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  PROLOGUE


  Some stale, moldering and smoky smell made her almost turn around. A cold chill raced down her spine. Such feelings—and in such an innocuous place. Shopping for dry goods was normally such a pleasant experience. But there were men, strangers jostling her and that stale smell growing stronger, until someone standing directly behind her leaned in and gruffly whispered in her ear.


   “If you know what’s good for you, Hannah Crowe, you’ll find that bastard brother of yours and give him a message from Mr. Cain.” The man’s large hand moved against her bottom, squeezing repugnantly.


   “I beg your pardon, sir,” she whipped around, eyes flashing vehement scorn, “Get your hands off me.” When she looked up at the massive man, the sneer on the unshaven face put a fearful wedge in her resolve and she shrank back.


   “Yeah, you best mind what I say, pretty lady,” the fellow glowered, “we have ways of dealing with cheating scoundrels and their pretty sisters.” He grabbed a lock of her long dark brown hair and twirled it between his grimy fingers. His nails were nearly black and he reeked of liquor enough to make her suddenly feel light-headed. He was just a ruffian, but a big, crude, unpleasant one who made her belly jar oddly. Beyond his uncleanly appearance, the man was curiously handsome and this surprised her. He reached for her breast and squeezed it before she could think to back further away. She let out a tiny scream and slapped his hand.  “How dare you!”


   “Eh, I see the light in those pretty eyes, Mrs. Crowe,” he gloated.


   “Get the hell out of my store,” Terrance Somersby suddenly blared behind them.


   The three men crowding Hannah Crowe turned to answer the order, sniggering.


   “We was just leavin’,” the offensive brute sassed him, then turned back to Hannah for a parting comment.


   “We’ll be meetin’ again, little lady, if that no account brother of yours doesn’t show. Count on it.”


   The man turned and stalked away, grabbing a pack of jerky from the counter. Followed by two equally loathsome young scoundrels, he left a trail of fear and a fast beating heart behind him.


   “You okay, Hannah?” Terrance Somersby moved her way, placing a comforting hand on her arm. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”


   “No, no, I’m fine.”


   “You sure? The Tremaine boys can be pretty wicked.”


   “I’ll be just fine,” she said, as she nervously pressed her skirt with her hands. She took a deep breath to clear the fear from her trembling body, then attempted to smile.


   “I’m afraid your brother’s in a pack of trouble. You don’t go angering Jarrett Cain, if you know what I mean.”


   Hannah’s weary look betrayed her worry, but then quite surprisingly she smiled warmly as if her confidence instantly was restored and she’d made some crucial decision. “You know, Mr. Somersby, I think I’ll wait on the shopping for today. You wouldn’t happen to know where Millie Peacock lives?”


   “I sure do. She lives just down the street, right next to the barbershop. Has a room upstairs.”


   “Thank you, sir.”


   “But, you know, Millie Peacock is not fit company for a fine woman like yourself.”


   “I don’t aim to ‘keep company’ with the woman.” Her gaze narrowed meaningfully. But more composed now than before, she straightened her dress one more time and graciously nodded to the shopkeeper as she swept from the store, heading in the direction of the barbershop. Her mission was quite clear.


   Terrance Somersby watched as Hannah Crowe left with her single-minded air plainly in charge. She was a beauty, with a lustrous mane of russet colored hair, a natural pink blush to her porcelain-white cheeks and wide sparkling brown eyes. They could dance with merriment or lash out in righteous indignation. What spirit! Her fine body and ample curves drew the eye of every man in the county. And that smile could kindle their affection, although everyone knew that her lively but gentle heart beat only for her husband, Daniel Crowe.


   Some thought their marriage was a terrible mistake—he was so beneath her learned upbringing. Some thought she married the man to spite her venomous mother. Others vowed the pairing wouldn’t last; she was simply on a young woman’s foolish adventure and would soon tire of the homespun farmer and trapper. He was an unschooled country boy of modest means. A handsome fellow, to be sure, but no good match for a woman of Hannah’s breeding, despite his wit, intelligence and strong work ethic. Yes, there were those who thought their union wouldn’t last, but Terrance Somersby didn’t agree. In his mind, there was still after five years, the same look of love in Hannah Crowe’s eyes that he’d seen when she first came to town on Daniel’s arm. One had to remember that their tiny village was no fine Eastern city, or even an upstart Midwestern town like Springfield where one might put on airs, where one’s social background determined who you married. No, in these wild and sometimes savage places, a girl like Hannah could do a lot worse than Daniel Crowe. He was a man used to danger who would know how to keep safe a beauty like his lovely wife.




  CHAPTER ONE


  Hannah was a bedraggled sweaty mess. At one point on that hot night, she’d been so tired after walking miles upon miles that she lain down beneath a tree and napped—she had no idea how long, although it was still dark when she awakened. By then, her hair was stringy and her dress dirty and torn from a sudden fall she’d taken some hours before. It had been a long night and a futile search for her brother, Beau. Damn him! She silently swore. The brash little tart, Millie Peacock, led her on a wild goose chase. Hannah almost believed it was a deliberate ploy to keep her from finding her delinquent brother. Now facing home, she wiped her brow and trudged the last few hundred yards from the road to the white frame house where she and Daniel lived. It was just before dawn and the sky was becoming brilliant with the ethereal glow of a new sunrise. Somewhere she heard a cock crow, and looking toward the house, she noticed a trail of smoke curling from the chimney. Perhaps Jolie had lit a fire. Daniel wouldn’t be home; he’d left the morning before to check his traps on the high ridge and wouldn’t be back for at least two days.


   Hannah had no intention of telling her husband about the impromptu excursion when he did come home. The less he heard about Beau and his shenanigans the better for them both. All she could think of now was washing her hands and face and dropping into bed for a long sleep. Gazing downward with unseeing eyes, she wearily put one foot in front of the other, and on reaching the fence she pushed forward the swinging gate that opened into the yard. On looking up, she immediately stopped short, her eyes barely believing what she saw.


   Daniel! Yes, it was Daniel standing on the porch, hands on his hips, watching her. Her body immediately leapt with the desire to run to him for comfort, but then the impulse quickly passed and her heart sank when she realized what this meant. A painful jolt of shame made her blush long before she reached the porch. When she did, she looked up into her husband’s coal-colored eyes.


   “You’re home, sir?”


   “I guess I am.” He coolly appraised her, saying nothing for an interminable period. Then he finally broke the terrible silence. “Do I dare ask why my wife is not at home in bed where all good wives should be at such an hour?”


   “Oh, it’s such a terrible story, Daniel, and I am so sorry. You must have been so worried.”


   The firm set of his jaw said it all. He was a tall, lean and muscular man, with sharp clear features, dark, longish hair, and skin the color of copper. There was native Indian in his blood, and Irish and Welsh and some French. He had a keen eye, a strength that made her strong and a passionate love for her that warmed her soul. But he was also a no nonsense man and for deliberately defying his wishes, she knew with little doubt the price she’d pay.


   “Does the story begin with Beau?” he asked, his voice hardening. 


   Her blush deepened. “Yes, sir, it does.” She stared him in the eye. A falsehood at this point would only double her punishment. “I can explain, sir…” she rushed on.


   But he cut her off, saying grimly, “After you’ve taken a turn in the woodshed, wife.” She could feel his anger and indignation boiling beneath his surface calm. Her body fluttered wildly in reply, as if it actually loved that righteous rage and even what it would do to her in the next half hour. She watched as Daniel moved back into the house—he’d be retrieving his razor strop. Before he reappeared, she abruptly turned, gathered her skirt in her fists and moved, head down, toward the woodshed on the far side of the yard. Daniel always said he liked to separate the punishment from the rest of their marriage, from what happened inside the house where their love was more affectionately expressed.


   Although she moved swiftly, Daniel was only a stride behind her by the time she reached the shed door.


   “Please, sir, won’t you let me explain?” she turned about abruptly and confronted him with a pair of begging eyes, which were now lustrous and wet with tears. The tension between them seemed to explode.


   “Not as angry as I am, wife. If you need to explain, you’ll get your chance. Right now, you can bend over and bare your ass; show me how sorry you really are.”


   The words ripped through her body like the strike of lightning. So weary, so utterly weary after just an hour or two of restless sleep, she felt strangely faint with the reality of the situation becoming clear to her. She so desperately wanted some mercy now, and fraught with despair, for one very brief moment the fire in her flashed as the heat of the moment obliged her desire to fight him.


   “And what if I’m not prepared to bare myself for you, sir?” she took a deep breath, renewing herself. Her eyes danced with a fiery, defiant glow.


   Daniel’s anger engaged the instant his gaze met her impudent stare. He resisted the urge to slap her face for such insolence. He was not a brutal man, given to reckless displays of anger. But he was not so self-controlled that he didn’t respond. He swiftly grabbed her by the arm and in one sure and steady movement he had her captured under his one arm and her bottom perfectly poised for spanking. Daniel struck her with his open palm, again and again, spanking her bottom with sharp smacks that scorched her bottom and stung the air with a reverberating sound that seemed to shake the flimsy woodshed walls.


   Even with the protection of her thin summer skirt, Hannah could feel the heat and the sting mount at a vicious rate. The pain made her struggle more. Oh, he’ll work for it! she silently vowed. And yet, Daniel was so much stronger, so much more determined than she was, that her spirit quickly weakened. The truth came crashing down about her tired soul. She was no match for him. He would not quit; he never quit … not until he won the battle.


   “Please, Daniel!” Her small cry was so filled with sincere anguish that Daniel abruptly stopped the spanking and set her on her feet.


   “Through defying me, Hannah?” he asked.


   She knew he’d only start all over again should she dare oppose him.


   She breathed heavily, fighting off her fierce emotions. Staring back at her was the face of a resolute man who loved her with his whole heart, and on this matter was unbending. The only way she could answer his question was to do as she’d been ordered to do in the first place. Torn, exhausted and in tears, she finally turned about and bent over a waist-high pile of freshly split wood. Reaching for the hem of her skirt, she drew it up over her bottom and prepared to lower her underclothes. But before she could finish, Daniel reached in and tore away the last remaining garment between him and her bare behind.


   This was more than simple justice, more than the right of a man to discipline a disobedient wife. A fire for this brand of passion brewed strongly in them both. It was basic to their make-up. It was elemental and sexual, as if it were an act ordained by the powers that ruled the heavens. It was the one way the two could find peace with each other in the midst of such a crisis. With a few notable exceptions, the rest of the world had little clue that their relationship required these moments; this was their secret. For those very necessary times, Daniel Crowe blistering his wife’s beautiful ass with the cruel blows of a razor strop was the best perhaps the only way to set things right.


   Daniel backed up, viewing the target of Hannah’s proffered cheeks with both lust and purpose. He thought of Beau—the thorn in his side—and how the boy had twisted his wife’s world with his reckless behavior. It was as much Beau’s behind he’d like to be thrashing today. But for now, Beau was nowhere to be found and his wife would pay the price.


   With the doubled leather strap clutched firmly in his hand, he reared back and let the first of many blows strike her twin pink cheeks. The earlier spanking would pale in comparison to the punishment she’d now receive. The leather struck, her body jolted, and the round globes jiggled from the impact. In seconds a thick red line of red appeared across her naked flesh.


   He struck her ass again.


   And again.


   And again.


   The smacks were intended to hurt, intended to resoundingly deliver a message she could understand no other way. Each harsh strike deepened the color of her bottom from rosy pink to a heated scarlet. Daniel paused only long enough so they could catch their breath, then he started in again. With the second round of punishment, he dropped his aim to apply the hurt to the back of her tender thighs, and the base of her bottom which would easily bruise.


   Hannah reacted to each blow, struggling as if she were bound and unable to escape, resisting but not resisting, fighting the pain but not fighting enough to bolt the woodshed—she would not face the consequences that would result. She hated every blow, but gritted her teeth against the string of epithets that threatened to spew from her mouth. She clenched one moment, then made every effort to relax the next, all the while praying for all she was worth that Daniel would grant her some degree of mercy and end the terrible strapping.


   Once Daniel’s anger had vented, the blows came less often and with less force. As had happened in the past, Hannah found some strange satisfaction in the warmth that followed. A sexual fire in her flamed and quickly built to a furious peak, producing wildly crazy sensations in places far beyond the skin of her ass end. Her tears flowed and she moaned with hate and love so mixed up inside each other that she didn’t know what she honestly wanted.


   Then suddenly, the blows stopped.


   The razor strop clattered to the floor.


   Suddenly Daniel’s arms surrounded his wife and he pulled her upright and clutched her close. Her raw bottom rubbed against the rough exterior of his pants, but she didn’t mind this. His hands grabbed for her breasts and caressed them coarsely, as the crude man in town had done. This time it was appropriate for her respond. 


   “Oh, Daniel, I am so sorry; I am; you must believe me,” she said. She laid her head back against his chest and writhed erotically inside his arms. 


   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you disobeyed me just to enjoy the aftermath.”


   His fingers moved tenderly across her face, and her tongue and mouth made love to them. She felt his organ harden against her raw behind, throbbing there with the effect of making her wanton lust explode and her thighs naturally part in expectation. She ground her bottom into his groin invitingly. Her attempts to appease her husband’s wrath were hardly veiled.


   The invitation was accepted without comment, and in the silence of the early morning, as the cock crowed again, Daniel bent her back over the rough woodpile and plunged his aching erection into the deep valley of her crotch.


   “Oh, dear God, yes!” she cried as the first thrust speared her inner body. All her previous woe seemed forgotten now. 


   Daniel grunted while holding on to her hips and plunging with the same ruthless determination that he’d just wounded her ass. Looking down, he saw her bruised behind. The fiery color had faded, leaving red striations in the flesh and rising bruises that would linger for some days. It had been a good beating, a start, he thought, feeling righteously pleased, and one she was sure to remember the next time she dared to defy his wishes. And this now, this was right as well to appease another need.


   “Yes, yes, yes, yes, my love!” Hannah cried, with her body on the verge of a sweet explosion. Tears of joy she’d been holding back came streaming down her cheeks. Her spirit softened, her rage was gone, the fight in her vanished as if it never existed. There was only room left in her for love and sex and the sumptuous aftermath their spirits yearned for. She could feel the crest about to take her when Daniel came in her with a cry on his lips. He held her firm to him, one hand clutching her hip, the other hand threaded through her hair as his member spewed the warm gushing cum.


   “Don’t you dare take your pleasure!” he abruptly seethed in her ear.


   He owned her now, her fealty was restored, and he would be in control.


   On the verge … close, so very close … Please no! her inner voice pitifully cried.


       “Not now,” Daniel said in warning.


   It was almost impossible to stop the powerful sexual surge, but she forced back the physical feelings. How could he ask this of her now!


   “Please, sir, I ask your permission,” she begged him.


   “Permission is not granted! Not until you’ve impressed me with your sincere regret.”


   “Oh, but I do regret what I did!” she implored him. “I swear!”


   “Yes, we’ll see about that.”


   By then, she could feel the swell of her wild arousal abate. Understanding that all was not forgiven—not yet—she could take no joy in that hour. 


   For Daniel, the satisfaction in soundly punishing his wife was as sweet as the climax he just enjoyed. But in his mind her atonement was hardly over. 


   He pushed away from his wife, leaving her spent body limp against the woodpile while he rested against the shed door and took a deep breath. Staring at her bared behind, he grinned to himself.


   “A pretty sight you are, wife,” he said.


   She slowly looked back, but otherwise didn’t move.


   “May I get up, sir?” she asked, knowing that his permission wasn’t required, although a little show of respect at this moment might help put her back in his good graces.


   Daniel, however, was not about to let her off so easily.


   “Yes, you can get up,” he said, “while you’re removing your clothes.”


   Hannah gulped and closed her eyes, while trying to envision what more she’d have to pay for her sins. Her legs suddenly felt so heavy and the weariness of her body could not be denied. A horrible night, a morning of sorrow and pain, if only she could put it all aside and rest.


   “I said get up,” Daniel leaped into her thoughts.


   She stood slowly, then faced him.


   “Strip now? But it is so cold,” she softly said.


   “I’d think the heat of your bottom would keep you warm,” he smirked. “Besides, it is not cold; that’s just your fear speaking.”


   He leaned against the door and waited for her to act. His gaze was neither threatening nor soft. A playful twinkle in his eye gave her hope, but it was too soon to tell if he was kidding or if she should be careful what she said and did. At least his rage and hers had passed. In her belly all she could feel was lust, both his and her own. They had lived through such moments before; her only choice was to obey and see it through.


   While watching him warily, she began to unbutton her dress. Shrugging it off her shoulders, it fell to the dusty woodshed floor at her feet.


   He nodded for her to continue and soon her chemise and underclothes joined the pile of soiled fabric. While feeling the cool air of morning start to invade her body, she daintily stepped from the wad of clothes and waited for her husband’s next move. When had the weather changed from the summery heat to this chilling atmosphere? she wondered silently. Or perhaps it was just her fear that made her cold.


   “I’m sorry, sir,” she tried again, though her voice was faint and her spirit guarded.


   “What do you suppose I thought when I show up and find you gone?” Daniel finally spoke.


   “I’m sure you were worried,” she said.


   “Indeed. Although worry hardly describes the terror I felt.” His flaming anger had given way to a steely calm that worried her more than another bout with the razor strop. His eyes dug into her center. “My only hope, my only hope,” he repeated for emphasis, “was that you were off, as before, looking for your fool of a brother, even though I couldn’t imagine you’d disobey me so soon after I forbid such foolish attempts to find him. I actually prayed that you were that reckless, that unthinking, that foolishly impulsive, even after so many fights about your brother. If so, then maybe you weren’t taken by thieves,” his scorn began to surface again, “or lying dead in some ditch. But what a thing to wish for?” he bit off scornfully.


   His comments hurt like the blade of a knife ravishing her guts. Daniel was rarely given to mockery; it was not like him.


   “I am so sorry.”


   He shook his head. “How can I believe you, when you promise time after time then fail to keep your word?”


   “But I have learned my lesson this time. I swear.”


   “Oh? Why should I believe that?”


   “Because it was a horrid night, Daniel…everything I deserved for disobeying you.” If only she could cry, but she long ago learned that such theatrics were not becoming to her, and they would only insult her husband. He was well within his bounds to admonish her. Every bit of anger was justified, his hurt was real and right.


   “Perhaps you’d like to explain your night?”


   She looked down at herself, at her nakedness, and felt the shame as her only garment. What better way to confess her misdeeds.


   “I was stupid,” she started.


   “I’m sure.”


   “Some rough men, the Tremaine boys, I think, hassled me in Somersby’s store. My worry got the best of me. I took off to find Millie Peacock in hopes of finding Beau. She sent me miles away, to Mendon, I think it was… I know it was wrong and dangerous and against your wishes, but I just hoped that if I could find Beau, talk to him, talk some sense into him. I had every reason to worry. They talked about Jarrett Cain.” She stopped and let that one sink in, staring up curiously to see his reaction.


   His eyes barely flickered. “Is that so?”


   “Daniel, if it’s Jarrett Cain who Beau has crossed, well…” She looked at him desperately hoping to see some sign of mercy.


   “Then you have no business getting involved. So, does that explain your whole night? What more kept you from home until dawn?”


   “I got lost,” she said, so faintly that he could hardly hear her.


   But Daniel did hear her. “My, you poor creature.”


   She gazed up at him through her glassy eyes. He was not unkind, but he was not yet ready to let the matter rest.


   He took a deep breath and stood up straight, ready to move on. “I have work to do and so do you. But yours will wait until you serve your penance in the yard. I think an hour or so at the post will give you time to consider the folly of your ways.” He looked around the shed, with his eyes finally lighting on what he wanted. Grabbing a length of rope, a hammer and a spike in one hand, he then grabbed for Hannah’s arm with the other.


   “Sir?” she stared up unbelieving.


   “You heard me.”


   “But I’m naked!”


   “So you are.”


   “You can’t possibly…”


   His eyes narrowed on her grimly.


   “But what about Jolie?” She tried again.


   “What about Jolie? Your sister didn’t come home last night either.”


   This was not good news—her sister could be as full of mischief as her brother. She hardly needed that now.


   “But what if she does come home and sees me like this?”


   “Then she can take a turn beside you—after I give her a good caning.”


   Her alarm could not have been greater as Daniel led her by the arm out of the shed and into the yard, to a post that had been anchored into the ground just off the side of the front porch. Its purpose was for tethering horses, but it would serve another purpose now. Once before she’d been hauled there to serve penance in the open, but that time she’d been fully clothed. The idea of exposing herself this way was too outrageous for words; what kind of man had her husband become? Oh, yes, the farm was far enough from civilization that there was little chance anyone would see her, but the shame of the situation could not be minimized.


   “Daniel, please! You can’t do this! What if someone sees me like this!”


   “Then someone sees a disobedient wife getting the punishment she deserves.”


   He wrapped the rope about her wrists, tying them tightly together and securely knotting the two loose ends. Raising her hands high above her head, he then drove the long spike through the center of the thick knot and into the wooden post, leaving her there to dangle in the morning air unable to free herself.


   “How can you be so cruel!” she cried in desperation.


   But he turned on her, eyes flashing with the same ruthless gleam she’d seen earlier that morning.


   “How can you be so cruel,” he spit back. “This is an eye for an eye right now, until I’m ready to forgive you. I don’t take my pronouncements lightly and neither should you. It’s a matter of trust between us, wife. And you, not I, have broken that trust. This may be crude and humiliating, but perhaps you’ll finally get the message. You’re the one to mend this breach that keeps tearing no matter what lengths I take to mend it.”


