all night,” she finally heard his voice calling her. 


  “What?” she turned around. 


  “Seems I’m not going to have any peace tonight,” he said. He was at the door again.


  “Just me,” she said as she stood up.


  “And did I invite you?” he asked as she gingerly stepped toward the door.


  “No,” she answered meekly.


  “Did I suggest you wait for me here?”


  “No.”


  “Didn’t I order you home?”


  “Yes, you did.”


  “Then this is your rebellion?”


  “I guess so.”


  He nodded as he opened the door to let her inside. “Just wanted to be sure I wasn’t losing my mind.”


  “I’m sure you’re not,” she said. 


  Hank held a beer in his hand. He’d lost his shirt somewhere along the way, his bare torso gleaming from a layer of sweat; his smell that dark, earthy scent of masculine heat. Her sex replied, excitedly engaged, feeling as though the night wind, and the air, and the urgency of the next few minutes were all bearing down on her. 


  Hank pushed her into the kitchen and toward the sink. Though she could see little in the dark, she could feel his cowboy sensibility in the sparse surroundings. She wanted to inspect Hank’s private space, to know it as well as he knew hers; but he didn’t give her time. Following his unspoken orders, she knew she’d better behave now or he’d send her home. 


  Midge clutched at the counter to steady herself. Lightheaded and almost dizzy she needed the balance to ground her. Hank moved on her, and pressing the length of himself against her backside, his hand rested on her rear, squeezing it with a firm and decisive grip of steel. She could feel his breath on her neck and the smell of beer on his lips. He rubbed his hands about her groin, overtop her shorts, the fire of them seeming strong enough to burn through her clothes. For a time, he seemed content to harass her, going no further than this fierce caress. She leaned back into his chest as her body jumped with life, her ass swaying into his hands and then his groin as his palm moved forward to clutch at her pubic mound in front. 


  He took the zipper of her shorts in one rude jerk, and the button at the waistband followed. Then with one quick tug, he had her shorts down her hips and dropping to the floor. Hank eased his hand inside her panties, stripping them away as quickly—while holding her to him with his other hand. 


  “You didn’t think I’d let you get away with this, did you?” he murmured in her ear. 


  “Never,” she murmured back as she tried to gasp for air, thinking it damned close inside his house even with the windows open. 


  “Don’t move,” he said, then he backed off, moving quickly toward their left. He pulled open a cabinet drawer, searched its contents, and then having what he wanted, he returned to her in the same position he’d been before. The inflexible feel of wood grazed her naked ass, something wide and thick. Though she couldn’t be sure because she couldn’t see what was in his hand, she guessed it was a broad butter paddle, which was a remarkably miserable prospect for her ass. It could sting worse than his belt. So much for their rude anal games and that brand of infernal darkness she’d been expecting now for days. She messed up the possibilities for that the moment she decided to defy him. 


  Hank let her sweat with fear. He made her tense so much she thought she might explode if he went on one more second running the wood against her ass. Her sexual stimulation was soaring through the roof, but sex would have to wait. 


  Crack! 


  The paddle landed and she shrieked, “Yeooooww!”


  “Hush!” he vented in her ear, and her mouth clamped shut. 


  Remaining close behind, Hank continued with a bevy of smacks landing on the centers of her cheeks—the skin quickly aflame. Her muffled protests were sounding so forlorn, and her feet did a tiny jig beneath her—but not too much; that would anger him more. 


  Crack! Smack! Blat! “Yeeeeeeouch, noooooo!” she roared when she couldn’t take any more, and he stopped abruptly.


  “I’m counting in my head, Midge. And now, because you won’t be quiet, I’m starting over. You do this my way, unlike you’ve been able to do anything today, and your punishment just might end.”


  “Ouch!” was her silent exclamation—she wouldn’t dare breathe another word, no matter what. 


  Hank rained his blows in a methodical rhythm. Though this round seemed less intense than the last, she knew that half the feeling was her body catching up with the stimulation. Her sex began to roar again, and for a few brief moments, she actually enjoyed the feelings of arousal the paddle brought to her ass. Her body joy, however, was short-lived. Hank didn’t want her liking this. This was punishment and nothing more. Raising his intensity, he finished her off with several mean strikes leaving both of them glad that she’d endured her trial in silence since there was another world to conquer tonight. 


  “Stay put,” she heard the order and again she wouldn’t budge. With so much fire in her belly and flame on her ass, she was content enough just to experience the aftermath and let that fuel what came next. 


  Having left her for several minutes, when Hank returned, he clutched a bag she recognized, the one with the dildos and the grease to prime her ass. Pushing her to his kitchen table, Midge stepped from her shorts. And then bending over, she spread her legs wide, knowing that he wanted her ass vulnerably wide open. The first lunge of the first dildo stunned her. The second larger one was nearly as bad. And the third seemed to open her wider than she’d ever experienced. She hissed, writhing snakelike trying to accommodate the huge staff plunged in her behind and working its way deeper and deeper into the throbbing channel. 


  Midge wanted to cry when he withdrew the third dildo. Why couldn’t he just fuck her now? End the battle? Stop the endless expansion right now, and give them both some relief? She could feel his erection harden as it pressed against the crotch of his jeans. When he leaned into her, the throbbing made her almost mad with need. Why couldn’t he stop right here and take her?


  Hank ran the fourth dildo along the crack of her behind, but it didn’t make the rude diving lunge into her ass. Instead, its tip adroitly parted her labial lips below and teased the love knot at her clitoris. “Ah, my lord, yeessss………..” her hiss went on. Everything stirred in her: ass, pussy, and the clenched channel of her rear. She was about to spasm when the Hank’s fourth dildo suddenly submerged itself into her vagina. Just as swiftly, his cock followed, sinking easily into her rectum, down the path he’d greased and worked for weeks. 


  Sparks seemed to fly around her as though the air outside was giving up its lightening once again. But this was only in her mind. Her eyes were closed and there was nothing left inside her world but two spasming bodies thrusting joyfully toward a mindless inebriation of the body, rocking on against the other. 


  He fucked her hard; driving his long prick as deeply into her ass as it would fit. He didn’t mind her cries now. They rose around him, hers joining his low growling sounds of release. Both holes crudely filled and brusquely worked, the end came like the distant sounds of stallions running the earth like a gentle thunder. This was neither mind-boggling nor earth shattering, but a sensuously resonant orgasm, moving through them and then passing out as the climax peaked and slowly dwindled away. 


  Hank pulled from her with his dick still dripping cum. The remains he dabbed on her ass and thighs left a sticky residue, which she wouldn’t wipe away until she showered in the morning. 


  Her ass still stung. Hank reminded her of that fact when he squeezed the rounds of flesh as he revived. Then he spanked her into the bedroom with is palm—Midge not really knowing where to go as he chased her from the kitchen; but she found her way on intuition and collapsed to the bed, burying her behind from his attack. 


  “You think hiding your butt from me is going to stop me?” he asked—for the first time in a long while sounding almost playful. Certainly, he was more cheerful than he’d been all night. 


  “I’m sure it’s not.”


  He actually smiled delivering his next threat. “You’re going to get a repeat performance in the morning, and probably at noon, and maybe tomorrow evening. Defy me, girl, you pay the price!” 


  “Oh, my, I have been warned,” she joked.


  “Yes, you have, little brat.”


  “And I guess I don’t care,” she said rather saucily. 


  “I guess you don’t,” he agreed. He held her close to him, which was exactly what she wanted him to do and they feel asleep. 




  Chapter Thirteen


  Parting Shots & Unexpected Answers


  On an afternoon some days after the great drenching storm, Amanda requested a general meeting at the stables. Midge, Cissy, Jake, Hank and Sam were all there for her announcement; even a couple of floaters who worked the stables when they needed an extra hand appeared as interested as the others. The gathering was too big for the small stable office so they met informally just outside the door. 


  “I’ll be quick,” the lissome blonde seemed less self-absorbed than she’d been in some days. Attesting to her natural power to allure—when she was in the mood—she held the group enrapt with a smile that was all too infrequent. “Thank you for coming.” Her face turned slightly troubled, then taking a deep breath, she moved on, “I’m informing the partners of the Birch Valley Stables that I’ll be leaving in two weeks. My shares have become available for purchase, and I’ve put the ranch house on the market. It’s going to be a tough sell, so I will lease it until I finally get the deal I want. Perhaps the investors would be interested in purchasing it?” She looked toward Jake giving him this information, then stepped back sighing. “So, there it is.” She was inclined to quit right there, though it seemed some further explanation was expected so she went on—”I’m not right for this place. It’s a dream that just doesn’t belong to me and it’s time to move on. I’ll be spending a few months with my brother in Montana. And, if I like it there, I’ll stay.” She didn’t know what else to say so she stopped. Silence becomes endless at this sort of moment. This one wasn’t even tense, just unshakable. “So,” Amanda finally lifted the pall herself, “I guess we should get back to work.” With half a smile, she turned around and headed toward the paddocks. 


  “You sure know how to shock,” Jake said, having taken Amanda’s same route outside the building. She was gazing over the fence at three new fillies, so that he couldn’t see her face and the way she was staring so intently into the ring.


  “I guess so,” she acknowledged, “but how do you make that kind of announcement any other way?” She looked on the animals admiringly. “You know these three are awfully pretty?”


  “Yes, they are. Too bad you won’t be here to train them.”


  “Yeah, too bad.”


  He waited for a while wondering if she would say more and when she didn’t, he tried again. “I need to clear the air, Mandy.”


  “Please don’t call me that,” she said with the faintest chill returning to her voice. 


  “Amanda, then. I’m sorry this didn’t work out, the best intentions sometimes go awry.”


  She shrugged, her back still to him and he was anxious to see her face. “Some things are just not meant to be.”


  “I suppose not,” he agreed. He shuffled his boots in the dirt raising a little dust, then leaned on the railing next to her. “Amanda, I lied when I said I didn’t love you. I do love you and I’m sorry you’ll be leaving.”


  “Thanks,” she said rather sheepishly as she finally turned around. “You’re about the only one in Birch County that won’t be glad I’m gone.”


  “So?” he searched her face for an answer before he spoke, “the love part means nothing to you?” 


  She shook her head kindly. “I can’t see how we could ever work,” she replied sadly. “I’ve made up my mind, I need to go.”


  “I see. So, why the tears?” he asked. He noted a little trickle down her cheek, one he couldn’t help but brush away with the back of his hand. 


  “It’s a private thing,” she answered plainly. She didn’t want to make a scene, her pride had her all wrapped up in a tidy package of control. 


  “Okay,” he said. He couldn’t see inside her now. At least they weren’t screaming at each other. A quiet ending seemed better, though it might have been harder to take than another war of words. 


  ***


  It had been a week since Jake saw Amanda, since her announcement, and their meager conversation at the paddock. He’d been steering clear again, easier that way. Making admissions of love and having them rebuffed, no matter how gently, made it hard to be with her. The one day he’d showed at the stables, she’d been gone. Maybe she, too, didn’t want to run into him. 


  It had been a busy week. The announcement of Cissy and Garth’s upcoming wedding was almost as big a deal as Amanda’s leaving. And it sure looked like Midge and Hank wouldn’t be far behind the other lovebirds—though the gentle cowboy with the will of steel was clearly in control of that situation. Even so, Midge seemed happily in love—especially since she’d taken up residence in Hank’s tiny home. Romance in Birch County was blooming like a passel of spring flowers, which left Jake thinking bittersweet thoughts about his brief affair with Amanda Plover. He imagined he’d get over her once she was out of the state. 


  “Hey, Jake, I picked out my wedding dress,” Cissy bounded through the news office door with a radiant smile on her pretty face, her red curls glimmering beautifully. “Here look,” she shoved a magazine in front of his nose, and he had to back away to get a good look at the tiny black and white photograph. 


  “You’re buying it off a picture?”


  “No, silly. I tried it on yesterday.” She’d just returned from Sacramento.


  “So how was your trip?”


  “Umm, yummy.”


  “Yummy?” 


  “Except for…” she stopped.


  “Except for what?”


  She smiled bashfully the way she used to do when she was naughty. Jake had come to fear that smile. “Garth and I had this tiny fight, but it’s all settled now.”


  “Fight?”


  “About the number of bridesmaids. He wants things simple and my plans just keep running amok of his.” 


  “So, who wins your fights?”


  “Garth, of course.” She rubbed her bottom so he’d understand.


  “Needed a little paddling to put your dreams back in line?”


  “Almost did it in the department store,” she tried to shock him. 


  “That would be an interesting sight. But then Garth is too proper for that.”


  “But not too proper to spank me in the parking lot.”


  “Really? Panties down, too?”


  “No! But he might as well have. I was so embarrassed, I hid my head until we were out of there.”


  “I’m sure he had good reason.”


  Cissy wasn’t so sure, but she quickly dropped that part of the conversation. “Now, if I can only get Midge down the aisle, things will be perfect.”


  “You stay out of that one, Cissy Riverton. Hank and Midge seem perfectly happy and you don’t need to meddle in their affairs.”


  “Oh, you know I won’t,” she replied. But Jake knew nothing of the sort. He could tell that her mind was working overtime to find some angle.


  “Don’t start, Cis,” he warned. 


  “I promise.”


  “You have enough to handle keeping yourself in line with Garth. But let’s get one thing clear.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You may soon have a husband to spank you when you need it, but I reserve the right to do the job if he’s not around.”


  “Oh, I’m sure you would. But I think, at last, Jake Colton, those days are over.”


  “Let’s hope so.”


  The door to the office opened again, Jake and Cissy turning enough to see Amanda Plover peek her head inside the door. 


  “You’re busy?”


  “No, Cissy was just leaving, come on in.”


  “I was?” Cissy looked hurt.


  “Yes, you were,” Jake returned sternly.


  “Oh, yeah I was,” she said as though just got it, and she winked at Jake as she walked out.


  “Nice to see you,” he turned his attention to Amanda. Her hair was down, floating about her shoulders. “Did I ever tell you how much I like your hair that way?”


  “Yes, I think you did once.” She was uncomfortable with the compliment and blushed as she replied. 


  “And you’re leaving next week?” he went on.


  “That’s the plan.” She stood in front of his desk, twisting a bit—almost as childlike as Cissy often was. Obviously, she was nervous. 


  “You need something, Amanda?”


  She took some time to reply. “Just an answer to one question.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Why didn’t you ask me to stay?”


  Jake’s eyebrows raised with surprise. “Is that what you wanted me to do?” Was he seeing tears in her eyes, he couldn’t be sure. 


  “I think so, I mean I thought you would…”


  “Fight for you more? Is that what you were hoping?”


  “Yes,” Her face blushed pink.


  “I don’t know why I say anything, Amanda. I suppose I didn’t think you wanted me to. It was difficult enough as it was making that decision without my tugging at you. Besides, I’m a pretty stubborn cuss when it comes to stuff like that. I think declaring love was tough enough, you needed to do the rest.”


  She tried to smile. “You don’t suppose two stubborn mules like us could ever get along?” she wondered. 


  “I don’t know, we hardly had much time to try.”


  The words were crowding into her throat, stopping there so she couldn’t spit them out, getting all messed up until she wasn’t sure what she wanted to say until she finally blurted out the truth, “I want to stay, Jake. I don’t want to sell, and I want you. Is that still possible?”


  He looked at her as though she’d just struck him with lightning, “You do come on strong. You really mean what you said?”


  “Yes, I do. I wouldn’t ask you otherwise—you know, it’s not exactly easy for me to say this in the first place.”


  “I know that. And you know what I think?” he went on. “I think we can do just fine—and when we don’t, a good spanking ought to clear the air.” He eyed her amusedly. “In fact, Mandy Plover I’d like to give you one right now.”


  “Is that so?” she said with a sudden devilish grin, her blue twinkling merrily. 


  He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a ruler, which immediately made her wince. 


  “Yeah, that’s exactly what’s going to happen, but not here.”


  “No?”


  “No,” he shook his head. “Your ranch or mine, take your pick?”


  “Hummm. I think we’ll try yours,” she said. “Fewer interruptions.”


  “And a lot more privacy,” he agreed. 


  With the ruler in hand, he rose from his chair; and seizing his brat around the waist he practically carried her to the street and deposited her in his truck, closing the door with a firm shove as though he were punctuating his decision. They drove to Grey Gulch Ranch as fast as Jake Colton dared—just so he could finish what Amanda had started. 


  Seems romance in Birch County was blooming like a passel of wildflowers—even for this headstrong beauty and her old-fashioned cowboy lover.
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  The Confessions of a Sassy Wife


  Half of me despised him the day we were married, the other half was passionately in love. I must say, we’ve had a most unusual love affair.


  A month before our wedding day, Rys Montgomery showed up at the ranch, a ne’er do well cowboy with great hips and suntanned forearms, his bleached hair tossed by the June wind. It was the first hot day of summer and he needed a job. My dad needed a man to break horses, so he was hired. Daddy didn’t like him but he was desperate for a decent cowboy, with all the stallions pawing dangerously in the paddock. 


  He did warn me first thing after he hired Rys, with his finger wagging in my face, “Stay away from him, Blair. He’s trouble.”


  I gave Daddy my patented smile, deciding that I’d do as I liked with Rys Montgomery, or any other man I met for that matter. Frankly, I didn’t think I’d like Rys in the first place. But seeing that finger in my face, I decided to take another look. If it would piss daddy off, I was game. 


  Unfortunately, I didn’t like Rys much better getting to know him—the way he treated me. I’d been breaking horses on my daddy’s ranch for years, considered myself an excellent horsewoman, and to have this haughty scoundrel treating me like an incompetent damsel, pissed me off.  If I hadn’t fallen off that horse and broken my wrist he’d have never been hired. 


  Still, for all his haughtiness, he had a helluva sexy swagger. He was quite a sight to look at and his smile could make up for a lot of faults. We settled into a gentle war of wills, a tiff or two on the side, but mostly we ignored each other. He thought I was a peevish brat and I didn’t change my mind that he was an egotistical rogue.


  The day I suddenly found myself in bed with him was clearly a jolt to my sense of order. We’d been tussling with words over the “right” way to break the chestnut stallion, suddenly words flying so fast we could hardly spit them out, and then like a textbook romance we were fighting to get our clothes off and scramble upstairs to his bunk. It was a wordless fuck, lots of grunts and groans and the most terrific cum I’d had in months … maybe a year. 


  When it was finished, we lay on our backs side by side and he let loose with the most startling proposition I’d ever been offered.


  “Let’s get married,” he said.


  “What?” I thought he was joking.


  “Let’s get married.”


  “Whose universe are you living in?” I answered sarcastically.


  “The one where people that love each other get married,” he stated flatly.


  “You think sex is love, you’re wrong,” I told him.


  “We have all we need, great passion. You can’t say our exchanges aren’t filled with uproar and sensation.”


  “You think great passion is enough to build a life on?”


  I turned over so I could look in his face, see if he was just pulling my leg. He wasn’t.


  “Some of the best marriages are built on less than that.”


  He stared at me, the gritty style, the winsome smile, the philandering twinkle in his soft brown eyes.”


  “Besides, I’m completely in love with your hair,” he said running his hand along the smooth black surface. And your face.”


  “You like my face?” How sweet that compliment.


  “I guess a poet would say you have alabaster skin.” I could tell he wasn’t used to sentiment, that’s why this was so especially endearing. It was obviously honest. I wondered if he was more of a person than I believed him to be.


  “You really are serious about getting married, aren’t you?”


  He smiled, not the snicker I was used to, but a genuine smile.


  ***


  Daddy hit the roof when we told him the news. I thought he was going to break something seeing us hand in hand, the marriage certificate on his desk.


  “Of all the idiotic things you’ve ever done, girl … I ought to horsewhip you. And you too.” He glared at my husband. There was that finger again, waving in Rys’s face this time. “I swear, you don’t take care of her, you run off, you get mean and start drinking like your kind do, I’ll horsewhip you, too, before I kill you!”


  “Mr. Trabor, Blair’s my wife,” Rys replied quite calmly. “I will take care of her.” 


  Seeing my father’s face was one of the prettiest pictures I’d ever seen. The old coot didn’t know what to say. He had no choice but to welcome my husband into his house, and nothing could make me happier! 


  My father had been brutal, not ever physically, but his emotional power over me was something I needed to shake. Marrying Rys in defiance of his wishes was just the act I needed to declare my freedom from the tyrant. Some of my friends told me I should just leave the ranch. But I love it too much, the horses, the open land, and my place in this tough world. No, getting married was a good accommodation.


  It wasn’t until a few weeks later, after our initial honeymoon was over that I began to wonder if I shouldn’t have been more careful picking the man to mock my father. Living with Rys had certain challenges. If it wasn’t for great sex and the fact that my father would then chortle meanly in my face, I would have kicked him out after the second week. 


  First, there was his obstinate streak. As soon as we went back to work following a brief post-wedding hiatus, Rys started to get pretty nasty about my taming horses. Said it was too dangerous. I bristled instantly at that judgment and we argued about it. That war eventually led to the second challenge my new husband posed, one that hit me out of the blue. I never would have guessed that my life could take such an amazing turn.


  We’d been sparring for three days about breaking Brassy, a young colt that liked to buck and rear. His temperament was one of the worst either of us had ever seen, but he was a beautiful horse and would bring a handsome price once he let someone sit in the saddle and ride. Regardless of Brassy’s nasty nature, I was quite sure I could handle the animal. After all, he was still small, and to me, not as tough as many other horses I’d worked. 


  “You’re not going to take this one, Blair,” Rys told me, giving me this stern, ‘I’m not budging an inch’ kind of look. “You’ve just had your arm heal, you’re going to break something else.”


  I stared at him as a saucy malcontent, something malicious from my tongue about to spew, but then I stopped. Rather than piss him off with utter defiance, I decided on another tactic that I thought would get what I wanted, just in a different way. Exiting the stable, not another word said, I told him I’d make him lunch and he seemed pleased I relented.


  Later, after Rys had eaten—while he was still jawing with another ranch hand—I slipped out the back door and returned to the stable to start working the colt. The young animal was wild, but at first manageable. With a little coaxing, I almost had him in bridle and bit. But when the sound of a truck in the yard made the animal rear back, I scrambled to get away from his descending forefeet. Slipping on a puddle of water, I scurried to avoid the enraged Brassy. I’m afraid I shrieked in fright. By the time I got to the paddock fence Rys was on the other side, while I was on my hands and knees looking at his muddy boots.


  “What the hell, Blair,” he roared. He leaned in over the fence and pulled me to my feet. Not stopping there, he drew me over the fence with a jerk so powerful that it shocked me. Dragging me to the stable in short order, I was flung over a sawhorse having my ass spanked like a naughty brat. I kicked and shouted and tried to wench away from him, but he managed to keep one arm firmly grasping me so I couldn’t break free. 


  “Don’t you ever do anything like that again, do you hear me?” he roared.


  “Take your hands off me, you bastard!” I shouted back.


  “Oh, I’ll spank you as long as I think you need it.” The palm of his hand was coming down so fast I was beginning to feel a burn through my jeans. The more it hit, the more I struggled, the more Rys gripped me tightly. “You try defying me like that again, I will take off my belt and thrash you!”


  “Just you try that!” I cried, even though it seemed absurd making that charge. He had me handily under his control. His left hand had me pinned, and his mean right hand just kept slapping my buttocks. There was nothing I was going to do about it but submit. Once he thought I’d had enough—perhaps because I’d stopped fighting him so much, I was getting awfully tired—he finally stopped and let me up.


  My face must have been as flushed as my ass was underneath my pants. He held me still, but not as firmly, and looked down at me with a glare I hadn’t seen since before we were married.


  “You hear me, Blair Montgomery, you’ll work the horses I tell you to work, and you won’t challenge me again on this.”


  I was stunned. Another time, another place, I would have spit in his face, but I was too dazed to offer him one decent protest. 


  “You understand me?” he asked, just to be sure.


  “Yeah, I guess I do, but …”


  “But what? You think a husband doesn’t have a right to punish his wife?”


  Of course I was thinking that, but oddly that wasn’t my question.


  “Is this something I can count on?” I wondered aloud. 


  “You bet it is. We’ll do just fine, Blair, if you subdue this willful streak in you. You don’t, I’ll deal with it just like this. And trust me, your ass will be bare next time, and I’ll give you something that will really hurt.”


  “What’s going on here?” I heard my father’s voice. Brushing my hair away with my hand, I looked up flustered seeing him standing in the stable door.


  “Nothing’s going on, sir,” Rys answered him. 


  Surprisingly, that seemed to be enough of an answer for the man and he turned and walked away.


  When it came to taming horses and women, Rys seemed to have a similar ability. He certainly had me in his control. I’d never considered myself a shrinking violet, but I was totally dumbfounded by the spanking and what it did to the image of my marriage and my husband. I suppose I figured that I could control Rys, just like I controlled every other man in my life. But that day changed all that. To my chagrin, I found myself being much more careful around him, a little more respectful. Though there were times that I could hardly hold my tongue, I made more of an effort to do so.


  I remember the night after that first spanking, when we were together in bed. It seemed as though we’d upped the ante. I was as wild as that stallion, and with Rys’s hand clutching me where he spanked my ass, I thought there were firecrackers going off in my body. I’m sure Rys noticed, but we didn’t say a word about the breathtaking screwing.


  Spanking wasn’t mentioned for at least three days, until I’d become a little more used to the idea and not so embarrassed. We were sitting at lunch, eating our meal casually when I finally mentioned that alarming moment.


  “I can’t believe you did that,” I said, quite out of context to anything else we’d been talking about.


  “Can’t believe what?” he asked.


  “That you did that, you know … in the stable, when I tried breaking Brassy.”


  A smile broke out on Rys’s face. “You can’t even say the word, can you?” Seeing his expression I regretted having broached the subject. “Yes, you got spanked, didn’t you?”


  Yeah, I was rattled by it. “So, how come?” I asked.


  “Because I love you. And I was so worried about you taking chances with no one around, I’ve never been so pissed.” He looked like he was getting pissed again.


  “And that’s how you show love?” I ventured again.