   She shrunk back from the powerful charges against her. She had no idea that his ire could reach as far as this. Daniel strode off as she watched. Deep in her groin the tickle of arousal that she had needfully submerged played a cruel game of leapfrog with her insides. How could she want him now more than ever? How could her desire rise above this humiliation? How could her heart pine for him so, even now?


   A half-hour passed with the minutes ticking by so slowly that Hannah could have sworn it was nearly half the day. For a while, her arousal was so great that she rested her torso against the post and moved her hips into the wood seeking relief. She could never climax this way, and what a shameless thing to do, but she could hardly help herself. In time, however, discomfort overtook her arousal. Her arms ached and she twisted this way and that trying to relieve the strain. Not once did she see Daniel, although she suspected that he was furtively watching her from the barn. Perhaps it would be better if he saw her suffering rather than finding some obscene pleasure in this punishment. Perhaps he would see her terrible distress and set her free.


   Although she could turn around, Hannah remained as originally placed the entire time, with her hands above her and her backside facing the path that led to the road. As her discomfort increased, time seemed to stretch out forever.


       Her mind drifted thoughtlessly. But what was that? The sound was so unexpected as it suddenly pulled her from her reverie. She listened carefully as it grew in volume, until she recognized with some horror its source. Briefly turning her head, she peeked at the scene behind her, all the while praying that her worst fears had not been realized.


   But indeed they had!


   Riding on horseback, as was his custom, Judge Boone entered the yard, stopped his mount and stared at Hannah for some seconds. In shame, the penitent wife turned into the post and shuddered with humiliation as she felt the man’s curious eyes rest on her punished bottom.


   “So, what have we here?” she heard Judge Boone ask Daniel when her husband moved out of the barn to greet him.


   “A foolish wife who needs to be taught a lesson,” Daniel returned.


   The men approached her and she froze.


   “Humph! It’s been many a recalcitrant I’ve tied to whipping posts and soundly punished,” Judge Boone said, while he studied Hannah’s fair but wounded flesh. “I trust the offense warranted such measures?”


   “I think Hannah should turn around and tell you herself,” Daniel said coolly.


   Hannah heard a trace of triumph in her husband’s voice, as if this was what he was waiting for all along.


   “You heard me,” Daniel said, when she didn’t move.


   “But, sir!” she quietly pleaded.


   He moved in close and spoke tersely. “Shall I take you back to the shed?”


   “No, no, sir.”


   “Then turn around.”


   “Please, sir, no!” Still she hadn’t the guts to turn around and show the man her nakedness.


   “Don’t be shy, girl,” the judge broke in. “I’ve seen more women in such circumstances than you can count.”


   The storm in her brain went on, even when Hannah finally closed her eyes and willed her body to make an about face. As her glorious features came into view, Judge Boone and her husband surveyed the bounty of Hannah’s lovely body, her swelling breasts, the gentle curve at her waist and the erotic way her hips flared with nothing short of admiration tinged with lust. 


   “Now tell the man what he wants to know,” Daniel ordered. “Why such a hard punishment? And look at him when you speak.”


       Oh! What a greater horror could there be than this? Hannah’s lids fluttered open, while a pair of errant tears dislodged from her eyes and made tiny rivers along her dirty cheeks. “I, sir … I, um… I repeatedly defied Daniel’s orders not to seek out my brother.”


   “That ruffian, Beau?”


   “Yes, sir.”


   The judge inspected her face with a haughty air then finally said: “Your husband is a wise man. Your brother is not. The boy consorts with thieves and gamblers and no counts who would prey as easily on you as they prey on him. I’d think an intelligent woman like you would see that and keep her distance.”


   “Yes, sir. I should have done so, sir.”      


   The judge took a deep breath, then looked back at Daniel. “So, what does it take to get your wife back in the kitchen and brewing me that cup of coffee I was looking forward to?”


   “Oh, she’s due another twenty minutes of penance, but I suppose a quick caning would do as well.”


   “I’m sure,” the man smiled. “You mind if I do the honors?”


   “Not at all.” Daniel moved off and grabbed the switch he planned for Hannah’s final punishment. “I was aiming for her thighs,” he added as he handed the man the long, slender branch. 
        Seeing the exchange, Hannah shuddered deeply. She was about to turn around and offer the man her bottom—which would have been a far more appealing way to take the blows—but the judge stopped her.


   “You can take them face forward, Hannah. It looks to me as if your arse end has already had enough beating for one day. Besides, afterwards, when you look down at your nakedness, the remaining evidence might appeal to your better self and stop such foolishness from happening again. You suppose?”


   “Yes, sir.”


   “Now brace yourself.”


   The judge moved in quickly to her side, and while Hannah closed her eyes—no way would she look now—the man rifled off six vicious thwacks of the stinging switch, landing the cuts evenly down her thighs, from the crook of her groin where the cut was most viscous to a few inches above her knees. Her plaintive moans were more internal than her earlier response to the pain Daniel levied against her body. The sound barely vented from her lips, and yet, the heavy load of anguish behind it was clearly evident to both men.


   For a few moments after the switching ended, no one said a word. The air was teaming with the sounds of birds, the whinny of a horse and the buzz of bees. In that time, the immediate pain receded on Hannah’s thighs, although a throbbing more internal heat remained. While she suffered in that immovable silence, the two men felt the experience through every roused nerve.


   “How about my coffee?” the judge finally broke the mood, as he tossed the switch into a nearby bush and turned toward the porch.


   “I’ll join you there in a moment,” Daniel said.


   “Good, good. I’m afraid we have another wayward woman to talk about.”


   In the midst of her misery, the judge’s words brought Hannah around, although she didn’t dare question him about what he meant. But of course, he meant Jolie. Why else would he be here?


   Oh! Dear God, what had she done now? She stared at him in wonder watching the aging jurist take the porch steps in a couple of long strides. He was in the house with the screen door banging behind him before even Daniel could offer a comment.


   Hannah scurried to dress, taking time to briskly wash her hands and face and comb her hair. She still felt like hell. Her stomach ached from lack of food, her head from lack of sleep, and her bottom and thighs throbbed hotly with every move she made. The feel of her clothes against her flesh was another uncomfortable torment. But for the moment, she put all these personal concerns aside, as she swept into the kitchen and turned on the stove. The Judge wanted coffee, he’d get his coffee.


   The two men sat in the parlor talking, well within her hearing distance.


   “The deputy picked her up in bar fight. She’s one heck of a sassy woman,” Judge Boone said.


   “And where is she now?” Daniel asked.


   “In jail.”


   “I see. And you’re the one to bear the news to me?”


   “We’ve been friends a long time, Daniel. I was friends with her family. Shame about Albert dying so young, and now his children running around the county like scallywags. A far cry from what one would expect of Albert Noble’s offspring… except Hannah, of course,” he smiled. “You got the plum there, even if she requires some looking after.” He cast Daniel a wry look.


   “She is indeed a plum. Although, it would seem the other two are taking great pains to tear her down.”


   “She’ll do all right. She has spirit and will and she loves you. She’s just a bit impetuous.”


   “Too impetuous,” Daniel said grimly.


   “My question for you—we have the matter of Jolie to decide on. Do you want me to handle this myself, or turn her over to you?”


   Hannah paused to hear her husband’s answer. She had a tray of coffee, sugar and milk in her hands and stood poised at the kitchen doorway waiting.


   Daniel didn’t make a noise for several seconds and when he spoke he might as well have grabbed her wrist and jerked hard. The tray nearly fell from her hands.


   “Why don’t you come in here, Hannah. You might as well know what’s happening.”


   Hannah rushed in and set the tray on the table.


   “I am curious,” she looked at the two men, “I think I have a right to be.”


   “Your sister is in a heap of trouble, Hannah,” Judge Boone said as he accepted his mug of coffee.


   “And what this time?” she asked.


   “A bar brawl.”


   “Jolie?” She looked at him disbelieving.


   “Your sister is not as naïve as you think. She has men swarming about her, now that she’s of eligible age. She draws them in with her pretty looks, making them dance to her suggestive come-hither ways. Frankly, she might be better off moving back with your mother.” He looked up at her and added with a warm grin, “A fine cup of coffee.”


   “Thank you, sir. But really, Jolie can’t go live with Mother. The woman wants no part of the girl, nor does Jolie want any part of her. It simply won’t work. I wouldn’t suggest it to either one.”


   “There is your aunt in Pennsylvania,” Daniel reminded her.


   “Yes, dear, there is,” she considered the idea a moment then continued, “but couldn’t we try something else first? Warn her and see if she has it in her to change? She loves it here. Maybe if she knew that she’d be shipped off to Aunt Grace, she’d start behaving better. I would happily see her gone as disrupt things here any more than she already has, but I can’t see doing that without giving her one more chance. Please, Daniel?”


   “That matter is up to you and Daniel,” the judge said. “What’s of more concern to me is handling the matter at hand. What do I do with her now? I can’t let her go unpunished. Either I take her in hand using my own methods, or you do.”


   “She’s yours to take care of with this business,” Daniel said directly. “Better you than me.”


   “So, what does that mean?” Hannah asked.


   “It means she’ll get the same sort of treatment you got today,” the judge paused, giving her a meaningful stare, “from me.”


   Hannah shuddered. She’d heard about the man’s rough justice; he was no one to be trifled with. Although she imagined that her husband could be as exacting and as hard. Under the circumstances, the very idea of an official court ordered punishment was a thought so chilling that she had to put it out of her mind lest she fall to her knees and beg the judge to offer her sister mercy. However, after hearing the man speak about his brand of corporal justice while she was herself strung up in the yard, Hannah was sure that pleading with the judge would get her nowhere.


   While Hannah cleaned up the kitchen, the judge finished his coffee and his conference with Daniel. He then left the husband and wife to themselves and returned to town.


   After dinner that evening, Hannah finally had to ask the questions that had been burning in her mind all day. “I wonder why, sir, you elect to have the judge punish Jolie, when you’ve done so a number of times yourself?”


   Daniel eyed her thoughtfully, “That is the point, isn’t it? It would seem that Jolie doesn’t respect my authority. Perhaps a bit of official justice would bring her around when other means don’t work.”


   Hannah pondered that idea for a moment. “Would you ever consider the same for me?”


   He stared at her wonderingly. “Are you suggesting that you’d do anything so extreme to warrant that?”


   “No, sir. I’m just positing the question. Out of curiosity.”


   He thought a moment, then said: “No one will punish my wife but me, Hannah. You and Jolie are different. I don’t have the same responsibility to her that I have to you. If she’s going to live in this community, she’ll have to grow up and start acting like a responsible woman not a child. If not, she’ll live with the consequences.”


   Hannah sighed. “You must think my family is worthless.”


   Daniel shook his head. “Your family lost its anchor when your father died. You have me, but your brother and sister have no one to rely on but you, and that’s a bigger burden at this point than you need to bear. Jolie will be going to your aunt’s. The woman made the offer and I see no reason why we shouldn’t take advantage of her generosity. I’ll take her as soon as I can make time.”


   “But you will wait to see if the judge can manage what we have not?”


   He considered the idea and finally nodded. “I suppose it won’t take much time to tell if she’s reformed.”


   Hannah smiled. This was a small reprieve. She held no hope that Jolie’s behavior would reform enough to satisfy her husband. But at least she might have a few more weeks to enjoy her spirited sister. She’d always been a handful, and up to this point the eighteen-year-old had been fairly easy to corral. Now there were different factors involved, a young woman’s virtue to protect. Even Hannah had to admit that sending Jolie to her Aunt might be the best thing for the vulnerable sometimes reckless young woman. Aunt Grace was kind but firm. Perhaps a chance to live in the city would have more appeal once she was there and could see the advantages compared to their rough and backwards surroundings in this rural place.


   Beau, on the other hand, was something else. He couldn’t be sent back anywhere; no one would have him. He was hurt the most by their father’s death, which was why Hannah found it so easy to defy one man while she attempted to rescue another. Regardless of all her vows, she knew her weakness lay in him, and that scared her. What if she was confronted with yet another opportunity to reach her brother? What would she do?




  CHAPTER TWO


  The courthouse was abuzz with activity and an undercurrent of low whispers. The Noble girl was going to get a beating. Everyone was certain of that now. How odd that Daniel Crowe and Hannah had given her up to the cruelty of a flinty man like Judge Boone. Most thought he was fair, but in the matter of unruly young women he seemed most ruthless. There was little doubt that Jolie’s fair behind would be burning long into the night.


   There were a few courthouse hangers-on who clamored secretly for a public show once they heard the news about Jolie Noble’s sentencing. It had been years since such a scene had been enacted for the public’s benefit and the idea stirred their blood. Jolie could be made an example of in their small community—this was their overt rationale, while on a deeper level prurient interest fueled their desire for such justice. In that vein, Jolie was a comely girl, the fair-haired princess daughter of a community icon. Seeing the sweet-faced and obviously naïve girl standing half naked at a whipping post would be talked about for weeks, even months, an apt reminder of what can happen in even the best of families.


   However, such a public display would not be taking place, not this time.


   Judge Boone slammed the gavel down on pronouncing sentence. “Thirty lashes on your naked behind in the company of six witnesses,” he said with his voice booming so loudly that everyone one in the courtroom shrunk back in fear.


       Just six witnesses? The crowd murmured.


       Just thirty lashes? Some didn’t think that was enough to pay for the terrible brawl that left three young men lining up for stitches at Doc Devore’s back door.


   “And my property? What about that?” the bar owner, Rory, objected loudly.


   “She’ll work it off to you—but not in the bar. Washing dishes for a few weeks should help stifle her need to incite a riot.


   The entire time, Jolie sat impassively, looking more like twelve years old than eighteen. Her cheeks were pale and her limpid eyes were now dulled from tears and worry. It had been a long two nights in jail. She was sure that Daniel had a hand in that—and a hand in sending her in front of the judge. At this point she would have taken any of Daniel’s beatings as face this embarrassment. The boys that caused the ridiculous fight would get theirs and they wouldn’t care the next day. They’d just snicker a bit and go on while the town would hardly remember that they were just as guilty as she was. How could she go on here, when everyone would have a first…or second hand look at her nakedly taking a cruel beating?


   Hannah? She had been no help.


       “Maybe you’ll think twice about what silly things you get yourself into,” Hannah had scolded her.


   Just like an older sister to say that.


       “Why can’t Daniel just… you know,” Jolie had pleaded.


       “Daniel is ready to send you to Aunt Grace in Pennsylvania.”


   “Oh, no!”       


       “Oh, yes. You mind your manners from now on, or you’re gone. And I don’t want that to happen.”


   Everything seemed like a bad dream now. Would she ever awaken from this misery?


   The conversation with her sister got her nowhere. Hannah wouldn’t budge. Daniel was immovable. And now Judge Boone seemed to be taking such an interest in her. It was all because of Beau, she knew that. Had to be. He was the disappointment of the family and they didn’t want her to turn out like her rogue brother. She was paying for Beau’s sins, not her own. They could have easily given her a slap on the hand and ordered her to make restitution. But no, she was Beau Noble’s sister and had to be saved from herself.


   “Jolie Noble!”


   The officer of the court announced her name and she rose to her feet without thinking.


   Six people followed behind her, not Hannah, who had excused herself from the ordeal, but Daniel, the shrew Lettie Logan—since there had to be a woman present—then Donovan Brawley, Rory and an officer of the court. Six in all, including the judge, marched from the courtroom through the judge’s chambers and beyond.


   Thirty lashes, what would that feel like? Jolie wondered. Daniel had caned her, but never more than twelve times.


   Lettie Logan led her into the punishment chamber, a sizable square room adjacent to Judge Boone’s office. There was one high window, no more, and the light inside the space was eerily grim. She spied the whipping bar in front of her and her legs suddenly felt like they were going to give way. But Lettie caught her arm in her firm grip.


   “We don’t care how scared you are, girl. It’s part of the treatment,” the woman barked. “You’ll get through it. Sinners must answer to God’s wrath; there’s no better way.”


   The words flew through Jolie’s thoughts but they didn’t stick, since the notion of being tied to the bar held her entire attention. Bound. It seemed so … so medieval.


   As she’d been ordered to do by the officer of the court, Jolie grabbed onto the bar that hung just above her head. She looked at the young man’s face. She’d never seen him, but he could hardly have been older that she was; there was still peach fuzz on his babyish face. When he looked back at her, she turned away embarrassed. He was sweet and handsome, the very kind of respectable young man she should be attracted to. Oh, if she only were!


   The young officer tied her wrists to the bar as if he’d done the deed many times before.


   What a horrible dream! He left her there to hang, and Jolie struggled anxiously with the sturdy rope until she realized how useless it was to fight.


   “Tie up her skirt and open her blouse.” The command came out of nowhere like a slap in the face. 


   Oh, dear! What would they have done to her had her dress opened down the front? she mused as the pinch-faced Lettie followed the orders to the letter. Jolie felt a draft of cool air on her exposed back that made her entire body quiver. Her legs felt like jelly.  Then as the woman moved on to tie her skirt up over her buttocks, Jolie kicked her. Not deliberately, but more like the instinctive reaction akin to a horse teased from behind reflexively kicking his hind foot at some unseen body.


   The woman jumped back. “See what the brat did!” she shouted at the others.


   “Ain’t enough to worry about, Lettie. She won’t do it again,” the judge told her, evenly. “Right, Miss Jolie?”


   “Yes, sir, I’m sorry, ma’am.”


   Lettie finished her task with a scowl on her hardened features, then she backed away to let Judge Boone take over.


   Jolie felt a dozen eyes poised on her naked flesh. What were these people thinking? she pondered in that wretched minute before the first strike of Judge Boone’s tawse made contact with her back. She held her breath in wait, and when she could hold it no more, she breathed deep and strained once more against the ropes that held her fast. In that split second between the end of her one breath and gulping another, Judge Boone laid on ten stinging strikes—or thereabouts, she wasn’t really counting—in rapid succession. A cry screamed from her throat and died as soon as the ten were done. Her back burned like hot coals, while her skin throbbed from the welts rising on her flesh, long, thin red-hot lines of terrible pain.


   Her chance to settle from the blows was brief. In seconds, she felt the fiery blast of punishment again, as one cutting, ripping, vicious strike after another laced her bottom Perhaps another ten. Again she counted only the pain that seemed to redouble with terrifying force, leaving her breathless and quaking from one end of her body to the other.


   “Please, no!” she whaled and she started to twist and stamp her feet in anger. Hot tears stung her eyes. But there was no mercy in the old man despite the horrified cry that issued from her throat.


   Hearing her plea, the judge strode forward and placed his thick hand at the back of her neck and drew her head back so he could look down on her sorrow-filled face.


   “Calm down, girl, or you’ll not see the end of this day until I’ve levied twice the punishment on your sorry soul. I am tougher, meaner and more willing than any man or woman here to make you suffer. You chose the wrong man to defy.”


   By the time the judge’s short speech ended, Jolie’s fight had ceased. It was not so much the words but the message behind them, convincing her with little argument that her angry demonstrations only made the punishment worse.


   “I’m sorry, sir,” she weakly managed.


   “Sorry you’ll be,” he agreed, and he backed off.


   A vast silence followed. Jolie shivered, when her flesh didn’t ache. And the witnesses to the punishment quaked on their own, spurred by a bit of self-preservation. The man was infamous for his hard hand, but none in the room, save the officer of the court, had seen it firsthand until now.


   The tawse flew again leveling another vicious blast of cruel cuts on Jolie’s skin from the center of her already punished rear cheeks to low on the back of her thighs. She screamed again and briefly stomped her feet. “No, no, no, mercy, mercy please, mercy, please. Noooo! Mercy, please!” she vented despite her intentions otherwise. Her tears flowed freely now as the tawse ended its reign and she was left to dangle in her misery.


   The hands that removed her from the bindings, the officer’s hands, felt like the softest cotton down against her skin. How soothing! How kind! The officer gave her over to Daniel and she collapsed into her brother-in-law’s warm arms. Maybe he was sorry for making her suffer so.


   Nothing more was said as her clothes were properly restored and he led her from the courthouse to her waiting sister.


   Riding home in the buggy seat beside Hannah, every blow that jostled Jolie’s body hurt her wounded bottom; she couldn’t stop the tears from streaming down her cheeks. The atmosphere amongst the trio was strained but subdued. No one cared to say a word; what was there to say? And Jolie, little victim that she was, would not bother speaking to anyone for some days. Until another, greater horror, hit her squarely in the face, and her fate in the tiny wilderness town was securely sealed.




  CHAPTER THREE


  “Why ain’t she purdy today?” Eldon Tremaine pranced his horse around her, making it impossible for Hannah to walk down the street. His half-brother Deacon did the same, until she was the swirling center of snorting horse flesh and half-drunk youths.


   “Please, let me pass!” she implored as her frustration grew.


   “No, missus, not this time. I got my orders,” Eldon flashed her a snarling grin.
        “Orders?” she stared up at their circling forms, looking for a way out without risking life and limb.


   “You’re coming with us, fancy ma’am. Mr. Cain wants to see you.”


   She looked at him, alarmed. “Why would he want to see me?” Again, she circled in place as she stared into Eldon Tremaine’s face. He’d been the one to approach her in Somersby’s store, and a fresh stab of feral energy brought back the memory of that lewd assault.


   “Aw now, lemme give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count.” His sassy voice cut her cruelly.


   “I have no idea where my brother is.”


   “See, you did know. Didn’t ya, ma’am? You’re a real smart one.”


   “I can’t go with you. If I turn up missing, my husband will be after you.”


   “Oh, little lady, this’ll take no time a’tall. You jus hop on this horse with me and we’ll be at Mr. Cain’s camp in no time.”


   Before Hannah could find a means to escape, Eldon’s large hand swooped down and gathered her body upward into his. He tossed her into the saddle in front of him, so she was straddling the horse with her skirt straining on either side rising high on her legs. He obviously didn’t care.