  “One of the many ways, Mrs. Montgomery. Face it, you married an old-fashioned guy, and for better or worse, you have me just the way I am. You’re not going to change me, likely any more than I’m going to change you. But I will give you a piece of my mind and a piece of my belt, if you screw up again.”


  His expression was tough, his eyes were focused and clear, and it was clear to me that he meant every word he said. I’d better face it now as fight it.


  ***


  Thursday nights, Rys played poker with his buddies. I thought of them as riffraff. They were a bunch that floated from ranch to ranch aimlessly. They probably would for the next twenty years. Rys was the only married one and I didn’t like that much at all. Occasionally, one of the town sluts would hang around their games, looking to tease a man to bed, lining her pockets with a little easy cash. To me, this Thursday night poker game was something that had to end, though I wasn’t sure how I was going to make that happen. I certainly didn’t want to raise my objections head-on, not if he thought it was a threat to his dominion over our relationship. I still didn’t think I’d make much of a submissively inclined wife, but I’d decided that I was going to have to use a little female cunning to get what I wanted.


  I’m afraid my plan backfired, then again, it was really no “plan” at all, and it was hardly cunning. 


  One Thursday evening while I brooded alone at the ranch, I was getting particularly anxious when Rys wasn’t home by eleven as he usually was on poker night. He said he might be late, but that really didn’t matter, I wasn’t happy he was gone in the first place. Growing more restless with this “guys-night-out” crap, I finally took off in my truck, just to see what was going on. Driving toward town, I turned off the road at the Whitcomb ranch where the last month’s poker game had been played. John Whitcomb had the most lackluster ranch anywhere around. He’d never done well with cattle or horses, and he was almost always days from going belly-up. It was speculated that several times a good take in a poker game was the only thing that kept him from bankruptcy. He was not the kind of company I wanted my husband to keep. 


  Driving up to Whitcomb’s house, I waited for a few minutes in the truck, not sure that I wanted to go inside. But hearing a lot of loud conversation through the open window I could feel myself getting mad as a raging bull. I could see through the curtain, some floozy moseying her way around the table, and then sitting on a man’s lap. It might have been Rys’s she’d plunked her ass on. I was seeing red.


  Out of the truck, I charged for the front door, and without knocking I burst inside, going straight for the kitchen. My eyes were flashing fire. But I stopped in my tracks and stared at the bewildered group. I had no idea what to say. 


  “What are you doing here?” Rys said, looking up, surprised to see my face. Thankfully, he didn’t have the loose strumpet in his lap, but I wasn’t so sure she hadn’t already been there.


  “Shouldn’t you be home?” I managed to ask him, trying to hold back my anger. All these male faces and that cheaply made-up whore staring at me, I was overawed. 


  “I should be home shortly,” he replied, “but you should be home in bed.” He stared at me with stern, unmoving eyes. He wasn’t happy, but then, neither was I.


  “I don’t see much poker going on here,” I sassed at him. There were no cards in sight.


  “We just finished,” Rys said.


  I stared at the woman, seeing a smug look on her face. 


  “Go home, Blair,” Rys said. It wasn’t a request but an order.


  “Not unless you’re coming with me,” I returned. 


  “I said I’d be home shortly,” he said.


  “But I want you to come now,” I replied, my words seething with smothered energy.


  His expression only looked more unyielding. “When I tell you I’ll be home, I’ll be there. I don’t lie to you.”


  “But I’m tired of your associating with this riffraff,” I blurted out.


  Rys’s look turned especially rigid and his eyes flared.


  “These are my friends, and you won’t insult them. Apologize now?”


  “Apologize!” I stared at him shocked, then glanced at the floozy. “Her too?”


  He was dangerously close to exploding on the spot.


  “Her too.” he answered. “Now apologize.”


  “I refuse.” I was standing my ground, even though it was turning to mush beneath my feet.


  “If you want me to take you over my knee right here, I will,” he warned.


  “You wouldn’t.”


  “Would you like to try me, Mrs. Montgomery?” he said.


  I didn’t believe him, but I should have, because he was as serious as I’d ever seen him. Seeing that I wasn’t budging, he leapt from his chair and was on me. And in a move so swift it left me wondering if it wasn’t accomplished by magic, he had his belt stripped from around his waist, and me firmly in tow. It was unfortunate that I was wearing a skirt that night, because seconds later, there I was, flung across his lap, my skirt raised, his doubled work belt coming down on my ass with an angry blast of smacks. There was just a thin pair of bikini cotton panties to cover my rear.


  “Ouch! Goddammit,” I blared. 


  He laid in to me for all he was worth. That simple spanking in the stable didn’t even compare to his. The bite of the leather was mean and cutting. I was sure there were going to be blisters by the time he was done. Not only that, but the fact that there was a whole room full of men and one cheap slut looking on, only made my agony more desperate. I kicked and fought and cussed like crazy, but Rys kept going on.


  “My, that’s getting mighty red,” one of his cronies piped in. My face blushed almost as hotly as my ass, though no one could see it with my black hair flailing wildly around my head which was upended and out of sight. 


  I cussed a blue streak, and Rys became even more furious. Pausing for a second, he suddenly jerked my panties down, so my ass was bared. Then he laid into me again with the belt coming down on my naked cheeks, the sting instantly angry.


  “Oh, no you don’t!” I shouted, as my hands flailed madly. 


  Of course he didn’t heed my words. He just continued spanking my behind in full view of the gawking crowd. And when my hands got in his way, trying to reach back to protect my sore bottom, he gathered them in his hand and pinned them with an iron tight grip to my back.


  “Oooh, yes,” one man murmured.


  Another said, “I should try this with that dame I’m living with.”


  Rys paid no mind to their indecent remarks, but I was humiliated and fighting mad. I couldn’t believe he’d put me through this. After another pause to secure my kicking legs, he started in one more time laying the belt against my naked skin so I was roaring loudly. I couldn’t even form words but spouted a bunch of angry nonsense, “ouch, ow, ouch, naaaaaaaa, pleeese, fucker noooooooooo.” I was desperate and desperately mad. And then because I couldn’t think of any other way to make him stop, I started blabbering something that was suppose to sound like an apology.


  At first, it didn’t seem to matter what I was saying. But then, I noticed he began to slow the pace.


  “Rys, I’m sorry!” I gave the words every bit of sincerity I could considering the circumstances.


  “Are you ready to apologize,” he asked, pausing to hear my answer.


  “Yes,” I answered quite convincingly, I think, and he eased up to the point that there was just one final blow. That landed with a heavy thwack as the thick belt snapped right down the center of both burning cheeks.


  I would have been happy to crawl away and never face this crowd again, but Rys was determined otherwise. Bringing me to my feet, his hand held me close to his side, and I peered at the astonished audience. There I was, standing before all of them red-faced, red-assed, my panties bunched at my ankles. Thankfully, my skirt had dropped down over my hips and I wasn’t showing everything.


  “Now, you can give my friends that apology,” he urged me when I didn’t speak. 


  With that instruction, I almost shouted a defiant “NO!” but I was sure that he’d only start all over again. I could tell just from the way he held me so closely to his side, that he’d not yet lost the nasty edge. 


  “I’m sorry, very sorry. I should never have …” my voice trailed off to a whisper, but apparently that was enough for Rys. 


  “Now get in the truck, I’ll see to you more when I get home.”


  “You’re going to give her another whipping?” I heard one voice ask, as I was quickly out of my husband’s arms and out the swinging door. As I listened to the screen bang noisily on its hinges I heard his reply. 


  “I just might,” he said, and I shuddered at the thought.


  For a long time that night, I drove around. Not that I actually enjoyed sitting on my sore ass, but I couldn’t imagine how I felt, or should feel after being so humiliated. I needed time to think. One side of me was blatantly aroused, that was certain. I think if Rys had taken me into Whitcomb’s bedroom just after he finished, I would have made love in a heartbeat, despite how angry I was. But with a little distance between me and that horror, all I could dredge up in that hour’s drive was my great anger. Rys Montgomery would not hear the last of this, not in a long time, I was sure of that.


  By the time I pulled up to the house, Rys was already there. And when I got inside, there he was waiting up for me, looking as righteous and arrogant as he had at Whitcomb’s.


  “Where’ve you been?” he asked, his tone accusatory.


  “Around.”


  “Around where?”


  “I drove around,” I spewed out sassily. “Anything to stay away from you.”


  He raised his eyebrows, apparently not upset by my remark.


  “I’ve never been so humiliated in my life,” I went on. “To think that my own husband would put me through that ordeal. It’s one thing to spank me in private, but before all those people. I should leave you right now, or kick you out, or …”


  “Have you said enough?” he interrupted me.


  “No, I haven’t said enough. If you think I’m going to sleep with you, you’d better think again. Don’t you try coming to bed, because I will cry rape and daddy’ll be on you with his shotgun before you can stop him.”


  “You’re making a big mistake, Blair,” Rys warned.


  “I don’t really care what you think.”


  I could have said a lot more, but instead, I stormed up the stairway and slammed the bedroom door behind me, despite the fact that it was after one a.m. and I might easily have roused my father from sleep. I think secretly I hoped for that to happen. Let Rys explain why we were fighting, it would be an interesting conversation.


  In the morning, I had another shock. When I finally came downstairs, timed purposely so I’d find myself alone in the kitchen, I discovered both my daddy and Rys still sitting drinking coffee. They rarely talked and this conversation looked suspicious, though they continued with their remarks about the next group of horses that need to be worked. It seemed, contrary to my first impression, they weren’t talking about me at all.


  Helping myself to a cup of coffee, I then grabbed a piece of bread to make some toast.


  “So, what was all that commotion going on last night? You two were enough to wake the dead, let alone keep an old man from sleep.”


  “I’m sorry, Daddy,” I started to soothe him, but Rys chimed in.


  “Your daughter and I were having a fight,” he said.


  “You don’t have to tell him,” I said, looking at him peeved.


  “No, I don’t have to,” he replied. “But I think I will, since it’s likely there will be gossip.” I didn’t need him to remind me, and the pain in my ass started in again just hearing him say so. “Fact was, Mr. Trabor, I spanked your daughter’s ass in front of my poker buddies. She barged in on a card game, ordered me home like a jealous shrew and then insulted my friends. She wouldn’t apologize and she wouldn’t leave unless she had my balls in a vice grip. I’m not going to put up with that behavior in any woman, especially my wife.”


  My father looked from Rys to me and then back again, certainly stunned by the announcement, but he remained quite calm. “Good for you, boy,” he finally said. “Keep that up you might actually tame that brat.” Ambling from his chair, daddy left the kitchen, with me standing shocked, staring at the door, my toast starting burn. Rys eyed me, knowing he’d won round two.


  My angered brewed all day. Rys was smart enough to stay away from me, and I certainly kept my distance from him. At lunch we barely talked. Then at dinner, there was only a stilted conversation. While we ate, no one really paid any mind to my icy silence. Daddy, Rys, and a fellow rancher eating dinner with us had a lively conversation about an upcoming horse auction. I kept quiet, quietly nurturing my revenge.


  As we were about to go to bed that night, Rys slipped into the bedroom while I was still in the bath and I could hardly order him out of the room, even though that’s exactly what I wanted to do. When it was time for sleep, I climbed in bed and turned a cold shoulder to my husband’s affectionate overtures.


  “Don’t you think it’s time to mend the fences?” he asked me.


  “No,” I stated flatly.


  “So, you’re going to hold on to your anger?” he wondered.


  “As long as I can.”


  “Hummm,” he was considering his next comment. “I suppose two can play this game, Blair,” he finally said, and without another word, he rolled over to his side of the bed and fell asleep. I remained awake for a long time, wishing I hadn’t put another wedge between us. I had the feeling that I’d started something that wasn’t going to have a pretty end. 


  Rys bided his time. For two days, he let me stew in my anger and my revenge in bed. On the third day, about lunch time, he asked me to come to the stable. He said he wanted my advice on a new colt that arrived that morning. When I reached the stable, I searched for Rys in the paddocks, but not seeing him there, I looked for him in the stable office, finding him casually waiting for me to appear. He was sitting in his chair, leaning back, one ankle resting on his knee, his hands behind his head.


  “Where’s the colt?” I asked.


  “The colt’s taken care of.”


  “So, why am I here?” There was a little defiance in my voice, but also a lot of fear, I’m sure Rys heard.


  “So I can take care of you.” He changed positions, leaning forward.


  “Oh,” I ventured carefully.


  “I’ve had enough of your cold shoulder and your sharp retorts. I didn’t get married to be treated this way. We’re going to get it taken care of once and for all time.” 


  “Really?” I quipped.


  “Yes, really.” He stared up at me with intense eyes. “Blair, you are the most beautiful, sexy, spirited woman I know. Not to mention, the best damned horsewoman I’ve ever seen—even if you sometimes scare the shit out of me. You know I almost gave up my poker game for you, until you came barging in the other night?”


  I looked at him completely stunned.


  “But let’s get one thing straight. You’re married to me, I’m your husband, and there can be only one person in charge in this relationship. That’s going to be me. You can cry and whimper and rant and rave all you want, but that’s the way it is. Not only will you mind my wishes, you’ll be cheerful about it, and you’ll be the lusty little vixen in bed that we both know you are. From now on, Mrs. Montgomery, you’re not going to disobey me, or get suspicious, or coming running after me for no reason, or get yourself all worked up because something upsets you. If you’ve got a problem, we’ll talk like rational human beings. But don’t try to blackmail me, or hold sex over my head, or anything that smacks of revenge. I’ve had enough. This is the last time, never again, ever. You understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” I gulped as I spoke. The oddest feeling came over me, one of being harnessed and scolded and loved and reprimanded all in the same breath. My whole body was racing wildly with delight and shame and fear and love. I was so topsy-turvy I really had no words to speak at all. Though, I suspect that words weren’t really important.


  “Now, turn around,” he ordered. 


  I did as I was told, though I was initially stunned by the command. With my ass to him, I waited for him to speak again.


  “Take down your jeans.”


  Ah, I knew then what was going to happen, and I cringed both with sexual desire and mortal dread. Of course, he’d spank my ass. I certainly deserved it for my silly behavior—it all seemed silly now even if it didn’t an hour before. Obeying him, I undid my pants, pushed my jeans to my knees and waited for his next instruction.


  “You’re going to get the paddling of your life,” he informed me. “Now grab that stool and lean over. And you’d better hold on for dear life because this one’s going to hurt.” I heard Rys rise to his feet, his boots shuffle on the wooden floor. Doing as ordered, I pulled the thigh high stool close to me and leaned over the top, letting my tummy rest on the seat, so my bottom was pushed out for him to spank. Conveniently, with my pants still around my calves, my feet wouldn’t be flailing away this time, and with Rys’s next demand, neither would my arms.


  “Grab the forward legs,” he said and I hastily complied. 


  Looking back over my shoulder, I’m sure I gave out a worried gasp, seeing that he held an old school paddle in his manly grasp. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his shirt so his tanned forearms showed beneath. At the sight of them, I could hardly watch the way that picture made me shudder; and yet I was held spellbound by the awesome strength of purpose that seemed to flow from him at that moment.


  “This is gonna hurt like hell, Blair. But I’d suggest you keep your cries to a minimum unless you want an audience again. Besides, screaming and wailing are not going to do any good. I’m going to give you a full thirty licks of the paddle, not one less.”


  I winced hearing the sentence passed, but at least there was an end that I could see, even if it seemed a long way off.


  When Rys reared back, I closed my eyes. I couldn’t look as much as I was tempted to. And when the first strike landed I knew I was in for a wicked ride. More than the leather belt and far more than the palm of his hand, this was going to hurt like crazy and I’d be crying inside, if not on the outside, after just a few smart whacks.


  The paddle landed hitting me squarely on both of my ass cheeks. I gritted my teeth, the first strike never as painful as the ones to follow. He laid into me with three sharp ones right in a row all in the same place. Just three and the sting was grueling. I wanted to cry out, but I locked my teeth tight, a seething gasp my only reply. The intensity made me grasp the rungs of the stool even harder, as if somehow I could pour a little pain into that lifeless object.


  The next four or five strikes were quick and sharp and perhaps not as intense as the others had been. But then I couldn’t tell, since Rys was giving me a thorough going over, making sure that I’d feel the sweltering heat of the paddle in every place possible. He went on, returning to the middle of my ass where the first strikes had hit, laying the paddle on the two sore spots at least a dozen times before he stopped. This I couldn’t take, and after six or so, I let out a nasty howl. Immediately swallowing my next cry, I held on, but only by a thread. This was the worst pain I’d ever felt in my life, and I was about to scream. Audience or not, I had to reply.


  “Please, stop …” I finally wailed when that screaming dozen was over. My voice was hushed but the intent of my plea was no less real for my attempts to keep quiet. 


  Thankfully, Rys did pause a moment, perhaps to catch his own breath.


  “Think about this, brat,” he started in with the lecture again, “you’ll think about it next time you’re tempted to get sassy and try to control me.” Oh, I’m sure I would I thought to myself. Never, never would this happen again. Maybe a good hand spanking, that was almost erotic. But not this. No, never the paddle again. 


  When Rys picked up where he left off, he started low, smacking the school paddle against the tops of my thighs. The skin screamed with pain, as one, two, three, then four smacks landed. Every moment was agony, as with every instant a fresh new bite burst through my system. I could imagine my ass was flaming red, it felt so vilely hot. Five, six, seven, eight, my only hope was that the magic thirty was almost there. Tears were streaming down my cheeks and I didn’t care how much noise I made. Nine, ten, eleven, twelve and a final smack ripped a whole new wave of terror on my behind, leaving me with a sting that seemed to go on endlessly. 


  Finished, Rys backed away, waiting for me to recover, while I felt the burning sting change into warmth, and the warmth into a glow that, terrible as it was, still had an erotic feel.


  For a time, my husband placed his palm on my hot ass, gently massaging the wounded orbs.


  “Have you got things straight, Blair Montgomery?” he asked me.


  “Yes, sir,” I replied.


  “No more fits of rage? No more revenge? No more testy attitude? No more distrust.” He seemed especially annoyed when he made that remark, and the palm of his hand whacked my ass, just as a reminder.


  “No, sir.”


  “And I’m in charge, it that clear?” he asked.


  “Yes, absolutely,” I made sure he had no doubt.


  “Well, then,” he said, as he began to help me to my feet, “get upstairs, I’m coming up to have sex, and you’d better be sweet-smelling and sweet-tongued or I’ll march you right down here and we’ll start over with another thirty. Is that clear.?”


  Clear as glass. Three days without the raucous sex I enjoyed, and I was practically orgasmic feeling the sensations in my heated bottom. “Yes, sir,” I replied immediately.


  And then as if he still wasn’t sure I understood, he leveled me with his cold, stern stare and added, “If you ever try this revenge stunt again, you’ll have your ass bared and your bottom blistered so fast you won’t know what happened. There’s only so much I’ll take from a high-strung wife, and this is not something I’ll tolerate again. Unless, of course, you want me running off to the town whore to get my jollies.”


  “No!” I practically shrieked. I jumped back in horror as he pulled my jeans around my aching ass.


  He smiled, seeing my alarm.


  “Then get going,” he blared. That commanding order rushed through me with a wave of excitement that practically made me strip down right in front of him, but of course I’d been ordered to the bedroom.


  As horny as I was, I hardly noticed the luring grins of several stable hands that watched my retreating form. I’m sure they’d heard just about everything that took place, but I really didn’t care at that moment. I was on orders from my husband, and I wasn’t about to deny him a thing.


  We spent the afternoon in bed, Rys handily in charge. The heat and exhilaration of being back with him, riding his lovely cock to three wicked climaxes, only seemed to punctuate my great need for him, and indeed, my need to be conquered by this wonderfully arrogant bastard—my husband. The sassy bitch I’d been for so many years finally found some satisfaction, and though it seemed so completely absurd, I just couldn’t argue with the remarkable feelings.


  Rys has been the lord and master of this ranch ever since those incidents early in our marriage. When my daddy died suddenly in a freak riding accident the next year, I inherited his entire estate. And yet, it was infinitely clear who would be the boss—a job I  happily handed to my husband.


  I guess that I never realized how deeply I needed to be conquered and how much Rys was perfect for that job, how much of an old-fashioned girl I really am. I still break horses for a living and I’m still the mistress of an enormous ranch, but I willingly defer control to my husband. And yes, I still get my butt spanked regularly, because I can still be sassy and defiant. But as long as Rys comes out on top in all our battles, I’m contented. It’s the way things are and should be between us. I thank God that Rys figured that out so soon in our marriage, because I’m sure it’s saved us a whole lot of grief.


  Even as I tell this, I’m sitting on my behind nursing two sore cheeks. I was just a little too sassy with Rys this morning, and he unfurled his leather belt on my naked rear right in front of two ranch hands. That doesn’t happen often, but it’s something I can count on when I get “out of hand.” I’d be wise to remember it too. I’ve been assured by my husband, that there’s no place or circumstance too sacred that he won’t bare my behind and give me a good wallop to turn me into the compliant wife he expects. 


  Shooting Star


  Naughton stretched his denim-covered legs, pulling himself from the barstool and rising to his boot-clad feet. A little dust kicked up as he moved, but no one seemed to mind. The Cowboy Grill was closing for the night—it had been a long one. This misbegotten town lived Friday nights long and lazily, a little blues and a little country dancing, a lot of beer and a lot of liquor sliding down the throats of its crowd, slowly lulling them to sleep. The lucky ones got sex before they slumbered, but these were languid fucks that sometimes didn’t finish with much of a bang. Naughton seemed above these moods that dulled the senses and depressed the heart. His smile was always broad and kind, and his eyes were always the same sharp sky blue clear. Despite the fact that he drank his share of the Grill’s Southern Comfort, he always looked sober and he never acted drunk. Some women came to rely on Naughton’s sobriety and generosity when, by closing time, they were too drunk to make it home alone. Naughton never made any judgments of moral character, but then too, he never slept with drunks. 


  Same old guy from day to day, he was steady, unremarkable on first glance, and yet he had that kind of quiet verve that set women on edge. They’d remember him long after their first meeting, not really knowing why. Those initial impressions could be dangerous though, a bit of tender subterfuge. It was what he did to women after they were distracted by his easy-going nature that never left their souls once he got “under their skin”.


  Brandy Winger had finished her last set, and polished off a fifth of gin as easily. She had her guitar case in hand, trying to bat away a lock of her caramel-colored satin hair. It still shown softly in the dim lights, looking like the mane of a well-brushed pony, moving gracefully around her face even as she tried an ungraceful exit from the bar.


  “I’ll take you home, Brandy,” Naughton suggested reaching for her faltering arm.


  “That’s okay. I’m walking,” she answered. “I promise you, I can’t kill people with this guitar case.”


  His laugh was easygoing, and he took the guitar case from her hand in spite of what she said. And with his firm hand guiding her through the door, they made their way to the pale green pick-up truck where he helped the boozy singer climb inside.


  “You down on your luck, or something?” he asked as he drove toward her motel.


  “What makes you think that?” she asked.


  “Most women don’t drink a whole fifth alone unless they’re sinking nowhere fast.”


  “That’s a nice image,” she managed to realize. Her words seemed to run together, but perhaps she made sense. “I should use that for a song.”


  He smiled, something tender, but those sky-blue eyes bit like a pup, oddly putting her on edge. She looked into them again and shuddered for just an instant, but he reached out and gently took her hand in his and squeezed.


  “You have plans to screw me?” she asked.


  “Never with a drunk woman.”


  “Ah.” She was sinking fast now, happy for the lift, happier yet thinking of sleeping off the booze, and especially heartened by the thought of this man’s warm body lying next to hers. “Not with a drunk woman,” rattled around in her head. Yeah, she was drunk, really drunk and depressed and ready for that bottle of pills in her purse. She’d been contemplating them all night. Maybe he’d just lie next to me, she wondered to herself. No fucking, no screwing, damn! he had such a pair of arms under that flannel shirt. And his brown hair, graying at the temples, made him look fatherly and wise. And yeah, those eyes, those tricky eyes …. 


  Brandy jerked awake when the truck stopped with a sudden lurch in front of the Squaw Creek Motel, its neon rose blinked erratically against the ink black night. There must be clouds overhead, no moon, no stars, just the seedy light from the sad little hostel that belonged to another century, about 1950 or so. There was even a yellow laminated dinette table in her kitchenette. When she first walked into the knotty-pine room, she thought the place might be quaint, but it certainly hadn’t helped her depression taking this step back in time.


  “Should I stay a while?” Naughton asked her.


  “Naw, I’m going to take my pills and let the night take care of everything.”


  “Pills?”


  “Yeah, you know, country blues singer dies of a broken heart and too much booze and drugs. Great headlines don’t you think?” She almost sounded serious.


  “We don’t have a paper in this town to report this, hon,” he replied. “Wouldn’t make much of a splash.” His expression was oddly more severe saying this, and that bite in his sky blues bit keenly, nipping her heart. “You going to off yourself, you gonna hafta do it someplace other than here.”


  “Oh, what are you, the law around these parts?” she mocked him with a Southern sounding drawl that was hardly natural—though she’d practiced it a hundred times. Throwing her guitar case on a chair, she started toward the bathroom.


  “No, I’m not the law, but any lady I rescue’s gonna stay alive all night. I’m not going to have your unseemly demise on my conscience.” 


  She turned around and stared at him, for a second her eyes lighting in recognition of something, though they dimmed quickly. Maybe she would get him to stay in bed for the night, comfort her gently, even if he didn’t screw her.


  “So, how do you suppose you’ll keep me breathing, if I’m planning otherwise?”


  “You’ll let me have your drugs.”


  She could almost smirk sassily with that remark. “And if I refuse?” she asked.


  “I have a mean right hand and hard firm thighs, and if I have to spank your sweet little ass to make my point, I will.”


  “Oh, my,” she exclaimed in that same syrupy drawl. “You’re sounding like my daddy.”


  “Is that what you need, a daddy to whip your ass?”


  “And you are direct.” Her eyes opened widely, looking almost as though his implication was sobering her woozy frame of mind.


  “I always thought getting to the point was the easiest way not to be misunderstood.”