   She tried with all her might to shake herself from his grasp, but Eldon was not just big, he was strong as an ox. Despite the way her hotly beating heart pressed forward with her struggle, her attempts to free herself were useless.


   “Hey, ma’am, you best be behavin. If you get all uppity, Mr. Cain may just take a strap to your pretty ass.”


   “He wouldn’t dare!”


   “Oh? Well, then why don’t you just test him? He’s always had a hankering for soft, pretty flesh like yours.”


   “My husband will come for him if he lays a hand on me!”


   “Will he now?” With that, Eldon kicked his heels into the sides of the horse, and they went racing off toward the woods with Deacon close behind.


   It was no more than a ten minute ride to the camp by the river where Jarrett Cain was resting his horse and partaking of a noonday meal.


   “Whad I tell you, huh?” Eldon said as he handily deposited his bounty in front of a man not quite as big, but certainly as startling as Eldon Tremaine. “Found her this time, boss—and boy, she is a feisty one!”


   Jarrett Cain raised fear in every soul around the county, a reputation he’d earned from the power he wielded. Power to extract prices few men could afford to pay, though they didn’t dare not. It wasn’t clear what gave him such influence, but he’d held the gamblers, the losers and the poor with a steel-fisted grip. At the same time he smiled like a gentleman, like some fine East Coast philanthropist granting favors, not the black-hearted rogue that he truly was.


   A staggering sight greeted Hannah when her eyes finally rested on the infamous swindler. She’d never seen the man before and expected a bullish, ugly brute with a scraggly beard, bad breath and dirty clothes. She found instead, a well-dressed man of no more than forty-five years, who eyes were sharp and his smile so well-managed that it looked genuine. He had an earthy demeanor, though a well-crafted one, dark trimmed hair; his beard and mustache as neatly cared for. And though he could hardly be called a handsome man, his polish and style made him a man that, like her husband, could brew some curious feeling in her womanly emotions. She hated that fact and immediately squelched the unwanted response.


   “I’d have never guessed Beau Noble would have such a comely sister,” the man said with more charm than such a man should possess. He looked toward the Tremaine boys. “How about you water your horses. I’d like to speak to Mrs. Crowe in private, then you can take her back. Our meeting will be short.” He turned back to Hannah, his smile still gracious and appealing.


   “If you’ll sit, please,” he motioned to a nearby rock. “Sorry about the accommodations. I could have entertained you more grandly in my parlor at the ranch, but then you would have been absent from your life longer than would have suited either of our purposes. Hmmm?  Since I was passing near town, I thought it might be time to have a word with you regarding your brother.”


   Hannah was surprised by how well spoken he was; again nothing like her expectations of the man. But despite his congenial manners and fine speech, she elected to remain on her feet.


   “My brother’s business is not mine—” she struggled for the right word to call him. She didn’t respect him enough to call him, Sir. “My husband will not be pleased when he hears of this … this kidnapping.”


   “Oh, ma’am, it’s not kidnapping. I have no intention of hurting you. You’ll be back at your farm in no time, no harm done. And no need to mention this to your husband. I doubt he’d take kindly to you interceding on behalf of your brother.”


   She protested, “But I’m not interceding.”


   “Oh, but you are, in your own way. You’ll understand that soon enough.” His mood took on a sly aspect, his eyes narrowed and his voice changed enough in tone to give her chills. “Your brother owes me a good deal of money—I think we’re all well aware of that. I earned it fair and square and I will collect—one way or another.” He looked for her response and continued. “There are choices you should be aware of should your brother surface. You’ll want to relay them to him. As importantly, let him know that my patience is wearing thin.”


   Though she was quaking inside, Hannah stood her ground. “Well, then, you need to speak with my brother yourself.”


   “If that were possible, I would. However, I know that he shows up at your farm from time to time—in fact, I have word that he may be passing through the county soon. So, the next time you see him, you need to be prepared. Give him a word from Jarrett Cain for me. Hmmm?”


   Her eyes flared but she didn’t reply.


   “You tell him that I will get what’s due me—one way or another. All of it. Paid in full. He may be able to hide away for a few weeks, even a month or two, but I have a long memory, and a long reach, and the debt will not be forgiven until I have what’s rightfully mine.” The eyes that seemed to bore right through her now glimmered with an unsavory light. “You can tell him that while I’m waiting for him to pay up, I won’t be languishing without. I’ll be using the creative genius I have, the influence I have, extracting prices from alternate sources, if need be.” His smile looked dangerous to her now and a cold anxiety chilled her through as she wondered at the implication.


   “What does that mean?”


   For a moment, he looked as if he would say more but instead he said: “Beau knows what it means, Mrs. Crowe; he knows me well enough. He’s seen what I can do.” While he finished his speech, he tended his horse, tightening the saddle, perhaps to make the meeting appear more casual than it was. He stood sideways to her now, and turned his head as he finished talking, to stare at her, just stare, until she could no long endure the man’s incisive eyes.


   He had a cagey way about him and spoke as if there were layers of meaning behind his message—some that she should understand without his saying. She was too scared to ask. Her blood had turned to ice, although it was the strangest chill, for deep in her gut, a fiery sensation burned hot. She could not, would not, allow herself to recognize what it meant.


   It must have been the man’s infamous power, that’s all, she’d decide later. However, while she remained in his presence, she could barely breathe or think or understand her own confused emotions and why they tormented her so.


   “I’ll tell my brother what you said,” she said, “if I see him. Now, please, I must return home.”


   “By all means,” he smiled warmly, then turned and called out, “Eldon!”


   The man appeared from behind a bush where he had no doubt been eavesdropping.


   “Take Mrs. Crowe to the road adjacent to her farm. I’m sure it will be easier on the feet than a long walk home from town. G’day, Mrs. Crowe.” The man mounted his horse, and without turning back, galloped off in the opposite direction.




  CHAPTER FOUR


  Hannah tended her garden with the fury of an angry, desperate woman. The hard work did her good, she told herself, while hoping the labor might somehow disperse the intense emotion Jarrett Cain had roused in her. It had been two days and still the image of the man clouded her mind and his veiled but unseemly warnings did nasty things to her erotic body.


   Responding to an unexpected sound nearby, she turned from her weeding to find herself doused by a shadow high above her kneeling body. Looking up, she saw that it was Beau, not because she could see his face; he was no more than a black silhouette against the brash late summer sky. But she knew the outline of his body well, a familiar shape that on many occasions warmed her spirit just to be within its presence. It had been a long time, however, since she’d entertained such tender notions toward her brother. 


   “Hey, sis, aren’t you going to greet me with a hug and a warm meal?”


   He slid from his horse and extended his hand. Now she could see him better. His scraggly face needed a good shave and his tousled mass of brown hair a trim. His clothes were grimy from the road, likely from a dozen hideouts, where clean water and a bar of soap were scarce. He looked tired and drawn, as well he should be, but nonetheless, he was still as handsome as ever. The fanciful glint in his blue eyes had never faded—Hannah counted that a good thing. And he could still smile. He looked older, not in years, but from the worry that made his face seem sad—something she’d not seen in him before. She’d seen the same look settle in her father’s face as the years took their toll.


   “You know you’re not welcome here,” Hannah said as she moved to her feet. “Daniel will have your hide if he finds you in his home. Trust me, he wields a nasty strap and he’d certainly be aiming for your sorry ass.”


   Beau shrugged. “You talk so harsh, Hannah. Not like you.”


   “I’m talking the truth,” she said as she brushed passed him and moved toward the porch.


   “Hey, there, I’m not the enemy.”


   “But you’re running from one, one with every intention of getting what he wants from you. Why don’t you just pay up?”


   “’Cause it’s so much more than I have, sweet sister.” He swaggered jauntily as he moved her way and followed her into the house.


   “Then work it off.” She turned to confront him.


   “Like some indentured slave? Never! Can you imagine what father would think of that?”


   “He’d think that you’re acting responsibly under the circumstances and accepting the consequences of your actions, as well you should!”


   Hannah moved to the stove and dished up a serving of beans that had been boiling there all morning. She practically shoved the plate in Beau’s face.


   “It is not a good time for you to be coming here, Beau Noble. I do not want you to stay.” She softened slightly, taking an exasperated breath. “But eat. You’re looking thin.”


   “Aw, I can always count on you,” Beau offered her his typically charming smile.


   “For this much, but then you take your leave. And if you have any respect for yourself and me, and all father stood for, you’ll take care of your business matters with that man.” Her voice seemed to rise the more she spoke.


   “My, you are in rage.” Beau backed off with the plate in hand and sat down at the kitchen table.


   “My husband has ordered me to cease any activity in finding you—which he has every right to ask of me. And that terrible man you owe the money to has taken to hassling me about it.” She jabbed a finger to her chest.


   Beau seemed hardly moved by this pronouncement.


   “Do you understand! He had his men virtually kidnap me so he could deliver his particular warnings. He was serious, Beau. He’ll get what’s his one way or another. I don’t want to think about what he’ll do if you keep running from him.”


   “Hannah,” he pointed his fork at her, scowling as he chewed, “I’m not going to give myself up to that bastard—excuse me, sorry,” he added when she cast a disapproving glance his way. “I don’t owe him half of what he says I do. He calls it interest. But interest or no, I’m not going to just surrender to the man. I got plans, plans to pay him. Don’t you worry. But I’m not going to be able to pay him anything if he’s twisting my arm every minute.”


   Hannah leaned against the kitchen counter, her arms crossed in front of her. “You know, I just don’t understand why he is so intent on this. I mean, he’s said to be worth a fortune. What you owe him is surely a pittance in comparison.”


   “‘Cause he’s Jarrett Cain, Hannah. And everything that doesn’t go his way is a personal affront. Besides, he feeds on revenge. I didn’t want to bow to him the way everyone does, so he has it in for me.” Beau shrugged and took another scoopful of beans, saying just before he shoved it in his mouth. “Probably didn’t like the way I socked him in the face.” He grinned. “I heard he had a bloody nose and two black eyes from that punch.” He laughed between forkfuls of food.


   Hannah shook her head in shock. “Beau, why do you get yourself into these fixes?”


   “Oh, this is by far the worst, sister,” he said it as if it were a joke. “It’ll either blow over, or I’ll pay him, or—well, who wants to think about that?” He chewed the beans and swallowed them down with a glass of milk. “You know, I was actually thinking of waiting him out.”


   Hannah’s eyes flashed fire. “That is the most foolish thing I’ve ever heard.”


   “Yeah, you’re probably right. But just give me a little time.”


   “Yes, a little time; I think that’s all you have.”


   “And don’t you go getting in his way, Hannah.” Finished with the meal, he pushed away from the table and rose to this feet. “He likes women.”


   “I’m a married woman.”


   “So, you are. But that never mattered to him before.” He cocked his head and his manner softened. “You know, sis, maybe I should be here to protect you—and Jolie,” he looked around, “She still here?”


   “She’s been visiting a friend for a few days, but should be back here later today.”


   “So, what do you think? Can I stay? I mean, you have Daniel, but when he’s out checking the traps. Hum? I’d stay in the barn, no trouble at all. Added protection, huh?” he added hopefully. “That man, Travis, Daniel’s friend hasn’t been around here much lately.”


   “He’s had a sister to take care of. But we are just fine here. Besides, if you mean stay in the barn and hide away like some criminal, you’re absolutely not welcome. Though, I suppose if you stick around so you can face your foe and get the matter settled, then I can’t turn you away.”


   Beau shook his head. “Settle with Cain? Oh, I can’t do that, not yet. But I got places I can go.”


   He moved to the door.


   “Fine. You can leave. Just remember what I said.”


   “I will, Hannah. I will.” He turned all sincere as he took her hand and caressed it lovingly. “You’ll see. I promise. And you take care of yourself.” He stared her in the eyes seeing all her mixed emotions like a desperate plea. “And, I know you and Jolie are safe with Daniel.”


   “Yes, we are.”


   He let go her hand, grabbed his hat from a peg by the door and set it on his head. Hannah thought he looked no better than the Tremaine boys, as rough, as desperate and as rash. It was taking a long time for him to grow up. Sometimes, she was afraid he never would.


  ***


  Daniel turned in bed and felt Hannah’s sweet body beside him, still sleeping. He  moved in close and pulled himself above her, then leaned down and kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her eyes, her mouth, and her mouth again as she began to awaken and responded to the tender kisses. Her skin was warm, so was her breath. Her body rose into his embrace and their aroused loins began to rub against each other. The hardness between Daniel’s thighs caused her belly to quake with satisfaction and promise. He was dazzled by her yielding body, gathering her in and holding her in a coveting grasp.


   “Oh, husband,” she murmured. Her eyes were not yet open.


   Daniel tugged at her nightgown, lifting it to her waist, then moved down her body with mouth and tongue working feverishly along her moist skin. He stopped to kiss her navel before traveling toward the delicate hairs of her fragrant womanhood. Her pubis lured him in, rising like a wave to meet his mouth and probing tongue. Her hands found his hair and grabbed on as she breathed in sharply. His lips burrowed into the valley between her sex lips, tasting the sweat and female dew that gathered at the opening of that luscious furrow. As he inhaled the sweet and tangy perfume of her morning body, he felt the deep ache of his erection, urgently clamoring for this mysterious sheath.


   Hannah’s body quickened beneath his hands as her flesh became more alive. Sucking the hardened bud of her clitoris, Daniel listened to the lilting moans of pleasure escape into the tepid air. He bit the thing and heard her groan with sound that gained in passion, then felt her lifting him upward, tugging his hair, wanting him inside her.


   Reaching under her nightgown, Daniel grabbed for her breasts with two anxious hands. The urgency of mind and body leapt forward and he pulled himself up to straddle her hips.


   “This is what you were made for, madam,” he swore, with a lurid scowl on his face.


   “Then you can have me, kind sir,” she said, answering back with a bawdy smile. “Oh, please have me.”


   He obliged her and his own lascivious needs. Raising his hips and leaning forward, he teased her with the tip of his cock poised for a moment at the door to her wet portal. His lips pressed to her mouth and his manhood throbbed against her sweltering cunny.


   “Oh, sir, you torment me so!”


   “Good for you, wife! Torment becomes you.”


   Unhappy with the bunched up nightgown, he backed off from his task and tore the garment off and over her head, tossing it to the side of the room. With her naked body writhing beneath him, he moved against her with his erection poised and then thrusting full and proud into the soaked vessel.


   Hannah’s head fell back as she silently screamed. He was on her now hard and fast, pumping furiously into her, as though he’d split her in two with the forceful thrusts. No morning could be more perfect than this loving one where the fire of their passions exploded and they fused so tightly to each other that they would swear that nothing could pry their coupled flesh asunder.


   “OH! YES! SIR!” she gasped again and again as her body crested in climax. “YES! YES!” she cried on, while Daniel’s deep growls signaled his completion.


   Afterwards, they lay together in the steamy heat for just a few minutes. Daniel had a long day ahead and there was work for Hannah to do.


   “You’ll be out how many days?” she asked him.


   “Likely just three. But with any luck I’ll be here for dinner three nights from now.”


   “I’ll be expecting you, sir.” She rolled over and stroked his chest. “And if you’re not home in time for dinner, I’ll be waiting for you in bed.”


   “Oh, you little scamp.” He flicked her nose, then kissed it lightly before taking her mouth with his for a final kiss. “You’d best be behaving,” he thought to warn her. “And keep Jolie on the straight and narrow.”


   “That’s a tall order, my love, but I’m sure we’ll have no trouble on that score. I have no reason to go to town while you’re gone. We’ll sit tight and be good.”


   “Smart girl. I worry about you when Travis is gone,” he said of his good friend who was often living there and helping with the farm.


   “Travis needs to be with his sister now; we both know that. And Jolie and I will be just fine here. I promise.” She wouldn’t tell him that she feared another run-in with the Tremaines or Jarrett Cain. There was no sense in worrying him needlessly.




  CHAPTER FIVE


  Jolie was hanging laundry on the line outside. She was just about finished, Hannah thought as she peered out the window. After the two ate lunch and rested, there’d be plenty more chores for her sister to do. The older Hannah figured that keeping her sister busy kept her out of trouble. Since the fiasco in town, she’d kept a close eye on Jolie’s whereabouts. Although Jolie wasn’t happy about the situation, she said little to rouse Hannah, and that was a good thing. She might have boxed her ears herself or taken a switch to her behind had she misbehaved again. 


   Hannah had returned to chopping vegetables when she heard the sound of footsteps on the porch behind her, “What took you so long, girl?” she called out to Jolie.


   “Hannah, shush!” Jolie’s small voice was barely above a whisper.


   Hannah turned around and suddenly froze. She could hardly see her sister’s slight body among the three men whose ample forms filled the porch with their menace. The Tremaine boy, Eldon, Lyle Merchant and Jarrett Cain stood there with her sister squashed between Eldon and Lyle, with two big hands firmly holding her at the shoulders. The girl gazed out, her eyes round as moons and fixed as if she were in a panicked trance.


   Before Hannah had a chance to react, Jarrett Cain opened the door and strode inside. The two other men followed with their prisoner in tow.


   “So, we meet again,” Cain said with an ominous grin.


   “Meet? I don’t think so,” she said as a haughty rebuttal. “It looks like you’ve come to my door and muscled your way inside—without an invitation and against my wishes.”


   The man nodded his head in mock appreciation of the stern rebuke. “Oh, you are a proud woman, Mrs. Crowe,” he said. “But a lax one.”


   “Why would you say that?”


   He was far too close to her for comfort.


   “Was not your brother through here a few days back?”


   She stood stock still, trying to decide which would work best, a lie or the truth. She decided on the truth.  “Yes, he was here. And I gave him your message.”


   “Really, now? You’d think he’d have contacted me and made arrangements to pay his debt. But it seems he rode right out of here, like he forgot everything you said you told him, if you actually told him.”


   “I said that I gave him your message, but I cannot control what my brother does.”


   “Is that so?”


   “I wish I could, if so, this would all be taken care of. But Beau has his own mind and he’s a stubborn man.”


   “Humph.” His look was dour. “That’s too bad, isn’t it?”


   “Yes,” she answered. Until then, he’d been standing a good six feet off and was content there. But now he inched his way a little closer, a little more threateningly. Hannah gazed at him warily, her heart pumping as if a whole flock of birds was taking flight inside her.


   She stepped back and he ambled closer still.


   “You see, the time’s running out on your brother. I said I’d extract my price, one way or another.”


   “I don’t see how I can help you there.”


   “Oh, you and your lovely sister here can help a lot.” He stared at Jolie, only to see the girl shrink back a little further, even though she could hardly move with the two men so close behind her. “You see, if we take a payment out of your hide,” he looked back at Hannah, “it’ll satisfy the itch I have to tear your brother in two… at least until that itch gets uncomfortable again.”


   Hannah could feel the threat from her pounding temples to her sour stomach to her angry crotch where the meanest of fires was gathering steam in a most unseemly way.


   “What does my brother owe you? I’ll pay you if I have to do so, in order to get you off his back,” she spit back, desperately.


   Jarrett Cain shook his head. “Oh, ma’am, it’s not money I want from you. It’s that honey skin, that tender flesh, that sweet deep valley between your thighs.” He stood just inches from her now, oozing with lurid charm and his one hand lighting grazing the soft side of her face.


   For several seconds, she stood still as if in a trance, then suddenly broke free of it.


   “No! You cannot!” Hannah roared, and she foolishly tried to make for the door and her sister, but failed miserably in both attempts. Lyle had her sister firmly by the hair, while Eldon’s arms circled Hannah’s flailing torso and held her fast regardless of how hard she kicked her legs.


   “Oh, that was a big mistake,” Cain said, his voice rising. “When women get uppity with me, I thrash their asses.” He turned to the boys. “We’ll bare both of their bottoms before we take their pretty cunts.”


   “You have no right!” Hannah lashed out.


   Cain whipped around his hot face not more than inches from hers. “I take my rights any way I see them. And I’ll be damned if I’ll let some haughty bitch like you dictate to me what’s right and wrong. Your sorry brother decided to play in my world, with my women, my booze and my kindness. He messed up bad, Mrs. Crowe, and someone has to pay. Might as well be you as anyone. And don’t think I won’t enjoy every minute of it.”


   “My husband will be walking through this door at any moment. You best not be here.”


   He laughed. “Your husband was on his way up the ridge checking traps. I got so close to him, he tipped his hat. Guess he doesn’t know me by my face. Too bad. If he did, he might be coming down here to protect his own. But he was still trudging up that mountain, all businesslike, while we were getting ready to have his wife. Guess I’m just a lucky man.”


   Hannah, furious, spit in his face with all the venom she could muster.


   Delivered by an angry Jarrett Cain, the ensuing slap across her check stung, but Hannah did not regret her move, as she watched him wipe his cheek on a handkerchief. Then he nodded to Eldon who shoved her over the kitchen table and began grappling with her skirts.


   “Don’t fight me, Mrs. Crowe, or I’ll have you tied down,” Cain warned, while leaning in to her ear. “And I demand some respect from you. You can call me, ‘sir’, when you speak to me. Is that clear?”


   She waited too long to reply and he addressed her again. “IS THAT CLEAR?”


   “Yes, sir!” she spat out.


   “Give her one hot ass, Eldon, and we’ll see how the little lady responds.”


   A pair of cruel hands pried her legs apart as Hannah grabbed for the other side of the table. What more could she do but hold on? In the minutes that followed she felt the fiery heat of a leather belt thrashing callously across her bared bottom. The blows stung from the beginning and did not stop as the young buck beat her until her entire body was one wound of angry red. The pain was nearly unbearable. But she was too proud to cry out, too proud to whimper or even sob, even as the fierce lashes kept coming, harder, faster, meaner than she ever remembered being beaten. When it stopped, she breathed a heavy sigh of relief and muffled the threatening sob.   


   “Oh, don’t go thinking that’s all you’re going to get, Mrs. Crowe,” Cain warned. “You got one handsome butter paddle here that’s going blister this sorry ass.”       


   He held the paddle he’d found on the drain board before her eyes and leaned in so she couldn’t help but see the poisonous expression in his eyes. 


   “You’d dare risk my flesh showing the marks that will make?” she tersely, quietly asked.


   “That’s your worry, Mrs. Crowe, not mine. You’ll just have to be coy with your husband for a few days, eh? Now kiss it!” He held the paddle to her lips.


   “I will not!”


   “I said, kiss it!” He didn’t raise his voice, yet it seemed to thunder all around the room.


   Her confused mind could hardly comprehend the horror of this moment. But she knew she was no match for the man or his scruffy friends. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and pressed her lips to the wood.


   “Humph! Good; you are trainable,” the man chortled. He then moved to her behind and ripped off a good dozen smacks on her tenderized flesh, until she gasped into a terrible sob. “No, no, no, please….”


   The man paused. “You’ve had enough, huh?”


   “Yes, sir.”


   He smacked the paddle on her bottom again, overtop a rash of red that grew angrier with each hit.


   “You sure?” he went on, while delivering another blow.


   “Yes, sir!”


   “Say it then!” he punctuated the remark with a strike to her upper thighs.


   “Oh, please, sir. Please stop; I can’t take anymore.”


   “Enough? Maybe for now.” He looked toward Jolie. “Let her take her place.”


   Hannah’s shocked sister had watched knowing what terrible fate awaited her. Tears were already streaming down her face and she felt so weak that she was about to faint.


   “NO!” she wailed as she began to cry in earnest seeing her sister lifted from the table. But Eldon pushed her with a firm hand on her back, forcing Jolie over the kitchen table in the same manner as her sister.


   “Oh, don’t, Mr. Cain, sir. She’s just a girl,” Hannah intervened.


   “She’s been beaten in the judge’s office; she can take this.”


   Hannah looked at him shocked.


   “You think I don’t know these things? Why, I’m a member of the community, you know, and it’s only right that I should know.”


   Jolie sobbed through the whole long ordeal, as her skirts were raised, her ass end bared, and her bottom thrashed with the same meanness, the same thoroughness, the same force that her sister’s bottom had been punished. She sobbed as if it were the only way to relieve the agony, although it was obvious that nothing could take away the pain as her poor behind was scorched to a deep rosy hue.


   Hannah watched aghast on the sidelines, praying that this terrible dream was just a dream, a nightmare from which they would soon awaken. Though it was a nightmare, it was not a dream. Three brutal men had invaded her home and were taking from her sister and her their dignity, their peace and she feared, even more than that. Was that not what they promised?


   Jolie was still lying over the table, the belt and paddle put away when she saw Lyle begin to undo the button on his trousers.


   “NO!” she rushed in imploring Jarrett Cain. “Please, you cannot do this. Not to one so young.” She hated to say virgin, but they all understood what she meant.


   Cain raised his hand to Lyle, stopping him.


   “Someone’s going to be violated today, Mrs. Crowe. The thrashing was just for sport, because I like to make women suffer. But my payment takes a more direct form now. And I’ll settle for nothing less.”


   “Then take it from me. I’ll give your loins the satisfaction they are looking for.” She practically choked out the words, but her message was clear.


   Cain sneered. “What a woman you are,” he said, this time with little mockery. “You’ll give up your well-oiled slit to save your sister’s virginity?”


   “Or, there are other ways for a woman to satisfy a man,” she posed. Her dark eyes softened with the implication quite clear.


   Cain sidled up to her close. “You either take it in that velvety purse between your thighs, or you take it up your ass. I’ll let you decide, since it really doesn’t matter to me either way.”


   Hannah’s eyes got big as his meaning became clear. “You will do what you will, sir. I cannot fight you. But my womanhood is my husband’s; I’d rather have you any other way than that.”


   He sniggered. “Suit yourself. That tight channel is good for buggering, better than a sloppy cunt any day.”


   “Just leave my sister be.”


   “Oh, I’ll leave your sister be, as long as you can accommodate us all.”


   Hannah visibly gulped and her voice almost cracked. “If that is your wish, so be it.”


   “Ah, you are the brave one!” He turned to the whimpering Jolie. “What a sister you have here, Miss Noble. I’m so moved by her generosity that I’m going to grant her request, as long as you stay and watch what we do to her.”


   Jolie could not speak but her eyes were fixed, if not on the scene, then on some place faraway where her mind could drift and she could pretend this horror was not happening.


   Hannah was once again thrust over the kitchen table; her skirt thrown up over her reddened bottom. Her legs were pried apart again and Cain’s thick fingers opened her cleft where he could view the rosy bud of her anus.


   “This seems to be virgin territory, ma’am,” he observed.


   “Yes, it is,” she said weakly.


   He cracked his palm hard against her ass. “Speak to me with respect, Mrs. Crowe, respect!”


   “Yes, sir!”


   “We’d better have some lard for this one.” He looked at Eldon, who immediately turned to the stove and found a pail with the greasy white substance inside. 


   A hot hand slathered her ass with the cold lard. A finger worked its way beyond the sphincter and she jerked forward. A moment of sharp startling sensations rifled through her body, like none she’d ever experienced before. Another hand moved deeper to the clitoris and those dark and sensitive places that Daniel’s erection caressed with love.


   “I think she’s wet, Jarrett.”


   “A good woman is wet in the presence of a man with the will to have her. The spirited ones may clench up tight like they’d never be so humiliated, but the truth lies plain for anyone to see. You do the honors first, Lyle. Loosen her up for Eldon and me. In mere seconds, the quiet man was ready, standing poised between Hannah’s legs. His open pants unveiled a curved erection that slid between her reddened cheeks, then slowly, delicately worked its way into the tight hole, pressing a bit at a time into Hannah’s rectum.


   Hannah gasped when he first breached the tight barrier.


   “Easy, girl. Nothing to fear,” Cain said.


   Lyle worked his member a little deeper, while Hannah tried to breathe, as she attempted to relax the tightly clenched muscles.


   “See how nice that feels?” Cain said. He held her hair in his hand and forced her gaze, although her eyes were glassed over. She was somewhere between fear and a tremulous worry, as the rush of physical sensations almost made her go mad.


   While Lyle moved steadily inside her ass, his hand reached underneath and toyed with the portal below, stimulating the well-known place of pleasure despite her desire to quell the unwanted arousal. She sought with every bit of strength she had to contain her physical reaction—it was too abominable to believe. But a wanting, a longing that was so unexpected rose up like a beast; while the beast in the guise of Jarrett Cain stared her in the eye.


   After several minutes of an easy ride, Cain said to Lyle what he most wanted to hear.


   “The time for tenderness is over, boy. Take your pleasure so Eldon and I can have a chance at the little vixen.”


   Lyle wasted to no time at all. He grabbed Hannah’s hips in his large hands and began thrusting his erection into the woman’s ass as deep as it would go.


   Jolie stood by in wonder, gripped by fear that rained down her face in salty tears. She watched as Lyle’s cock speared her sister’s entrails, as Hannah gritted her teeth, as she gasped in obvious pain and as she finally moaned in a way that suggested she actually found some pleasure in being raped. A small roar escaped the man’s mouth when he finally thrust with one last burst and held Hannah’s impaled bottom against his groin as he pumped his seed inside her.


   For a brief moment, Hannah breathed more easily as Lyle’s spent cock slipped from her rectum.


   But the exchange was swift. A ready Eldon took over, with nothing but ruthless force—no gentle caress this time—and pummeled her hard. The assault might have lasted two minutes, but no more. It was clear that this rape was less invasive, less painful for Hannah. Being less painful it was more work for her—more work to contain, to stifle, to reject, to drive back what threatened so vilely to consume her. Her body was given no mercy, and it had every means of betrayal handy to display what a raunchy woman this wife of Daniel Crowe truly was. The tiny, breathless gasps, the way her bottom wiggled as if pleasured, the look of shamed anguish on her face did not go unnoticed.


   With the second man finished, the third stepped into place. Hannah knew when Cain’s fat erection thumped against her sore bottom that he would be more of a challenge than either of the first had been. After his thick member warned her first with the lewd poking, Jarrett shoved hard, nestling deep, while widening the portal far beyond what Hannah believed her bottom could take.


   “Oh, gawd, owwww!” she moaned in pain. Sharp and unremitting pain forced her belly and bottom into a steely clench. “No! No! I can’t take anything so big.”


   “You’ll adapt. Just relax,” the man muttered. He’d wound his fingers through her hair and jerked her head back. “Come on, lady, tell me you want me here,” he seethed.


   She refused to speak.


   “Tell me!” he shook her hard. “Tell me, or there will be more that will shame you far beyond your bounds.”


   “But I…” she started to object.


   He ran his one hand over her face and thrust his fingers inside her mouth. She sucked them unthinkingly, as she might her husband’s. “That’s it. Now tell me, Mrs. Crowe.”


   He slapped her ass again and again, so hard the pain there compounded.


   “Tell me!”


   “Yes, yes, I want you in me!” she finally cried.


   “More, Mrs. Crowe!”


   “I want you in me, sir.”


   “More, tell me what you desire. You know what I want to hear.”


   Desire? How could that be? It could never be true; she could never feel these things!


       But she knew what he wanted to hear, what he wanted to extract from her for spite, because he was bigger, meaner, more ruthless, and she was just a woman in a savage land victim to a lust she could not control. She said the words because she had to. “I want you to use me,” she sputtered. “I want you to use my ass, sir!” she repeated. Then she fell into a convulsive sob as the man’s erection worked the channel hard for the sole purpose of humiliating the proud woman. He took pleasure in being the third man that day to dispense his seed in the ass of another man’s wife. And what her convulsive weeping did was hide the fact that her inner body shook from more than terror or shame. It bit off a piece of unspeakable pleasure, that for just a few brief seconds took her body and mind from this travesty and gave them glory not dishonor. Cain knew that, and so did she, even if she never admitted the truth.


   Hannah was still lying over the kitchen table when the three men were ready to leave. She was too exhausted to rise to her feet. Her pride was gone; she was bathed in shame.


   “Get up, Mrs. Crowe and address me proper,” she heard Jarrett Cain’s voice pierce her misery with the command. He had little to say, but he wanted to see her face and make her look him in the eye.


   With what little strength she had, Hannah peeled her sweat-soaked body from the table and stood. Her skirt kindly dropped down to cover her used ass end and she steadied herself against the table. She raised her trembling chin in a proud but faltering fashion.


   “When you see your brother again, you will remember him to me, won’t you?” Cain said.


   “Yes, sir, I will,” she said coolly.


   His two companions had already left the house, and he did as well, after one long look—a little admiration mingled with scorn.


   The three men mounted their horses and rode off with the sound of their hoof beats lingering in the air.


   The two women were silent, almost afraid to move, and too stunned and ashamed to speak. Then Hannah, suddenly, lifted the butter paddle and handed it to Jolie. “Burn it!” she ordered.


   “Hannah, you must report this to the sheriff. Someone will have to find Daniel.” Jolie’s words were so unexpected. So calm. So sure and steady. So unlike the whimpering girl of the last hour.


   Hannah whipped around, having found some reserve of strength.


   “NO!” Her eyes flared with purpose. “No one is telling anyone. Ever! I will not go to the sheriff. No one needs to search for Daniel. I will not have you telling my husband or anyone else that I’ve been soiled by these men! It would dishonor him as much as it has dishonored me. He does not deserve that. I brought this on my house and I will bear it myself. You hear me?”


   Jolie stood back, stunned.


   “You hear me, sister? We keep this to ourselves. No one knows. No one! Ever.” She shook her sister by the shoulders. “I want to hear you say so.”


   “You’re making a terrible mistake.”


   “But you will honor my wishes. This is my body that has been violated, and my husband’s wife who has been defiled.”


   “I was abused as well!”


   “Yes, your ass was beaten, and I’m sorry for that. But it was no worse than getting your due from the judge—which you clearly earned. My violation will never be mentioned again.”


   “It will not be easy,” Jolie said.


   “Oh, yes, it will be. You erase the memory, Jolie, just as I will. You hold your head up high and so will I.” She began to soften. “But you will do what I say.”


   “Yes, yes, I will.” Her eyes were filled with tears again, and the two women hugged long and hard before they filled a wash tub with scalding water and washed the stench of the three men from their bodies. If only they might have washed the memories from their minds, but that would be impossible to do.




  CHAPTER SIX


  The first time she met, actually met Daniel Crowe, he spanked her. She had seen him a dozen times before in town, and always the handsome fellow filled her with lustful thoughts. On those occasions she never would have believed how the passionate relationship between them would begin. Rather than opening with a polite hello, or a proper introduction, it started with an argument that became a fight that evolved into an incident neither one would forget.


   She was in a hurry that day, moving briskly from the small lending library to the store with a load of books in her arms, her head down against the cold chill of wintry air. It had rained all morning and the sidewalks and streets were wet, which made it important to concentrate on what she was doing. Although the wind was strong and she could hardly hear anything beyond her own thoughts, Hannah heard a voice speaking to her from behind. In a hurry to get home, she chose to ignore it, tucking herself in a little tighter while shunning the man’s increasing requests for her to stop.


   She suddenly felt a hand on her shoulder. Not an angry hand. Just a determined one. She jerked about, rattled by the unexpected intrusion and was knocked off balance. Unable to right herself, she stumbled off the sidewalk step, into the mud and landed flat on her bottom, with the books falling all around her. She came up fighting mad.


   “What is God’s name is the matter with you!” she blared, still not seeing who she was talking to. Her upswept hairdo toppled forward, carrying with it her modestly small black hat, so they were in her eyes, obscuring her vision.  Again all she could hear was the strange voice above the rushing wind.


   “I’m sorry ma’am, but you claimed the wrong package of books. I was simply trying to call you back, but you paid no attention.”


   “Maybe I didn’t hear you!” she declared. She attempted to sit up without making a further mess of herself. When she finally pushed back her disheveled hair and looked up at the man, she was startled to see the young man known as Daniel Crowe towering above her. A loner, she’d been told. He lived on a small farm a few miles outside of town. “It’s you!” she said, making it sound like an accusation.


   “Me, yes, it’s me,” he said calmly. “Let me help you.” He held out his hand.


   “Help me?  You’ve already helped me enough, thank you, sir!”  She indicated her muddy books and hands, her eyes shooting fire from beneath the bobbing hat brim. “Look at what you’ve done to me! I’ll thank you to leave me alone.”


   His kind face turned grim. “And I’ll thank you to place the blame where it’s due, Miss Noble.”


   “How… how,” she sputtered, “You know my name?”


   “Everyone around knows your name. I’m Daniel Crowe.”


   “Yes. I know who you are. Not that I care to know you now.”


   “Oh, you cared to know me before?” He looked amused.


   She pursed her lips and struggled to stand, shaking off his offer for help. Once on her feet, she looked down at her muddied dress in disgust.


   “Maybe you should take that off and get cleaned up,” Daniel Crowe advised her.


   She was already shaken; her nerves were on edge and her heart fluttered so excitedly with emotion, that when she gathered up a full head of steam and hauled off and slapped his face, hard as she could, she was as stunned as the man with the burning cheek.


   “How dare you make such an improper suggestion!”


   Daniel glared back at her angrily. “What the hell!”


   “Don’t you dare swear at me! Anyone who makes imprudent advances to a woman gets exactly what he deserves.”


   “What did I say?”


   “Something about removing my dress.”


   “I didn’t mean in public,” he said tersely.


   That was enough to silence her for the moment, until she came back with a flustered, “Well, you certainly should take care with the words you use, or not bother to come to town where you might encounter civilized women.”


   “Oh, and you consider yourself a civilized woman?” he mocked, as he rubbed his sore cheek again.


   Her eyes flashed fire. “I expect an apology!” she exploded.


   “Oh, do you?  I think I’m the one owed the apology.”


   “I apologize? Never!”


   “No?”


   “I have not wronged you, and you practically pushed me into the mud and then insulted me.”


   “Miss Noble, you are a sorry—” he began angrily. Unable to complete the remark the way he would have liked, he turned on his heel to leave, which put Hannah in a panic.


   “Aren’t you going to pick up those books?” she squealed indignantly.


   He turned back. “No,” he said evenly, and he resumed his retreat. “As you yourself said, I have already helped you enough.”


   “You miserable man!” She charged after him with an anger she’d never expressed before. Beating him on the back with her fists, she got his attention again. But it was not exactly the attention she was after—not that she knew then what it was she wanted from Daniel Crowe. What she got was upended over the man’s knee as he raised his foot on a step for support and held her body firmly against his. His hand came down against her bottom, spanking her overtop her coat and skirt. Despite the padding, after a number of hard whacks she could feel the sting right through her clothes. Worse yet was the humiliation from the small crowd that gathered to watch. It wasn’t a brief incident either. He spanked her like he would a naughty child until Hannah felt the sting turning her tender bottom hot.


   “Stop it!” she yelled more than once. All to no avail, at least until Daniel paused long enough to say:


   “I’ll stop when you’re ready to apologize.”


   “I will NOT apologize!”


   He kept on while she struggled. Hannah had the idea that eventually he’d give up and let her go. Perhaps he’d tire and she could wrest from his grasp. If she’d known Daniel a little better, she would have known that neither occurrence was likely. Finally, because she became so painfully aware of those laughing at her expense, she shrieked, “I’m sorry. I apologize! Put me down!”


   Daniel immediately stopped the determined swats and let her up.


   Fuming still, Hannah looked the man in the eye and sputtered, “You say those are your books?” She pointed to the ones with mud clinging to their spines.


   “I believe they are,” he said.


   “Well then, you can pick them up.”


   She turned and managed to retrieve her purse from the soggy ground then took off briskly for home.


   Daniel was so stunned by the woman’s effrontery that he calmly did as she ordered, and picked up books, at the same time filing the facts about Hannah Noble away in his mind. She might have been a comely woman, but she was a bit of a bitch. Certainly not the woman he wanted in his bed.


   That evening at dinner, the family was settling in at the table as their mother was bringing a plate of meat in from the kitchen. The seventeen-year-old Beau whispered to his younger sister Jolie, who was sitting beside him, “You should have seen Hannah today.”


   Before the girl could answer, his mother spoke. “And what should we have seen?”


   Beau looked at Sarah Noble not knowing what to say. He stared speechless for several interminable seconds, while Sarah stood waiting for the answer.


   “Nothing, really,” he finally said.


   But that wasn’t enough for the woman. “But I want to know,” she said tersely. “As Hannah’s mother, I have a right to know what happened in town.”


   “B-but—” he started and stopped.


   “Sarah dear, it seems that your daughter got spanked in town today, right out in the open,” Andrew Noble answered on behalf of his son. Beau and Jolie giggled to themselves as the meaning of the comment sunk in.


   Sarah’s sharp eyes stung Hannah hard, then returned to her husband. “Who spanked her?”


   “Mr. Daniel Crowe. It was said that Hannah and he had a scuffle over some books. A misunderstanding, really. But quite a sight from what I hear.”


   “And they all laughed?” The woman was mortified.


   Hannah was embarrassed. “It’s over and done, mother.”


   “I beg your pardon; it is not over and done. You’d better explain yourself, child. You’re not too old to get a whipping from me.”


   “The man behaved like a boor,” Hannah said. “He tripped me, so I was sprawling in the mud. When I finally got to my feet—with no help from him, I slapped his face for his impudence, and well—”


   Sarah was aghast. “You shame us all.”


   “What do you mean?”


   “You shame, me, yourself, your father. A lady would never behave so boldly.”       


   “Well, then, I’m not much of a lady, mother!” Her eyes spit arrows.


   “Hannah, please,” her father said, as he often did in a plea to mollify the testy spirits of the two women.


   “You will go to the man tomorrow and apologize,” Sarah said.


   “No. I will not!”


   Sarah bristled. “You will or I’ll march you in front of the Brethren who will see to your punishment.”


   “Father?” she turned to Andrew, her face suddenly pale.


   “You’re not going to the Brethren for any reason, Hannah. But as I understand the incident, you were as much at fault as Mr. Crowe. Tomorrow you will ride out to his farm and make proper amends with him.”


   “But, sir!” she whimpered.


   Her mother glared.


   “Enough from both of you!” the man declared. “We’re going to have a pleasant dinner with smiles on our faces. Beau, young man, pass me the biscuits.”


   And in this way, Andrew Noble settled every matter that needed to be settled. There was no doubt that it could be any other way. In Sarah Noble’s world she would never dare to defy her husband, though she often disagreed with the man. He did not have her sterner sensibility about life and how it should be rightly lived. Sarah could be a foul and mean-spirited woman. Her religion was hard and punishing. She hated where they lived, in a world she considered savage and remote. In her mind, extras measure had to be taken to ensure good discipline for a brood of spirited children. If Andrew would not give them appropriate guidance, she would. That was where the Brethren came in. The five elders of her strict religious sect could be called on to counsel children in need of discipline, although ‘counsel’ virtually equated with the heavy use of a rod, paddle or switch on a miscreant’s bare behind.


   Andrew was totally against such measures and on all but a few occasions forbade his wife from subjecting his children to the dreadful dealings at the Meeting House. He preferred to take care of such matters himself if his children needed discipline, using a switch Sarah kept for that purpose. Most often, he believed that corporal punishment was ineffectual as a child-raising tool. The scientist in him rationalized that such treatment would only skew a child’s sense of right and wrong. He used the treatment sparingly and usually to satisfy his wife.