  “So, you’d spank Brandy Winger’s behind to bend her to your will?”


  “I’d spank any woman’s behind if they gave me cause.” 


  Her smirk broadened. “You are the devil! I guess I’ll just stay alive to see what you’re like by the light of day.” Funny, she was getting more concern from a stranger than from anyone that knew her … but no, she couldn’t afford to think those thoughts now … not when she couldn’t kill herself. Damn him, taking away her options! “What’s your name,” she asked.


  “Naughton.”


  “Naughton,” she repeated. “Just Naughton?”


  “Just Naughton,” he answered.


  The name was as substantial as he was. “And you’d really tan my hide, huh?”


  “I’d really tan your hide,” he confirmed.


  It was the most thrilling proposition she’d had in a long time.


  “So, why don’t you hand over the pills, or whatever you plan to use.”


  “You really think I’m serious?”


  “I’m taking no chances in case you are,” he answered without a waver in his voice.


  “Well, isn’t that nice.” She was feeling sassy, no less depressed, but perhaps intrigued by a man that cared this much. She sashayed toward him, her gentle hips swaying naughtily. She had an ample derriere, particularly delightful to watch, if Naughton had been watching. At the moment though he was keeping his eyes focused on hers. He didn’t trust her. When she was just inches from him, looking up at him with a sunny sweet face, he looked down keeping his cool, even when she began to run her hands along his thighs. “I’m sobering up right nicely,” she purred to him honey-like, not losing the fake accent.


  “You don’t know me well enough to take me to bed, Brandy Winger,” he said, reaching for her two roving hands. With his hands holding hers firmly, he pushed her off and backed away.


  “Am I making a fool of myself?” she asked, for an instant looking very childlike.


  “You could be. Let’s just say you go to bed, and I’ll stay close while you sleep.”


  “Not in bed with me?”


  He shook his head, “No, not in bed.”


  “I’m still too drunk, aren’t I?” Her face was turning dark again, the shadow of depression lurking just a moment away. Her words were slurred.


  “You’re too sad, and too depressed and too tired for anything but sleep.” He was leading her toward the bed.


  “But I have to pee.”


  “Then pee,” he said, letting her go and she moved to the bathroom, grabbing for her purse on the way.


  Brandy took much too long in the bathroom for Naughton’s instincts. Making his way from the bed chair to the bath, he pushed open the door, reacting instantly to the sight of the singer with a fist full of pills in her hand. Pulling her back into the room, the pills spilled all over the bathroom floor. Then carrying the lusty package of hopelessness to the end of the motel bed, he pulled her over his lap, ass high, and began spanking her butt with the palm of his hand.


  “Ouch!” she roared. But she didn’t roar long.


  The smacks kept coming, and though she was flailing, it was only an angry protest to start. She felt the spanking through the seat of her jeans, warming not just her ass, but her whole attitude. Like he was waking up the life in her, she could feel her body come alive from her ass to everywhere. Some kind of passion burned in her that hadn’t burned for weeks. The feel of his firm thighs under her, the essence of granite holding her tightly, the sure and steady stroke of his punishing hand, filled her full of a new kind of woe that was wonderful in a weird sort of way. Yet, the longer he went on the more she started to feel the burning heat.


  “Oh, gawd, this hurts, please, you can stop …” she wailed.


  “Yeah, I can, but I’m not,” he answered her. Repeating the last few minutes, Naughton continued laying his hand on Brandy Winger’s behind. The longer he went on the harder he struck, despite the nasty sting in the palm of his hand. If he’d thought about it at first, he might have found her hairbrush and saved himself the pain, but he ignored the burn instead. 


  With each smack, Brandy wiggled and gyrated more; with each, her bottom became more heated. 


  “Please, Naughton, stop,” she wailed a half dozen times, though her protest was drowned out by the next sharp smack of his hand. The pelting rain went on for some minutes more, until he finally began to slow his pace.


  “So, does this give you something to think about, Ms. Winger?” he asked.


  “Yes, oh, yes!” she answered right off.


  “And you’re going to forget this ridiculous nonsense about ending your horrible life?”


  “Yes, yes,” she agreed readily.


  “And you’ll tell me what’s eating you, so maybe we can solve the problem?”


  “Yes, please!” she shouted. She’d say anything to get him to stop.


  Having ended his series of questions, Naughton stopped altogether, and pushed her off his lap. Standing in front of him like a just-punished child, there was a trace of a smirk on her amazingly expressive face. He hadn’t known when he’d seen so many sides of a woman in one night, from sultry country blues singer, to down and out drunk, to sassy vamp, to “my life’s not worth anything, I want to die” femme fatale. She was all those personalities wrapped in one warped and crazy package. 


  “Is your life really as bad as you think?” he asked staring up at her. 


  “Sometimes,” she replied.


  “Well, after you clean yourself up, then maybe you can tell me what’s so bad.”


  The two didn’t get into her long, sad story that night. By the time Brandy took a shower, and Naughton swished the pills down the toilet and she was lying on the bed with the terry towel wrapped around her damp hair, exhaustion and the remnants of the alcohol were having their effect. 


  “I’m so sleepy,” she drawled without the affected Southern accent.


  “Then you just sleep,” he said.


  “Would you just come here a while,” she asked reaching out for him. “I mean just hold me?”


  He stared down at her, then sat beside her on the bed. With her head cradled in his lap, she fell asleep, quickly falling into a sound slumber that should last her until morning.


  When Brandy woke the next day, it was nearly noon. There was no sign of Naughton, and as she came to from her heavy-headed stupor, she wondered if the man had only been a dream. Her mind slowly coming into focus, she stared about the room for a few minutes, then realized she was hearing the sound of the shower in the back of her mind. Crawling gingerly from bed—she could feel her stomach revolting the instant her feet hit the carpet—she crept toward the bathroom and pushed open the door. Peering in, she watched Naughton’s firm tight ass moving behind the steamy shower stall. Her body instantly came alive with a sexual thrill that she hadn’t felt since … oh, well, she wouldn’t think about that, she decided, remembering the reason for her last night’s depression. This was another town, another man. As long as her heart allowed, she’d put that miserable rat aside, and bask in this fine specimen of manhood. 


  “Hey!” she heard Naughton exclaim when he turned around.


  “Oops! I’m sorry, I thought you left.”


  She immediately closed the door, a smile breaking out on her face. If she was seeing right, he had a fine cock. But looking back toward the bed, she remembered that they hadn’t slept together. What a pity. Of course, there was that spanking. Just the memory of it made her bottom tingle again. She ran her hand along the smooth naked surface under her robe, but found nothing sore. He’d spanked her. He’d actually taken her over his knee and spanked her behind! She didn’t know whether to feel great about it, or ashamed for letting it happen.


  Hearing the sound of the shower dying off, she jumped back and took a chair on the opposite side of the room waiting for Naughton to appear. Once he did, he wore nothing but a towel around his hips, his chest hair was still wet. What a beautiful sight. She stared up at him with a smile on her face.


  “Ah, you’re finally awake,” he observed. “You look better this morning.”


  “I feel better.”


  “Not going to kill yourself anymore?”


  “That was the alcohol talking, I think,” she tried to explain.


  “Seemed pretty serious last night.”


  “Maybe I take my songs too seriously.”


  “Your depression has got to be more than songs.”


  She snickered coyly, feeling the ever present lump in her stomach. “It’s been a rough few months.”


  “Well, get dressed and I’ll buy you breakfast.”


  “Breakfast?” she said meekly. A wave of nausea hit her stomach just at the mention of food.


  “Plain toast and coffee, maybe?” he suggested seeing the queasy expression on her face.


  “Yeah, that would be fine.”


  ***


  “I think you need some counseling,” Naughton spoke to her plainly, once they were sitting in the restaurant with two steaming plates in front of them. His was filled with scrambled eggs and bacon, while she sufficed with his suggestion, plain toast. Just seeing his food was enough for her to handle. 


  “Seems like getting spanked was counseling enough,” she said.


  “Oh, that made a difference?”


  “Yeah, a big one.”


  “Tell me.” He took a sip of coffee while he bit off a piece of bacon.


  “It shook me up that you’d do it. Can’t say you’re the first that’s threatened to, but you actually followed through. Anyway, like I said, this has been a rough few months. I’m on the rebound from this guy … was my manager. Let’s just say he took most of my money, and split with my heart and no gigs, so now I have to sing in these no-count bars for what they can scrape up to pay me.”


  “You didn’t get paid your usual?” Naughton asked.


  “Half, maybe, but then Jerry did all the negotiations, so I was never sure exactly what I was making. Then he took off to manage Liz Frampton, seems her career is a little brighter than mine.”


  “I’ll see you get what you’re worth while you’re working here,” Naughton informed her.


  “Oh? You gonna strong-arm the owner? You’d better watch out, they’re a stingy bunch.”


  “The Cowboy Grill is mine?”


  “You own it?” she asked, wide-eyed.


  “Yeah.”


  “Oops, I should have kept my mouth shut.”


  “Okay, with me, I don’t run the place, just enjoy the booze and the talent.”


  Brandy Winger smiled, a broad sincere one. Naughton was a really nice guy. “Thanks for considering me talented.”


  “You are talented, but a bit misdirected.”


  “That’s a good way to describe me, but I’m not used to being on my own.”


  “So, maybe there’s someone here in town that you can talk to,” he suggested. “There’s a woman with a small psychology practice right in the village.”


  “I’m talking to you, why do I need anyone else?”


  “I’m not trained with this stuff, and you need help.”


  She bristled enough so he could see, and his eyes narrowed in response. “Don’t you give me any guff, Brandy Winger, or I’ll pick up where I left off last night.”


  “You mean … spank me again?” she asked.


  “Yeah, spank you. Trust me, you only had a fraction of what I can dish out.”


  “And you’d be more than happy to show me more.”


  “You pull the crap like you did last night, I will.”


  Her smile was playful. 


  Naughton was a cagey man. For all his kindness, he was so rock solid, it was hard to tell what he was thinking, or what his motives were. 


  “Why are you so interested?” 


  “Because I like your work. You’ve got style and talent and something to say. And you’re way too young, with too much future to be throwing yourself into a depression, or trying to kill yourself. That is, if you actually were going to do that. I don’t care how rotten the guy was, no man’s worth that kind of pain. Besides, I’ve hired you for three more nights, tonight and next weekend. The Grill has a huge party coming in for the show, and I want a sane and sober singer to thrill them, not a cheap floozy.”


  “Ooo, my, I guess I should be careful asking you questions.”


  “You only get the truth from me.”


  “I see.” He was one hell of a guy, but … “I’m not sure I’m ready for the truth.”


  “Well then, you can talk to a professional.”


  “Hey, wait a minute. Seems to me we’re doing  fine. Just you and me.”


  “Just to be sure, Brandy.”


  “And if I refuse?”


  “You don’t want to refuse me.”


  “So, you’ll spank my ass again,” she said.


  He raised his eyebrows and let his stern expression speak for him.


  “Damn, you’re one hell of a stubborn guy.”


  All he did then was smile at her so warmly she thought her body would melt into the yellow vinyl seat of the booth. Few men had ever had her so baffled. 


  Brandy went to his counselor—who did nothing but sit and listen to the same tale she told Naughton. The kind woman, with the thick glasses and the pad of paper in her hand, hardly even made a comment, just a few pointed remarks that went in one ear and out the other. But Brandy did return to the Cowboy Grill that evening feeling like a reborn woman ready to make music all night long.  


  She only saw Naughton once as she was getting ready to go on stage. Then, he gave her a gentle hug and sent her on her way, looking pleased by her sunny emotional state. As long as the Band-Aid held, she’d be fine, even if she was still a little shaky under the surface. Singing, even the thought of it, was making her somewhat nervous. With so much past baggage associated with her work, it became a bittersweet pleasure that could easily end painfully. For Naughton and her own sanity, she decided that at least for this night she’d put on a smile and try to forget her problems. 


  While she was on stage, Brandy did fine singing ballads she hadn’t sung in years. The crowd was in her pocket and at the back of the bar, there was Naughton with that warming smile on his face. As she continued through the first set, there were a lot of old songs coming back to her. Maybe that was because she was so clear-headed without the liquor. Feeling better than she had in some time, she was between sets, just getting ready to go on again, when there was a knock on the door.


  “You Brandy Winger?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  The messenger handed her an envelope and left without saying another word.


  She had two minutes until she was due on stage, two minutes to tear open the envelope, two minutes to feel the lump start gnawing in the pit of her stomach again, two minutes for tears to start welling in her eyes. 


  One of the bartenders didn’t know she was staying sober that night—that Naughton would have anyone’s head that gave the singer a drink. After the second set, with her emotions ready to explode, the unknowing fellow handed her a double scotch on the rocks. She downed in quickly and was about to stash the glass on a stray table in the hall off stage when Naughton suddenly appeared.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  “It was just a single.”


  He pickup up the larger than normal glass and sniffed. “A single?”


  She felt like a little kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “So, it was a double,” she said drearily. “I’m not going on without it. In fact, I may not go on at all.”


  “What the fuck’s going on?” he looked down at her concerned.


  “It’s just too much, I’m not ready for this.” The more she talked, the more desperate she sounded.


  “No, you’re letting something eat at you, now tell me what it is.”


  “Nothing’s eating at me, I’m just having a bad night.” 


  “You were having a great day,” he reminded her.


  “Well all that’s changed.” Her voice turned curt.


  He’d taken her by the hand but she shook him away, and tried fleeing for her dressing room without him. But following her inside, Naughton closed the door behind them, and gazed down at her with more anger than she’d seen on his face since they first met.


  “What’s going on?” he asked.


  “Nothing’s going on,” she said.


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “Well, it’s true. I’m depressed as hell, and if you put me on stage again, I’ll probably screw up the whole night.”


  “That’s no answer, Brandy, and if you don’t tell me what happened between the first and the second sets, I’ll give you some encouragement with my belt.”


  “Go right ahead,” she said. “I really don’t care.” She was defiant on the one hand but sinking deeper into the nasty morass of another depression.


  “Fine,” he said. “If that’s what you want.”


  Brandy watched as Naughton reached for the buckle of his belt. Mesmerized by the move, she saw him undo the clasp and draw the leather from the loops about his waist. Her mind seemed frozen, though her heart was wildly pounding and between her thighs there was a sensational tingle that make her wonder if this wasn’t sexual. 


  “You care to explain?” he gave her one last chance, but she was silent. “All right then, Brandy Winger, we’ll see if this will get a response.”


  Pulling a chair into the center of the room, he thrust her over the back and started to pull up her skirt.


  “On my ass?”


  “Yes, on your bare ass.”


  “Oh, please, no.”


  “I’m sorry, your opportunity for begging is over.” The determined man said no more, but bared her bottom with a few swift motions of his hand. Before Brandy could think of another thing to say, she was feeling the leather belt go down on her ass with an intensity so fierce she would have thought that her last night’s spanking was just mere love play. This hurt from the very first strike. The leather connected with her pushed out derriere so she was squirming, hardly able to control herself.


  “Naughton, please!” she wailed.


  The smacks kept coming. 


  She cried as much as she dared, but he paid no attention to anything she said. She was afraid to bolt altogether—afraid the leather would cut her harder if she tried to move away, and afraid she’d only make Naughton more furious. But with the pain beyond belief, she was desperate.


  “I’m sorry, please,” she cried sincerely. “Please, no more.” She was in utter despair, but Naughton just kept going. Across her behind there was an angry rash of red. Her plump cheeks glowed brightly from the fiery smacks and each new one just added to the hue and the agony. She was sure she’d simply die. “Naughton, please. I can’t take anymore.”


  The next smack seemed as fierce as all the others.


  “Please, I’ll talk, I’ll tell you anything, please, just stop!”


  “You going to tell me the truth?” he asked.


  “Yes, yes, I promise, everything. Honest.” She was gasping for breath between the smacks. The sting, the burn, the heat—anything, she’d do anything to get him to stop.


  With a few final strikes, Naughton silenced the belt, though he refused to let her stand. With a hand at her back keeping her in the humiliating pose, he demanded answers.


  “Why were you drinking?” he asked.


  “I told you I was getting depressed.”


  “Like the booze is going to help?”


  “Sometimes it does.”


  “Tell me more.”


  She snuffed and tried to think of what to say, but took too long as far as the bar owner was concerned. He laid the belt on her behind again giving her a fresh reminder of her promise. 


  “A guy …” she started.


  “What guy?”


  “I don’t know, some process server, I guess. He knocked on the door just before the second set and handed me these legal papers. I didn’t really understand them, but I think Jerry’s suing me.”


  “Suing you for what?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s just like him. He probably thinks I owe him money.”


  “Do you?” Naughton asked.


  She hesitated, and felt the belt on her ass before she could manage to answer.


  “Yes, I guess, maybe … I don’t know.”


  “What else?”


  “That’s all.”


  “Is it?” He sounded as if he knew the truth.


  “Well …”


  He laid the belt on her warm behind again and waited for her to come clean.


  “I owe taxes, and back salary to my old band, and I don’t have a pot to piss in, and I’m a drunk and unhappy, Jerry left because I’m so miserable and ….”


  Naughton finally released his fast hold on her arm and pulled her to her feet.


  “You know you have about five minutes until you’re supposed to be on stage ….”


  She was in tears and that was all he could say? 


  “Think you can make it?” he asked.


  “You mean the last set?”


  “Yeah, the last set.”


  “That’s all you can say after I spill my guts, not to mention let you spank my rear?” She rubbed her bottom gingerly, realizing that it felt as strangely wonderful as it had the first time. Perhaps it was more stimulating even if it hurt twice as much for twice as long. Her body was on fire, her bottom practically begging for more and her thoughts about the man at her side were filled with lust. It was ridiculous but a fact she couldn’t help acknowledging. All this and there was not one problem in her vast array that had been solved in the last ten minutes. 


  “No, that’s not all I can say. I could probably spend all night getting your problems straight, but right now you are either going to do your job, or you’re not. I don’t care what you choose, you just need to make a decision.”


  He was so incredibly calm and without judgment. He meant exactly what he said, and that amazed her. Realizing that half her dour mood had once again vanished with the pain of a well-spanked ass, she was ready to sing again. No, nothing had been solved, but she had the feeling she just might climb out of her impossible hell-hole, that is, if Naughton really meant what he said.


  “I’ll sing,” she said. “It’ll be good for me.”


  “Good,” he said. “And let it shine, Brandy. Remember, you’re a shooting star that needs a place to shine. Give yourself half the chance, I think you’ll find that.”


  He was so perfectly optimistic … if only she could feel like this for longer than an hour or two … if only it would last … if only … With her miserable track record, however, she didn’t have much hope.


  Brandy sang her lusty blues with her eye on Naughton the whole time. The mellifluous and honey-hued tones of her gentle contralto sent her sad tales straight to the reluctant hearts and the broken ones and the ones just a little melancholy. She was the right kind of singer for a Saturday night in this kind of lonesome town. The crowd in the bar loved her and it seemed Naughton did too. He beamed at her with the same steady grin she was becoming accustomed to. The only real sadness in her heart came from the bittersweet longing she knew could never be satisfied. No, he might show her some sympathy now, a little pity, but he’d never stick around. She just wasn’t that lucky.


  One lovely song led to the next, and the next, until she was at the very end of the night, doing three encores for a well-wishing crowd. She’d obviously revived well after all the fireworks an hour before, and she didn’t even mind the soft aching in her bottom. 


  Moving off stage, Brandy was immediately accosted by the owner of The Cowboy Grill. And when she faced him and their eyes met she trembled nervously. It wasn’t exactly what she planned, but she couldn’t help the surge of unrequited passion sweeping through her. Maybe it was the music … it had to be the music. After all, there’d only been one small shot of booze before Naughton cut her off cold. It must be the music.


  “I’ll give you a lift,” he said, taking charge of his moody and despondent singer—even though she looked considerably improved from earlier that evening.


  “Thanks, I could use some sleep,” she answered.


  “Sleep?” he replied. 


  Reminded of their earlier conflict she looked chagrined. They had lots to talk about, so it seemed, a talk she’d just as soon avoid. “Oh, sleep, please, Naughton. I’m exhausted. We can talk in the morning.” She peered up at him with pleading eyes.


  Seeing the weariness in her expression, Naughton gave in. “You’re right, it’s late. I’ll give you that much,” he conceded. “But in the morning without fail, you’ve got some questions to answer.”


  “I promise,” she said, relieved. Gathering her things, the two headed for his truck.


  Once on the road, Brandy gazed outside the window as the nighttime countryside zoomed by. A few minutes out they approached the Squaw Creek Motel and to her surprise, Naughton drove right by. 


  “What’s going on?” she asked. “I thought I was going back to my room?”


  “You can stay at my place tonight. It’s a lot more comfortable and I won’t worry about you getting away from me.”


  “I’m really that important to you?” she asked, amazed by this unabashed concern.


  “Important enough,” he answered her and she was left to wonder one more time.


  ***


  The middle of the night brought instant panic to Brandy’s heart. She woke from a nightmare, sitting up straight in the big downy bed in the guestroom. She felt like a princess when she laid her head on the pillow just a few hours before … Naughton’s great and bold log cabin in the woods, the beautiful bedroom with a yellow, flowered comforter, and a warm glass of milk to soothe her post-performance jitters. She felt more special than she had in months—since long before, when things with her career and Jerry were really going well. By five in the morning, however, there was panic gripping her so fiercely, she could hardly breathe. She couldn’t sleep for fear the awful pictures would return. And here she was with no way to escape, holed up in this out-of-the-way house in the middle of nowhere. If she tried to leave, she’d certainly get lost and … no that was just impossible. In the irrational moments in the middle of another painful night, being in unfamiliar territory was just one more move on the road to utter hysteria. 


  Trying to get a grip on herself, Brandy rose from bed and paced for a moment, though the close confines of the small room were too much to handle. Tiptoeing into the hall outside, she descended the stairs to the greatroom with the enormous stone fireplace that covered one end. She imagined in the daytime there was quite a view beyond the two-story windows on the adjacent wall. Naughton said the house was perched on the edge of a hill overlooking the river below. What tranquility, what calm. No wonder he was the most peaceful man she’d ever known.


  Yet, even with the serenity of his home to soothe her, Brandy was jittery, pacing the floor, tired and scared to death for all the nasty legal complications facing her. What could Naughton do but lend an ear … she certainly couldn’t count on any man to rescue her from a rapid decline. Who was she kidding? This was a fantasy for a night, but only a night. 


  The bright crystal bottles along Naughton’s wet bar beckoned her like neon signs on a lonely highway. With their first taunting glimmer, she turned her back on the bar. He’d have her ass again for sure, if she gave in. No, not the booze, not this time. 


  The clock on the mantle chimed the hour, four on the button, a very dreary time of night. She heard the tick tick tick that followed, like the sound of a drum beating, not some gentle marking of time by a hand-crafted timepiece. She hummed to herself trying to get that rhythm from her head, but it wasn’t going anywhere. Then, the bottles in the bar caught her eye again … amber liqueurs, 100 proof scotch, gin, vodka, rum … even wine. 


  She turned away again, but they made her turn back … the obsession in her was on fire, the fire driving and forceful, heading her in the only direction she could take to tranquilize her agitation. 


  The most familiar spirit was scotch. Out of the old bottle, the aged amber liquid poured like heated honey, softly settling in the glass. The elixir went down her throat as easily as a cold beer on a hot day, or coke at the beach, or wine at a wedding … yet this, this warm perfumed tonic had the power to suspend her worries. Even if it was just a minute or two, may five, maybe if she was lucky the lift would last a good half hour … but that half hour would be perfect … perfect. 


  The second drink was easier to take, the third easier still. She might have tried for a fourth, but the bottle was empty. Maybe there was another bottle of scotch, but no, she’d had enough. She was feeling the way she wanted, happily disconnected from everything. Settling in on Naughton’s leather couch, she pulled a thick woolen afghan over her shoulders and fell asleep.


  “So, you couldn’t take it all night.” Brandy heard the voice, but it took some time to remember who it belonged to, and where she was, and how she happened to be passed out on a snug leather couch staring up into the eyes of a very determined soul.


  She was still a little woozy but that sensation was leaving her quickly as the reality of morning was settling in. She wasn’t sure she liked the expression on Naughton’s face, but she couldn’t be sure. 


  “I couldn’t sleep,” she said.


  “So, you decided to drink?”


  “It wasn’t that much.” She pulled up to sitting, while Naughton sat down beside her.


  “And you really think that solves anything?”


  “It made me happy, and it made me sleep, and that’s all that mattered to me at four o’clock in the morning.”


  “What happened between the hot milk and four o’clock?” he asked.


  “I don’t know. I really don’t. But I woke in a panic. I guess I had a nightmare, and then everything seemed wrong and I couldn’t sleep, and my mind kept racing. All I could think about was how I’d get out from under all the debt and judgments. Nothing made sense. Maybe it doesn’t make sense when I’m drunk, and it still doesn’t make sense when I’m sober. I guess it seems easier to take when I’m only half here.”


  Naughton gazed at her kindly, yes he had that same steady assured presence about him, but he certainly wasn’t angry with her. She expected as much and was surprised by his gentle composure. Taking her hand in his, he ran the other through her messy hair, trying to straighten out the tangles.


  “You know, I think I’ve been treating you too hard.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah, I do. I think I’ve should have been a lot nicer. All this nasty spanking, maybe I wasn’t communicating what I really wanted to tell you.”


  “Really?” Brandy had no idea what he was talking about. “Could you explain?”


  “I think more of what you need is love, not threats, not anger, not penance. Perhaps you’ve paid too much of that. Maybe what you need is something gentle.”


  “You mean that?” she asked. 


  “Yeah, I mean that.” 


  She didn’t know what to think. “And you’re not going to spank me?”


  His face brightened hearing her concern. “Oh, I am going to spank you,” he assured her, “but it’s going to be different this time.”


  “Different?” She was completely confused, her heart racing and her loins suddenly so taken with lust, she was afraid of giving away her feelings with the next words out of her mouth. What did he want? Why was he talking to her this way? Why was he caring so much?