   There were occasions, however, when each child ended up before the Brethren. At those times, the subject in question had so angered Andrew that he willingly gave in to Sarah’s methods and gladly watched their proffered behinds punished with a healthy dose of humiliation and the Brethren’s dreadful rod. To earn this wrath, Beau had stolen goods from a local merchant and the high-strung Hannah had lashed out against her shrewish mother. In this case, Andrew would have preferred to have had Sarah face a punishment equally as damaging as his daughter’s, since she was as much to blame. He actually threatened it.


   Hannah’s punishment before the Brethren had so humiliated the girl that when Jolie misbehaved enough to earn a trip before these sober judges, Andrew refused to let her go. By then, he was convinced the practice was barbaric, despite his daughter’s misdeeds. Jolie had been smoking tobacco with one of the wild young men in town—which was two strikes against her. On hearing of the girl’s bad behavior, he informed Sarah that he would take care of the matter himself, and she was not to subject Jolie to ‘those self-righteous bastards’—he rarely used such language, but he did this time. Unfortunately, he was called away before he had the opportunity, and Sarah in defiance of her husband’s wishes brought the girl to the Meeting House for the counseling she deserved. When Andrew learned of Sarah’s subterfuge, he was so furious with his wife that the two hardly spoke for a week. The entire family was on edge for months afterwards. The siblings quarreled with each other and their mother. The parents sometimes quarreled late into the night. Life in the Noble family seemed splintered beyond repair. It was only after Andrew Noble was accidentally killed in a hunting accident—he had an unfortunate back-breaking fall—that the family finally stopped battling. They were all in shock.


   Although Andrew was not a perfect father or husband, he was loved by them all and their world turned exceedingly grim with his passing. Worse than anything was that the three adolescent children were left with their mother and they quaked at the thought of her assuming complete control over the household and their lives.


   To the trio’s surprise, however, a strange miracle took place. Having hated her home with great passion, and feeling little affection for her children, Sarah Noble announced just a month and a day after her husband’s burial that she was returning to Philadelphia where her mother lived. She made no effort to encourage her children to go with her. Announcing her plans to her shocked progeny, she said directly,  “Some will probably think I’m skirting my duties with the three of you, but I cannot bear to stay in this Godforsaken place a moment longer. Your father’s affection and a wife’s propriety were the only things that kept me here. I suppose I’m not much of a mother,” she conceded with an odd, wistful air, “and I’m not sure I even regret that fact. But I do get the notion that the three of you would rather take care of yourselves without me. Now you’ll get your chance. You’re certainly old enough.” Her voice nearly cracked with pain and she sniffled noticeably, but she didn’t actually cry. Her stunned children stared at her silently as she wiped her nose with a crumpled handkerchief, then made her final remark in the same stern tone of voice they would always associate with their mother. “Make your father proud.”


   She did not say more, but turned away, walked into her bedroom and closed the door. The following day, she was packed and ready to leave, catching the early stage which took her to Springfield for the train ride to Philadelphia, and they hadn’t seen her since.


   By the time Sarah Noble left for her mother’s home, Hannah was nearly engaged to Daniel Crowe. How she got to the place was another miracle that astounded everyone but Hannah and Daniel.


   After their unfortunate run-in in town, Hannah did as she was ordered by her parents and went to Daniel to make amends. Sarah insisted that she take Beau with her because ‘Young ladies of breeding do not put themselves in vulnerable situations with strange men.’  Once the pair arrived at the entrance to the Crowe farm, Beau agreed to wait at the gate, out of earshot, while Hannah searched for the man.


   She looked in the immediate area seeing nothing but a few cackling chickens, then she peeked in the barn. No sign of him. As she was moving back toward the house, suspecting he was inside, she reached the porch steps just in time to find Daniel moving from the farmhouse to his porch. He must have seen her from the window.


   “Why, Miss Noble! How surprising to see you here,” he said with some amazement, a glint of amusement in his eye. No sign of his previous animosity remained.


   “I’m sure you are, Mr. Crowe. However, I’ve been told that I must apologize to you for my unseemly behavior over our encounter in town two days ago.”


   “I see.”


   This was the first time that Hannah had looked at the man closely when she wasn’t furious with him. He was more handsome than she remembered. The light in his eyes was intense, almost blistering to her sexual body. It hardly seemed fair that he could affect her so profoundly. She wondered if this had anything to do with the violent reaction she had to him while she was foundering in the mud.


   “I was needlessly overwrought. I reacted badly,” she explained. “And despite the fact that I still think you’re culpable as well, it is the sign of a lady that she can put behind her any unnecessary ire.” She attempted a smile while speaking the words she knew her mother would approve of. “Please, sir, if you’ll forgive me, I would be grateful.”


   After she finished her apology, Daniel let her sweat it out for several seconds, then finally said, “It would be hard not to forgive a woman as beautiful as you.” He smiled at her, too, his face lighting his usually dour expression.  He was positively handsome!


   Hannah blushed and stood there speechless until Daniel rescued them both from the awkward moment.


   “Is that your brother there?” he asked, peering toward the gate beyond.


   “Yes, it is.” She turned to look his way.


   “Come to protect your reputation?”


   “Yes, sir. My mother thought it proper.”


   “It sounds as though you have a sensible mother. Why don’t you both come inside for some coffee, the air is getting bitter cold out here.”


   The romance between Hannah and Daniel bloomed from that day on.


   The only thing that survived the battle that brought them together was that Hannah would again… and again and again… be thusly punished, when in Daniel’s opinion, the high-spirited young woman needed to be brought around. She was a strong-willed woman, who occasionally had to be reminded of her place. To start, her punishments were carried out in the same swift manner as that first animated spanking in town. Even during that one there lingered afterwards an undercurrent of something more going on with them both. Sexual sparks flew. Although it was not until they were married that the two dared to act on the erotic urges that rose in them with such passionate fervor during the process of punishment.


   The day the two realized that there was something blatantly sexual in the punishment scenes, they were both astounded. But once exposed, it didn’t take long before they accepted the obvious truth.


   They were in the barn. Newlyweds. Their first fight as a husband and wife.


   All day, Hannah had worked to save a dying foal. She was a novice with farm animals, but she’d been through the successful birth of two colts and was determined to see this animal live, even though it was unlikely he would survive. She became angry with herself for waiting too long to act during the mare’s difficult labor. She was angry with Daniel for not being there to help her. And she was angry with God for turning His back on her when she needed Him most.


   Distraught and tearful, she spewed a string of invectives at her new husband the moment he walked in the barn door. Although she was happy he’d finally returned, she lashed out with one sharp word after another, until the exasperated husband finally blared:


   “Enough, woman!”


   “But don’t you see what happened here!” she objected crossly.


   “I see these things all the time; they can’t be helped.”


   “It could have been helped if you’d been here,” she turned away from him in a violent move, and he grabbed her by the arm and hauled her back.


   “Enough, Hannah!” He tried to remain calm, but it was getting harder by the minute.


   “If you expect me to put on a happy face, and greet you with smiles and kisses, well… then… you’re a bloody ass!”


   His anger flared.


   “You want to take that back?” he challenged her.


   “No, I don’t!” she cried, while she tried to wrench away.


   Daniel saw no recourse but to thrash her bare behind. Maybe it would knock some sense of propriety and decorum back into her.


   He summarily stripped the skirt from around her waist and pushed her over a waist-high rail. Moments later, a leather strap conveniently hanging by the barn door began to crisscross her bared bottom, raising a fiery heat and leaving angry welts etched in the white flesh. Strangely, Hannah accepted the punishment with far less fight that Daniel expected given her tempestuous mood. Perhaps she knew she needed it.


   It was a hard punishment—and an important statement in their young marriage. If he taught her nothing else that day, he’d remind her that despite her forceful personality, her wit and her intelligence, he would maintain a solid reign over his young wife. He loved her spirit, but not when it turned ugly, as it had this day.


   If that was all that happened in the barn that would have been enough, but so much more occurred that shocked them both.


   About halfway through the punishment, a strange surge of feeling flooded Hannah’s body with a brilliance that felt more like pleasure than pain. She moaned while her body writhed erotically against the wooden bar. The blows became more like a sexual communion between the two as the heat between them rose. Desire and longing flowed freely in their midst.


   Hannah’s lusty performance stirred Daniel’s manhood into an urgent pulsing erection. He could see the wetness between his wife’s legs as if she were taunting him to take her. The strap struck her reddened bottom and the moan that rose in response was filled with the sumptuous sound of desire. He struck her ass again and she writhed almost whorishly. Her taut legs held her spread bottom high; her vulva below seemed to swell, the pink fleshy portal expand, while her fragrant juices dribbled down her inner thigh. He let the fierceness of their shared arousal mount.


   In time, he dropped the strap and moved toward her with his hand plunging between her legs, his free arm drawing her upright, and his mouth kissing the back of her neck, her shoulder, and her ears. His tongue lapped the sweat from her sweet-tasting skin.


   Daniel speared her from behind with grunting thrusts claiming the territory of her body as his acquisition. He whispered things she would not recall a day later. But she smiled inwardly to know that this show of emotion was as much a show of love as authority.


   When he wanted more of her, he pulled out and carried her into a stall where he laid her down on a freshly laid bed of straw. Her poor thrashed behind was further pained as the prickly mattress scratched her flesh, but by then, both were far too gone to care. She fervently wanted him inside her, and drew him in with a wet sex and her grasping arms. 


   “Oh, husband, take me hard!” she practically screamed.


   He thrust into her crevice, banging the head of his molten member deep within her, until she screamed with a wild erotic wail. With his organ still planted deep inside her squeezing cunny, he sat up against her groin and clutched her breasts, kneading them like bread dough, his fingers digging deeply into the soft skin, and torturing the nipples as he pinched the flesh between his fingers.


   Hannah didn’t object; she wanted the pain. He then slapped the tender flesh hard, moving back and forth from one side to the other until both breasts were nearly as red as her scarlet bottom.


   “You won’t defy me, Hannah!” he began to rattle off a string of demands.


   “No, sir!” She would agree with everything he said.


   “What I say is law around this farm,” he slapped her breasts and squeezed them more.


   “Yes, sir!”


   “You will submit to me.  Is that understood, wife?”


   “I will submit, sir. Oh, take me hard as you desire.” She was delirious with love and need and longing, and her quaking body began to orgasm in spasms far more deep and rich and biting than any she’d experienced in their young marriage. Her insides grabbed him hard and shook loose his own orgasm. Soon, he fell to her chest and held her tightly to him for as long as the spasms continued to wrack both their bodies with pleasure.


   “You do such things to me, Daniel Crowe,” Hannah sighed as she lay panting beside her husband. “I think you must be the devil to make me so ravenous.”


   “Is that a complaint?” he asked.


   “Sir, I don’t know. I know only that when you were whipping me, which I know I deserved, it hurt terribly… and then, so strange it seemed… the hurt went away… I wanted more. I wanted that pain. My body became like a fiery furnace. I could not stop the madness.” She turned his way to seek his face. “Is that sane, or have you driven me mad?”


   “Perhaps, Hannah,” he looked down on her with soulful eyes, “we’ve stumbled on the truth that drives our souls. How do I know? But should we judge it bad? We are married. We love each other. What could be wrong in expressing that love in the way that pleases us both?”


   “You were pleased?”


   “Is there any doubt?”


   She smirked playfully. “I was too far gone to tell.”


   “When you’re aroused, then I’m aroused. And if being beaten makes you frantic for me, then beating you turns me frantic as well. I daresay, I can punish you when you deserve it, and I hope it hurts. But we might accept that there is more going on when we clash that way.” His eyes then narrowed. “Just keep in mind, I would not take kindly to your misbehaving just to get the benefit of such ardent love making.”


   “Oh?” She coyly answered, while a faint blush rose on her cheeks.


   “If I think you are baiting me for such a scene, you’ll be surprised to find my devilishly nasty side has more than a good strapping to keep you in line.”


   “Oh, Daniel, my thoughts are so twisted now, I don’t know what to think,” she said.


   “Don’t fret. We have a lifetime to figure this out.”


   Pain and punishment were not always part of making love. But making love took on an added charge when the two combined with such force. There were times when Daniel had to separate punishment from pleasure, when he felt it necessary to punish his wife in ways that would not arouse her—such as the day he tethered her naked in the yard. The humiliation seemed to quell the worst of the testy beast inside her, and gave him an accompanying satisfaction.


   It was, then, particularly ironic that the same measures Hannah’s husband used to tame, love and her stun her into good behavior were the same ones that Jarrett Cain and his crude associates used for their depraved enjoyment.




  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Hannah kept the lanterns burning by the window. Daniel was away, looking for the wayward Jolie. She’d not been herself in the week following the terrible incident with Jarrett Cain and his boys. Although Jolie swore she wouldn’t tell Daniel about that day, Hannah didn’t trust her sister’s word. And now, even worse, Jolie was missing. She was nowhere to be found since mid-morning when she left to visit her friend Maggie. Was it possible that Cain’s wrath had struck again? Hannah prayed that by some miracle this was not the case, although the possibility was the first thought in her head when it was clear that Jolie never arrived at Maggie’s house that day.


   Daniel had little choice but to go after the girl, but he was hardly happy about the situation when Hannah announced that she was missing.


   “I vow that she’ll see the blunt end of a paddle!” he warned.


   “I don’t dispute the need. But I do want her home safe.”


   His eyes narrowed, fixed and grim, he set off in search of the girl while Hannah was left to wait.


   A sudden knock on the door woke Hannah from a troubled nap. Her eyes jerked open and a chill ran up her spine. Who could that possibly be?


   She tiptoed to the door and cracked it open just a bit, seeing one of Beau’s good friends on the other side. She didn’t know the boy well, but the fellow seemed like a nice enough chap; not like the tougher boys who wildly ran about the county playing havoc on the farmers.


   “Sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Crowe, but I bring news to you from Beau,” the young man said, sounding worried.


   “What is it?” She opened the door a little wider.


   “He’s had a fall…coming here to talk to you, but he didn’t make it.”


   “My God, where is he? Anything broken?”


   “I don’t know, missus.  I tried to check him, but he’s complained so that I couldn’t.  He’s hurt bad, ma’am. If you could… well, you know, come along…”


   The flustered woman gazed nervously about the house. If only Daniel had been there; he would have gone himself. But what could she do? Her heart beat with a furious thunder, while the boy himself fidgeted nervously waiting for her to respond.


   Fearing that Beau was in mortal danger, she suddenly grabbed her coat and, pulling it on, climbed up in the saddle behind the stranger and rode out into the night with him. It was just a mile or two beyond the farm, when she spotted through a blanket of darkness, the shapes of several men.


   “Where’s Beau?” she asked suspiciously as they slowed down and trotted into their midst. On seeing the group of men before her she sensed that she’d been tricked. If she’d ridden her own horse, she would have turned away right then. But she’d stupidly, foolishly ridden behind the young hooligan on his horse, and there was no way to successfully flee.


   “Beau ain’t here,” she heard the familiar sound of Eldon Tremaine speaking to her from the darkness and a miserable chill made her entire body quake in fear.


   Somehow in the seconds that followed, she was removed from the horse and set on her feet. A low campfire lapped the night, casting an evil look about the landscape of the woods.


   “I thought since I was so close, Mrs. Crowe, that I’d enjoy my evening better taking my pleasure with a willing woman.” Though she didn’t see him immediately, Jarrett Cain’s voice was clearly recognizable.


   “You blackguard filth!” She stepped further into the smoky light and saw the figure of the ominous man looming in the shadows. His surly grin made her stomach wrench.


   “Haven’t heard a thing from your delinquent brother, have you? Well, it’s time I was getting another payment.”


   “Payment?”


   “You know what I’m after.”


   “You dare come to me at a moment like this and… and…” she stammered but couldn’t complete the sentence. Her brain would not cooperate; her frantic emotions had seen to that.


   “A little pleasure is all I’ll be wanting tonight. We’ll save the really hard stuff for when I have you at my ranch.”


   “You can’t mean that!”


   “Oh, but Mrs. Crowe, I believe I made myself clear the other day. You’ll give up the sweetness of your lovely body until Beau Noble finally gives himself up to me.”


   He moved a step forward and pulled her into him; then the two disappeared into the woods a few feet from the others who waited in agitated silence. The man’s large body was warm and smelled of wood smoke—hardly as unpleasant as Hannah would have expected. In response to his firm and commanding hands, an unwanted heat rose up inside her that she dare not transmit to him.


   But seeing the pleased look in his eyes, perhaps he felt her reply regardless of her attempts to squelch the feeling.


   “Don’t worry, ma’am, this won’t take long.” His lips formed a lecherous smile. “You know, I imagine that before we’re through, I’ll have you eating out of the palm of my hand. I’ll have you squirming in your drawers for the hardness of my body and the crude pleasure you’ll get from me.”


   “Never!” she spit out.


   His hand was already underneath her skirt, as he forcefully pressed her body against the scratchy trunk of a gnarled oak tree. With his probing fingers moving adroitly inside her bottom cleft, a powerful wave of sensation engulfed her loins. She gasped when a sudden spasm of fiery sensation shot through her lower belly.


   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you liked this, Mrs. Crowe.”


   “Don’t fool yourself!” she barked back.


   “But I feel you warming, ma’am.” His hand was in the wet fissure deep between her legs, gathering the betraying juices and swathing higher where his erection planned to go. She jerked as his fingers thrust inside the tight hole and her mouth opened in a silent scream. The strangeness of the night and this strange place did terrible things to her body and brain. This couldn’t be happening! And yet, it was.


   “I don’t care what you say, little lady,” the big man purred in her ear, “you have a liking for whorish lovemaking. And since that’s so, I’ll make good use of what I have here.”


   The more he swathed that back portal, the more it seemed to respond and open to the offensive touch. She was mindful the entire time of keeping her movements, her moans, any sign of pleasure to a minimum. She thought of home, her Daniel. She forced images of the farm to appear in her head. After a time, she felt the man close in with his body pressed against her backside and the nakedness of his groin against the nakedness of her bared flesh. And then his rigid cock pressed against the tight opening. She gasped again, afraid that a sharp and frightening pain would follow. Cain persisted despite her mewling cry of anguish, and with a little more force, his erection slipped through the opening into the channel that he and his accomplices had used before. The back entrance was still sore from their previous encounter, but curiously welcoming of the fullness that caused every nerve in her body to brighten excitedly. She held in the telling whimpers, forcing her mind again and again to Daniel and away from the hateful enemy who plunged himself for pleasure inside her private spaces.


   Cain was true to his word. He buggered her with several hard swift moves, while his hand wrapped her hair in a tight fist and his mouth kissed a trail of slobbery kisses down her neck. When he at last climaxed, his hips ground into her, knocking her torso hard against the tree trunk—she’d be surprised if the vigorous battering didn’t split her.


   Hannah remained silent as a church mouse throughout the ordeal—her arousal determinedly subdued. But she wasn’t afraid. She had no illusions that this was actually paying off her brother’s debt. She didn’t even know what he owed the man. But now, because Jarrett had taken a fancy to her, she’d become a convenient place for him to vent his loathsome spite and contemptuous disregard for women. She’d be his whipping girl if she didn’t find a way to stop him. Tell Daniel, and her husband would kill the man. Could she afford to risk that?


   After several final grunts, the man mauled her ass and breasts as if he owned her flesh.


   The shame, the terrible shame! She inwardly rebuked herself, while even then, her body acted as engaged in the event as it might some similar intimacy with Daniel. Her shame redoubled with every sexually heated breath she took.  


   As Jarrett pulled from her body and left her clinging to the tree, she vowed that she must keep this terrible secret. With all the power she had, Hannah squelched her indecent physical response. She must keep this wickedness her secret.


   “I’ll take you within a half mile of the farm,” Cain announced as he re-buttoned his trousers. “What you tell Daniel Crowe is up to you.”


   So, cocky, so sure, so presumptuous. The spite raged through her, but she said nothing.


   Jarrett Cain eyed her carefully. He, too, was betting on her silence. And for now, he could trust it. He could sense that the lovely Hannah Crowe was more than outraged, more than indignant and shamed and debauched by the crude sex. Oh, she’d never divulge her true feelings to him, but he could feel the passionate beat of her heart, and the hot fire bursting in her loins. And no matter how she tried to disguise her emotions, he could see the glimmer of sexual lust in her eyes.


   Hannah returned his careful stare with smoldering eyes that in the intervening seconds gradually resumed their haughty luster.


   “You will not get away with this!” she swore.


   “No? ’Peers like I already have, my fine lady.” He bowed a bit in mockery.


   The man seemed to have no fear at all, and this fact dimmed her spirit.


   “Please take me home,” she demanded.


   “Indeed,” he sneered.


   Hannah worried about what she would find when she returned to the farm. She sat behind Jarrett Cain on his horse, with her open groin pressed to his ass and her arms around him for support. Every bump and jolt in the road sent a shooting pain through her sore behind. The discomfort in riding was almost as difficult as the buggering had been, but she couldn’t dwell on her own suffering. More important was the fact that she’d been missing from the farmhouse for over an hour’s time. Had Daniel returned? Had he found Jolie? What possibly could she say to him? What excuse could she give him to explain her absence? Maybe she should tell him the awful truth?


   The lanterns in the farm house were still burning when the pair on horseback approached the yard.


   “I’ll be getting down now,” she whispered. He drew in the reigns and Hannah slid to the ground.


   “I’ll be needing you again, Mrs. Crowe,” the man said. “Don’t you forget that. In time, you’ll come to look forward to our meetings. That I promise.”


   Hannah didn’t look back as he made his vow; but trudged to the house worried more about her next hour, than her future with Jarrett Cain.


   The farmhouse was eerily empty inside. She moved from room to room calling Daniel’s and Jolie’s names, hoping, and at the same time afraid to find them there. As she suspected when she first entered, they were not home yet … and thus she was faced again with the same terrorizing fear for her sister that began her evening.  What could have kept them so long?


   Making a cup of tea to calm her jangled nerves, she sat in the rocking chair for several minutes, hoping to forget her last horrible hour. But again, the soreness in her bottom wouldn’t go away. In a fit of self-contempt, she bolted from the chair and poured hot water from the kettle on the stove into a basin. She tore away her clothes and scrubbed her bottom, her arms, her legs and thighs, everywhere the foul man had touched, as if she could somehow cleanse her tainted soul. Perhaps an hour after her return, still naked and still scrubbing her raw skin, she heard noises in the yard. She hastily drew a nightgown over her damp body, then dumped the basin of water out the back door. Covering herself with her night robe, she stepped out on the porch in time to see Daniel and a sullen Jolie walking toward the woodshed.


   Thank God he’d found her! she inwardly sighed her relief. And yet, the gladness in her heart did not move her to rush forward and welcome the girl home. Had Jolie’s behavior a legitimate excuse, Daniel would have immediately brought her into the house. Obviously, she was guilty of the same irresponsible deeds that so marked her recent behavior. If only Jolie knew what prices her sister paid for Daniel’s absence that night. If only she understood that there were consequences far beyond her selfish world for her reckless immaturity.


   Daniel was right to take her to the woodshed. He was right to punish her hard. The fierce feeling of revenge that Hannah could not express toward Jarrett Cain now poured from her soul, a bitter venom.


   At first, Hannah had no will to attend her sister’s punishment. She stood on the porch as she watched Daniel light the lantern in the woodshed, then as he pushed Jolie toward the woodpile where she’d take her licks. The pair were now beyond her line of sight, though even from some yards away, Hannah could feel the tension in the air mount with each passing second.


   Hannah knew the reprimand would be as rough as it was justified. She should be there as a witness and afterward to offer up the usual threats and cautions. But after her own terrible ordeal that night, the thought of being part of another emotional battle almost made her sick to her stomach. How could she put away that previous horror and stand firm with her unruly sister? How could she hold in her own despair? 


   The sound of an angry Daniel scolding the girl greeted her ears. Although she could not hear the words, she knew the message her husband was delivering to her sister. Then there was silence for several seconds, followed by the sound of leather cracking against bare flesh. Emotion bloomed like a cloud about the woodshed, and with Jolie’s first pained howl, Hannah abruptly scooted down the porch steps and made her way to the scene.


   She stopped in the doorway and watched, wilting wearily against the doorpost.


   Jolie’s bottom was bared and her small feet danced on the dusty floor as Daniel laid the thick leather razor strop across the tender underside of the girl’s behind.


   “Ooo, ouch! Ouch! Stop!” Her cries became more frequent the more Daniel hit his target. Jolie stomped her feet vehemently, and thrashed about in an angry stew. The strikes just kept on coming. The girl didn’t dare put her hands back to cover her flesh from the blows. Anyone who’d submitted to a punishment from this man knew that he wouldn’t stop regardless of such a move. It was better to have a hurting ass than the razor-like cuts to the hands.


   The last time Hannah had seen her sister punished it was Eldon Tremaine’s belt pummeling Jolie’s tender skin. What had been a gross violation in one instance was justified punishment in another. What irony this life contains!


   Numbed by a night of extremes, of horror and passion and physical hurt, Hannah felt little now as she watched her sister suffer under each strike, but a continuing resentment toward her absent parents. Her own life was difficult on its own, but if it were not for a no-account brother and a foolish sister, she might know some peace.


   She almost turned away from the scene as if she didn’t care, but then the punishment was over and Daniel turned to her. “You have anything to add?” he asked, as he held the strop for her to use.


   She brushed his hand away. “I don’t need that,” she said. “I have only to add that Jolie will be leaving here as soon as it can be arranged with Aunt Grace. I will post the necessary letter tomorrow.” That said, Hannah tiredly turned away and returned to the house, leaving Daniel and Jolie to digest this piece of information. Daniel was surely relieved—if his wife hadn’t suggested the move herself, he would have.


   Jolie stood stunned. The tears from her punishment had dried on her cheeks, but there remained a look of wonder and sorrow on her face that spoke plainly. She was troubled by her own misconduct, but there was more. What was that she’d seen in Hannah’s eyes? Something else, she could not quite name. She hadn’t seen such an expression on her sister’s face since the day Jarrett Cain had his way with her.




  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Hannah stayed at home while Daniel took Jolie to the train station in Springfield. Although he urged his wife to accompany them, she was adamant in her refusal.


   “It’s going to be difficult enough to let her go. I’ll say my goodbyes here and avoid the tears in a public place.” She smiled as if this was a desperate plea. “Besides someone has to look after the farm.”


   “Agreed, but Travis can take of things for a few days.” Daniel reminded her that his good friend had returned after being away for several months.


   “But who will cook for him, and put up the fruit for winter? My goodness, there’s are so many things to do here now. We can’t both be away.”


   She wouldn’t budge from her decision, and on this matter Daniel decided not to insist, though he did wonder why on this point Hannah was so unyielding. “You can stay, wife,” he said, “as long as you stay clear of Beau and his sorry friends. Mind you, I’ll have a report from Travis should you leave. Understood? Unless you want to earn a trip to the woodshed on my return, you’ll behave yourself.”


   Hannah assured him, “I’m sure Travis will watch me like a hawk.” She smiled again in hopes of assuaging his fears. But there was little way to assuage her own. Part of her knew that she should be going on this trip. She would be safer in Daniel’s hands. But she hadn’t the strength for such a long excursion, the painful goodbyes and a difficult trip home. She imagined that Daniel would want to extend the trip several days to buy up stores for winter and visit his cousins in Springfield, who she didn’t particularly like. In his place, their friend and hired man Travis Runyon would certainly do. He was as strong and fierce as her husband, as protective of the farm as she was, and there’d be little to worry about with him close by—Cain wouldn’t dare approach her with so formidable a man at her side. Still, she harbored some misgivings about her choice, even as she assured Daniel that she was doing the right thing by staying home. 


   Hannah was aware that she took some risk in leaving her husband and Jolie together for so many hours, but she was willing to rely on her sister’s sworn promise to keep the incident with Cain a secret. It was, in fact, the topic of their last exchange.


   “I’m afraid for you… that man is dangerous,” Jolie furtively admitted. Jolie had rightly noted that part of the reason she was being forced to live with her Aunt had to do with the threat Cain posed to them both. 


   “It was an isolated incident, Jolie; I haven’t heard from him since,” Hannah lied boldly without batting an eye.


   “But with Daniel being gone—?”


   “I have Travis here, dear. Please don’t worry. And don’t you go saying a thing to my husband and upset him with your unwarranted fears. I swear I’ll come after you if you do.” She peered deeply into the girl’s eyes. “Tell me your promise stands, Jolie.”


   The girl eyed her sister carefully, then reluctantly replied, “I promised I wouldn’t say a word and I won’t…I just wish you were coming with us.”


   “That’s been decided. I don’t travel well…and your leaving makes it all the worse. I’ll be all right here. I will.” She held her sister at arm’s length; their eyes were filled with tears. “Oh, you’ll have a fine life with Auntie and I’ll come see you in the spring.”


   “You will?”


   “I will. I promise.”


   Jolie’s countenance suddenly took on a child-like expression and she wistfully said,  “Auntie seems like such a stranger.”


   “But a kind one. I remember her as a warm, gracious woman, so much like father. It’s too bad… well… you know…”


   “Too bad mother couldn’t have been as nice as Aunt Grace?”


   “Yes, I guess that’s what I meant.” She smiled lovingly, and as the tears streamed down their cheeks, she gave her sister a hearty hug. This was the first time they’d been separated from each other. Spring was a long ways away. Her heart was heavy, but Hannah was certain this drastic move was the right thing for them all.


  ***


  It was a fine, warm autumn morning. The leaves crackled underfoot and on their yielding branches. As Hannah carried a basket of eggs from the chicken coop to the house, a rider came galloping into the yard and stopped abruptly, his horse rearing slightly as it snorted a cloud of breath.


   “Travis Runyon here, ma’am?”


   “Yes, he is. In the barn.” She pointed in that direction.


   The man dismounted and strode brazenly toward the open barn door, where Hannah watched the brusque fellow confer with Travis, who had appeared from the dark interior and loomed like a giant over the smaller man. Standing six feet tall, Travis was a hefty man, naturally strong, a former fighter and a soldier. He sported a bit of a potbelly and his hair was graying with age. He was now a gentle giant, and yet, his willingness to take on any battle if a battle needed to be fought remained firm. If only he’d been around when her run-ins with Jarrett Cain took place.


   “He’s brought me a note from my brother, Hannah,” Travis met her midway between the house and barn, with the rider following him close on his heels.


   “Something’s wrong?”


   “Lorna has taken a bad turn just when we thought she was recovering from the virus. It seems my return here was premature.”


   “Then you must go to her.”


   “I doubt I’ll be there in time.” He shook his head, looking at the yellow telegram. “It may be too late now.”


   “But still, you must go. Your brother needs you, and there are arrangements to be made if it comes to that…”


   “Miz Crowe, I can’t just go off and leave you with Daniel gone.”


   “Yes, you can. I’ll be all right here. I’ve stayed by myself many times and no calamity befell me.”


   “Nope. He won’t like it. There’s no way I’ll leave you here by yourself. Maybe if you’d stay with your friends in town…”


   “Don’t be absurd, Travis.  That won’t be necessary.”


   “Oh, yes it will, my sassy miss.” The man’s eyes narrowed. “If I leave now, you’ll swear to me you’ll be there by nightfall. You can have Damien bring you back for chores.”


   “I’ll be safe Travis, I promise,” she assured him.


   “But you will go to town. Is that your promise?”


   “Very well; that’s my promise.”


   “And I will hold you to it.”


   A large gust of cooler autumn air buffeted her, picking up her skirts and teasing her loose hair to blow across her cheek, the chill wrapping her body all the way to her toes. The weather was changing. Arms crossed in front of her body, she watched as Travis hurriedly gathered a few things and left on horseback, following the bearer of bad tidings to the road. An abnormal thrill crept in amongst the gloom, as if this unexpected turn of events foretold some mysterious, as yet unknown and exhilarating event. Buoyed by the feeling, she finally turned toward the house and marched back inside with her basket of eggs, thinking all the while that perhaps she wouldn’t bother staying with April and Damien.  


   Hannah wondered later if fate delivered her this hand to play, if she were destined to have her character challenged by the untoward designs of vile men, if somehow her nature required tests of her endurance and resolve. How else could she reconcile the circumstances that one by one fell into place, allowing her to once again be alone and vulnerable to a man who, with ever-increasing vigilance, seemed to know when and where she was ripe for capture?


   Hannah promised Travis she would be in town, safe in April’s home that evening before the sun set. If the man had truly wanted to intervene to stop the tide that was barreling down on her, he would have taken her there himself. But he was distraught knowing that his favorite sister lay dying or dead. Even in a good man, logic and good sense do not dictate actions when the heart rules, and he had no idea the fate that awaited his best friend’s wife, or the fear she quietly nurtured.


   For her first hours after Travis left, Hannah maintained a sunny, unquenchable spirit that dared her to stay home even when her dear friend ordered her to leave. But little by little, her worries seemed to creep into her mind, eroding her calm and giving way to fear. The image of Jarrett Cain kept returning to her thoughts as a reminder of why she should take precautions to ensure her safety—why she should leave immediately, not wait a minute more. Soon, however, tempting fate became a perverse thrill. If she could beat him back just once and thwart his vile schemes she would win. But even more than that, the same strange stirrings that arose when in his presence returned, making her body hot and her loins awaken with feral excitement. She nurtured a brave determination to fight the arrogant bastard. Although on imagining another likely scene with the man, she saw the same torrid and sexually brutal events taking place as had before. What was this? Could she be drawn to the man? Was this her motive in staying home? Was it possible that she enjoyed the demeaning treatment, the abuse, the degrading sex?


   Dear God! As soon as she grasped that thought completely, she knew she had to flee. She worked hurriedly, closing down the house—figuring that she’d return the next day with Damien, just as Travis recommended. Hannah was on the road to town at three o’clock that afternoon. By the time she finally mounted Little Jenny, she gave the filly a swift kick and took off at a gallop toward her destination.


   Hannah could see the wood frame buildings of the small town appearing before her, a welcome sight. She slowed from her frantic pace—both she and Jenny needed a breather. She almost laughed at the sudden hysteria that propelled her quick flight from home.


   But from behind her, the thundering sound of horses suddenly rose up like a tornado. She twisted in the saddle to look down the road and saw the face of Eldon Tremaine appear in the midst of a dusty cloud. There were others with him, but his face stood out from the rest as the one she immediately recognized. Dread and fear and that peculiar thrill rattled her body with a terrible and ugly force. She was panicked but unable to act, and before she could urge the filly on, four men had overtaken her and were steering her north, away from town, away from April and Damien’s house, away from safety. 


   “Where are you taking me?” Hannah asked, even as she attempted to bolt from their midst.


   “Why don’t you just guess, ma’am,” Eldon’s arrogant tone bruised her ears with the truth.


   “I will not!” She dug her heels into Jenny’s side and reined her sharply to the left, breaking through a small gap. She rode furiously and for a moment felt she might escape.  Seconds later, a lasso circled her around the middle and she pulled up short, lest she tumble backwards off her mount.


   “Now you just play the game, lady, real nice. Mister Cain’s got some fun for you tonight.”


   Her cheeks blushed red as that hated pictured formed in her mind, while those strange and unbidden stirrings in her gut warned her that once again, her body would not cooperate with her need to resist.


   The five moved into the woods, then along the scrubby terrain of an area unfamiliar to Hannah. The rope assured her captors that she would not be trying to get away again, and just to make certain, a few additional bindings were added. While in the woods, Eldon stopped long enough to bind her hands together so she could hardly hold Little Jenny’s reins. Then as they were moving along a ridge, another member of their party lassoed her about the neck just for sport.


   “Um, um,” the bearded fellow mused. “The sight of a woman bound makes me hard between the legs,” he drawled. “Can’t wait to look at those pretty titties of hers. You suppose we could bare them just to see what we got in store?” He called to Eldon.


   “You got nothin’ in store, Brady, if you don’t mind yourself. Cain wants her intact, and you know what that means.”


   “Hell, he won’t know what we do now, long as we dress her back up before we get to the ranch. C’mon.” This urging came from the man directly behind Hannah, the one she hadn’t seen who flicked her with his horsewhip when Eldon wasn’t looking.


   That sort of banter went back and forth for nearly an hour, until Eldon finally stopped, announcing that they’d take a break to water the horses by the banks of a swift-flowing stream.


   Hannah was pulled from her horse and told to sit on a large flat rock while the men did their business in the bushes and the horses drank their fill. The youngest of the group of men seemed oddly out of place. He was a fresh-faced youth without a beard or surly expression or the malice of the others.


   “You don’t want to be doing this, do you?” Hannah spoke to him privately while the others were engaged elsewhere and not watching.


   He shrugged. “I ain’t in charge, ma’am.”


   “But surely you know this is wrong?”


   He shrugged again. This was getting her nowhere but she had to try. “Just slip these bonds from me and I’ll quietly walk away. You can do that, can’t you?” she implored him. “Please? You know it’s the right thing to do.”


   For a moment, she thought she had the young man’s interest, but before he could do her bidding, she felt a hand on her shoulder, pulling her around and dragging her to her feet. Eldon Tremaine.


   “You fool bitch!” he seethed, slapping her face hard enough to knock her to the ground. “Ya know I was gonna be nice to you, not let my boys play around, but since you’re such a scheming harlot, I’ll let them have these titties of yours.” He swiped his hand at the front of her dress and tore it down, popping the buttons open, leaving Hannah’s breasts exposed beneath her sheer chemise. That tiny garment was sacrificed as well, until her bared flesh showed, chilled by the dampness of the autumn air.


   Hannah trembled, ready at that point for almost anything, expecting the rape to begin long before she reached Cain’s ranch.


   “Go ahead, feel her up,” Eldon said, after taking a swipe at the warm soft flesh of Hannah’s breasts. They rolled across his rough hands, compelling him to reach right in with his mouth and suck the nipples until they were firm and red and glistening in the mellow glow of the afternoon. Deep inside her crotch, a terrible and wicked desire fermented. She pushed it back with every force of will that she could muster. Eldon backed off laughing, as though he knew her fight. Of course, the crude man couldn’t know her feelings or her thoughts, but still she blushed.


   “Go, ahead,” he prompted his friends. The three each took a turn with her, relishing the feel and taste and sweet perfume of a woman’s fair skin. Hannah closed her eyes and grimaced while her flesh was insultingly mauled. Despite the disparaging show, she bore up under their taunts without letting on how much she suffered. By the time they finished, her breasts were blotchy red and her nipples were sore.


   “Gotta get going, boys,” Eldon told the three. “The little lady gets to walk from here. I think she needs some exercise, huh?” He stared down at her from his horse and scowled. Then he spit a wad of foul tobacco beside her and cackled derisively as he headed back north.


   The five set out again with the four young men mounted on their horses. The young one had Little Jenny in tow behind him, while Eldon took up the lead with Hannah walking at his side. She remained securely bound and he frequently tugged the rope around her neck, just to let her know what she risked should she resist. Her breasts remained bare to the cooling air and the wind and the thicket of vines and bushes they passed through. Her skin was soon scratched and her dress torn as they forced her through the bramble. When they broke out into open ground, Eldon picked up speed and expected Hannah to keep up with the faster pace. She stumbled and fell several times, and was dragged for a few feet before the man paused long enough for Hannah to get back on her feet. Where the rope scraped her throat the flesh was becoming raw.


   “Keep up, bitch,” he scowled at her regularly, while giving the rope another yank.


   “Please, this is hurting me. Certainly Mr. Cain won’t want his prize damaged.” Saying this gave her some feeling of power, even as another spasm in her belly warned her against her own unwelcome response.


   “Better back off,” one of the other men called to her captor when Hannah stumbled one more time and she choked as he dragged her. “You know what Cain told you.”


   That was enough to change things one more time. Eldon stared down at her from above considering the situation and the time to day.


   “We got a ways to go, lady. Ya can take it on horseback or ya can take it walkin’. Ether way, if you don’t behave yourself, yer not gonna like it.” He snarled, then motioned to the young one, who brought Little Jenny to the front of the line. “Mount up,” Eldon ordered, “we gotta git.”


   Though Eldon would have her try on her own, it was impossible for Hannah to mount her horse with her hands bound. She finally got a boost from behind that lifted her into the saddle. They took off, with Hannah glad for just this tiny quantity of mercy.


  It would be the last she would be afforded for quite some time.


  The sky was dark with stars emerging in a pale blanket above when the quartet of men with their captive victim rode into the stables of what appeared to be a sizeable ranch.


   Hannah was dumped inside a stall, along side a young colt. There her hands were briefly untied and then bound again behind her back. Her feet were bound the same. There was now no question of escape.


   “Mister Cain will be seeing you soon, lady. You’d best get some rest,” she heard Eldon say as he closed the stall door and clicked the heavy padlock locking her in.


   Hannah’s lips were parched from thirst and her stomach growled with no food, but sleep managed to fend off those needs. She was too exhausted for tears, too exhausted to worry, too exhausted for anything but the emptiness of a mindless sleep. Hiding in her thoughts as she drifted off was the knowledge that this latest trial with Jarrett Cain and his brood was just getting started. What terrible price would she pay now? What horror? What reprehensible stirrings would invade her body?                            


   Fate. It must be fate. Somehow, in some way, she would bear up. She knew that. A woman in such circumstances has no other choice.




  CHAPTER NINE


  A cock crowed. There were stirrings in the stables. Footsteps. Voices. The smell of coffee making her dizzy. Intense hunger made her entire body seize up.


   “Ooo, now, ain’t she sweet?” A syrupy-tongued youth leaned on the stall door and gazed down at Hannah, who lay like a possum in fetal position, eyes still closed, though she heard every word. “You think he’ll let us have a piece of her pretty ass?” the young man asked the older man who stood beside him. He slurped a drink from his mug, while Hannah smelled the scent of alcohol on their breath as keenly as she smelled the coffee.


   “I think the bitch is ripe for pluckin,” his friend replied.


   “What’s Eldon mean, work her, huh?”


   “You remember that little whore we had in here a few months ago? Short, sassy little thing with the great big titties.” He cupped his hands in front of him in demonstration of the woman’s size.


   “Yeah, she had a fine little, sweet-smelling cunt. Coulda humped her for hours. You think we get to have this one like that?”


   “Not sure, but remember how we worked her like a buckin’ stallion? She was all ready to fight until we broke her of that.”


   “So we break this one too?”


   “It’ll make her soft and easy as one of Madam Evie’s drunken sluts.”


   The stall door opened and the two men entered. One unbound Hannah’s feet, the other untied her hands. They shoved a crust of bread in her hand and a cup of cider.


   “Eat up!”


   Hannah devoured the meager meal with relish, even though the bread was stale and the cider turning hard. Anything in her stomach was better than the emptiness that gnawed on her like a teeth-gnashing dog. When she was finished, she hoped for more. But instead of another helping, the men pulled her to her feet, and shoved her through the stable and outside into the open air. 


   “Piss in the bucket, lady,” the young man with tousled wheat-colored hair pointed to a tin bucket on the ground.