  So awed by his profound strength of spirit, she was like rag-doll in his hands going over his lap. She felt him raise her nightgown over her bottom, baring the skin he’d managed to spank now twice in two days. As she lay reposed so close to him, she thought she could feel his heart beating, and beneath her she knew his sexual passion was as aroused as hers. The first smack of his hand seemed almost gentle, though it was sharp. The next on her other bottom cheek brought the same warm satisfaction as the first. The smacks fell into a loving rhythm, some hard, some soft, some biting, some seeming as sharp as knife … but they were all delivered with compassion that seem to take all the pain away the instant that they landed and the pain turned to warmth. 


  It was not a quick spanking. Naughton was thorough, even if he was gentle the entire time. There were dozens that added to the mix of tenderness and flames, which seemed for a while to burnish her skin with heat she couldn’t bear, and then seemed to bathe her in an erotic bath of lust. She wanted to cry, there were tears threatening in her eyes. It wasn’t the pain this time that started the weeping, but a feeling of real joy, the first she had in a long time … she couldn’t remember when she had it last. But there was joy and passion and wildness and relief.


  The spanking went on for what seemed like forever, but unlike the others, Brandy didn’t want it to end. As hard as it got, as sore as her behind was, by the time he finished, it was a good kind of hurt and a good kind of pain. She wanted to feel it for days, for the memory to never end. 


  When Naughton finally stopped, he laid his hand on her bottom and squeezed the cheek gently. Then, just as gently, he raised her into his lap and held her tight to him. He kissed her face and ran his hand along her cheek and let his nurturing presence calm all the wounds within and without.


  “You want to get out of your depression and your financial problems?” he asked her.


  “Of course.” The minute he mentioned that part of her life there was an instant of anxiety in the pit of her stomach.


  “Well then, you’re going to stay here and perform next weekend—because  I need you. And the day after, I’m sending you off to a treatment center. You’ll handle the depression, you’ll handle the booze, and you’ll get yourself back on track.”


  “What?”


  “You’ve got a problem, Brandy. More than I can take care of by myself.”


  “So you ship me off and that’s it?” She knew this was too good to be true.


  “No, that’s not it. But you’ve had a long season of sadness and it’s gotten in your soul. I’ll be around to see you through, but you’re going to do it right.”


  “You’ll be around?” she asked. “What does that mean?” 


  “It means when you’ve gone through the program and you’re feeling stronger, then the Cowboy Grill will be your first booking. I might just keep you hired here for a long time.


  She looked at him suspiciously. “Don’t you dare toy with my affections, Naughton. I’ve been bruised and battered far too much. I know it’s my fault, and I guess I’m going to handle it, but I couldn’t take it, you give me all this affection and then take it way.”


  “I’m not planning to take it away. I just want you to be ready for what I have to offer.”


  It was hard to believe that anyone could care about her so much. How in million years did she manage find someone like this?


  “But what about the money? You know that’s a mess.” 


  “Don’t worry about it, I have enough to take care of things right now. Besides, some financial problems can be squared away with a lawyer, and I have a good one. What’s more important, though, is curing what’s in here.” He pointed to her chest. “This comes first.” 


  “You know, Naughton, you’re really something special.” Her eyes were filling with tears again.


  “And so are you. You’re a shooting star that needs a place to land and maybe in time to rise in the sky again. I’m going to help that happen, Brandy Winger. You can trust that.”


  She did trust him. She still wasn’t sure why he’d picked her out of the crowd of gifted singers that wandered into his Cowboy Grill and then went on their way. But she was sure he meant what he said. Naughton was a man of his word, the steady and serene kind of guy she needed as a rock to lean on when she had feet of clay. 


  Desperado


  I have auburn hair that reaches to my waist, pale green eyes that sometimes look like the devil, and a sassy attitude. Of course, that’s what’s kept me in business these five years. The Angry Bear Tavern that I inherited from my drunken daddy—he was bested in a gunfight he should have never started—is not an easy place to run. I make accommodations, do what I need to do, and sometimes that’s not very Christian, or so the Christians would say. Hell, as Lyle McCarren’s daughter, I’ve been at odds with the churchgoing crowd all my life. When preacher Estes Honaker took me over his knee and paddled my behind in front of the Sunday School class, for speaking my mind about the resurrection of the dead—I told them I didn’t want to be walking the earth with no dead folk—that was the last time Kiley McCarren was in church. I ran from the claptrap Sunday School room, out the freshly painted sanctuary, with the choir singing hymns, and decided to hold up with the town drunk, my daddy, in his tavern for the rest of my life. I figured if God wanted me, he’d have to come to me right where I live, right in the middle of this teaming den of iniquity. 


  I suppose I’ve mellowed since that Sunday morning when I was a sassy nine year old. Now, I’m a sassy twenty-six year old and not likely to change all that much. I drink, I gamble, I’m pretty good at that, if I do say so myself. I’ve left a table more than a few bucks under and many times walked away with the jackpot. And, yes, I sell myself on the side when the mood feels right. I take care of the other girls in the tavern, some that have been whoring a whole lot longer than me, and I’m generous to a fault. I’ve never turned away a stranger from a good meal, and have rarely turned away a generous man who’s in need of the warmth from a woman’s thighs. I don’t consider myself holy for my choice of vocations, but I know I’m offering a valuable service for this lonesome frontier. Men need women, I figure. It gives them balance. Oh, I don’t like them dirty and I’ll tell them as much as I push them toward the bathhouse before they can lay a hand on my puss, or fondle my derriere. But when they are clean and looking reasonably wholesome, I don’t have a problem taking their money while they hang their holsters on the bedpost and I spread my fragrant legs.


  That’s the way things have been with Kiley McCarron for a long time. But lately things have begun to change, which is the point of my story. Seems this desperado had other ideas about my virtue and I now find myself ready to change just about everything because this unwholesome brute decided to pay The Angry Bear a visit.


  It began one night just before The Angry Bear closed. I was dead tired, my girls were all tucked in their beds earning a night’s wages, and it was just Jess, the bartender, and me sitting sorrowfully drinking a last whisky when a hulking man clouded the entrance of the saloon with his massive form.


  He didn’t say a word, just stood there for a moment and stared inside. We could hardly make out his face with a bright moon shining behind him. I felt myself tremble, and was sure Jess was reaching for his gun under the bar, just in case.


  I knew Jess was righteously cautious about this stranger, but even though I trembled, I had no real fear. This wasn’t a mean sort of fellow about to tear the place apart—oh, yes, we’ve had a few of those since I’ve been in charge. But he wasn’t like that at all. This man was a desperado in need of soothing, not a fight.


  Seconds passed while we three stared each other down. Turning into a minute or two, I wondered if he’d ever enter. And then, just before I was about to invite him in for a shot of whiskey, he pushes open the saloon door and strolls inside. I’ll never forget the sound of his boots hitting the hard wood, the way the boards beneath him creaked. He came slowly on us, the lamps on the wall beginning to light his face the closer he got. There was nothing about his expression that wouldn’t cause a woman to flee in fear of him. His look was as fierce as his large body. His coal black eyes were lit like torches, and his black beard and mustache seemed to swallow his mouth so I couldn’t clearly see his face. With hair that reached his shoulders flowing in a wave of ebony, I saw him as a man of conviction and force, and that force swept through me like the quaking earth. 


  “Whiskey?” I asked.


  “And a woman,” he said.


  Jess poured his drink, while I answered his request.


  “I’m afraid I’ll have to do,” I said, “all my girls are in bed.”


  He inspected me while he downed his liquor with one gulp. Then, as if he couldn’t make up his mind, he inspected me more. I’m a beautiful woman, especially dressed in emerald green satin with a low cut bodice that shows the blush of my breasts. I wondered what more he wanted.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “Kiley. Kiley McCarron,” I said proudly. “I own this place. And as long as you’re here you’ll behave like a gentleman.”


  He nodded. “You’ve got a bed upstairs?” he asked looking toward the staircase behind the bar.


  I hesitated. He was certainly not a flirtatious man. With so little finesse, I wasn’t too sure we’d make love or just fuck. Not knowing how to respond I remained silent, glued to the polished bar that held my weight. I suppose I wondered most how I’d get him into the bath before he had me. 


  Noting my delay, the desperado reached into his pocket and withdrew a wad of bills, enough to pay the taxes and re-shingle the exterior of the aging saloon.


  “It’s only one night,” he said, “and your thighs are broad and your ass is fair, I’m sure your cunt is hot as well.”


  I saw Jess blush, I almost did too, but my lessons in roughness had taught me to be careful of too much chagrin. I didn’t need to give away any fear.


  “Put the money in the safe, will you? Jess,” I replied. Turning, I walked toward the stairs, expecting the desperado to follow me.


  I pretty much forgot about him bathing, with it so late. And thankfully he wasn’t the kind that wanted to get too close anyway. But he did have a way with my hind end. Bending me over the bed, he massaged my generous plump mounds with his burly hands, kneading the flesh like flour dough and occasionally smacking my fair Irish skin with a good hearty whack. That got me all hot and flustered and I swayed my behind lewdly, letting him know how much I liked his nasty treatment. Not that I really wanted him to think I was having that much fun … but I couldn’t help myself. Ah, it felt so good, all that heat and fire. I held my tongue, though. It was well after midnight and with all the noisy slapping of my ass I was afraid that we’d wake one of my girls. I certainly didn’t want them to think I gave into a man that way. Some girls have a thing about being delicate, submissive flowers gently bending to a man’s will, but not me. I never planned to let a man get the better of me, even if it was one as miraculous with his hands as this one was.


  After the fucking was over, he wanted me lying with him. He was warm, his arms nurturing, and he didn’t need a bath as much I thought he would. I found myself settling into his heated body thinking that we really fit together.


  “You know you shouldn’t be in this kind of business, Kiley McCarron.”


  “And what business is it of yours?” I said, impudence showing.


  He had a lock of my hair in his hand, holding it so tightly it hurt. Pulling me up above him, enough so he could look me squarely in the face, I saw his quarrelsome expression and an attitude that was strangely fatherly. Not that I’d had much fatherly affection to compare it with, what he displayed was rather amazing the effect it had on me. Almost as if I liked the way he wanted to protect me. I had to shake off the feeling, it was ridiculous. The man was a dangerous desperado, I was convinced of that, and I’d be wise to watch myself.


  “Every good whore I’ve ever known either turns up dead or becomes a withered old hag by the time they’re thirty. You’re too beautiful to let that happen.” He let go my hair and I fell back against his arm beside him.


  That was a backhanded compliment, I thought to myself. But a warming gesture in its own way.


  “So, who are you anyway?” I probed him, since he thought he had the right to make comments on the facts of my life.


  “Brady Jarret,” he replied. 


  I immediately shot up, trying to wriggle my way out of his arms. “You shouldn’t be here,” I said. Where there had been some warmth in my heart, it was growing as cold as ice in winter.


  “I am, so what?” 


  “You should go.” I tried to weasel out of the bed, but he reached out and clutched me with one enormous fist. “No wonder your whores end up dead, tied to a man like you,” I said.


  I struggled more against his grasp, but he wasn’t letting me go.


  “You think you can best me, brat, you’ll just make me laugh.”


  “I gave you your money’s worth,” I said. “But nothing obligates me to stay with you now.”


  “Ah, so it’s all in my name, huh?”


  “It’s not your name at all, it’s who you are, and I don’t need fugitives from the law hanging out in my saloon. Now it’s the dead of night, you’ve had my loins, it’s time to leave. The window should suit you just fine.”


  I was as righteously adamant as I knew how to be, but the man wasn’t letting go. Struggling with him was getting me nowhere. But positioning myself just so, against his hefty body, I laid into his groin with my knee as hard as I could. He “yeowwweed” like crazy, but he didn’t let go. And once he’d recovered from the blow, which didn’t take long at all, I found myself upturned, flung naked over his lap on the edge of the bed, getting my behind walloped with the palm of his hand. His broad stroke was mean and it hurt like the dickens. Whack after whack laid all about my fleshy mounds, it began to really hurt.


  “You goddam bastard!” I wailed, forgetting that there were sleeping whores all over the upstairs of the saloon. 


  “Call me what you like, bitch, but you don’t fuck with my balls!” he wailed back.


  He must have been into his third dozen whacks before he let up at all, and that seemed only because he wanted to jockey me around on his lap so he could secure me rigidly against him. Such power, such force, and such a nasty sting! My ass was hot as a coal fire. With every added smack the burn only became more unbearable. There was no getting away from the fiery blast. The man was mean and determined, and not hearing a word I said. 


  Over the din of my own noise, I managed to hear a few doors creaking outside my closed one, and then I hollered all the more!


  “Hush, whore!” he snarled in a whisper at my ear. “Or perhaps you’d like the authorities to know I’m here in your bed. Think they wouldn’t arrest you too for harboring an outlaw as mean as me?”


  I immediately squelched my cries, but the desperado still didn’t stop spanking me.


  “You think my girls aren’t out there with shotguns?” I hissed through my teeth in an angry whisper.


  “Let them listen, Kiley McCarren. Let them watch if they want, but they won’t stop me and neither will you! You’ve probably needed this for a long time and there’s been no man, that’s man enough to do it!”


  His hand came down on my smarting behind as fervently as ever. I know this would be the last time I’d knee a desperado in the balls. Too bad I hadn’t discovered that piece of wisdom ten minutes before. Gritting my teeth, I kept my cries to a minimum and let the brute go on spanking me. Then with a sudden move he jerked me to my feet.


  “Now, you ever try that again, you obnoxious harlot, and I’ll use my belt and leave welts.”


  “As if there’s going to be a next time!” I fumed at him, my hands on my hips, my eyes shooting darts as fierce as the ones his coal black eyes were throwing my way. 


  “Oh, there will be a next time,” he assured me. “I rather like your spit and fire, and I like your ass.”


  “Don’t you ever try me again, or I’ll have the marshal after you.”


  “Hah! You won’t know when I’m coming, little lady. But rest assured, I will have your ass again, right in the palm of my hand.” He reached to fondle my sore behind but I managed to pull away. “And if you get testy on me, I’ll take you to the shed behind this saloon and give it to you proper. There’s nothing like the crimson butt of an angry whore to cure what ails a weary man.”


  He stood, his great shoulders towering over my seemingly slight form. In comparison to him I felt like nothing at all. There was lots more I might have said, but his demeanor silenced me. To argue was pointless, and with him putting his pants back on, I figured I was better off not saying a word as to tempt him to throw me over the back of a chair and pelt my ass with his leather belt.


  He was out of the saloon moments later, slipping stealthily into the night. As I watched through the open window, I was, on the one hand, glad to see he was gone, and on the other, wondering when he’d return.


  Wild—the feelings in me were something akin to lust and I could just imagine what it might be like having his nasty leather belt doubled in his hand, the blasted thing taking my ass end to another bright and burning moment of thrill. It was a night I would remember well.


  When I finally appeared outside my room that morning, my curious friend Jennymae asked, “You had a trick gone sour, Kiley? Sounded like quite a brute, I almost came in with Harley and dragged you out.”


  “I don’t know. I really don’t know,” I answered her, shaking my head and I refused to discuss my night with anyone.


  I didn’t see the desperado for two weeks, and with each day that passed I became more sure that his threat to return would never materialize. He was a dangerous wanted man in these parts, leading a dangerous life. While his crimes had all been for money—a train robbery, and a couple of banks heists, he had left one man dead. That man foolishly tried to challenge Brady Jarret when he’d have been wise to let this desperado take off with the bag of cash. I knew Brady was a dangerous man, the kind no woman, whore or Christian lady, should think about. But still, I found myself dreaming about him, and more than once on a lonely night when I was sleeping by myself, I took my body heat to a climax, remembering the utter command he had over me body and soul.


  Just as the memory of Brady Jarret was fading from my mind so I could hardly recall his face, he showed himself again. This time, he didn’t bother with the front door or the shot of whiskey. He climbed the stairs in the alley and came through my window at dawn. 


  “I want a bath,” he said as he weaseled his way inside my room. Thankfully, I was alone.


  Without a protest, I found myself giving him exactly what he wanted. Just one look at him and my heart was beating rapidly, and I was becoming liquid between my thighs the lust was so strong. While he waited in my room, I took care of the water and soap. And then when I snuck him down to the wash room at the end of the hall, he had me stay.


  “Bathe me,” he ordered.


  “I don’t do that,” I told him.


  “Maybe not to other men, but you will to me,” he informed me, very sure of himself.


  “I beg your pardon.”


  “I beg no pardons, ma’am, but I will lay my belt on a fractious lady’s ass if she so warrants. Or perhaps you forgot our last time together?”


  “I haven’t forgotten at all,” I said. “But I would like to know what gives you the right to make such demands on a woman you have no claim to.”


  “Ah, but I do have a claim on you, Kiley McCarron,” he said with a rude grin on his hairy face.


  I stood my ground, fuming. My chest heaved in anger, but I was afraid to speak. And then there was that feeling coming from him. Unnerving, I felt myself going weak, faltering when I should have been tough as nails with the brute.


  “See,” he chuckled, “It’s there in your eyes. You want a man of my charms, admit it.”


  “You have no charm,” I said resolved.


  “No?” he laughed full. “I have much charm, my sassy mistress.”


  I recoiled instantly. “I’m not your mistress!” I declared.


  “Ah, but you will be after today.” He reached out and pulled me toward him, toward the bath, the water, and the soap. Before I knew what was happening, my clothes were stripped from me and I was naked in the tub with him, rubbing his hairy chest with a thick washcloth. 


  I performed the rite he asked for as any whore would accommodate a paying customer, yet I found myself unbelievably aroused the way his hands combed my body while I worked. He was especially attentive to my ass, under the water, kneading it as though he could change the shape with his bare hands. I squirmed, not intending to, but such a fire was kindled it was impossible to ignore it. 


  “Ah, yes, after today,” he said smugly. “You’ll do anything I ask.”


  “I will not!” I protested vehemently, but that only raised a nasty gleam in his dark eyes. There I was again, in a matter of seconds, lifted from where my ass was deep inside the water, my poor body thrust over the edge of the tub, my rear cheeks raised in the air, and the desperado’s hand coming down on wet flesh making my whole hind end burn. This time he wasn’t angry with me, and between one rude burst of smacks he’d fondle my privates, reaching in with his fingers to find my womanly bud swollen and sensitive to even the slightest touch. Realizing the painful arousal in me, he then backed off and whacked my ass again, stimulating this dreadful passion even more. I hated myself becoming a withering flower in his command, but I couldn’t stop what the heat was doing to my smoldering insides. What was far worse was that I couldn’t stop wanting this rough man to take me anyway he chose. I wriggled about trying to get away, but then, with his hold on me as firm as ever, I relinquished everything. During one pause in the spanking, the orgasm in me crescendoed to a rich peak of satisfaction and I was over the top, writhing happily on those skilled fingers.


  “There,” he said, seeming to be as satisfied as I was when it was over. He pulled me back into the tub and fondled my breasts as he gazed on me with a contented grin. “I proved my point.”


  “Oh, you are a dastardly man,” I retorted. I could hardly even breathe, though I was trying to regain some of the composure I’d lost.


  “Are you a betting woman?” he asked me.


  “Betting? You mean do I gamble? Yes, and I win all the time.”


  “Then I’d bet you’ll be mine alone before the winter is over, Kiley McCarren. I’ll have you anywhere I want and you won’t object.” I looked at him stunned. “Now, you sassy whore, get yourself out of the tub and warm a towel for me or I’ll lay my belt on you in seconds.” 


  Dazed and bewildered I stumbled from the tub and followed his orders. Then exiting the wash room, I made my way naked to my room where I quickly donned another dress and tried to escape downstairs. The desperado caught me before I could get even halfway, and in silence he pulled me up the stairs. And there I was, in spite of myself, naked in my bed with him once again. This time it felt as though he was making love to me and I couldn’t let go, no matter how much my poor, confused mind was reeling from this amazing brute. When he finished, he held me close to him. There was comfort in his embrace, and fear as well. He looked at me with kindness and that was almost worse than his gruff manner.


  “You need the money your whoring brings?” he asked.


  “No?” I admitted honestly.


  He looked pleased. “Then don’t do it again. You do, it’ll be to the woodshed for you.”


  “How dare you tell me what I can and cannot do!” I was indignant once again.


  He smacked my ass hard. “You are my mistress, Kiley McCarron, no one else will have you.”


  “I cannot promise you that,” I said, still feeling quite defiant. Even so, I couldn’t imagine any man that could be as wild and rude and wonderful to make love to as this one. I knew I could be satisfied with just his hairy loins and fat cock. Even the slapping of his palm against my ass made me hot with desire.


  “I’d suggest you search your heart, and then behave yourself. I will honor my vow, even if you can’t seem to make one.”


  “And what vow is that?” I asked.


  “I’ll remain chaste for you.”


  “You certainly don’t need to.”


  “But I shall, and you’ll do me the favor of returning my pledge, that is unless you really want to know what it’s like to have your ass burn.”


  “I think I already know that, thank you,” I said.


  “Ah, your daddy whip you?” he asked.


  “I suppose he did,” I said.


  “But it wasn’t like it’s been with me, was it?”


  “Certainly not! My daddy was a drunken bastard, but he never laid his hand on me for anything but punishment that I suppose I deserved.”


  “Then, I’ll not either,” he said, though I won’t vow not to take your cunt afterwards.” There was the glimmer of the devil in him.


  I eyed the man, so perplexed I really didn’t know what to say. “I think Brady Jarret, that this is a strange kind of promise you want from me. What kind of life can it be with a desperado like you? What good would it be to fall in love with a man who has the barrel of the sheriff’s pistol pointed at his head. I’d be foolish to give my heart and promises to you.”


  “Ah,” his face softened so sweetly. “But I think you already have.”


  I couldn’t deny it, but I certainly wasn’t going to admit it. Slithering out of his grasp, I stood beside his wondrously naked body and dressed. I didn’t have a thing to say because there were huge tears forming in my eyes.


  “I’ll leave it for you to decide, pretty one,” he said. And then, he was off.


  I can’t say I wasn’t worried every second until I knew he was safely out of town.


  Brady Jarret came to my bed weekly for two months, and for two months I refused to sell myself, even to the regular guys that were used to having me on their whim. I created quite a ruckus with them, especially when I claimed it was the wrong time of the month for six weeks straight. I finally leveled with the best of them, and said there was a man I was promised to—of course I didn’t tell anyone who that was. To my dismay, word got out about my secret beau and the girls in the house and the guys in town didn’t want to let the matter drop until they knew who’d stolen Kiley McCarron’s heart.


  Two months—I endured them rather easily, thinking of Brady, my dear desperado. I relished the dead of night when he’d sneak into my bed and we enjoyed our kisses, and the playful midnight spankings. We had to be reasonably quiet, however, since I didn’t want the girls snooping around and finding out who was screwing me. It was just as well no one knew, even my best friend, Jennymae. 


  Then, there was the week that he didn’t come and I got anxious. Another week and I was feeling desperate. Then the third, and I was making casual inquiries about “wanted” men with the sheriff, trying to be coy about my reasons for knowing about the dreadful outlaws that played havoc on quiet towns like ours. “Never can be too careful who tries to sleep with one of my girls,” I told him. 


  “You have anyone in mind?” he asked me.


  “I really don’t know,” I said. “Just wonder who’s still roaming loose.”


  For all my prying, I found out nothing about Brady Jarret, if he’d been captured or was lying in an unmarked grave in some cemetery. 


  After a few more weeks without his visit, I finally, for practical reasons of income, I decided to halt my enforced celibacy from my working girl trade. The roof of the saloon needed repair before winter, and turning a few tricks was the easiest way to earn the cash. Besides, I was missing the warm arms and hot cock of a man. At that point, any good man would do. 


  For the next several weeks, I was hot and sassy again, climbing on gambler’s laps, flirting with lusty land barons and cowboys, and dallying with disaster. One especially late evening, I discovered later, my desperado was peeking in the saloon window unbeknownst to me or anyone else. Right when I was letting a sweet brute of a cowboy run his hands down the bodice of my satin dress and pluck a fair freckled tit from its confinement, Brady’s eyes were fixed on the illicit act. Following that nearly public groping in the saloon proper, the desperado watched as I dragged the lanky young cow poke up the stairs to bed.


  It was a hell of a night that followed. I’d have been better off if the cowboy had stayed, but he was quick out the door after he’d dropped his seed in me, and that gave my desperado the opportunity to attack.


  “What the hell you doing!” he blared at me, none too quietly I might add. He reached out to me in my bed and grabbed me from a night’s journey into a lovely, sexy dream. 


  “Brady! My god, I thought you’d never return.” I was so glad to see him I was nearly in tears. I threw myself at him and held on tightly.


  “I suppose you didn’t, my fair weather mistress. Seems I need to remind you of a few things,” he said, as he pushed me back.


  “Ah, love, I thought you’d been arrested or were dead. It’s been so long, how was I suppose to know?”


  “Your constancy so weak that you started screwing around so soon?”


  “Please, Brady, let’s not war,” I pleaded with him. I tried taking him in my arms again, running my hands over all the right places to arouse his manly passions.


  “After I do as I promised, then we’ll make love.”


  He was reaching for his belt, and I shivered, realizing what he was planning to do.


  “No, no please,” I tried to dissuade him.


  His look was terrifying, he scowled as angrily as I’d ever seen him, and the passion in his eyes looked like death itself, or God incensed to a righteous wrath. 


  He had the belt loose and in his hand, doubled without my being able to stop him.


  “No, not here, the girls will hear. You said the shed.”


  “Yes, the shed will do,” he agreed, and he hauled me off my bed. I only had seconds to find my robe and pull it around my shoulders. My nightgown was hardly enough to cover me from the cold of the night. Half dragging me, we took the balcony of the saloon around to the back and stole silently down the steps. Skirting the moonlit places in the yard, we headed straight for the woodshed opposite the two outhouses. The only sound we made was the door rattling as it opened. Yet, I was sure that more noise than I wanted to hear would soon be kissing the nighttime air.


  Inside the woodshed, Brady lit a lantern with a match and the glow of it cast long orange/yellow shadows around the crude walls.


  “I told you, I’d have your ass, you took money for your sweet cunt again. How many times has it been?” 


  “I thought you were dead!” I tried to reason with him one more time.


  “How many times was it?”




“I don’t know,” I said, nearly in tears.


  “You do know, bitch!” he was just short of roaring. Not to cause anymore curiosity from outside the shed I had to answer.


  “I’m not sure, but I went back in business two weeks ago, I suppose there have been a half-dozen or so.”


  That information made him even more angry, his scowl turning darker, so dark I thought I could see smoke curling from his ears. He looked like a charging bull.


  I tried to look painfully meek and penitent, but it was obvious that there was no escaping the punishment that he’d lay on. And the truth? I was actually looking forward to it. I knew it would hurt more than any hand spanking he’d given me, and there wouldn’t be any tender fondling in the middle just to alleviate the pain. No, this would be rough going start to finish; but then, I was strangely feeling guilty over my lack of virtue. His belt on my ass seemed like the perfect way to pay for my crimes. I hadn’t realized until I was staring him down, looking contrite in the face of his harrowing grimace, that I really did love him with all my heart. I was glad to see him, glad to be punished by him and suddenly so aroused by the further possibilities of the night,  I wasn’t sure that this would even hurt. 


  That stray thought, of course, was a painful miscalculation. But an error in common sense or not, it made no difference what my next minutes would be like.


  Once the irate desperado was ready for the task, he hauled me to the woodpile, pushed me against the rough-cut firewood and pulled up my robe and nightgown so he could have a clear shot at my white ass. I thought he was going to hold me steady the whole time, that he’d stand close with one hand on my back, the other doing the nasty deed, laying the doubled leather on my expectant derriere. To my surprise, however, he left me to clutch the jagged edges of a log or two of wood, and stood back so he could unfurl the belt to its full and impressive length. 


  I gasped for air in the breathless, close confines, gripped by a sudden panic in my heart. It beat so fast I could feel the pounding in my ears. My face was hot and flushed. Looking back at him, I cringed even more as I saw him draw back his arm and bring the belt down toward my pushed-out ass. I closed my eyes waiting for the strike, and then listened to the sound of the leather spank my broad ass cheeks, as it extended from one side to the other, meanly catching the side of my hips. 


  I shrieked.


  Feeling the next snap of leather, I was solely into the pain, the sting that radiated from the center where he aimed his blows. One strike after another rained down on me and with each, the shrieks and cries that issued from my lips were woeful and heartfelt. I jerked each time the belt landed, and could see in my mind’s eye my flesh turn crimson. I wiggled heartily, but then, not too much. Every time I writhed too much, the belt would snap the side of my hip again. With so little padding there, the pain would shoot through me like a knife blade cutting my skin. I can’t recall how long he went on before he finally paused. Then, I wilted to the floor, hoping that he was done with me for the night. 


  “Get up!” he roared. His voice was fierce, but in deference for the nighttime hour, he was not as sharp with me as he might have been. I can’t say I’d been as cautious with my own shrieks and cries.


  “I can’t,” I wailed. Tears that had been held back were spilling from my eyes in a steady stream.


  “Up, wench, you’re not done yet.”


  He sounded fierce, but he also sounded sincere like an angry father, admonishing a straying child.


  “I’m so sorry, my love, I’ll never …” I tried.


  “I’ll hear your promises later,” he returned. “Now, if you don’t want this to go on all night, you’d better get to your feet and let me have your ass.”


  By then, my bottom wasn’t screaming at me anymore. In fact, the warmth of the blaze diminished to a sensuous glow of heat. If only … I thought to myself. If only the next smacks would just augment this feeling.


  I was dismayed immediately, however. Bending over the woodpile again, I felt his next round as fiercely as I’d felt the first and this one went on longer. 


  “Yeeeeeowwww!” I cried, when one meanly caught the base of my ass cheeks, and then several others were laid on the tops of my thighs. “Noooooooo,” the long protest came from a guttural level somewhere inside me, a place where I’d never felt such pain before. Perhaps, I’d gained his sympathy because he returned to whipping the center of my ass, laying another bright and forceful round of punishment on the most padded parts.


  He kept up the pace, pausing after every few smacks to let me get a fresh—or rather stale—breath of air. The atmosphere around us was so hot, even being a late fall night with a heady chill in the air, it felt like the heat of a summer’s day. I found that the longer he went on, the more I became accustomed to the pain, that instead of being as brutal as those first harsh smacks, I could bear the new ones. Perhaps my ass was simply numb, or perhaps it was the desire burning in me. I know that I was less prone to shrieks, in fact they finally died away altogether so that I was squirming hot with each blow that landed. I was almost looking forward to the next.


  I think when Brady thought I was too comfortable with the pain, he’d lay it against me especially hard until he heard me protest again. This went on for some minutes, though like I’ve said, I have no judgment of time in these things. I only know that we were finally  exhausted. After one particularly long pause, I slumped again to the dusty earth beneath me, and rested my hot bottom on the cool ground.


  “Enough?” I looked up at him sorrowfully.


  I could see in his eyes, a kindness had replaced the ferocity that had defined the last half hour. He still looked grim and serious, but not nearly as much as he’d been when all this started.


  “Enough,” he confirmed. “You’ll believe me now, I should think.” He was quite adamant with that comment. And as I watched him put his belt back around his waist, I breathed a sigh of relief. As much as the final smacks might have pleased me, as much as they might have had some erotic quality, I wasn’t sure that I could take anymore. “Now get up, my fair brat,” he ordered and I quickly complied. 


  I was a limp and wilted flower in his hands that night. But oh, how he refreshed me and made me bloom again. After some moments of quiet, we slipped back up the stairs and into my room through the open window. 


  In bed, he was once again my handsome desperado, his hands going everywhere, along my thighs, about my cunt, and, of course, about my red and punished cheeks. It didn’t take too long for the bright hue to fade, though the soreness would remain for some time, especially with his hands caressing the flesh with such a fervent passion. I admit, those caresses were the most lovely that I’ve ever known. More than just a reminder of my vow to him and how he’d keep me to that vow forever, they brought me such an amazing arousal. After so many nights without him, they made me frantic to know his cock inside me, eager to please him in any way he wanted. I still can’t believe the power he has over me, how it seems to renew with every touch of his hand, whether that touch is cruel or tender. I only knew after this trip to the woodshed and the aftermath, that I’d be taking money from no man. No man but my desperado would enjoy the comfort of my bed.


  There was a posse that rode into town the morning after my night in the shed. We’d laid in bed a long time, but the commotion in the street was enough to make us peek out of the window. We couldn’t be sure if these lawmen were after Brady, or some other roaming outlaw. Yet, we couldn’t take any chances either. At the first opportunity, I slipped my lover out of my room, into a vacated bedroom across the hall. From there, he left the saloon through a back window and I believe he made it safely out of town. Just outside the window, he turned to give me one last command and one last shred of hope.


  “You keep yourself chaste for me, Kiley McCarron, or you know what happens next time.” For good measure, he grabbed his belt as he spoke. Reminded of the night before, a crazy shiver of lust bolted through my body. It moved from my stomach, to my hips, to my heart,  but seemed settle in my aching behind. I longed for another experience with his belt on my ass, though I hoped that the next one would be as much for pleasure as this last was for punishment.


  “I’ll be constant, I promise,” I said.


  He smiled and touched my face tenderly.


  “Next time I return, I’ll be taking you with me when I leave,” he said.


  “What?” I was bewildered.


  “We’ll go to Mexico where I’m not a hunted man. I have a friend that will keep us safe. And there, in the wide open spaces I won’t have to worry about the sounds we make in the night.”


  “You mean when your belt is striking my behind?” I asked.


  “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”


  With a gleam in his eye, he was off, disappearing without that one last kiss.


  It’s been three weeks since the desperado’s last visit. I miss him more than anything in the world. I have my hope, my dreams and my passion to keep me steady. And my vow of chastity to him. Mexico. I think of Mexico and wonder if we can truly be safe together, if our lives will ever really get beyond these stolen nights, if we can ever walk the streets of some dusty town, together hand in hand. I wonder too as I recall our brief nights, if I’ll ever have his belt against my ass again bringing out all the wondrous passion and the fiery flames of sex. 


  I wonder and I wait now. In the dead of night I think I hear him creeping toward my room. But when he’s not there, and it’s just the wind rattling the pane of glass, I keep my hope. 


  I think of Mexico, and I think of my desperado and dream. 


  My Urban Cowgirl 


  Morgan’s best features were her laughter and her ass. I’m not sure if the two are connected in any way, because she sure didn’t laugh much when I was dealing with those round rear cheeks. I think it was the laughter that would follow that often endeared me to her.


  She thought she was hot stuff, landing in my life to polish my ranching operation with her expertise. Hell, I didn’t give a damn about keeping books, I was a backwoods hellion that finally found peace riding my acres of prime land. I only hired the brat to make sure I wasn’t losing money. But then, she swooped in on me wanting to change everything, and hell, I wasn’t about to let her make all the changes she would have tried.


  Morgan was suppose to stay at my ranch for a few weeks to learn the business, set up the accounts and make suggestions; though when she arrived I could see that things weren’t going to be all that cut and dried. From my first look at her long golden hair, the cornflower blue eyes and her pert smile, I could tell that there’d be some kind of sparks flying before our relationship was over. She was as sassy as a smart-mouthed teenager, waving her ass as she walked with me from the plane to my truck. I think she was trying to impress me with her knowledge of operations like ours, her in her pale yellow designer suit and the Gucci briefcase. I could just see her changing clothes appearing in a pair of skin tight blue jeans, a silk cowboy shirt and high-heeled boots that she’d stumble in the first time she walked across the paddock. She might have read up on ranches, but she wouldn’t know what the hell she was talking about and end up embarrassing us both. I wondered if this had been a good idea. A fellow rancher had hired her Chicago accounting firm the spring before. They put his records in order in three days.  I knew the job at my ranch would be a bit more involved, but I wasn’t planning to have some gorgeous dame with a desire for control trying to take over. She was certainly going to have to stick with the books and stay out of my territory.


  To my surprise and relief, Morgan did get out of that posh yellow suit before she fell in the mud and ruined it, and she thankfully appeared in a decent pair of blue jeans—some designer brand of course, but she had regular cowboy boots and a denim shirt that didn’t look as though it would fly off in the wind. She still looked like dynamite though. I could have cursed the accounting firm for sending me this woman. I wasn’t particularly happy with the distraction with so much to do, but I suppose I could think of other annoyances that were worse than having to gaze at a statuesque body, golden hair and a beautiful smile.


  Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for me to find out where this broad was coming from. Starting with our tour of the stables, she was filled with all kinds of “helpful hints” that went in one ear and out the other. I was only too happy to show her the way to the office and the work she was hired to do. The day after her arrival, however, while she was supposed to be taking a break, I found her discussing animal feed with my stable hands, as if she was making the buying decisions. I led her away from them fast, but she was putting her nose into all kinds of places, from the kitchen, to the paddocks, to the stables and cattle barns. I’d leave her alone for ten minutes and she’d have some harebrained idea that only confused my employees and pissed me off.


  I finally cornered her after three days of irritation. Backing her right into a corner in the office, I put my finger in her face and exploded—kindly I might add.


  “Listen, Ms. Morgan Rice, your job is here, in this room, getting my accounts in order. It is not in the stables, lending advice where none is needed. I didn’t hire you for that, and I don’t want you butting your head into matters that don’t concern you. This ranch could be going to hell in a hand-basket but you just stick to your job, nothing more. Is that clear?” On second thought, I wasn’t all that kind, but she was really screwing up the works. I thought she might be just a little apologetic when I got my point across, but no, she wasn’t going to be intimidated by anything. 


  “Your ranch is going to hell in a hand basket,” she declared. “And if you don’t do something soon, you will lose it. I’m only trying to do the job you hired me to do. As I see it, I’m here to save you from disaster, which is just around the next corner.”


  “My, you are an optimistic sort,” I sneered at her meanly. I was still pissed. “Let’s just get this really straight. You have an opinion, that’s okay, but you say nothing to anyone but me. Got that?”


  “Okay, I can live with that, but I’m not going to watch you tube your inheritance, your way of life and the only thing you have going for you by being stubborn as a mule, Mr. Andreson.” She was pretty stubborn herself, and I backed away from her laughing.


  In a few minutes, she was laughing too. Seemed we both needed to lighten up and that was a good way to ease the prickly tension between us.


  “I’m sorry if I overstepped my bounds, Rory,” she finally admitted. “I guess I get over zealous when I get in the middle of a battle. And that’s how I see your financial condition.”


  “Enough said. I’ll keep my peace, as long as you follow the rules.”


  She got this strange look in her eyes and cocked head. “And if I don’t?”


  I eyed her thoroughly for a minute, then smiled. “You know, there’s an old strap hanging on the stable wall. My daddy used to use it on my ass when I misbehaved. You keep up the way you did this last few days, I’ll take that strap, haul you over my knee, and give you the spanking of your life.”


  “Oh, my,” she said, giggling sweetly. “I’d like to see any man do that.”


  “I consider that a challenge,” he said.


  “Oh, then I suppose I’d better watch out.”


  “Just don’t tempt me Ms. Rice.”


  “I’ll do my best not to, but please just call me Morgan. All this Ms. Rice stuff sounds so formal, kind of like you resent that I’m a woman.”


  “I don’t resent that at all. In fact, I appreciate very much that you’re a woman and very pretty to look at.”


  I think she actually blushed, but she covered it up quickly, and then weaseled her way out of the corner back to the desk, while I moved on with my day.


  It only took two days for Morgan to have me pissed again. Just when I thought she’d work out fine, she managed some casual conversation with my foreman and I began hearing about her schemes to make my ranch part of a consortium of ranch businesses. It seemed like the first step on the road to ruin, and I wasn’t exactly happy about hearing her plans second hand.


  “I thought I told you to bring your fancy ideas to me, if you have to express them,” I said as I strode into the office. She was bending over reaching for some files in the bottom drawer of the file cabinet and I enjoyed a quick look at her lovely rear.                  


  “You’re talking about my brief conversation with Al?” she asked, sounding rather flippant in the process.


  “Yes, that conversation should have been with me.”


  “And there was nothing wrong with it.”


  “Except that we had an agreement.”


  She’d taken a seat at the desk, and looked up at me as though she was the one in charge, and I was just any old lackey in her service. Maybe if she’d have laughed a little, I might not have been in such a bad humor. But it was bad timing for her to power up on me. I’d already had a lousy day and her back-handed scheme was the last straw.


  “You know I really oughta take you over my knee,” I said remembering my suggestion.


  “You really think I’d let you?” she peered up through her reading glasses—reminding me of an old Latin teacher I had in high school. 


  “We’ll just see, won’t we,” I replied. I was going for her, had her pulled to her feet, dragged across the room and over my lap before she realized what was happening. Holding her around the waist with a firm grip, since I expected her to raise holy hell, I began spanking her bottom with the palm of my hand as hard as I could.


  She cried, she screamed, she kicked her legs, but I kept going, pouring every bit of strength I could muster into the act. I figured that I had to hit her hard, otherwise she’d never feel a thing through the stiff jeans that covered her behind. If I thought I could have uncovered them, and have her bare bottom to smack, I certainly would have. But I decided my best bet was to keep her immobilized as she was. 


  “Ouch! You friggin’ ass this is starting to hurt!” she yelled.


  “Good!” I retorted.


  I kept slapping her fanny hoping that this would take some of the spit and vinegar from her. It did seem that the more I spanked her, the more she subdued. By then, my hand was beginning to sting, I imagined her ass was too. Finishing her off, I set her back on her feet, Morgan looking flustered and embarrassed.


  Her bewilderment only lasted a few seconds, then she was mad as a hornet.


  “How dare you!” she snapped at me.


  “Hey, what can I say,” I replied.


  “I should … I should…” she was stammering and it was quite a sight.


  “You know you look lovely all pissed like you are?”


  “You are one patronizing bastard, and if you ever lay a hand on me …”


  “Oh, my, you threatening me?”


  Her chest was still heaving, and the more she looked me in the eye, the more I felt her passion rise. I never expected this to be an erotic thing, but sure enough, I was responding physically and I know she was too.


  “You’re horny, aren’t you?” I said.


  “I am not!”


  “Oh, sorry, I just saw this look in your eyes.”


  “What look?”


  “Maybe your warm bottom is turning you on.”


  She stared at me, her eyes still hot, her fists at her side still clenched. 


  “Actually I was thinking it was kind of funny,” I went on. I was smiling so broadly I think she caught the mood from me. In the blink of an eye, her manner changed and this odd smile broke out on her face. She shook her head, like she had no idea what to say or do, then she slumped down in a chair before me.


  “Ouch!”


  “Still hurt,” I asked.


  “Not really,” she said, “just surprising.”


  “Well then, next time I’ll be sure to take down your pants.”


  “There won’t be a next time.”


  “Oh, really?” I was already in doubt of that. Seemed that Morgan and I had crossed a barrier pretty quickly. I don’t know much about intimacy, but we had something going and we both knew it. Not that we’d be sharing secrets just yet, it just seemed as though we were destined for something a little more than we expected.


  “I guess I brought that on,” she finally confessed.


  “You sure as hell did,” I replied quickly.


  “But I never thought you were serious.”


  “Just be glad that we weren’t in the stable, I would have used the strap.”


  “You wouldn’t,” she said, challenging me again.


  “Maybe you ought to try me,” I said. Damn! I was happy and amused, she was so hot and pretty. I think even more after that spanking, her hair messed up, her face looking soft. “You know you are beautiful.”


  “Thank you,” she was still chagrined and bewildered. 


  “I mean really beautiful. You have a boyfriend?”


  “No. But you have no business asking.”


  I shrugged.


  “Just wondering. But I guess next time you’ll know I’m serious when I make a threat.”


  Her face began to change, her anger disappearing altogether. I was lucky about that, and then she kind of laughed again. “You know, Rory, I’ve never met anyone quite like you.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, anyone who can be such a boor and so stubborn when his ship is sinking.” She stood up, turned around and walked back to the desk.


  “So, I suppose the effects of the spanking are gone?”


  “Yes, they are,” she confirmed, reclaiming some of her saucy charm. “Next time you should really use a riding crop. Now that would be fantasy I might want to indulge in.”


  “A riding crop?”


  “Yes,” her eyes glimmered quite seductively. “I can just imagine a shiny new leather-wrapped cane with a smart leather end and a braided handle. That gives me shivers right to my … to my … my toes.”


  “I see,” I said nodding my head. I think she was trying to take control. One up me thinking she could best me with spanking talk. I wasn’t moved, but I was still impressed by my accountant. “I’ll see what I can do. I just hope you got my message about sticking your nose into business where it doesn’t belong.”


  “I swear, I’m reformed,” she assured me. 


  I was frankly a little surprised that “Miss big-city accountant urban cowgirl” didn’t give me more of a fight than she did. I suppose that was because, that little turn over my lap affected her more than either of us figured it would. It affected me to.


  We had nearly a week of smooth sailing. Oh, there was some friendly sparring, and even a few pointed references to spanking. I’d threaten her, and she’d pretend like she was mortified, but she’d always be laughing, “Yeah, just you try and put me over your lap again!” she’d declare with a smile on her face. I was beginning to wonder if she wasn’t baiting me. 


  Then there was that afternoon, I was just plain tired of the ranch and everything that had to do with it. I ran by the office at three in the afternoon and abducted Morgan right from the middle of whatever she was trying to do with my account books. Apparently it was a mess because she kept giving me these stern looks over her reading glasses every time I tried to inquire how things were going. This time, I just ignored all that, and taking her by the hand, I had her in the truck before she really had a chance to protest.


  “We both need a break,” I said. “And now’s as good a time as any.”


  “But I was right in the middle of …”


  “The beginning, middle and end will all be there when we get back.”


  “So, where are we going?” she asked.


  “To town.”


  “What for?”


  “A beer.”


  “Don’t we have beer in the fridge?”


  “Not beer on tap, and not the jukebox at the Lazy Blues.”


  “I see.”


  She was starting to ease up on me, and act like she was actually enjoying herself. And after a couple of beers she was ready to dance. A little Willie, Travis Tritt and some then some crooning Garth Brooks. Damn! She moved those hips well, and right against my crotch.


  We laughed a lot between all the seduction and had another two beers. By the time we made it through a hamburger and fries we were almost sober enough to get home. That’s when I had a brilliant idea. Still leading this city girl by the hand—something I’m sure she’d never tolerate from a city boyfriend—we took a side trip into Hodgkiss Country Western Store.


  “What am I suppose to find here?” she asked.


  “You need a hat when you ride cowboy style.”


  “Oh, I do,” she smirked at me. 


  She tried on a dozen lady Stetsons and picked the one that looked the best atop that beautiful mop of blonde hair. Then, on our way to make the purchase, we stopped at a display, eyeing an array of riding crops hanging on the wall.


  “Now that’s exactly what I was thinking of,” she said.


  She must have still been half drunk, I thought, either that or horny as hell, giving me that much lead. What could I say? I couldn’t help but buy the thing. Just like she’d described it, this riding crop had a sleek leather-covered surface, a braided handle and a business end that would pack quite a wallop.


  “I can’t put you over my knee to use this,” I reminded her as, as the clerk took it off the wall and handed it to her.


  She ran her fingers over the surface, down the shaft and then gripped it in her hand. “Let me see this in your hand,” she said, handing it to me.


  I held it tightly at her request and let the feel of it arouse me even more than I already was. 


  “You like it too, don’t you?” she asked.


  “What are you trying to tell me?” I wondered.


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. But why don’t we just buy it and see what happens?” She looked at me, her blue eyes glimmering. She was the most amazing woman I’d ever met.


  That night, we continued drinking, just a few more beers while we sat on the porch and talked about everything I could think of. I listened to that lilting laugh and watched her smile, and had the feeling that I might actually be falling in love. Then all of a sudden she disappeared. “I’ll be right back,” she told me as she dashed into the house. When she returned, she had the riding crop in her hand, and the look of a naughty kid on her face.


  “You don’t suppose you’d like to use this on me?” she said, after several moments of sheepish blushing.


  “You really do mean that,” I said, realizing that half her expression was total seduction.


  She nodded.


  “And where do you think would be best?” I let her pick the place.


  “I suppose the stable might not be a bad idea, or better yet, the shed.”


  “It stands to be more private,” I agreed. I could feel myself going a little cold, and a little distant. Somehow putting a riding crop to a woman’s behind seemed like serious business even if this one was intended to be playful. “Hand me the crop,” I ordered in a tone that reflected the mood.


  I could almost see her shimmy hearing the command.


  “Yes, sir,” she said jauntily as she handed me the leather handle. 


  “Now, report to the shed, brat,” I gave my next order. “And you’d better be quick because I won’t be happy if I have to wait.”


  Morgan was off the porch in seconds, scurrying fast toward the shed behind the house. When I saw her disappear from view, I rose myself, and ambled toward the old wooden structure, thinking about what I was about to do. I must admit, I was on fire. This woman was beyond me, tough as nails, sometimes mouthy, one of the most self-assured women that I’ve ever met, and yet she was leading me into this scenario, giving me control I’m not sure she’d ever given any man. 


  “So, Morgan,” I said, as I entered the shed and saw her standing there with a coy expression on her face. “You think you’d like this on your ass?”


  “I’d like my bottom burning,” she answered quietly.


  “I’m sure you deserve it,” I replied. “Women like you need a good whipping every once in and a while. Bare your ass.”


  The same electric jolt that raced through me, raced through her. I could see it, the way her body quivered nervously. She was as submissive at that moment as she’d ever been in her life. That was as clear as glass to me. I watched her bow her head, her hands move to the buttons on her jeans and then slowly undo each one. I thought she’d never get to the end. Once there, she looked up at me with her head cocked and then turned around. Putting her hands inside the waistband of the denim, she pushed the pants over her hips to her knees. She didn’t have a stitch on underneath and what appeared were the two most glorious mounds of female derriere I’d ever seen. Though the light in the shed was dim, there was still a lustrous glow about them, a dimple high on each side, and when she clenched them, they drew up tight. 


  “All the way off,” I told her as the pants reached her ankles. Ah! As she began to remove them over her feet, I could see her crack part enough so I could peek at the plump pubis deep in her crotch. “Now, over the sawhorse,” I instructed her. There was a bench, a stool and a pile of wood in the shed. I hadn’t realized how completely prepared this place was for a little corporal justice. But to me the choice was clear, only the sawhorse would have her bend that lovely ass tight, and that’s exactly what I wanted to see and what she needed. 


  Morgan moved warily. I could sense the fear, the slight trembling. Any moment I expected her to give it all up and declare this the stupidest thing she’d ever done. But that didn’t happen. Apparently her fantasy was in control and she wasn’t about to waver. She’d see it through start to finish. 


  “Over the sawhorse,” I repeated when I saw her hesitate. That was just enough to get her moving. Leaning forward she grasped an old stump on the other side of the rail. It was just the right height to help keep her balance, while ensuring that she couldn’t easily rise from the awkward pose.


  “You want it hard, Morgan, that’s exactly what you’re going to get,” I informed her. She kind of jiggled a little in response, perhaps another fear flying through her aroused system.


  When I reached out with the crop, I ran the smooth business end over her bottom very lightly, seeing how she squirmed. Her pussy hit the bar at just the right spot for it to massage her. Yes, she was hot, about as much as I was. Teasing her more, she was moving with the feel of the leather, its light touch obviously raising the heat in her to an impossible degree. I could hear her moan, and I swear she was begging me with a softly spoken, “Please, please.” Almost feeling as though she might orgasm just from this tender foreplay, I moved with her for a while. And then, abruptly changing gears, I raised the crop, drew back my arm and brought the implement down on her bottom with an invigorating crack.


  “Ah!” she gasped.


  I’d shocked her.


  Returning to my tease, I continued again, letting her suffer waiting for the next strike. That too was accomplished with a swiftness she’d never expected, and for a third time returning to the torturous toying, I had her so on edge, she was overtly begging.


  “Rory, please,” she pleaded softly.