   For some time, Hannah stared at the two without moving, her eyes fixed on their scowling faces. The young one looked a little frightened of her severe expression. Her jaw was clenched, her eyes hard-bitten and cold. He was about to back down on the request when the older man, with the funny glint in his black eyes and a deep scar across his cheek moved in one step closer until he and Hannah were close enough to smell the other’s breath. His stunk enough to make her belly clench in a wave of nausea. “Squat, lady, unless you want me to raise your skirt for you so we can watch real close. Or maybe you’d like that, eh?”


   Hannah’s fierce feelings would not budge, but she saw no way to avoid the demeaning order without heaping on more humiliation. She’d have to choose her battles, and this was not one to fret about. She stepped to her side, and lifted her skirt enough so she could straddle the bucket. Then she squatted down over the opening, and with a finger tugging her drawers aside, she let her bladder release. The stream of warm liquid bounced off the sides of the bucket, sounding like rain on an old tin roof. It finally ended with a few pinging droplets.


   The two men pulled her upright and she stepped away from the bucket.


   “Dump it in the bushes,” the older man said. His was a tone of constant scolding. “You gotta do anything else? Huh?” he asked.


   Figuring that he was referring to her bowels, she replied, “No, I don’t.” 


   “Good. Then you’ll be ready for the first workout.”


   Hannah dumped the bucket of piss in some nearby bushes, noting that the outhouse was just a few yards away. She could clearly see where her life amidst these men would take her. She returned to the two gloating fellows trying to distance herself from the emotional knot of anguish inside. Ready to move on to more abuse, the young man tossed a rope around her neck, and the older man led her into an exercise ring.   


   “Don’t we got a girl-sized bridle?” the younger man asked the other as he watched the rope cut into Hannah’s lean throat.


   “Ack…we’ll find it if we need it,” the man returned. “If the boss thinks she needs the hard work before he uses her.”


   Every word the two men spoke assaulted her mind like a constant battering wave—there seemed to be no end. Fear fueled by a diabolical thrill cut already frayed nerves to ribbons. For nearly a half hour, Hannah was run around in circles, while one of the men stood in the middle of the paddock and turned around as he flicked a buggy whip her way to keep her moving at a brisk clip.


   “Hands behind your back!” the older one ordered, in a voice laced with lewd intent. “Thrust out those titties! Hold them high!”


   Hannah did as she was told. Despite the demeaning intent of the order, she thrust out her naked chest like a plump, proud bird. Her youthful breasts were round and firm and the bared orbs bounced freely as she trotted along. Her pale aureoles drew into thick dark nipples, hardening in the cool morning air. The surrender made her angry and at the same time garnered a surge of energy that determined how she’d react to every new humiliation. While she knew she could not win this battle, she’d fight their plans to rape her spirit.


   “Oh, my,” the young man heckled her with a garish grin as he watched from the other side of the paddock fence, “can’t wait to get my mouth on those.”


   The older man who held the rope suddenly stopped turning. Hannah stopped too. “Tuck her skirt inside the waistband. I want to see her those purdy ass cheeks wobble like her titties.” The young man eagerly obeyed the order and with diligent care lifted the hem of Hannah’s skirt and exposed her backside below the waist. The drawers beneath were quickly disposed of leaving naked everything from the flanks of her thighs to her ass cheeks to her legs below. Her bare flesh was resplendently lovely in the luminous light of the new day. Their smooth texture was as flawless as porcelain. Yet, as she was ordered to trot again about the paddock in a circle, the beautiful cheeks were intermittently stung with the flick of the whip. Hannah jerked with each mean cut, and some cut deeply, producing angry red marks. Others were simply annoying. Each unnerved her proud, defiant spirit, as Hannah attempted to bravely endure the humiliating treatment with some grace.


   “That’s it, pussy, you just keep it up,” the old man mocked her, knowing full well that she was beginning to tire.


   Her legs ached and her arms burned from holding them behind her. She feared if she showed her distress and begged for mercy, they’d only bind them again. Soon, every step became more difficult until she was running raggedly just to keep going.


   Another man’s voice suddenly cut through the tattered morning air, “She’s had enough for now.” Hannah recognized Eldon’s gruff voice.


   Grateful for the reprieve, she stopped and waited to hear her next instructions as if she were some dutiful slave. If it were their aim to make her docile, they certainly were succeeding. She had no will to resist.


   “Let her rest and we’ll work her again later. The boss wants to see us.”


   Hannah was returned to the stall where she was given a biscuit that was fresher than the bread had been that morning and a bright, crisp red apple. Again, she ate with relish. She slept while she was left alone, finding it easy to drift off. Every muscle in her ached from the hard trek the day before and the physical demands that drained her resources. How ironic that she’d bowed out of a trip to Springfield partly because she couldn’t face the arduous journey, only to find herself in circumstances far more grueling than a trip with her husband and sister could ever be.


   Sleep, ah blessed sleep! She could for a time escape the unhappy fate she’d drawn to her. She prayed for some way out; but held out little hope.


   Later that morning, and again in the afternoon, Hannah was worked in the paddock like a training horse. In the afternoon, the cutting rope around her neck was replaced by a bridle and bit that fit over her head in the same fashion as a bridle and bit would fit a horse. These added measures to shame her cut away her pride even further and replaced her defenses with ready resignation. What else could she do but relent to their biting scowls and crude jibes, the nasty sting of the whip as it marred her flesh—both breasts and ass—and a regimen that crushed her spirit in the face of constant weariness? She had been bested. Their scheme worked.


   But for what purpose?


   Hannah assumed there was some sexual outcome awaiting her. But why this? Why bother when she’d already altered her morals to circumstance, and would no doubt do the same if she were ordered to do the same again.


   Still, as she lay down at the end of her second day of captivity, there’d been nothing but innuendoes to suggest what came next. How long would they torture her this way? Yes, she knew with little doubt that the sexual demands would be coming soon. She was being prepared for Jarrett Cain, the leader of this pack of savage brutes, and so far he’d not shown his face.


   “Am I not to see Mr. Cain?” Hannah at last asked Eldon when her final session in the paddock was over for the day and she was being led back to her bed of straw.


   “That’s for him to say, not me,” he answered.


   “Surely, he’ll want to know I’m here.”


   “Oh, he knows, lady. Don’t think he doesn’t.”


   “Please then, won’t you speak to him for me?”


   The man laughed as he scowled. “I ain’t speakin for no one. You wait like the rest of us wait and keep your mouth shut if know what’s good for you.”


   Again, she was given a meager meal that she gulped down to take the edge off her constant hunger.


   Eldon put her to bed for the night after his blacksmith forged irons for her ankles and wrists and they were securely locked in place. The heaviness of the metal drove her mindset deeper into the realms of surrender. She couldn’t bear to think of what she’d become now and would be the following day. Had this really started with Beau? Was he truly the reason she was paying these dreadful prices? Or was it something in her character that needed to be so reigned in? So vilely punished? Over and over, the questions repeated until she finally fell asleep. 


  ***


  The morning of the following day was much the same as the previous. Hannah rose, peed in front of two sniggering ranch hands and was then led to the outhouse to do the rest of her toilet—thankfully in private. She ate again, stale bread even older and showing signs of mold, this time with a piece of meat.


   Again, she entered the paddock for another workout with bridle and bit that made her overworked muscles hardly able to move. Her chest and ass were bared for the titillation of the men, and so the blows of her trainers’ whips could inspire her attention to the strict form they sought. None of this made any sense to Hannah, but it was undoubtedly a fine show for these raunchy cowboys. At least a dozen of Cain’s men came to watch. She refused to look at their lewd faces, but she couldn’t help but hear their constant hoops and hollers while she trotted and strutted about the ring. It didn’t occur to her that this display of flesh and these nasty sessions would be all that these rowdy men would have of her. She assumed she’d give up her body for their sexual pleasure just as she had before when she was raped in her own home.


   As before, Hannah moved through her paces, feeling the constant wrath of her disgruntled trainers etched in marks that painfully clipped her skin. Although she performed well enough to keep the men from abusing her harder, her mind escaped into a thoughtless stupor. When the early morning session ended, she stood as she had before waiting for another order. Any one of a half dozen men might have given her the next command, but the voice that drilled the morning air with its distinctive sound was not one she was used to hearing, although it was one she knew well. He didn’t speak directly to her—his comments were aimed at Eldon and the other man she believed in charge—but she heard every word as if the message was for her.


   “Rub her down, give her a bath and get rid of those disgusting clothes. She’s my prize filly. I want her sweet-smelling and in a pretty dress. My Hannah and I have a few things to discuss.”


   There was a ripple of laughter over the words ‘things to discuss’ as if the only thing she and Cain had to discuss was how often he’d be sticking his meaty member into the hot wet caverns of her body.


   He must have shot them a disapproving glare because the laughter quickly died.


   At the sound of the Jarrett’s voice, Hannah felt a tremor of lust rise up in her body, starting with her quivering sexual center. She shook visibly, although she imagined no one saw since they were focused on their boss. As much as she reviled herself for the unwanted feeling, she felt some pride in the fact that the man wanted her, and wanted her again and was taking great strides, at some risk to have her. She remembered the other times, all too well, and found herself quaking miserably as the erotic heat began to build again.


   By the time she finally turned around, Jarrett was gone and she was being hustled back into the stables.


   Hannah bathed in private, in a small room where a washtub of warm water had been placed. The dress provided for her was a pale blue silk that fit her surprisingly well. It was cut deeply at the bodice, and so low that she counted on the feathers that rimmed the edge to cover her nipples, which were just barely tucked inside and threatened to pull free every time she moved. It was a whore’s dress. And yet, as she gazed into the small looking glass that leaned against the makeshift dressing table, she admired the long line of her neck, the graceful curve at her shoulder and the way the feathers highlighted her bosom. Her bare skin gleamed with her natural feminine charm in a way she’d never seen before, that is, all but the nasty welt that had been laid there by one of her trainer’s whips. Her long tangle of hair combed into a mane of lustrous brown. If it weren’t for the metal cuffs still ringing her wrists and ankles, she might have passed for a presentable lady, albeit a daring one. She wondered what Daniel would think of her so attired. Would it shame him, anger him, or arouse his fierce sexual passions? She imagined the latter—as her husband was not some stodgy Englishman who would revile her for being so shockingly attired. Of course, he would hate the venue; he would take her from this hellish captivity and use her as a husband has a right to use his wife. If only…


   Such teeming thoughts filled her brain, until she heard Eldon speak from beyond the closed door.


   “Mister Cain wants you now.” He banged at the door several times.


   “Well then, I guess I’m ready,” she called to him.


   She brushed back her long hair as she took one last look in the glass and smiled at the woman she saw reflected back to her. Her heart was beating fast; the anticipation in her had brewed to a furious peak as if she wanted the abuse that would surely make this trial more hellish. And yet, she was aware that the demands on her so far had only served to take the edge of disgust and indignation away. She felt meek as a kitten with little of her feisty spirit intact.


   The ranch house was cool and dark, so dark after the glaring daylight that Hannah could hardly see a thing. Eldon had pushed her up the steps and told her that Jarrett would be waiting for her inside, but once she moved through the entrance, she had no idea where to go. The front hallway of the massive ranch house was marked by several doors, one leading to the back of the house, another closed one to her right, and a third, a double door that was now wide open. It led to a massive sitting room furnished with leather-covered sofas and thick tables built from roughly harvested trees. The centerpiece of the room was a great stone fireplace. This was a man’s home, rustic, woodsy, smelling of earth and ash and a hint of spirits.


   “Ah! You’re ready so quickly.” Jarrett Cain approached from her behind and she whipped around at the resounding sound of his voice. The way he extended his hand in such a gallant manner led her to think for a moment that she was being greeted by a gentleman. She took his hand like she might that of a suitor in some fancy Philadelphia home, while at the same time fighting back the urge to bow graciously as she’d been taught. Jarrett Cain was no gentleman and under these circumstances he could not expect her to conduct herself as a genteel lady. She knew her place. She was his whore.


   “My, you’re looking well.” He again was gallant.


   “No thanks to the last two days in the company of your men,” she said, but with not half the venom that she honestly felt. That odd submissiveness bred in her during the paddock training was clearly still evident.


   “I had my reasons.”


   She only nodded.


   Hannah watched as Jarrett Cain poured two glasses of spirits.


   “Drink this down,” he said as he handed her a small shot glass of amber colored liquor.


   “I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t drink.”


   “Oh, but you’ll want to tonight.” He reached for her right hand and curled her fingers around the glass. “You should know by now, Mrs. Crowe, that you’re here to serve me and serve me you will. It is in my power to alter your life in ways that would cause you great pain. I know that your husband and your sister have traveled to Springfield where that sweet child, Jolie was put on a train headed for her Aunt’s home in Pennsylvania. Too bad she’s been taken off the chessboard in my game; she would have made a fine piece to play for sexual sport. You, on the other hand, the willful Hannah, the wife of the poor but honorable farmer, Daniel Crowe, you’ve placed yourself right in the center of my game, so I can hardly complain with one so lovely as you to share my carnal appetites. How odd that you didn’t take the trip to Springfield yourself; you would have missed this feast of fleshy delights. But perhaps you knew, perhaps some second sight allowed you to see what was in store.”


   “Don’t think so highly of yourself,” Hannah replied.


   Jarrett smiled, unruffled. “Drink, Mrs. Crowe. Gulp it down. It’ll relax you.”


   He upended his glass and watched as she cautiously took her first sip.


   The liquor burned and her mouth screwed up into a terrible wince.


   Jarrett laughed heartily, then spoke with some gentleness as he moved a step closer. She felt him breach an intimate barrier no man should cross with another man’s wife, but she allowed him in and did not back up as she would normally have done. Was that sip of whiskey already working? Or was such acquiescence a condition of her battered brain?


   “You recall, my dear, when you were young and your mother gave you medicine, that it was best if it went right down in one fast gulp?” He took the hand that held the glass and tenderly moved it toward her mouth, all the while his eyes never left her baffled gaze just as hers were fixed on his. She opened her lips and gulped down the drink as she’d seen him do, experiencing at first the same harsh burn and sour taste she had from that first sip. Within seconds, the heat of the liquor warmed her body from the inside outward, as if the heat of the sun were breeding inside her body and spreading through every part of the whole. The effect began as a physical warmth, then within minutes, she felt an easy intoxication taking away what little will that remained.


   Hannah had remembered Jarrett Cain as mean, as brutal and mocking and contemptuous; and she expected the same thing from him now. But at that moment in his home, surrounded by the trappings of a civilized man, he maintained a curious charm that both drew her in and made her dreadfully frightened. It must be the spirits making her brain go mad, or her tired limbs, or resignation born of little hope. Surely that was so. Or was it more? Could she possibly be attracted to this evil man and the malevolent spirit that craftily wrapped her in its diabolical spell?


   “Your poor husband; he should be here to see you,” Jarrett observed.


   “He would kill you,” Hannah answered without thinking, in a voice that was surprisingly steely under the compromising circumstances.


   The man didn’t flinch. “Indeed he would. He should. But you’ve kept the truth from him, I believe. If he’d known about me, about what threatened your brother, then he never would have left his wife behind. How interesting that you didn’t tell him. Again, I wonder at your motive? Could it be that you desire what I offer? What no other man can offer you? Could it be that you’re a woman of certain sensibilities that run counter to the world that puts your passionate feminine sex into the tight-fitting garments of respectability and Christian morality? Could it be those garments pinch you too tightly, madam, that you’re bursting at the seams with lust you can no longer contain? Tell me, Mrs. Crowe. Do you suppose that is why you never breathed a word about our meetings to your loving Daniel?”


   Hannah listened as if in an hypnotic trance, her body quaking, her free left hand twitching with the desire to slap his face.


   “I can see that you’re offended by that, but you also recognize the truth in what I say. All those venomous things you want to spit out just go unsaid. You know the truth.”


   “Please,” she finally backed away and the seductive spell collapsed.


   The effect of the liquor remained, however, to cloud her mind and compromise her judgment.


   Jarrett Cain moved to one of his big leather chairs and sank into the soft deer hide with ease. “Come,” he motioned her with his hand.


   Suddenly feeling hot and stifled, her breathing became labored, and her chest heaved like a bellows in order to bring adequate air into her lungs. To her dismay, in her efforts to overcome the feeling of suffocation, both nipples had escaped the dress and were now peeking out through the feathery trim. She was immediately alarmed without knowing why, and looked up at the man dazedly.


   “I was hoping this time we could do this without threats. I think they detract from the pleasure, don’t you? Of course, if you insist, I’ll bring out my whip, bare your body and beat you into submission.” He watched her waver then added, “Maybe that’s what you want, eh?”


   “No, sir,” she answered faintly.


   “Well then, Mrs. Crowe, drop to your knees and come this way.”


   Hannah felt the hard wood floor before she understood what she was doing, and though hitting the unyielding surface sent spikes of pain through her knees, she moved forward crawling like a loose harlot to the man’s feet.


   “Ah, that is my good girl,” Jarrett said as he ran his hand through her hair. His attitude turned decidedly lewd. “Now, let’s reacquaint you with the object of your stay here.” He fished inside his pants and withdrew an impressively large and extremely stiff erection that he presented to her slightly parted lips. “With the first act out of the way, the rest will be much easier.” He guided her head down to his thick meat with enough force to ensure that she’d comply.


   Hannah’s mouth opened wide and the purple head slipped beyond her lips. He forced himself deep, while Hannah tried not to gag. The guiding power of his hand was so persuasive that soon, her mouth was bobbing up and down on the steely shaft, her lips sucking and slurping as she noisily bathed the organ. Her tongue wrapped vigorously around the flesh, tasting his bodily juices with a relish she’d known only a few times with Daniel. Jarrett’s scent invaded her body like some enchanted charm. She breathed it in with a longing for more and her sex clenched on its own. In time, she’d risen to her knees; her head was in his lap and her ass end danced on the air as if seeking a lover to take her from behind.


   His hands upon her body were firm, parental and claiming in ways that obliged her compliance. In the kernel of her soul, the very heart of her beat the resistance, the anger, the defiance that her life required of her. But the effect of it was so submerged that it never surfaced in that fatal hour.


   The more she sucked the vile man’s prick, the more she wanted. Her hand wrapped the stalk and held it tight, her lips worked with fervor. Again and again she dove down, letting the once frightening instrument further into her throat, all with a wanting she could not explain. She felt the eruption of his jism begin to gather, and tasted the first drops as they emerged from the tiny slit. Any moment, she expected the rest to bathe her mouth. Their mutual anticipation was running high.


   His grunts foretold his climax with some accuracy. His hips rose, his hand forced her head down so her mouth was practically eating at his nest of hair. Her throat opened wider still as she felt that first gush spurt inside her. Another and another spewed a great mass of white come into her mouth. She swallowed two, three times, gulping his cream as she had the liquor, and feeling its power spread through her in the same way, as if for the moment and the hours that lay ahead, she truly was his. She’d been marked; like an animal marks its territory, she was Jarrett Cain’s property.


   Jarrett pushed her head back once the climax died away and Hannah sat back on her heels, feeling rightfully humbled. Then the man leaned forward, his hand searching inside her dress for a breast to squeeze.


   “Does this arouse you?” he murmured.


   There were no restraints left to check her response. The answer came a second later, “Yes, sir.” She moaned softly as he caressed her breast a little more firmly, a little harder, drawing from her what he wanted, knowing that as he did, Hannah Crowe’s body was seeping sexual juices.


       Oh! And the night had just begun!


       “I have friends who want you. I’ve told them about the little wife from the other side of the valley with the succulent body and the mind filled with lust.”


   In the midst of her arousal, Hannah felt her shame and she blushed. “Is this not enough, that you have me this way?”


   “No, little lady, it’s not enough.” He scowled in that surly mean way that so characterized their previous meetings.


   She felt some movement behind her—the door to the room had never been closed. For all she knew a crowd of raunchy ranch hands was gathering behind her in wait, their palms massaging crotches, tampering with randy dicks.


   “She puts on a fine show—at least to start.”


   Hannah turned to the sound of a new and unfamiliar voice. To her surprise the three men joining them in Cain’s sitting room were not the ranch hands or the scruffy trainers, or the boys that had been part of her kidnap and rape. These were gentlemen much like Cain himself, stalwart looking fellows with smooth-shaved faces, or neatly trimmed breads, with combed hair and fine looking clothes. She could single out no man in particular; they came as one, moving in together and circling her resting body. Only their fiercely sexual expressions of lust gave away their treacherous intentions.


   “You mind if we beat her first?” the portly round-faced fellow said, “you said she takes to leather?”


   “She’s prime now,” Jarrett answered.


   “But for three at once?” the man said doubtfully.


   “Then loosen her up more,” Jarrett said, “I’m sure she’s not expecting a bed of rose petals,” he looked down at her, “are you now?”


   “No, sir,” she said in petrified amazement.


   “And you like pain?” he asked.


   “I never actually think about liking it,” her voice quite faint.


   “Then tell me, what happens when you’re whipped?” Jarrett went on. “When you’re disciplined? When you’re scolded? What happens when your husband takes you to the woodshed? You are taken to the woodshed?”


   “I am,” she admitted as if she could keep no secrets.


   “So, what happens when your husband takes his rage out on your hide? You get aroused, hmm?”


   She gulped, her voice becoming weaker still. “Yes, sir.”


   The man smiled and nodded, satisfied. “As it should be. That’s what a good woman is for. And you’re a good woman, aren’t you Hannah? You’re a good wife because you know what the beast in your husband requires. And you’ll be a good bitch for us to use.”