  “When I’m ready,” I replied.


  “Ah, please, I need this,” she swore, her hips gyrating almost lewdly to entice me.


  Then, when I finally let her have it, it was swift and harsh, the riding crop flying with a merciless and steady rain of strikes hitting her everywhere about her pushed out ass. She squirmed lewdly with each strike. I knew she was in agony, but she was taking it and asking for more. “Yes, gawd yes, Rory please.”


  I struck and struck again, her bottom cheeks first turning pink, then a pale rose and then a darker hue that looked as though it was screaming hot. Every dozen or so, I backed off and it would be torture again. She pleaded with me in a sorrowful tone until I cut into her one more time. Then she shimmied and pretended that it hurt, then tried to get away. The more fierce the strikes, the more she sounded off, the more I let her feel the burn. Only when I thought she couldn’t take any more, did I let up at all. Though the more I got into the punishment, the fewer the breaks and the shorter they were. She wanted it hard, just as she said.


  At one point I felt us fall into a rhythm, something almost sultry and sensuous. My cock was throbbing inside my pants. The heat in me seemed as fierce at it obviously was in her. She shimmied more, and moaned like she was about to come.


  Deciding not to remain a passive observer. I finally threw the crop to the floor, opened my fly, withdrew my stiff penis and thrust it into her pulsing opening, feeling the warm wet bath of pleasure draw me deep within.


  “Ah, yessss,” she hissed.


  I seethed back with something equally as intense, and we moved in a fast and wicked rhythm until we were both about to explode. When I reached round her hips and found her clitoris with my fingers, it took just a gentle squeezing to have her crying nastily, jerking like a mad woman and coming on my hand with a warm bath of female cum. My climax took the submissive Morgan one last step. She hung on tightly to the stump in front of her as I gave her several forceful thrusts and came, shooting myself into her deeply. Afterwards, I lingered a while enjoying the way she bore down and milked my erection for everything that was there. When I pulled out and helped her rise, she seemed to fall into my arms. Our lips met for the first time. 


  “Oh, my gawd, Rory, I don’t know what came over me,” she finally said as she pulled away.


  “Was it so bad?” I wondered.


  “No, but this is so unlike me.”


  “Is it really? Or is it just something that you never tried.”


  She smiled almost embarrassed. I had no idea where our working or personal relationship was going, but it was obvious that it would never be the same.


  ***


  Morgan had about a week, maybe ten days left and her work would be finished. In that time I took her to the woodshed about every other day. On off days, she claimed her bottom needed some time to recuperate from the time before. On each occasion, my lusty accountant got the full measure of the riding crop laid handily on her ass until it was burning hot. And on each occasion, after it was over, after it made both of us unbearably hot, we had sex. I took her one more time in the shed, but then we graduated to the house and my bed where we had a more comfortable and longer ride about my sheets. 


  She was accomplished in most all kinds of sex, and I was a happy lover. As long as she had a hot bottom she was in heaven. When I wasn’t punishing her ass with the crop, she was happily doing her work without getting in my way. Morgan even found a way to communicate her ideas to me without pissing me off. I willingly admit she did a lot to put my business back on track. In her terms, she saved the ranch. I wasn’t so sure of that, but I did appreciate the input and I told her so. 


  As the day of her return to Chicago approached, however, Morgan became edgy and short with both me and my staff. And that old habit of spouting off at the mouth to whomever she pleased returned with a vengeance. I mentioned it to her once, but that didn’t seem to stop her. She was particularly upset that I was buying new cattle when she didn’t think I could afford a purchase of the size I wanted. I appreciated her concern, but I wasn’t about to stop taking risks in my business. That’s what drives me, adds some of the reckless cowboy excitement to my life, even if it might be ill-advised. Morgan, on the other hand, let her opinions be known in a way that started to really tick me off. When I walked into the stable the day before she was to leave, I overheard another unwarranted opinion about my foolish business sense, delivered to a half-dozen ranch hands and my foreman. I blew up. I was standing behind her at the stable door, Morgan unaware that I was there.


  “Guys, do you mind if I have a word with Ms. Rice in private,” I snapped angrily. They all looked at me a little oddly, but one by one they left the stable. On his way out, my foreman ventured a comment, “your urban cowgirl getting your goat?” he snickered. I closed the door behind him with a definite bang.


  “Ooo my, I’m so sorry,” Morgan purred at me. “I suppose I overstepped my bounds again.”


  “You’re damn right you did,” I blared.


  “Well, you don’t have to be so sensitive,” she sassed me back.


  “I can be as sensitive as I damn well please,” I sassed right back.


  Just a couple of feet away from me hung the old leather strap. Taking it from the wall, just the feel of it in my palm was all I needed to inspire me.


  “How about in that stall,” I said, pointing to an empty one behind her.


  “Oh, you’re going to do it here? But you don’t have the riding crop.” Her facial expression had changed again, taking on that coy, flirtatious one she used when she wanted me to use the crop on her ass. The last time had been just the night before. Her ass should still be smarting. I really didn’t care, but I could sense she was concerned. “I’d love another spanking before I leave, but I was thinking tomorrow.” Ah, she thought she could change my mind. 


  “This ain’t playtime, Morgan, this is real punishment. Now get in the stall.”


  Now she looked worried seeing how serious I was.  


  “But …”


  “Go!” I ordered, motioning with the strap in hand.


  “I’m sorry, Rory, please.”


  “You love it so much, I can’t see what the problem is. And unless you want to make it worse on yourself, you’d better get in that stall and pull your pants down. If I have to drag you there myself and tear your jeans off, I will.” 


  My last comment raised enough fear in her to get her going. She scampered to the stall and her jeans were at her ankles by the time I got there. Not only that, she was poised over a bale of straw, ready and waiting for the strap to do its business.


  Even as angry as I was with her, the sight of Morgan’s round bottom thrilled me to my core. Maybe I too was on edge because she was going to leave. I sure would miss this wondrous view. For all my admiration of her fine derriere, however, I was still pissed and I didn’t waste any time, letting her have that strap right where it would do the most good. I pelted her briskly with hard, biting strikes, and she was crying for mercy in a matter of seconds.


  This being punishment, I didn’t stop to play our teasing game, something I’m sure she hoped for. No, I simply laid on the leather again and again, one blow over top the one before, taking the strikes from high on her ass to the top of her thighs. She shrieked like hell when I let her have it in one place for a good dozen straight. Then, with a little compassion, I eased off and started in again giving it to her in another spot, until that was screaming hot with pain. 


  Overall, I suppose I punished her for fifteen minutes straight with hardly a break at all, leaving her sobbing in tears and wiggling like mad the entire time. When I finally stopped to catch my breath, not sure if I was going to begin again, Morgan stopped her crying and waited for some clue from me.


  “You know, Morgan, you’re just upset because you’re leaving tomorrow,” I said.


  She didn’t say a word, but remained motionless and submissive in her position over the bale of straw. Every few seconds she jerked, as though a fly had landed on her ass and she wanted to shake it off. Since that wasn’t so, I imagine coming down from the bracing punishment, her ass twitched just from an occasional breath of air that would tickle her hot cheeks as they cooled. 


  Seeing how beautifully red, and raw and lovely she was, I had two opposing desires: the first, to lay the strap on her ass again—I certainly believed she deserved it; the second to take her in my arms and make love. I opted for the first desire, my own fury not quite dispelled. And too, there was a good deal of agonizing on my own part. I knew this might be the last time I had the joy of seeing a woman’s ass so beautifully bared, reddened and submissive to my whims.


  When I reared back again, she was looking over her shoulder at me the moment the strap struck. I could see almost see the same desire and grief on her face that I was experiencing myself. She shuddered when the strap hit, but she didn’t cry this time. I suppose that these strikes might have been less vigorous, though they were certainly delivered with as much passion as the ones before. The red blush had faded some, but it all came back in seconds, looking more hot and burning than it had before. I laid into her at least two dozen times, long, broad strokes, the strap connecting with those sore cheeks as she wriggled and squirmed. After a time, her soft moans turned back into shrieks and she was crying. Then, I finally backed away for good.


  Appraising her limp body, my desire was as rich as ever, but I came to an important conclusion, sad as it was. “Since you’re leaving, I don’t think it would be a good idea to have sex anymore. It’s only going to make us more edgy and unhappy. I rather not have any more wars with you, Morgan. I think we should end things here.” I let the words sink in for a few seconds then turned and started toward the stable door. Only as I reached it, did I hear her begin to rustle against the straw as she rose.


  “Rory,” she called to me. 


  I turned around, watching as she buttoned her pants.


  “Does this mean you don’t want me around anymore?”


  “That’s not the point, is it?” I said. “You have another job waiting for you and I have a ranch to run.” I wanted to say more, or listened to her say something, but she just gazed at me silently, a little baffled. 


  For the rest of the day and into the next, she was thoroughly businesslike. And though not unfriendly, she resumed the curt air of professionalism that marked my first days with her. That was just as well, what was there to gain by getting entangled? She had her life and I had mine, and it was clear that the two really didn’t have much in common. I let one of the ranch hands take her to the airport that next afternoon, figuring that saying goodbye was just one awkward moment neither of us needed.


  While I felt Morgan’s absence immediately, I spent my time riding into the far reaches of my ranch, supposedly to inspect the cattle grazing there. It took a good week to survey my holdings, a task I rarely did with such complete relish and all at once. With Morgan around, I was reluctant for many reasons to leave for any length of time. Now, with her gone, it was better easing back into my old life if I didn’t have to look at all the places I remembered her being, thinking any moment she’d be turning the corner, or I’d find her sitting at my desk, or I’d hear the sound of her laughter.


  When I returned to the house one afternoon, about five thirty, I caught a whiff of her perfume in the air, something that happened, perhaps too often, but nonetheless, it was a pleasant experience. I smiled thinking of that blonde hair and delicious voice. Inside my office, I hung up my hat as I always did that time of day, and was about to leave when I spotted something on the desk. Morgan’s riding crop. I know it hadn’t been there in the morning. In fact, I knew she’d taken it with her. After all, it was hers and I assumed she’d be out finding another lover to interest in her spanking passions. But here? Now? It made no sense. At least not until I heard a sound behind me, boots clicking on the hardwood floor. I turned around.


  “I thought perhaps I needed a session in the shed.” There she was, Morgan with a smile and golden hair and shimmering blue eyes.


  “And why is that?” I asked, trying to get over the shock of her unexpected appearance.


  “I’ve been awfully foolish, thinking I could leave this place and you,” she said.


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah, it’s all I’ve been thinking about since I left. Your books are going to need constant attention if you hope to keep this place running. And I’m worried that you’re not handling it. I mean, you’re hardly out of the woods and I hate to see you go under just after I get things all straightened out.”


  “I see. So, you’ve been negligent in your duties, perhaps?”


  “Absolutely,” she replied.


  “And you need to be punished for that, I suppose?”


  “Most assuredly. I never should have left this in your hands,” she pointed to the ledgers still sitting where she left them on my desk. “It looks as though you haven’t touched them?”


  “You’re right about that,” I agreed, peering at the desk. “And so, you think you’d better stay on?”


  “Only if I’m a welcome addition to your staff. I wouldn’t want to encroach where I’m not wanted, but I do think you’ll need at least a part-time accountant and there’s no one more suited for the job.”


  I nodded my head and flashed her a smile, then picked up the riding crop feeling a warm rush of energy begin to pour into the shoulder and arm that relished drawing back the implement and letting it fly across her dimpled ass cheeks. 


  “Well, then, Ms. Morgan Rice,” I said. “I think you’d better get to the shed so we can get this over with and on to other matters. I do believe that justice should always be meted out promptly.”


  “I couldn’t agree with you more,” she replied with a quivering smile, as she sexily pushed a lock of her hair back with her hand.


  And with that, we were off, knowing how the hour would end, and the day, and likely a lot more days down the road.


  Incident In The Cellar


  The wind howled about the moonless night, sending dead leaves in rustling waves along the dry grass, to settle again until the next gust sent them in another direction. Ella pushed her way against the elements, holding her tattered sweater against her shoulders as she fought one current of cold air after another. When she came to the door of the angular mansion on the hill she was out of breath, and before knocking, sagged wearily against the thick door frame. A broken gargoyle scowled, looking as though it would jump from its concrete cloak and bury its beastly paws into her flesh. The image of blood spilling down the entrance stairs, and the fright behind it, gave her the impetus to bang on the door for entrance. It had been three years since she’d last felt the hard surfaces of that aging door, or had rested her eyes on the towering mansion, or had caught the old scent that permeated its walls with fear.


  The knocker banged against the brass plate, the noise of it filling her ears with memories. Yes, it had been three years, but when the door swung wide, Bigsby greeted her as though she’d never left. His officious manner hardly warmed her, though she was nonetheless heartened by the sight of his familiar face.


  “Ella, you’re quite cold,” he said as she stepped into the entry way, her eyes immediately glancing upward toward the intricate hunting scenes carved into the rising canopy that was the ceiling  “Would you like a sip of brandy while you wait for Master Clive?” The dutiful servant ushered her into the small drawing room off the entrance—Clive’s personal sitting room.


  “That would be fine,” she answered. She still hugged her shoulders. The mansion was always drafty.


  She took a seat in the small leather chair in front of the fireplace and drew a wool afghan over her slight form. Bigsby poured her a sifter of brandy. Once it was in her hands he clicked his heels, gave her a respectful nod and started toward the door. “I’ll tell Master of your arrival.”


  “I would be just as happy if you didn’t let him know I’m here, not yet, anyway.” She started to rise with anxiety suddenly catching her in the throat, remembering Clive.


  “I’m afraid the Master would be most distressed to have your return kept from him. If I can be so bold as to say this,” he added, “some things are best handled straight-away as letting them linger.”


  Ella stared at him thoughtfully. This was wise counsel, but not one she welcomed. “I’m sure you’re right,” she finally said sighing. Returning to the warmth of the chair, Bigsby continued with his mission. 


  Waiting for Clive, Ella rested her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. For just a moment, she could feel a sea breeze on her cheeks, and imagine her face toward the sky, the bright ball of flame hotly baking her skin with its fierce warmth. Just one small vision, it flit through mind and then was gone. Her thoughts returned to the drawing room, and the dankness of its spirit that surrounded her. If it weren’t for the fire in the grate, she’d be bathed in a coldness that would sink deep into her bones. Even with her eyes closed, Ella could feel her surroundings keenly: the mahogany paneling, the shelves of the leather bound histories, the rich oriental carpet and the purple velvet drapes across the windows—the kind so thick you could hide within their folds and not be seen. She’d done that as a child.


  If only the picture of the seashore would return, just one last glimpse of its gentle beauties—perhaps it would take away the gloom of this horrifying return to the place of her childhood. And yet, just minutes steeped inside its walls, she was captured by the gothic aura of Faltz House, once again enveloped in its charms and mysteries and its terror. It would be some time before the peaceful pictures of her excursion away from this chilling house would return.


  Hearing the door open, Ella’s eyes jerked open. Clive had entered. She knew that without turning toward the door, his essence went before him like a herald.


  “So, I see you’ve finally given up your maverick jaunt,” he said, his voice sweeping her with its chill.


  “Yes, sir,” she said. She automatically rose from the chair and faced him. Perhaps if she was obedient from the outset, he’d have some pity on her. If she submitted without a fight perhaps he wouldn’t remember how she’d left in a defiant panic three years before.


  “And you’re ready to yield?”


  “I am.” She looked him squarely in the eye, hardly meek, yet still compliant. Her first gaze into his face, she could see he’d hardly changed. Perhaps his inky black hair was a bit longer, now a beautiful mane of ebony he brushed back off his imposing shoulders. His eyes were as icy as she remembered them, but beautiful in their coldness. He’d been dressed for bed, she imagined, and had donned these clothes hastily when Bigsby informed him of her appearance. Dusty jeans—perhaps he’d been riding that day, a loose white collarless shirt tucked inside them, and his riding boots—he was never without them. If he’d come to her in stocking feet, she might have earned a reprieve from her inevitable fate, but then that wouldn’t be like him to put necessary business aside for any reason. 


  Clive Faltz was in his late thirties, yet he had an ageless mien. He was the perfect replica of his father before him, with his gothic masterpiece mansion and his old-world taste for women, justice and beauty. Indeed, given his age, Clive might be more startling that Victor Faltz. To have developed this fierce style so young was unexpected. But then, Clive was an unusual man. Like his father, he was an anomaly amidst the vast ranchlands of Montana. These renegade expanses suited his temperament well—rigorous, often forbidding and always willing to allow a man to live as he chose—though Clive seemed more like an English nobleman than a rough cattle baron. In spite of the fact that he worked his ranch with the lust of any cowboy, he remained a gentleman’s gentleman, reeking with good breeding. 


  “Perhaps the wider world has been ungracious to a flower as sweet as you,” Clive opened the encounter with the withering, weathered beauty. The wayward woman looked gaunt and tired. Her locks of pale red hair were plastered to her head with rain, and were only now drying, hinting how they could shine lustrously. She was slight of build, her body like a bending willow, her breasts delicate handfuls of translucent whiteness, her waist slim, and her rounded hips providing an alluring swell to an otherwise unremarkable appearance.  Her jeans were a size too big and her sweater was baggy as if it came from some goodwill bag. Where once Ella had been the fairest bloom in the county, her face was now colorless, and her hazel eye seemed devoid of light. Staring into her pitiable expression, Clive was moved, knowing instantly what was required to restore her. All the gloom would go away and her mood would brighten as soon as he’d removed the great burdens from her conscience. 


  “For a while I was happier than I’ve ever been,” she told him almost proudly. Then her eyes looked down at her feet tucked into the small pink flats. “But it didn’t last,” she added. The admission was one filled with heaviness.


  “You should never have attempted a cause so feeble,” he told her as though that truth was self-evident.


  Staring into his cold eyes it was hard to admit he was right, but time, distance and three brutal three years between this and their last confrontation, convinced her he was right. Then too, Clive was never wrong. Oh, how things might have been different if she hadn’t been so doggedly stubborn that night. In a quarrelsome fit she fled the mansion, and had since paid dearly for that blunder. Thinking that she could live without Faltz House and the master of that manor was an error in judgment she’d come to regret after just six months on her own. 


  “I made a mistake,” she told him. “And I’m here to take my due.” Though she looked tired and vanquished, her voice did not waver as she spoke.


  He nodded in acknowledgment, turned his back to ponder for a second and then turned back. 


  “I’ll chastise you in the cellar as I promised,” he said in a flat monotone. “I hadn’t expected your return, so I’ll need to prepare, but I’m sure I can make do.”


  “You’ll be using birches as you swore?” she asked.


  “Of course, my dear, I never break my word. Though I suspect that I’ll begin with something else, perhaps warming you with the bite of wood.”


  She shuddered. There was not a nerve ending in her body that wasn’t lit with fear and heat. Yet the more she stared into Clive’s face, the more she witnessed what drew her back to him after a vow to never lay eyes on him again.


  “In the cellar,” he said.


  Turning, he opened the drawing room door and motioned her to exit with him. Winding her way through the downstairs hallway, they came to a door just outside the kitchen and she opened it gingerly. Descending the stairs, the chill that had begun to relent with the brandy and fire returned to her body, settling into her heart. Her loins, in contrast, were on fire, the flame from them would not die—not until this ritual had reached its end.


  Clive lit the oil lamps along the dark staircase, though there was little illumination; this was a dark so black it swallowed light like food to feast on. The smoke and fumes rising into the dank air brought memories Ella would not forget—those other times. Hitting the cellar floor, the two turned left moving into a chamber where there was nothing but a small stool for her to sit on and a three foot long bench.


  “Give me your wrists,” he said, reaching for the two slight hands that were now callused from some hard labor, the red nail polish chipped.


  His command quickened every atom in her body.


  Offering herself, she watched as his deft hands worked a rope around her slim wrists several times so they were immovably bound. Pleased with his handiwork, he next removed her pants, yanking the garment to her feet, taking panties and all in one swift move. Pulling the pile out from under her feet she stood before him bared and humbled though he had one more task to perform before he was ready.


  “Sit, I’ll return shortly,” he said, and though anxious to leave, he waited while she complied. The low stool required her to bend low and land ungraciously on the hard surface. The height of the stool made her bent knees a good bit higher than her ass, so her thighs naturally parted into an ungracious pose. Resting her bound hands between them, Ella watched Clive vanish as if by magic.


  The walls leapt out at her with the shadows and ghosts and memories of her visits to this punishment chamber. She remembered the stone, the cracked mortar and the loneliness that crept in round her. The silence was deafening. She knew that any moment, Clive would suddenly sweep into the room, his gritty determination preceding him, his powerful aura pouring from him with haughty arrogance and command. Ella had been a child and youth and woman that needed to be bridled and constrained and Clive was an expert in that task—one of the many skills that had been handed down to him by his father. She’d been a homeless waif when Victor Faltz rescued her from sure destruction. Over the years, he’d championed her, disciplined her spirit and brutally dealt with her misdeeds. But it was to his son, Clive, that Ella owed her allegiance and her affections, even if Clive was often as brutal to her as his father. Even though she’d banished herself from Faltz House for three years, the facts of their relationship would never be altered. She would greet the next hour trembling in terror though she would endure knowing the satisfaction that would flow once she’d paid for her crimes.


  By the time Clive finally returned to the cellar, Ella’s legs ached and her ass end felt numb. Perhaps that would be in her favor considering the plans Clive had to punish her. A second fierce shudder raced through her when she saw what he brought with him: in one hand the paddle he’d used on her many times before, in the other hand, a bundle of fresh-cut switches from one of the trees in the woods some twenty yards from the house.


  Seeing the random assortment of slender branches tied together, she gasped quietly. “They’ll rip me to shreds.”


  “Then so they shall,” he returned, pulling her to her feet. Her legs had become weak, and she was hardly able to stand.


  “Clive, I …” she began to stammer.


  “Hush, my darling. You knew when you left the price you’d pay if you returned. I trust that you’ve thought this through clearly?”


  Returning was all she thought about since the day she left. Even when she was living a life on her own without the men of Faltz House, she could not dislodge them from her mind. They remained with her, both fixed and fluid images. Fixed in their heartless resolve and yet fluid in the way the picture of them would follow the moods she’d see on their faces: resilient, stern, compassionate, unrelenting and, at times, utterly kind.


  “Your treachery and disobedience are as fresh now as they ever were, Ella. Don’t do yourself a disservice and try to negate the impetuous recklessness that drove you from this house.”


  “I would never do that,” she replied. “I was only hoping that I could do this without the bonds at my wrists, that I could come to you freely without the need for this to cloud my willingness.”


  “I understand your willingness, and appreciate that ready compliance—even though it’s been so long in coming. Still, you will be bound. Let the ropes remind you of how you are bound to me irrevocably. Perhaps the marks they leave will make an imprint that will not easily fade from your foolish mind.”


  Clive turned Ella around and shoved her toward a rough-hewn bench. Pushing her to her knees, she straddled the end like a saddle, a leg on either side of the foot wide seat. The sharp edges of the boards cut into the flesh of her inner thighs. Her body rested along the length of the board, and her roped hands were drawn in front of her, fastened down buy a leather cord that was looped between them and tied securely.


  Letting her cheek lay against the wood, she waited.


  The punishment proceed with the paddle, just as she knew it would. The flat surface of the well-oiled implement landed briskly several dozen times to warm her flesh and make it glow brightly. Clive laid it on with an even stroke, being patient, thorough and unwavering, despite the mounting protest the penitent woman waged. She had no way to bodily revolt as securely as she’d been immobilized, but within her confinement she churned as she could for the pain mounted steadily. Most of the paddling was aimed at the center of her ass cheeks, but he also strayed lower and higher to more tender flesh where the burn was vicious instantly. 


  When Ella’s behind had turned the proper shade of red, and her cries were at level of anguish he knew well in her, he abruptly halted. With the finish, the room became utterly silent, just the sound of the two breathing heavily—Ella from her anguish, Clive from the energy he’d just expended delivering the paddling. 


  As she lay impassively, the pain turned to warmth, invading her limbs, her loins and her churning belly. The air around her tickled the raw skin. She might have giggled under different circumstances. Not now certainly, she had a good deal to dread with this chastisement only half over.


  Gathering himself, Clive moved away and picked up the bundle of birches, whisking the seven thin branches though the thick cellar air with an awesome sizzle. Another swish through the air, and Ella was certain that this next would strike her ass, but again they hit the empty space around her without striking a thing. 


  Now, ready to begin the heart of her atonement, Clive stepped to her ass once more, noting that the lustrous crimson on her cheeks was beginning to wane. 


  “I didn’t get a chance to soak these in brine,” he said, “that would have been most suitable for the occasion, but perhaps this hastily made concoction will do as well.” That said, Ella felt a sudden sting on her bare behind. Clive had sprayed some homemade brew about her bottom and the instant the potion hit, she jerked feeling a vile sting. Though he’d not broken the skin, the roughed up places were singed with a biting sensation, one that only promised to become more agonizing once he began with the birches.


  “Clive …” she uttered quietly, a gasp, a plea, a trace of hope in her voice. 


  But Clive was beyond that. What he heard from her in woe did not move him. Rearing back, his powerful arm came downward toward her naked derriere and delivered the first of many incisive strikes.


  “Ahhhhhhh…” her  voice was quiet, but the sentiment fused with terror and pain. 


  Another and another, the strikes landed in a vehement succession, and did not stop until the burn on her buttocks was far greater than it had been before and there were tiny lines where the thin branches made welts.


  “Gawwwwww! Pleeessssse!” she wailed.


  He struck another and the air was hot with sound. Another and she was begging him to stop.


  “Nooooooo, please!”


  He struck again and again, a dozen times over, her ass laced with lines, dozens appearing, at first distinct and then becoming one enormous rash of red welts. When he had enough of her ass, he moved lower to the tops of her thighs and repeated the angry treatment until she screamed for him to stop. Returning to her ass, he punished her more, in just seconds having her at another anxious and frenetic peak that seemed wholly unmanageable to the contrite Ella. And then, not to appease her, but so that he could reasonably continue laying it on for some minutes more, he settled into a slower pace, giving her some seconds to recover from one strike before the next one landed.


  Clive said nothing the entire time. His thoughts were spoken from the birches, his resonating feelings coming from the fierce treatment he’d sentenced her to. He was grateful that she maintained her penitent spirit, and though she shrieked and cried, she did willingly accept. This allowed him to complete the task much sooner than he might have. In the past, Ella had been less docile, her wit and temper getting the better of her—they’d always been to her detriment. Perhaps her negligent life had brought about this change. Perhaps three years of exile had taught her to value what she’d so easily cast away. Perhaps she was at last ready to take her place beside him, the humble yet intensely lustrous soul that she was. This was his fondest hope.


  After the blows stopped, Clive threw the bedraggled bundle of horror into the corner, then splashed Ella’s roughed behind with more stinging brine.


  “Ah, noooo,” she whimpered while there were still tears streaming from her eyes. The stinging intensified for a time, but then dwindled away. The warmth remained.


  Undoing the tether at her hands, Clive lifted her to her feet, holding her carefully lest her legs weaken underneath her. 


  “And now, wife, I see you’re weary,” he said kindly. He ran his hand along her cheek to brush away a tear. “Go to our wedding chamber and wait for me. I’ll be there shortly to do what should have been done a long time ago.” 


  He was about to leave.


  “But what of my hands?” she asked sweetly as he was walking away. He turned back and eyed her head to toe.


  “I should like you to remain bound, Ella,” he replied. “Yes, bound this night, that suits you well and satisfies me.” 


  Clive  remained cool as he spoke, his eyes were as forbidding and cruel as she remembered them. Hearing his answer another frightful fear traversed her pain-ridden body. She could be certain that nothing had changed inside these fortress walls. While the rain pelted the ground outside and the raw winds made the night forbidding, it was all the more forbidding inside this haven from the storm. Her only hope was that the heat of her would warm his physical body, that his voice and eyes and disposition would eventually thaw inside her embrace. She looked at her husband longingly, waiting for more. The silence was as difficult to bear as the lashing from the birch. But then quite suddenly he spoke again, his voice no less severe, though the message was changed.


  “When you’ve paid for the crime of deserting me, Ella, then perhaps you can tell me of you, and where you’ve been. I should like to know.” A long remembered affection returned to his eyes. There might have been tears, but he was too hard a man for that.


  After one last glance, Clive left and Ella managed to dress despite her bound wrists. She had waited three years to sleep with her husband, she’d waste little time now making her way to their untouched bed.


  Dusty’s Revenge


  The wind was howling through the canyon as Ty Holbrook pulled up the stakes of his tent. He could sense this storm was a bad one blowing in and they’d be better off getting back to town before they were trapped with no way out of this high-walled valley. He had a tough time convincing his friends, Stuart, Jack and Deke, but they finally agreed as the sky darkened in the west, now nearly black.


  “You know I’d better check on Dusty Marin,” he shouted to Stuart, as he finished stuffing his bedroll inside his pack.


  “Why the hell would you want to do that?” Stu shouted back through the sound of the wind.


  “She may be a brat, but I sure as hell don’t want to see her dead if the water starts racing down this canyon.”


  “Suit yourself, but she’s one tough broad. Handles herself pretty damn well. Seen her put more than one guy on the floor in the middle of a bar fight.”


  “That may be true, but she’s also the best damned looking thing around this town, and I just as soon be able to look at her pretty face for a while to come.”


  Stuart nodded agreeing. The redheaded Dusty Marin was one hot babe, long, lanky built, voluptuous in all the right places. She wasn’t the kind of woman that ever looked at someone as mild-mannered as a Stuart Gracey; but Stu had always thought she and Ty Holbrook would make an interesting pair. They’d certainly look great together, his dark half-Indian physique, the manly swagger, like he really was the boss of everything. Yeah, he’d have a woman like Dusty, but then they probably wouldn’t last a month, the two both as stubborn and tough as mules. He chuckled under his breath as he watched Ty take off across the ravine to find the high-spirited brat.


  “Follow me over when you guys are finished packing up,” Ty called to him, “we’ll take the trail north out of here. He waved and was on his way. 


  With the sky darkening, it was looking like night in the middle of the day. Negotiating the path across the rocky terrain was rough going when he could hardly see in front of him. Just above the ravine floor, he found Dusty’s campsite, though the redhead was nowhere to be found. He started calling for her, but he couldn’t rouse her. He wasn’t sure what to do, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to leave her here by herself. The rain was coming on fast and the sounds of thunder and lightning in the distance made him shiver. Just as he was about to take off north in search of her, he heard her voice.


  “So, what’s Ty Holbrook doing at my campsite?” she blared through the noise of the storm.


  He whipped around.


  “I think you should get out of the canyon,” he said. “We’re packing up and on our way out.”


  Dusty looked back over her shoulder at the sky. “It’s headed north,” she concluded. “I’ll stay here.”


  “No way, we’re right in its path,” he countered.


  “And what makes you think you’re so right?” she snickered at him.


  “You don’t want to be here to find out.” 


  “I’ve camped this canyon in worse weather, Ty Holbrook.”


  “And I say you’re hiking out with us.”


  “You are a male chauvinist ass.”


  “And you are a stubborn ….” He started.


  “Ah, careful,” she interrupted, “you wouldn’t want to use words like that in front of a lady.”


  “Lady? That was hardly what I was thinking.”


  “Yeah, you were thinking “bitch”, weren’t you, you mad Indian?”


  “Get your stuff, Dusty.” His voice lowered and he used a tone of command he saved for only the most dire circumstances, those few times he had to discipline his younger brother and cousins. It usually worked well.


  She tried laughing in his face.


  “I’m not playing around, Dusty. This is the perfect time of year for a flash flood, the ground’s dry and you’re camped on low ground. I’d think you’d know better than this.”


  She bristled instantly. “You can show you’re concern, Ty, but I’ll leave this campsite when I damn well choose to.”


  “No, you’ll leave now, and if you don’t get your stuff packed, I’ll take you over my knee and blister your ass.”


  “I’d like to see you try that!” she snapped and then brusquely turned around. 


  Challenged, Ty lunged for the hot-tempered Dusty, and whirled her back.


  “You get your gear together.”


  “I will not!” Her green eyes glowed like the devil and her freckled cheeks were flushed with anger.


  In one swift move, Ty drug her with him to a rock big enough to sit on, and tossing her over his lap, he tugged at her shorts and panties having them down to her ankles before she realized what was happening.


  “You fuckin’ bastard stop!” she roared, the voice echoing off the canyon walls even with the storm rumbling noisily.


  Ty, too furious to stop, began smacking her bared rear end as hard and fast as he could. He didn’t know when he’d met such an obstinate woman.


  “Get your hands off of me!” Dusty screamed. She jerked for all she was worth, but Ty, as muscled as this tough rancher was, had a hold on her so strong she thought she was caged in steel. She flailed but went nowhere.


  “Dammit, you ass!” she blared.


  His punishing hand kept coming down with sharp, steady smacks to her bouncing derriere. One of Dusty finer assets when encased in a pair of tight blue jeans, her bottom was even more delectable over his lap as he watched the two mounds of flesh redden with each strike. She jerked harder still, gritted her teeth and tried to buck off, but went nowhere. At the same time her ass end was heating up from the blistering punishment.


  While Dusty struggled and Ty kept up his rain of strikes, Stuart, Deke and Jack showed up, all three amazed by the wild sight of this fighting pair locked in a furious battle. Looking on, they had a wondrously shocking view of Dusty’s naked ass turning as crimson as a polished apple, her healthy cheeks bouncing and jiggling and looking stunning with the rose red hue. 


  “You’re going to come with me without a fight!” they heard Ty tell the raging woman.


  “I will not!” she blared loud enough to wake the dead.


  “Stu, give me your belt,” Ty shouted to his watching friend.


  “What?”


  “Your belt, I want your belt.”


  “What the hell for?”


  “He’s going to use it on the brat’s behind, what do you think,” Jack said.


  “Oh, yeah …” 


  “You will not!” Dusty shouted while she waged another futile attempt to get off Ty’s lap.


  “You coming with me without a fight?” he asked.


  “NO!” The roar was as fierce as ever. 


  By then, Stuart had his belt free and was handing it to his angry friend. Hardly missing a beat, Ty had the black leather doubled in his fist and began using it on Dusty’s hot cheeks. 


  “No, ouch, stop, goddammit!” she roared. The intensity of the spanking had risen a thousand degrees, so it seemed. The fire on her ass seemed to shoot right through her system, startling every atom in her enraged body beyond its ability to bear up to the pain.


  “Ty Holbrook stop!” she shouted in agony. This had to end soon.


  While the strikes continued, Ty sensed that Dusty was finally giving in. She had to be exhausted—he was. But then too, he couldn’t be sure. He’d never wrestled with a calf as bad and mean and belligerent as this fractious woman.


  When it finally became clear that he wasn’t going to stop until she gave in, she called a halt. 


  “Stop! I’ll go!” she pleaded with him.


  The belt struck again. 


  “You mean that?” He laid on another.


  “Ooo, ouch! Yes, yes!”


  “That’s  a promise?” he asked. 


  He smacked her hard again.


  “Ouch! Yes, I promise.”


  Ty let loose with two especially nasty strikes of the leather and handed the belt back to Stuart while he pushed Dusty to her feet. He rose with her, towering over her much smaller form.


  “Get your stuff packed, as you can see it’s starting to rain.”


  It seemed that the sky let loose as soon as the “rain” on Dusty’s ass was over. She looked into his eyes, with hers flashing fire. “I may be going with you, Ty Holbrook, but I swear, if it’s the last thing I do, I will get you back for this.”


  “Suit yourself, bitch, just get going.”


  Dusty stared from Ty to the gaping mouths of Stuart, Jack and Deke, realizing that she was standing in front of them with her shorts hugging her ankles. Quickly, turning around, she pulled them up over her ass, at the same time giving them one last view of her red-hot bottom as it disappeared inside the denim. Not saying a word to any of them, she had her things ready in five minutes and like a dutiful, though fuming pup, she trudged up the steep canyon hillsides while the rain drench them all until they were soaked to the skin.


  ***


  If Dusty thought the incident with Ty Holbrook was over after she left the canyon that day, she was sadly mistaken. 


  “Boy, did he have that cowgirl tamed!” was the first flippant remark she heard while she was eating breakfast at the diner the next morning. To accompany that, there were several snickers and sidelong glances that made her wonder just how many people knew about her spanking over Ty’s lap.


  “Is there something I don’t know going on here?” she asked Marge who waited on her at the breakfast counter.


  “You should know, you were there,” the waitress said.


  “About Ty and me?”


  “About your getting your ass cheeks reddened, yeah, I think everyone in town knows.”


  “Why that bastard!”


  “You really think he’d tell?” the gritty old woman chuckled. “Ty’s hardly the type to kiss and tell, or spank and tell, as the case may be. I think it’s more likely the peanut gallery that watched you getting your fanny blistered.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t use that word,” Dusty said, feeling as though she wanted to crawl under the counter and hide.


  The barbs and snickers were only worse when Dusty opened the general mercantile she owned and ran. It seemed every customer knew about the state of her derriere that afternoon before. Those that weren’t brave enough to mention it aloud, simply stared or glanced at her strangely and then chuckled to themselves. She even found a group of high-school girls looking at her, whispering. They finally burst with sassy giggles because they couldn’t hold their amusement. 


  “I hate him!” she declared to her closest friend, Jerilyn, when they were having lunch in the back of the store.


  “I would to. This town hasn’t made anyone the butt of a joke, excuse the pun, since Doc Greely was running around here naked last year.” She sighed. “I mean he was really pathetic, his Alzheimer’s and everything. But you, hon, this is one everyone’s gonna laugh at and you can’t do anything to stop it. Your best defense is to hope that some catastrophe happens to get people charged up about something else.”


  “Oh, I hate him!” Dusty seethed again.


  “You could challenge him to a rematch,” Jerilyn suggested.


  “No, I need something besides that. I mean there’s no way I’m going to let that asshole win. I will get him if it’s the last thing I do.”


  “Better be careful, Dusty, that could backfire.”


  “Oh, it might take time, but I will find the right thing.”


  The conversation lagged for a few minutes. Dusty ate her tuna sandwich and Jerilyn chomped her apple.


  “I suppose if you had an extra $50,000 you could buy that bottom land Ty’s been leasing to graze his cattle.”


  “Buy it?”


  “Yeah, someone said it’s up for sale and Ty would like to strike a deal with the new owner, though he just might buy it himself.”


  “Who owns it?”


  “Emmett Locey.”


  “Em, really?” Dusty’s eyes lit up. “I didn’t know that.”


  “You know him well?”


  My daddy and he were best friends.” She was jubilant, jumping from her seat. “Will you take care of the store for me a while?”


  “I have an appointment in a half hour,” Jerilyn called to her.


  “I should be back long before that,” Dusty exclaimed. She was much too excited to stop, and went flying out the door on her way to Emmett’s survey office two blocks down the street.


  A week after the under the table purchase, Dusty had her eviction notice ready, and served on Ty. She’d ordered his cattle moved to new grazing land by the end of the month, just three weeks away. It took the shocked rancher just twenty-four hours to reply to the cryptic letter from Dusty Marin. 


  Striding into the general mercantile, his boots hit the wood with a distinctive clump, clump clump that made Dusty smile as she had her back to him, stocking shelves with canned peaches. She could just see him from the corner of her eye.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing!” he said, waving the letter in her face as she backed off the ladder.


  “I’m talking to some other cattle owners about that acreage and they’re willing to pay much more than your lease. I’m afraid you’ll have to have your cattle off.”


  “You can’t do that, we’ve been running cattle on Emmett’s land for twenty-five years.”


  “That’s been good for you, but you’ve been swindling Emmett out of a near fortune, what you and your daddy have made from that beef. I’m not as much an easy mark and not as nice as Em.”


  “Does he know what you’re doing?”


  “Yes, and I told him why. The old guy’s eyes lit up like the 4th of July when I suggested I could make a whole lot more than he had, and I’d be glad to pay him a percentage.”


  “What are you going to get from the other rancher, must be Jud Sparks,” Ty figured that much out himself.


  “Why, Ty,” Dusty droned with a fair amount of sass, “that’s a private business arrangement. Truth is, if he doesn’t sign the lease, I’ll probably let it go ungrazed. I was thinking about that anyway.”


  “Is all this because of that stupid incident in the canyon?”


  “I told you I’d get you back.”


  “You are one hateful bitch!” he seethed.


  “Oh, no,” she shook her head. “There were a lot of ways to get me out of that canyon and you chose the wrong one. You can pay now.” 


  “I’m not paying anything,” he said. “I’ll take this to court. I’ll take it to Emmett. You won’t be getting away with it.”


  “Just try to stop me.” She smiled happily. “We’ll see who will be the laughing stock of the town now. Outsmarted by a foolish woman.”


  Ty’s eyes gleamed, that blackness seeming more black than midnight, or the ace of spades or a lump of coal. They made Dusty shiver, but not so Ty would notice. The truth was, up until their fateful incident in the canyon, she found Ty Holbrook one hot guy, with some redeeming possibilities compared to most of the men in their small community. It was really too bad that this whole mess had to happen, but she certainly wouldn’t be backing down, regardless of what her arousal was telling her. 


  “All right, just tell me your price, Dusty.”


  “There is no price for you, Ty.”


  “Tell me your price,” he repeated. “You don’t need to tell me now, but I need to know. I need my cattle on that land and they will be there, if I have to hog-tie you and make you give me that lease.”


  “If you think your strong-armed tactics are going to work, you’re sadly mistaken. This is not the old west and I’m not some delicate flower who will cave in to your chauvinist ultimatums.”


  “You can sure say that again, you’re one hard-assed bitch!” he fumed, and he walked toward the door. “You haven’t heard the last from me.”


  Hearing his nasty retort, Dusty felt the oddest sensation of sadness sweep through her. Though it was only a momentary feeling, she could sense that Ty’s opinion of her was something she valued more than she thought. She’d certainly never wanted to have earned the name “hard-assed bitch.”


  Two weeks later, Dusty sat in John Zekeley’s office hearing the last new she wanted to hear.


  “I thought for sure you’d be able to buy me out with your inheritance money.”


  “I bought something else. I just never thought you’d want to sell your stake in the mercantile so soon.” She looked worried.


  “Dusty, I’m sorry, but I can’t take the rough winters this far north, I’m packing things up, moving lock stock and barrel to Phoenix.”


  She sighed.


  “Do you have to find a buyer for the store? Couldn’t you just wait it out a little longer.”


  “Truth is, Dusty, Martha’s not doing very well, her arthritis. I have to go and we need that money. Housing prices are higher there and I need to think about health insurance. It’s getting to be a complicated and expensive world. If I was staying here in Wyoming I’d say I have everything I need, but …”


  “I know, I understand. I wish I could buy you out, but I’m stretched to the wire, and perhaps for a very stupid reason.”


  “Want to tell me?” he asked kindly.


  “I’d rather not.” John seemed to be the one person in town that didn’t know about her war with Ty. She was trying to soft peddle the whole issue now, stand firm, without backing down, and still not look like the utter bitch that Ty accused her of being. She didn’t know if she was succeeding or not, but she was hoping that her image wasn’t too terribly tarnished. John Zekeley was one man she really didn’t want to look foolish to.


  “Suit yourself, Dusty.” He looked sheepish and so kind and a little whipped. Given his seventy-two years, she couldn’t blame him for wanting to leave. “I promise you this, I’ll sell to someone locally, someone that will value what you have there, that would be willing to be bought out once you have the cash again. We could even work out a first right of refusal arrangement.” 


  “I’d be very grateful, John.” She shook her head. “I just can’t believe you and Martha will be going.”


  “I can’t either. But I can’t say I’m not looking forward to milder winters.”


  Dusty let the sale of the John’s fifty-two percent of the mercantile slip from her mind for two weeks. When she wasn’t running the store, she spent most of that time making sure that Ty’s cattle were off her land. Jud hadn’t signed the lease agreement and no  other rancher was prepared to move his cattle to her land. But that didn’t matter. She had her revenge and it was the best she’d felt since Ty tanned her hide on that mountainside. For several days she was elated realizing the trauma she was causing him.


  The forthright rancher strode into the mercantile two days after his cattle had been moved. When Dusty saw him she assumed that this was another ploy—and a very direct one—to get the grazing rights back. He probably knew she didn’t have a new lease. 


  Seeing Ty’s handsome and determined face, his imposing stance and the shock of black hair falling over his forehead, Dusty shuddered. For just a second she remembered how he took charge of her that day. She hadn’t been able to admit until weeks later, that while getting spanked was the most humiliating experience of her life, it was also one of the most electrifying she ever had. Not only that, as the days passed, she had the most bizarre erotic feelings arise when she thought of Ty Holbrook. 


  Looking at him now the charge of desire that surged through her was remarkable, though something to keep in check. The fact was, she was ready for another fight if that’s what it took. She refused to back down. However, this time, she planned to make the battle more civil. Now that she handily won her revenge. 


  As Ty approached the counter, he looked around the store like he was inspecting the place. He searched the shelves and lifted a few canisters that were sitting next to the cash register peering judgmentally at their contents. “Hummm …” his only comment.


  “May I help you?” she asked him.


  “If you don’t mind, Dusty, I’ll just have a look around.”


  “Suit yourself, is there anything in particular you want? Perhaps I could help you find it.”


  “No, not really. I just wanted to have a good look at my new acquisition.” With his comments dropping like petals into a spring breeze, he strolled away inspecting the store that had been Dusty’s life for the last seven years. 


  Meanwhile Dusty was frozen in her shoes. With reality slowly sinking in, there was suddenly a noxious churning in her belly. She was about to run to the bathroom and throw up. John couldn’t have sold it to him! It was a disaster worse than death itself!


  Ty remained silent as he perused every corner of the store. He fingered a number of the items on the shelves, peered into the back room and then returned to her.


  “I think if we take down that back wall we can stock more hunting supplies. This place has never had all we need here in town. I’ve had to drive sixty miles to get what I want. And I was thinking about putting in some fishing tackle … over there …” He gestured to a spot in the back corner.


  “Ty Holbrook, would you just spit it out?  What’s going on?”


  “John didn’t tell you?”


  “No, he didn’t tell me.”


  “Gee, I thought he would, even when I asked him not to.”


  “You asked him not to what?”


  “I told him I wanted to surprise you myself.”


  He was coy, almost cute, his face having the ability to grin in the most devious way that only made his dark Indian features even more curiously charming. She hated that right now, knowing he was mocking her, without an ounce of shame.


  “So, tell me, do you plan to make me suffer forever?”


  “I bought his share of the store, isn’t that obvious?”


  She took a deep breath, her worst fears confirmed. Now she was sure she was going to be sick. It took all her strength to keep her sandwich in her stomach and her knees from going out from under her. She hated fainting women and wouldn’t be one herself—even if fainting was exactly what she wanted to do.


  “You want the land,” she stated flatly.


  He spun around, leaned in on the counter, and stared at her. “No. I want this store. I’ve always wanted a piece of this store and now I have fifty-two percent—me and my partners that is. There are three of us, but I put up most of the cash. You wouldn’t believe the things I have planned.”


  “You’re not planning to run it too?” She tried not looking desperate.


  “No, even I’m not that stupid. I have a ranch to run. But as long as it’s mine, it’s going to have all the things that I always wished were here and aren’t. Yeah, there’ll be a few changes. I’ll be back tomorrow to discuss them. I thought maybe you’d like them on paper if that would help?”


  Dusty was almost in tears by the time Ty left. For all the revenge in her heart, there seemed none left now, just hurt, an incredible hurt that she knew she was partly responsible for. Her revenge had been damaging, not just to Ty, but herself. Her plan had been perfect until this, and like Jerilyn predicted, it backfired. 


  For three days, Dusty watched as Ty came into the store with more of his changes in mind. Each day, she was more flustered and scared. This had always been her kingdom. No one, not even John, tampered with her sacred territory. It might not have been the perfect general mercantile, but it was hers to do with as she pleased. And everything Ty suggested was an indictment of her abilities, and a criticism of her choices. She felt like a pie had just been thrown in her face in front of a hundred witnesses. The gossip in town was almost as bad as it had been after she was been publicly spanked. Though she tried turning a deaf ear to the tattlers that babbled about her fortunes, she still knew what they were saying.


  By the fourth day of her “partnership” with Ty Holbrook, she had enough. There were carpenters measuring the aisles, two wholesalers asking her when she’d be placing her order for hunting supplies and plenty of whispers behind her back. Enough so it was time act. After closing the mercantile, Dusty took off her in her Jeep and headed for Ty’s Sundown Ranch ten miles north of town. Her grief would end tonight, if she had anything to say about it.


  “Okay, Holbrook,” Dusty declared, as the rancher himself answered his front door. “I think it’s time we traded.”


  Ty was hardly able to disguise his amusement, as he looked down at the saucy redhead’s determined face. “Why don’t you come in and get comfortable,” he said, opening wide the ranch house door. “Wanna beer?” 


  Dusty nodded, and watched Ty disappear in the direction of the kitchen. At least she had a few moments to collect herself while she was storming Ty’s turf. It took some time to get used to his impressive surroundings. There were no words for the ranch house but substantial and frightening. The same sort of shiver that accompanied all her other associations with the man was charging right through her. She had to settle down. 


  When Ty returned he handed her a cold beer and motioned to one of the leather sofas before the fireplace.


  “You say you want to exchange your bottom land for my share in the store?”


  “The price is nearly equal and since you have what I want and I own what you need, it seems like a fair trade.”


  He nodded in agreement. “So, you’re tired of my trespassing on your hallowed ground?” His smirk was brutal to face.


  “I’m tired of people rearranging my life.”


  “No different than you forcing me to rearrange mine,” he returned.


  “Touché. You’ve made your point.”


  “Have I?”


  “I wanted revenge, I got it, but I’m paying the price now. I hope that satisfies you.”


  “No, not really,” Ty answered shaking his head.


  She looked concerned and he noted her expression with a haughty one of his own. 


  He’d crossed his leg, one ankle resting on a knee as he leaned back in his hefty leather chair. He looked like a king, or perhaps a land baron of old. The sensation of smallness made Dusty shudder. She wasn’t used to being intimidated in any surroundings, but these were awesome ones, it was hard to overcome. Ty used it all to his benefit. If she’d been smart she would never have come here in the first place. Now there was no way to maintain control, she’d lost the battle the moment she walked in his door.


  “Don’t worry, Dusty,” he said. “I’ll make your trade, but I have one more small price that you need to pay.”


  “What’s that?” she asked.


  He grinned first but then his expression turned somber. “I plan to take a razor strap and a cane to your behind. Teach you a lesson in humility you’ll not forget.” 


  “Good lord, you don’t mean that?” She was stunned.


  “Oh, but I do. For just one half hour, Dusty Marin, I intend to make your life as miserable as you made mine the last few weeks.”


  “You’re crazy!” she declared. Rising to her feet she was about to leave.


  “It’s the only way you’re going to get control of the store,” he warned her, when she was almost at his front door.


  Turning back, she gazed at Ty still sitting in his master’s chair, triumph emblazoned on his face. He wasn’t kidding. She knew it for a fact. Ty was as stubborn, unyielding and willful as she was. In that, the two were unbelievably alike. This is exactly what she would have done if she had the chance. 


  Dusty stood silently for a time, her balance shifting from one hip to the other, her eyes gazing anywhere but at Ty’s face. Her thoughts raced, as if her life depended on finding another solution to this debacle. Yet, Ty had all the cards in his hand, a royal ace- high flush. He knew she had her full house, that piece of prime bottom land, but she had nothing else. Her hand was down and she had nothing else to show. And what really mattered most to Dusty Marin was not the land, or even revenge, but her precious store. The bastard knew exactly what owned her heart.


  “If I let you use your strap and cane on me, will you promise me one thing?” she said.


  “What’s that?”


  “You won’t tell a soul.”


  “I didn’t tell a soul the last time, you just managed to pick a very public time to humiliate yourself.”


  “Don’t remind me.” She started back into the living room from the hall, approaching him slowly. “If I let this happen it’s just you and me. No one else, and not one word about it to anyone, ever.”


  He nodded, his eyes like two intense beams of heat boring into her. “That’s a promise,” he said. “No one else has earned the satisfaction, Dusty. This one’s mine to enjoy.” He said the words in a low gravelly voice, enunciating them clearly. Beyond his amusement and triumph, all playfulness aside, he was solemn and thoughtful. Like this was something she really owed him.


  “When?” Dusty asked. Her voice was breathless, muted to the point that Ty might have had to struggle to hear her speak, but he was listening very carefully with his whole attention focused on her.


  “Right now’s fine with me,” he said. “Might as well get it over with, don’t you think?”


  She nodded, feeling a pleasurable tingle on her bottom that reminded her of the erotic element of this nasty game. “Okay, right now,” she agreed. “But just one more thing.”


  “What’s that?” Ty asked as he rose from his chair.


  “I have a cabin going up on the ridge overlooking the bottom land. I’d like to keep building, it’s nearly half done. Of course it’s yours, I suppose, but I’d like the option to use it.”


  “On the high ridge? That’s a dangerous spot,” Ty commented.


  “Still, it’s been a dream of mine for some time, long before I owned the property.”


  “Sure, you can use it. I’ll even finish paying the bill. But in exchange for the right to it, I’ll keep five percent of the store.”


  “Three, that’s all it’s worth, Ty. It’s just a small cabin.”


  He eyed her mindfully, almost amused, but he kept his smile to himself. “Okay, three,” he agreed.


  “And you give up your say in how the store’s run, not a word, and keep your carpenter and salesmen out of there.”


  “Agreed.”


  They stared at each other for a minute, as though neither one was going to move.


  “So I guess I’d better get this over,” she finally said. She couldn’t help the odd shudder that engulfed her as she spoke.


  “Yes, I guess so. I’ll get the strap and cane. And perhaps, if you really want this private, you’ll step into the study just in case someone might mosey in.” He motioned to a door on the other side of the open hallway, and Dusty wandered in that direction while Ty took off in the other.


  There was a second fireplace in the study with embers still glowing. She supposed the morning was brisk and he lit the fire there to take the chill off the room. Now, there was little warmth coming from the remaining coals. Unlike the neat-as-a-pin greatroom, this study was a typical ranch office with papers stacked on his massive antique desk, and enough grit and grime clinging to the surfaces around the room to suggest that the cleaning lady was forbidden inside. It almost felt like home, like her daddy’s study. And reminiscent of that forbidding territory, it was where she took her whippings as a child—unless of course she did something really outrageous. Then her daddy took her to the barn where he thrashed her good with whatever length of long leather would make the best impression on her sorry ass end. She took those punishments bare-assed, as she was sure Ty would demand of her today. 


  Maybe it was a small price to pay to have her peace of mind back and a sense of order returned to her life. She didn’t function well with salesmen she didn’t want, and carpenters, and apparently revenge. This was not a move she’d try again.


  Without the fire, Dusty could feel a draft coming in through the window, or maybe it was just her own cold chills at the prospect of having to submit to this handsome brute. She hugged her arms in front of her as she waited, staring from desk, to fireplace, to picture, to window around the room, becoming immersed in the essence of the man that demanded this submission. She wasn’t a submissive woman, and here she was yielding without a fight. What had she become? What did this say about who she was? Since the day on the mountain, the worst thing of all, worse that the gossip and sneers and the snide remarks and Ty’s scheming plot to out dazzle her with vengeful brilliance, was the way he turned her vision of herself upside down. Just as he upended her over his lap in the midst of a mountain storm, he was doing the same thing again. And in a more insidious way. This wasn’t a conflagration born out of rage, it wasn’t a furious battle in the middle of harsh circumstances. It was a quiet war of nerves, of substance and verve that required far more wits and focus than what happened in the canyon. Ty won this battle handily—that disturbed her most.


  “So, my reckless brat, are you ready?” His voice came out of the blue. She hadn’t heard him enter the room, and she jerked around startled.


  “I’m not yours,” she told him, the rejoinder coming out almost without thinking. 


  “For the next half hour you’re mine, at least this ass end of yours is.”


  She looked down to his side and noted the two ghastly looking implements he carried in his left hand. He clutched the wide leather razor strap in the middle, the two sides dangling on either side so it appeared a good three feet long. Clutched alongside the leather was a bamboo cane, polished and slightly frayed at the end, like it had been used a few times before. She’d endured the kiss of leather on her behind, plenty of times, but never something as vile and dangerous looking as the bamboo.


  “They make you shudder?” Ty asked, looking at her expression.


  “Not as much as you probably want them to,” she said, her voice quaking.


  He didn’t counter what she said, but they both knew she was scared as hell.


  “You want to take down your jeans, or shall I?” he asked.


  “I’ll do it myself, thank you,” she replied. At least this was some measure of control in this very humbling situation.


  Turning her back on Ty, she began to undo the snap at the waist of her jeans and push the denim over her hips. Kicking off her flats, she eased the pants over her legs and wiggled out of them altogether. Looking over her shoulder she waited for some sign from him.


  “I’ll take care of the panties,” he said, just as she was about to reach for them. “Over the chair.”


  The order was crisp and decisive, bold like Ty’s style, and sent a shiver deep so it resounded through her with a thunder that was as uncomfortable as it was rousing. She approached the chair cautiously. How convenient, the padded back was at hip height—perhaps a natural function of its design, this feature handy for a dominant sort of fellow like Ty. Dusty obliged the man, time to turn this regrettable affair in her life into a memory. Someday, it would be just a small wrinkle in her life, one that would ease out with a bit of distance. If only she were that far along and didn’t have to live with the pain and shame.


  Waiting was rough. She heard Ty’s boots on the wood floor. They’d kick up dust in this dusty room. But their clatter was a welcoming, soothing sound. Some days she wished for the warm sound of a man’s boots on wood, tapping in the night when they came in from working a ranch. It could be a nurturing sound, those heels clicking with their measured beat across her days, or even making an erratic music as they moved a stern man into an act of retribution.


  Feeling Ty’s hands at her waist, she shuddered. They were incredibly warm. As he slowly lifted the waistband of her panties, the shudder ran deeper still. Drawing the thin material over her bottom to bare her ass cheeks, he seemed to be creeping along in slow-motion. Though he’d spanked her bare-bottomed before, this unveiling was intensely deliberate and curiously erotic. Having bared his target, Ty let her panties drift down toward her knees where they settled. He stepped back.


  Closing her eyes, Dusty gritted her teeth, anticipating the sting of the leather. When it struck she squinted and wiggled her ass. The blows that followed came with a steady beat she could count on. And though the smacking noise rang in her ears, there was still the sound of his boots, moving him from spot to spot as he made sure he was getting her fair ass at all the right angles—making sure that the blush on her behind was one even shade of red. 


  It hurt, the pain coming in surges. There were moments when the descending leather hit a hot spot that was already flaming. And moments when the strap hit new ground. She squealed and begged him to stop when he caught the top of her thighs with several nasty smacks.


  “Nooo, ouch, no, pleeeese,” she wailed with a plaintive cry when the pain got too hot not to protest. There were tears in her eyes and a sob in her heart, but she kept most of her anguish hushed.  “Ty, nooooooooooooooo,” she cried, when the agony seemed beyond endurance. 


  Once, she opened her eyes and peered back at the pitiless man. His expression was grim, determined, and very personal. Like he really cared about her, as though he had some vested interest in Dusty beyond her paying this debt to him, as if she was more to him than an annoying intrusion into the order of his life. 


  Her eyes pleaded with him, but he wasn’t looking. His gaze was on her ass alone—sure to be bright now with all the flames he’d set to burning.


  Closing her eyes again she closed him out, yet the sight of his face didn’t disappear from her mind, nor did the feeling he aroused in her. With the pain increasing, she stepped up her natural reactions, clutching the chair more firmly, her ass clenching tightly, her feet dancing an erratic two-step as though that would alter the sensation. Nothing she tried made it any better and nothing would end her agony except Ty himself. She never felt this defenseless, never this exposed, like he could open her soul and peer right in and know what was there.


  When he finally stopped, she waited for a long time anticipating another blow that didn’t come.


  “I could go on,” he remarked.


  “Oh, Ty, no.”


  “No? You think you’ve had enough? You think you’ve been wounded enough, you think you’ve paid your due? Is that what you’re thinking?”


  “Ty, yes.” She looked back at him again, but saw nothing but the concrete cool resolve in his eyes—detachment, ferocity and steel that wouldn’t waver no matter how she pleaded.


  “I’m finished with the strap, Dusty, but I do like admiring the look of your ass. Gives me lots of inspiration as I think about where I’ll lay the cane.”


  “Oh, please, not that.” The heat of the strapping was just beginning to flow in an easy erotic warmth she welcomed. More pain, no.


  “How does it feel?” he asked. He’d come to her side and laid his hand on her ass. The feel of his fingers roused her more, his touch electrifying the sensations already spinning beyond her control. “Is it hot? Does it hurt?” He slapped her one cheek, the pain returning 


  “Ah, noooo,” she purred even as she swayed like a seducing cat.


  “How does it feel being at my mercy? You want to rant at me more, you want to spit or kick me? You hate me now?”


  She surely did, but she couldn’t find words. The feel of this hand on her ass was all she could think of.


  “You want the cane, don’t you?”


  “No, Ty, please,” she moaned in agony, the effect of his massage contradicting her passionate pleas.


  “Oh, yeah, you want it. Just look at how you move on me.” He caught her swaying lewdly, so this intimate fondling dispelled even her doubts. “You’re not going to admit it to me, but I know that the cane is the only thing that will satisfy you right now. The pain means something to a woman as selfish and willful as you are. It means sometimes you don’t get to win, sometimes you like being taken by a man, sometimes you just want to feel small and used and lost. You may not ever admit that. But I know it’s true. This half-breed cowpoke doesn’t know too much about women, but I know this one thing about you. It’s so clear I wonder that other men don’t see it the way I do. I’m sure if they did, some guy would have swept you into his grasp a long time ago.” He shifted on his feet and pulled his hand back. “Yeah, I’m going to cane you, Dusty.”


  “Please, Ty. You don’t have to do this. You could stop right now and we’d both be satisfied.” She was almost completely turned around so she could look him in the eye as she spoke. 


  He shook his head. “I don’t see it that way. There aren’t many men who would have the guts to put you in your place, and I’d wager if I stop now, you’d never have any respect for me.”


  “Ty, no.”


  He stared at her immovable. “I’m going to cane your ass and it’s going to hurt more than all the strappings you’ve ever had. It’s going to cut enough to leave some bruises, and you’re going to hate it when it happens.” His eyes twinkled nastily. “But you’re going to love every minute of it. Even if you never admit that to anyone else, admit it to yourself.”


  Stepping back still further, Ty picked up the cane and let the first cut tear the air, then tear at Dusty’s rough skin as it landed on the center of her ass cheeks.


  “Ahhhhhh,” she moaned, and bore down.


  The next struck harder, and the next was as vile, and the fourth made her scream and shoot up from her bent over position.


  Without missing a beat, the rancher shoved her heartlessly back in place and repeated the cuts of the cane with another four that whisked briskly through the air and boldly crisscrossed the previous ones. 


  She howled, her body jerking out of control until the fire of the attack subsided enough for her to calm. “No, no more!” she finally found a voice for her protests.


  “You wouldn’t respect me if I stopped now,” he repeated his earlier refrain. He let the ninth cut fly so it sliced both cheeks with the a biting gash. An angry weal appeared, and then another as the tenth cut hit. 


  Dusty howled unhappily and with that one, the tears she held back started to flow.


  The eleventh cut etched a brilliant wound across the top of her thighs, and then as if he had some degree of mercy, the final one sliced immediately thereafter leaving its imprint just below the scarred skin above it. 


  Twelve. Thank God it was over.


  The silence that followed was broken when Ty spoke. “I’ll let you recover by yourself and I’ll see you outside when you’re ready.” He left Dusty to her sobs and the startling revelations she was so distressed to acknowledge about herself.


  When Dusty strode from Ty’s study into the greatroom she was careful not to let him know the pain she felt with every step she took. He was there, sitting in his chair reading a hunting magazine. Looking up at her, he was on his feet in seconds.


  “Our business is finished,” she said. “I’ll have my lawyer get a hold of you to draw up the papers?”


  “It’s no hurry for me, as long as the agreement’s as we discussed.”


  “I don’t plan on any changes. I’m just happy to have my store back.”


  He nodded.


  The awkward moment didn’t end even as they moved toward the front door. There, they stood painfully close, something brewing. Something that might have been ignored altogether, except that for just a moment their lips met. She was shocked by the tender touch and stood as though she was frozen, though there was heat flooding her everywhere. 


  “I see there is a way to soften you, Dusty Marin,” Ty said as he stepped back.


  For the first time in her life, Dusty had nothing to say. Leaving was a lot easier than the alternatives, and those she didn’t want to consider.


  ***


  The sky was wide and open, blue and clear from one horizon to the next. It was morning and she sat on the small porch of her cabin, gazing into the endless vista beyond her, doing nothing, not even thinking, if she could help it. She considered this a present to herself after all the anguish of the past two months, of Ty Holbrook and getting spanked in front of his luring cronies, and gossips and losing half her store and getting it back again after the nasty bout with his bamboo cane. She spent far too many hours thinking back on that last vile deed and even more on the kiss that seemed to end a most unpleasant detour in her life. 


  Now though, she was floating on air, thinking she could touch the sky if she could just reach out far enough. And yet, she was feeling far too lazy to do even that. She planned to spend the next two days in the utter breathless silence of this brilliant mountain top. She didn’t care that she’d argued with Ty, once again, over the placement of the dwelling—his opinions were never hers. It was rock solid, rare for a mountain cabin. And even if the wind blew in hurricane blasts, she’d be safe. In fact, that great mountain wind was one of the refreshing parts of being lost and away from everything.


  Dusty spent the morning in the porch, the afternoon getting happily settled in the small space inside, and then the early evening until dark, making a pot of chili on her camp stove. The clear sky had given way to clouds, brewing like angry billows of smoke along the horizon. For a time, she could see lightning leap from cloud to cloud, but as it got closer, her desire to snuggle inside the cabin’s protection lured her within.


  Just as the storm was about to break free with rain, she heard a distinct rapping on her door. Then, without answering the knock, the door burst open and Ty stood before her.


  “You could have let me know,” she exclaimed seeing his handsome bearing. “I would have invited you for dinner.”


  “You’re coming with me,” he said.


  “My, this is all too familiar,” she said, recalling like déjà vu that fateful moment in the canyon. “You didn’t bring your minions, did you?”


  “Storms predicted to be one of the worst in years. I’m not going to fool around with your arguing.”


  “I had this cabin built to withstand this kind of weather,” she retorted, not in the least fazed by Ty. She wasn’t going to let the man affect her the way he had that last time, so she remained serene. 


  “So, I’ll evict you,” he said. He was calm but nonetheless adamant.


  “You can’t do that, we have notarized documents that give me the right to be here until I die.”


  “Yes, and they give me sole ownership of this cabin, and you mere squatter’s rights.”


  “Ty, it’s mine as I want to use it.”


  “Not if it’s a danger to your life,” he said.


  “Who says there’s any danger to my life?” Dusty could feel the heat of a battle beginning to well inside her, just as the wind outside was whipping the trees around the cabin. She could hear sticks hit the roof and windows. Looking outside into the near darkness, she was actually worried.


  “You coming?” Ty asked, encouraging her with his offered hand.


  “I think I’ll stay,” she gave it one last try.


  With that statement said in a very defiant voice, Ty was on her, taking her under his arm, smacking his hand against her behind with a fierce blast of spanks. 


  “Ouch!” she cried, though it hardly hurt with the denim padding her butt.


  He kept on until it was clear that he wouldn’t stop until she gave in.


  “Okay, okay, I’ll go with you, just stop!” she finally blared.


  He let her go the instant she relented. Then letting her gather a few things in her knapsack, the two started down the mountain toward his Jeep. 


  It was tough going, the craggy hillside rough to negotiate in the dusky light. The footing was slippery especially when it started to rain. Ty held on tightly, both of them realizing the panic that was wild in her, and even the fear he had himself, wondering how they’d get down safely. Thunder crashed and buckets of water flooded the trail, washing out their footing altogether. Finally, with no other choice, they slid to a broad ledge some seven feet beneath them and scurrying into a small cave under the embankment, just as lightning hit their side of the mountain with a brilliant burst of fire.


  Dusty clung to Ty’s arms, wincing as each bolt flashed. The storm was right over them, venting a rage she hadn’t seen in years. Above them on the mountain, they heard a sudden crack as though a tree had been hit. The sound of splintering wood was as noxious to her ears as the next bolt of lightning. Bits of dust, debris and fractured lumber barreled down the steep embankment in front of their eyes. Dusty knew it was more than a tree that had been shattered by the electric jolt.


  “Ty, I have to go back up,” she hollered at him through the chaos. Pulling from his side, she crawled out on the ledge only to have Ty haul her back inside, jerking her arm angrily.


  “You’re going nowhere,” he shouted.


  “Like hell, I won’t, I’m going back up.”


  “To do what? Get yourself killed?”


  She struggled with him for some minutes, but Ty held her back with an energy even more fierce that her own and certainly a muscle strength she couldn’t match. They wrestled angrily until all her strength seemed depleted. Outside, there was suddenly a deafening roar that matched the powerful storm itself, and more debris thundered down before their eyes. Dusty crouched low inside the cramped cave, frozen inside Ty’s arms. All her fight and fury seemed to have disappeared with these last pieces of her broken cabin sliding into oblivion. Ty, knowing her present agony, eased his grasp but not his tight hold. They waited not saying a word as the storm wore on, until they could sense it easing off, moving east to wreak havoc elsewhere. Then, slowly emerging from the cave onto the ledge they looked up into the black night seeing nothing. The rain continued to fall softly, but not enough to prevent their careful descent to the road and Ty’s waiting Jeep.


  “Where did you park?” he asked her when they finally reached the vehicle. 


  “I hiked the whole way,” she said.


  “You really are crazy,” he replied, and they rode back to town in silence.


  “Just as they were pulling into Dusty’s driveway, another torrential downpour broke loose. With a hundred yards to her front door, she was drenched by the time she reached the porch. Ty was at her heels all the way, making sure she got safely inside. Once beyond her door, she turned and looked at him dripping buckets off his clothes on to her wood floor.


  “Why’d you follow me in? Look at you, you’re soaked.”


  “About as much as you?” 


  She looked down at herself, almost tempted to laugh, except the storm was a ready reminder of her lost cabin.


  “Well, you’re going to have to stay a while and get into some dry clothes,” she said as she ushered Ty toward the kitchen. She moved off expecting him to follow. 


  Just as they reached the kitchen door, just before the light went on, she felt Ty’s hands on her shoulders. The warmth from them was as electrifying as the next bolt of lightning that brightened the kitchen into a gauzy looking palate of gray. In the dark, with her back to him, a sexual shudder raced up her spine, dispelling for an instant the chill of her wet clothes. Without a light to see by, just the feel of his hands, he began to strip her down, pulling away her soggy sweater and letting it drop to the linoleum. He pushed her jeans to her knees and she shook them off. And then, he peeled the wet layers of his own clothes away, while Dusty turned around and watched in the gray/black darkness that settled in around their bodies. One minute she could hardly see him, the next, his muscled flesh was illuminated by a flash of light.


  Their hands began tentatively, but their hesitation lasted only seconds. With a burst of energy, not unlike the storm outside, they dove joyfully into each other’s flesh, moving quickly toward the bedroom, soon to land in a wild heap in the middle of Dusty’s downy comforter.


  His cock thrust deep and his hands played at her ass like he owned it, reveling in skin he’d bruised and abused, spanked and strapped and now loved with an abandon he rarely used for a first fuck. Dusty returned his passion pawing at his hard body. For a time she pulled away from him to bring his erection inside her mouth. Then, with her body heat at a hopeless pinnacle, she maneuvered around again and let him in for the final thrust that exploded around them in a self-fulfilling shower of release.


  Afterwards, they slept, too dazed to say a word. But side by side inside her sheets, they were content enough to pass the night both as enemies and friends.


  The morning dawned with another brilliant blue sky, and the sun shining through the window.


  “Good gawd!” Dusty exclaimed as she bolted from bed, seeing the time. She almost forgot that she had company for the night until she found Ty Holbrook just finishing his shower in the bath.


  “Oh, my,” she backed away.


  “Bet you’re going to be late opening the store,” he said as a way to say good morning. 


  “Yes, and I’d better get going.”


  He smirked jauntily as he watched her strip from her robe and move quickly into the bath. Even after having slept with the man and being spanked bare-bottomed over his lap, she felt a little self-conscious exposing herself to him in broad daylight. Thankfully, Ty didn’t stay for the whole ritual but left her by herself to get ready for work. Dusty rather hoped he would be long gone by the time she got out of the bathroom. But when she entered her living room, she was surprised to see him sitting casually on the sofa like he belonged there. He was fully dressed, while she remained in her robe.


  “I thought you’d be headed back to your ranch by now,” she said.


  “Just a last piece of business.”


  “Business?” she wondered aloud. “I didn’t think of last night as business.”


  “I didn’t either, but there is something unfinished between us. I am going to paddle your ass for that tizzy you raised last night.”


  “You will not!” she retorted as she started to turn away.


  “Oh, yes, I will.”


  She turned around with her eyes flashing, but she couldn’t think of a thing to say. All she could think of was what had happened between them the night before—everything from the harrowing moment on the mountain to the divine moment in bed.


  “Now, get over here, like a good girl,” Ty said, her dazed expression. “I think this should do to make my point.” He held up a wooden spoon he must have taken from her kitchen wall. 


  “You wouldn’t.” She stared at the thing dumbfounded.


  “Oh, yes I would. You were recklessly stupid, almost costing both our lives, and if you think I’m going to let you get away with that …”


  Moving on her quickly he led her by the arm into the kitchen where he pulled out a chair, sat down and drew her over his lap.


  With just her bathrobe to cover her, it was quick business having her ass bared. And that done, he began with the three-inch wide spoon, letting the thick round end come down on her quivering ass cheeks with a firm hard smack. Alternating his aim, Ty began a staccato rhythm that picked up speed as he got going. Dusty tried to keep her complaints to herself, but the sting was instantly hot and nasty. The spoon was no soft piece of leather striking her skin, but hard and unforgiving.


  “Ouch, that hurts like hell!” she shouted.


  Smack! Another hit landed.


  “Ouch, no, ooo, please!” She squirmed for some kind of relief, though there was little to be had.


  “Ouch, ow, no, ooo, ouch!”


  “Oh, I’m glad it’s hurting!” Ty interrupted her protests. “If there was ever a woman that needed a good paddling, you’re it, Dusty Marin.”


  “Please, Ty, stop!”


  Smack! He answered her with a forthright hit right on the center of one cheek.


  “Ouch!” she protested, while Ty moved swiftly from one cheek the next in a cadence that seemed to have no end.


  “Ty! I’m sorry.”


  “You’re damn right, you’re sorry.”


  Smack!


  He let loose with another mean whack. Each time the wooden spoon landed, the dreadful burn increased.


  “No, no really, I was stupid about coming off the mountain … I was just …”


  Smack!


  “Ouch! Stop!”


  “Please, I know I was wrong this time, please just stop. Ouch!” Hot, biting, sharp, caustic … the heat felt like a torch at her ass. “Please, I can’t! I’m sorry.” She let out every plea she could muster with all the savage distress she was feeling. “Oh, no, ouch, goddammit ouch!” He’d struck her thighs several times and she bucked so hard, she practically escaped his grasp. Her legs were flailing wildly and her mouthy retorts became more impassioned.


  “You think can act like a sane human being!” Ty asked.


  “Yes, yes I can.”


  Smack!


  “Ouch!”


  He seemed to be slowing down, the strikes further apart, but with each landing on scalded skin, it was still agony.


  “I’m sorry, Ty, you have to believe me.”


  “I think I do,” he replied, though he added a few more whacks. These seemed more like swats, though to such injured skin they still hurt. Dusty could sense the end and nurtured that thought, becoming as relinquished as she’d ever been in a man’s arms.


  When he finally stopped and pushed her off his lap, the air between them jumped with electricity. She stood before him, neither one knowing what to say. It seemed that everything had been said, but they needed some way to ease out of what was becoming an awkward moment.


  “I was silly last night, Ty,” Dusty finally said. She pulled her robe around her and tied it tightly with the sash. “And I’m sorry. It’s just the cabin … it’s gone now.” The sad memory of that fact swept through her quickly and her body trembled, the reality gathering steam.


  “Yeah, I’m afraid it’s gone,” Ty agreed, joining her solemn grief. “You could rebuild on the lower rise, where it’s safer.”


  “You’d let me do that?” 


  “Oh, there’d be a price.”


  “Yeah, I suppose you’d want to smack my ass any time you want to.”


  “Naw,” he shook his head. “But if you marry me, we can end all this hassle.”


  “What!” She looked as though her jaw was going to drop to the floor, then she sunk down in a chair opposite him, her legs too weak to hold her.


  “We can’t seem to extricate ourselves from each other. We’re kind of like a tangle of barbed wire stuck together, poking each other every time we move. It isn’t gonna end with this, Dusty. And maybe that’s because we don’t want it to.” 


  “Ty Holbrook, I can’t imagine being your wife. You’d be getting mad at me every day, hauling me over your lap, or whatever, blistering my ass.”


  “Would that be so bad, if it means times like last night?” His eyes had taken a tender turn that was hard not to feel.


  “That was a fluke,” she said.


  “Was it?”


  “But how can I marry you when you’re my worst enemy?” she exclaimed.


  “As easily as I can when you’re mine.” He reached out and touched her face with a gentle hand. “Maybe we can turn enemies into friends.”


  She knew as she sat near him trembling, that she was going to say yes, though she would never understand why.
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