   The three men sat down, but on their edge of their seats. Then the closest one to her pulled Hannah by the arm and she flopped into his lap, her torso going over his knees as limply as a child’s rag doll. Her breasts now freely loosened from the confinement of the dress hung down as her arms hung down. Her pink nipples were long and hard, and while the man poised to spank her ass pulled up her skirt, another man leaned in and took one of the dangling buds between his fingers and began to squeeze. He didn’t let up until the spanking began, until Hannah’s bare bottom was pelted with a rain of sharp smacks and her ass turned scarlet. She gasped, mewling in distress as the pain crescendoed quickly.


   The other man began to pinch her nipples again. This time, he held on, squeezing tightly so the pain was magnified, and was present in her ass and in her breasts, unremitting and insistent, finally making her scream at them to stop.


   Ending this torment was something Hannah could not control. If anything, her urgent protests only made the two men hurt her more.


   After a string of testy but indistinguishable remarks, she managed to spit out real words, “Stop, please!” though to no avail.


   “Stop? Why would I stop?” the spanker wondered aloud. “You have my cock hard as a rock, girl. Can you feel that throbbing? Tell me? Can you feel me against your thigh?”


   She didn’t answer. The man with the pinching fingers seemed to refine the brutal torture into an art. Nothing worked in her body now, especially her mind. She couldn’t speak. She could hardly breathe. And she couldn’t think enough to answer the man whose blistering treatment of her ass end was only becoming more vicious.


   Finally, an unexpected pause in the painful activity left space enough for one impassioned, “Please, I can’t take any more!”


   “You can take what you’re given,” one of her abusers barked.


   A pair of thick fingers suddenly jammed themselves between her flailing thighs. The spanker paused again, while the owner of those fingers brought them out to the air, glistening wet.


   “If you want evidence of your nature, girl,” he moved the telling digits to her mouth. “Here it is. All your pretty juices to damn your virtue all to hell.”


   The brief break in the activity allowed the scene to change. Hannah’s body dropped to the floor, although her skirt remained raised and her red ass glowed like a beacon.


   “Such a pretty ass.” A man’s warm hand reached out, stroking the flesh and the unquenchable desire in her body bloomed again. His fingers moved along the crack of her behind, caressing that first available portal with a single finger carefully breaching the tiny aperture. “You like how that feels?” He began to work the finger in and out.


   Hannah wouldn’t answer.


   “Tell him, girl,” Jarrett’s ordered her tersely. “You like him playing with your back channel? Tell him.”


   “Y-Yes, sir,” she finally sputtered.


   “And maybe you want my member filling up this space?”


   She’d begun to moan as she felt a second finger easing inside. “Yes, sir.”


   The man sniggered, as his fingers sunk deep aided by a bit of cold grease swathed inside the cleft. He worked another finger deep into her entrails, until his hand began to move like a cock, and picked up speed, causing a moan of unbidden pleasure to escape her lips.


   “Ah—yes—girl,” the man purred with her, easing into the rhythm of her ragged breathing.


   Hannah might have accepted the use of her ass, as she’d accepted it before—reluctance and want mingling, though the want was potent enough to see her through the use without much pain. She might have even accepted the fact that this was more than abuse, but pleasure she could enjoy. However, the sudden upward thrust of some inert instrument into her vagina made the pleasure vanish and her fear begin again.


   “No, no, don’t!” she thoughtlessly shouted.


   Her already punished bottom was slapped a dozen times for that remark, with the use of a wooden paddle that bit into her flesh with thunderous command. The pincher had her nipples between this fingers again, twisting the buds until she squealed. Like all hell had broken loose, nothing made sense and every touch and pinch and slap and jabbing finger in her behind felt like torture. The promise of bodily gratification vanished.


   The phallus stuffed inside her sexual home was an invader twice the size of Daniel’s erection—and she’d always considered her husband quite enough to pleasure her. This pole, this impaling rod, this huge creature, widened her so that even her natural juices could do nothing to lubricate the path.


   “Get used to it, girl,” she heard one man scoff at her. “You have no idea how tight a woman’s nether regions become when her insides are impaled with something hard.”


   It wasn’t but seconds after that enlightening earful that Hannah felt the fingers in her ass withdraw and a steady pressure replace them. Some man’s thick penis head was opening the doorway—although with her body clenched so tightly in fear, the taut place was unwilling to give.


   Having no patience for the slow process of opening a woman’s ass for sexual use, the fellow suddenly thrust himself completely inside her until his groin fit tightly against her cheeks.


   “Ahhhhhheeeeeeeaw!” Her body shook violently with the terrible pain ripping through her insides.


   “Breathe, girl,” she was ordered by some malicious voice she did not recognize.


   Hearing the stiff command, she made determined attempts to relax in the hopes that the clenched channel would give way and the pain would end. Deep inside her ass, the muscles resisted the stretch. But neither the man impaling her nor the man that forced the fake phallus into her primary door would give in.


   Hannah would.


   “You’ve done it before, sweet whore,” she heard the mellow tones of Jarrett Cain’s voice and felt his soothing hand on her back for comfort. With some patience and an inner determination she didn’t know she had, her body finally gave way to both intruders. They eased in deeper still, claiming territory that was no longer her own.


   The fucking then began in earnest.


   She felt as if she were being rocked inside some enormous fog, in a place where she could barely breathe, barely hang on and gulp for air. Pleasure died. The hard work commenced. The only saving grace was that it was just one live human seeking climax, not two. That man and his erection moved slowly to start, then picked up speed, drove deep as though there were some place new to go. Again and again his spear raped her for the satisfaction he was sure to gain, and when he finally spewed, only then could her senses ease, her muscles completely relax, and her body breathe freely again.


   There was a leather-tufted fainting couch in the corner of the room where Hannah was laid afterwards and given a chance to recover. Someone offered her another shot of whiskey that went down more easily than the first.


   Her dress was all askew. Her hair disheveled. Her body trying to disappear in a blanket of sleep. She was finally awakened by the rudeness of acrid smelling salts waved beneath her nose, and was pulled back into consciousness seeing two of the three men standing over her naked.


   “You have your choice, Hannah,” Jarrett told her, curtly. “Take that fat piece in your cunny again or take a cock.” He held up the offending phallus for her to see.


   “Not the rod! No!” she immediately announced, without fully realizing what that meant.


   “You’re sure?”


   “I am.” Her voice sounded firm.


   Nonetheless, what came next shocked her.


   Hannah was yanked from the couch and her dress stripped away. Now naked, her body brought all three men to attention as their eyes lingered long on the beautiful physical form with its gracious curves. She’d been roughed up. Her skin was blotchy, but her face was like a drifting erotic vision.  Her eyes were dreamy, with hooded lids, her cheeks flushed pink, her lips parted and wet. Her chest heaved in a sumptuous way as her bosom rose and fell with such a distinguishing allure that it took some moments for the men to get on with the satisfaction of their own arousal.


   Inside Hannah’s battle-weary mind there was little bewilderment or mixed emotions. She was in tune with her physical body, in wait and wanting. Her hunger was rich. Everything they’d done to her peeled away another layer of regret and hesitation. Every act separated her from the virtuous world she belonged to.


   The telling shock for her was in the hunger that arose in her body as soon as her womanly home had been emptied of the fake phallus. The slender man with the longs legs lay down on his back, while his erection rose straight as an arrow from the thatch of pubic hair at its base. His eyes, his lechery, drew her in. She straddled him as she mounted his body and fell forward into his arms, while that live pulsing organ planted itself in the place that had known only one man until this day. Her body began to move in a circling motion that put the fellow in near apoplexy. His head fell back even as she held his cheeks and kissed his lips and mouth. His cry was primal and sweet to her ears. She no longer cared what voice she heard, for in her mind, all the men had become one man.


   When the second naked man moved in behind her and between her legs, prying open the glistening cleft with eagerness, she almost sang for joy. Could she ever have anticipated this? Could she have ever imagined she would become a woman of such scant virtue? Could she have dreamed in her wildest fantasies the picture of her naked body satisfying two men at once? It was both revulsion and thrill that greeted these thoughts.


   Both men demanded her attention as they seesawed back and forth for supremacy of her nether regions. This time, however, she knew her own sexual responses were keen. She fed herself. She cooed and purred and left them all awestruck by the performance. She felt the surge of desire so strong that when the man in her rear suddenly erupted—likely prematurely, she began to climax herself with spasms so deep that she set off the second man’s climax moments later.


   Body glistening with sweat, hair matted against her face, lips open—mewling, crying, weeping with animal satisfaction—she painted a picture of carnality few women could match. The raw scent of sex infused the air, and made the observing men rub their crotches even though they’d both had their own satisfaction within the hour. Finally, overcome by exhaustion, she fainted forward on the slender fellow beneath her. He’d slipped from her cunny minutes before, and managed to slide out from under her listless form.


   “Shall we bring her around?” one asked.


   “Not tonight, at least not now,” Jarrett said. “But she’ll be here a few days more. This little filly has a lot more fire in her still. And I plan to use every spark.”


   Hannah was only barely conscious when the room emptied and she was left for a while by herself, too weakened to move. At first it was just the remnants of sexual bliss that filled her senses. A bit of cool air sensuously caressed her cheek. The air made her skin bristle with life and new erotic stirrings. She rubbed her thighs together, teasing her sex bud at the same time, smiling from the memory that brought to mind. She could taste the juicy pungent air, hear the virile groaning sounds of satisfied men, listen to the memories of her sweet voice coming. Her entire body spasmed again.


   She heard the sounds of footsteps in the room again, but she didn’t stir. Jarrett Cain was at her side, placing a quilt over her body. Still she didn’t stir.


   “Good night, Mrs. Crowe,” he said.


   Mrs. Crowe, Mrs. Crowe, Mrs. Daniel Crow. Her mind added a chorus of repeating words, while the mental image of a finger pointed at her accusingly. The last thoughts in her mind before she passed out rang through her body like the tolling of a church bell.


       I have betrayed my husband, betrayed my husband… have betrayed my husband… my husband. Daniel.




  CHAPTER TEN


  Hannah woke to the familiar sounds and smells of morning. Birds in the air outside. Bacon frying. But what was so pleasant gave way to the sour taste in her mouth, and an empty stomach. Hunger. Thirst. And something else—


   Something dreadfully wrong.


   She might have finally come to understood her plight without opening her eyes, but the sudden fear made her lids pop open and she immediately discovered the truth of why her wrists burned and she could barely move.


   She was bound to a bed. The shackles that were now welded to her body had been tethered to the brass rails above her head and at her feet. Though she barely remembered the night before, she remembered the betrayal, the final truth, the thought that lingered in her dreams all night long.


   Betrayal…adultery…licentiousness…depravity…carnal lust…a wicked, wicked sin.


   And now this. The perversity was not over; this depravity would not end yet.


   She began to cry as the guilt and shame that evaded her during the hours of her drunken rape returned, heaping scorn. She kept her sobbing quiet, but it wouldn’t stop.


   “What’s this?” Jarrett Cain entered the room. Whether he’d heard her crying or simply found it time to rouse her, she couldn’t be sure.


   He sat down on the bed beside her, took her chin in his hand and lightly slapped her face.


   “Enough.”


   She shook him off, hating everything about him.


   He forced her to look at him by holding her chin in his steely fingers.


   “What’s this? A whore by night and a whimpering child by day?”


   Her head hurt and her belly felt as if the insides had been stung by bees. Impossible but there was no other way to describe the burning sensation there. Her crotch ached, her ass ached. And now she was naked and bound.


   “Haven’t you done enough?” she finally managed.


   “And what have I done?”


   “You’ve damaged me beyond repair.”


   “My, how dramatic. Have you thought about running off to the theatre?”


   “You have no shame.”


   “Nor do you. I’d say after last night, you’ve proven to be cut from the same cloth as I am.”


   “No, I have not been the kind of woman you’ve made of me.”


   “But you deny what you are? You deny that your randy little cunny begged to be impaled? That your quivering belly yearned to be filled with men other than your husband? That your fine round ass implored the lot of us to bugger you soundly until you squealed like a pig and your body bucked with orgasm?”


   More hot tears streamed down her face.


   “It is your pleasure to bring out the beast in people,” she spat back. “How vile a man you are to bring down those who strive for some dignity, who wish to serve what’s good and right.”


   He shrugged as if he didn’t care.


   “So, you’re feeling guilty.” He humphed. “Fine with me. I have a way of taking care of your hefty load of shame. We’ll beat the parts of you that betrayed you so and be delighted to do so.”


   “Yes. That would feel right.”


   He sniggered. “I’ll bet so. And afterwards when your raped and buggered again because your tainted body is begging for the sexual release you can start all over again. What a life I could give you.”


   “You can give me nothing that I want,” she spit the words.


   “Too bad you feel that way. After last night, I’d hoped I’d won a convert. Be that as it may, you’ll be my guest here for a few more days. I suppose I’ll need to take what I can before I send you home to your loving husband.”


   The word husband made her nearly retch.


   Hannah reclined on the bed with her hands and feet still bound, and a pillow shoved beneath her ass to raise her open crotch, where the glistening folds of her sex were clearly, intentionally visible.


   There were three men in the room, Jarrett and two of the fellows from the previous night looking on in rapt attention, their eyes filled again with lust to the point of almost adoration. 


   “Let’s see if this will satisfy your guilt,” Jarrett said to her, and he began smacking her thighs and her pubic mound with a short, flat-ended riding crop. The leather stung her flesh in a hundred different ways as it landed at various angles. Each strike burned as intended. Jarrett warmed her up with the first nasty smacks on her tender inner thighs. Then he came down on her center brutally, with blow after blow striking her womanly mound and making her howl with contempt, regret and pain.


   Strangely, the beating seemed satisfying at its outset, being a just punishment for the terrible betrayal of her husband. If only Daniel had been the one exacting this miserable price. Her soul begged that she’d awaken and see that his fearsome face had replaced the ones of these awful men. Of course, it did not.


   After several minutes, the beating changed its tone, becoming more vile than she could have ever anticipated. The two attending gentlemen in their fine clothes, with their lofty, righteous airs took up positions on either side of the bed, where they each grabbed a knee and pulled her leg back so that her sexual center, from her tufted Venus mound to her nakedly exhibited anal cleft, was open wide. Her gleaming pink pussy lips shone, while the bud of her womanhood was vulnerably accessible to the reach of Cain’s biting instruments.


   The beating continued now with precisely measured strikes from a one-inch split-ended tawse that leapt out like the tongue of a snake and punished her betraying flesh with cut after painful cut. Her body clenched with the unremitting blows striking at the heart of her betraying sex.


   “Eaaaaaauiiiiaaaa! Ah! Neeeeaw! No, paluuuuuuuuussssssse, no no no… I caaaaaaaaaan’t—”


   She angrily barked insensible things, with the howls of pain coming from deep within her. While her lower body was immovable within the steely confines of the two men’s powerful hands, Hannah’s torso, head and shoulders thrashed back and forth. The agony was far beyond comprehension.


   “This is what you deserve, is it not, Mrs. Crowe?” Jarrett snapped at her. “For your dreadfully offensive behavior? For slattern immorality?” He struck at her again and again, right in the deep furrowed ridge where the implement was sure to burn most dearly, at that moment and long afterwards.  “This is how a woman with inconstant virtue should be treated, her womanhood torn to shreds in answer to her dreadful crime.” He let up enough so she could comprehend each word he spoke, and so that each word would attack her inconstant heart as viciously as the tawse. There was no place in her wounded body or spirit that was not hurting by the time he laid the tool down.


   At the end, Hannah breathed relieved, although the remnants of the bruising punishment endured. The private flesh that no good woman gives up for simple sexual sport had been duly reprimanded in accordance to her crime. And her spirit sobbed even when tears failed her. Despite the agony that prevailed, she was so softened and so meek, and her body so amazingly aroused by the beating, that when Jarrett Cain opened his trousers and fell on her with his member stabbing her portal with determined zeal, she readily took him in. Her body was like a welcoming home, and his body pounding into hers, the only way to soothe the terrible ache. The pillow had been removed from under her bottom and her feet untied from the bedstead, so that she freely raised her hips to meet the impaling manhood. Her chest lifted up in greeting. And as Jarrett began to hump her with some vigor, she responded in the only way she could with her arms still bound. Her legs wrapped around him and her lips met his in a feast of kisses initiated by her hungering mouth.


   “That’s it, Hannah,” Jarrett urged her. He mauled her breasts with his thick fingers, pinching the nipples and tugging at her flesh as if he were milking a cow, and all the while, her sexual responses proved the unmistakable pleasure she enjoyed at his rough handling of her. “You fine little harlot,” he whispered in a faint and urgent breath. At last he settled in for a long, hard-hitting ride inside her gripping velvety center. There he swamped the hot, wet cavern with his spunk in round after round of thrusting ejaculations.


   When he pulled off, he left her gaping hole and his cock still dripping. He passed her off to the next man in line, who was ready and waiting with an open fly and a throbbing member already erect and steady. He was the tall gangly fellow from the previous night.


   The long organ hit her womb, and she felt the resounding blast all the way to the tips of her fingers. Fucking him hurt. Her beaten crotch was sore and beginning to burn anew in the salty sexual soup as the beastly man savagely worked her hole. And yet, there was no despair now, no guilt, no shame, just the strangely desperate urge to fuck the man, letting him have the pleasure of her body.


   When the second man finished, he changed places with the last in line. With the same bold willingness she squeezed and clenched and milked this man’s erection dry, while feeling her own body reach its summit again and again. 


   After all three men were satisfied, Jarrett Cain leaned over her spent body and whispered in her ear, “Is this painful to you now, Mrs. Crowe?”


   “No. No, sir,” she absently whispered in reply.


   “You wanted it and still want more,” he went on.


   “I could stay a thousand days and not regret one,” she said.


   A new realization dawned on her with some certainty. Her inner spirit understood the truth and it was clearly reflected in her reply. Her mind was still grappling with this truth, but she had time after the three left the room to reflect on what she said and felt. She battled for the truth, denying it to herself a dozen times, but arriving at the same conclusion after every round of this bout. Indeed, she was not a virtuous woman, by reason of her repugnant and sinful behavior. The terrible, yet magnificent joy she felt in being used for such sexual games must signify her wickedness. Though she could feel the fiery sting of a thousand punishments, she knew that she would desire again; her body heat would climb as her body was fondled and teased. She had no shame, no way to thwart these yearnings. Understanding this astounding fact, she surely was not fit to be any man’s wife.


   For two days, Hannah was repeatedly beaten and then sexually brutalized by Jarrett and three or four of his affluent friends. The next evening, she served the men their supper wearing a dainty French corset—that is, until someone stripped it off. Then she wore nothing at all but the metal cuffs. While the men were eating, she moved from one to the next beneath the table and pleasured each of them with her lips. After each man ejaculated into her tongue-lapping mouth, she washed her mouth out with a glass of wine, which she did not spit out, but swallowed lustily.


   After the second man, there was so much liquor in her system that any hesitation or objection she might have felt at the start of the evening fell away. The next two men spanked her until her randy body gave way to moans of pleasure and she almost came on their probing fingers. Afterwards, she found herself giggling with delight when they stuffed her ass with everything from cigars to candles to the butt-end of a pistol, and made her grovel on hands and knees before one welcoming groin after the other, where her hungry mouth would dine again. One thoughtless act of sexual depravity followed the next until Jarrett Cain and his guests were certain there was nothing this woman would not do.


   For Jarrett, Hannah Crowe was the greatest of his triumphs in the debauchery of a female. He found especially enjoyable the way the woman touched him with almost profound reverence. But then, why not? He was, after all, the author of her unveiling. The fact that she was the sister of that cowardly Noble boy—what irony in that name!—and the wife of an esteemed farmer made his conquest doubly satisfying. What he had destroyed, he could also redeem as his own—in time, of course. That’s how his twisted mind made it right and that was what he expected to do.


   By the time the meal was over, an insatiable, powerful desire made Hannah boldly seek the men’s attentions as they smoked their cigars and drank sherry in Cain’s sitting room. A few shots of sherry made certain that her drunken exhilaration continued without any evidence of her previous rancor. She went from man to man for a second time that evening, coyly seeking their consideration, kissing, fondling and being fondled until she moved on to the next. She finally curled up against Jarrett’s knee and placed her weary head on his thigh. The room spun around her for a time—too much liquor in her system. She settled down for a while to rest, although the sexual fluttering in her belly did not go away but smoldered pleasantly, ready at any moment to crescendo with the imperative need for more copulation.


   When it was time to use her for the last time, it would be up the ass. That tight little hole had been worked well all night and was now lavishly greased. Hannah’s desire to have a man take her there so blossomed within her that when they flung her over the back of a chair and began to bugger her behind, she nearly exploded with orgasm—was it the third or fourth that night? She had no mind for counting now. As each man took what they wanted from the luscious Hannah, another climax made her belly spasm hard. The spasming made her back door clench even tighter, so that soon the sounds in the room were a chorus of grateful groans.


   “Ah, yes, you fine, fine piece of ass!” one seething voice vented.


   “Like a work of art, this lovely randy hole!” another jeered.


   “Harder, bitch!” She was tugged by the hair, her mouth at one point made to suckle a spent cock that had just been inside her and she lapped it freely.


   Wiggling her plump derriere, she seized up hard. The man inside her bowels suddenly came. She felt every pulse and every spasm from that coming erection as it deposited its seed inside her.


   The other men were gone suddenly. If they didn’t vanish, she must have passed out, she thought, realizing that she was coming to again, her head throbbing from too much wine. She was in bed now, in Jarrett’s bed.


   “I hope you’ve saved enough to satisfy me,” he said.


   He was wary as he eyed the naked woman who lay curled up at the end of his mattress. The dark metal cuffs at her ankles and wrists were a startling contract to her pale pink skin. He rather liked the look of that. If she were his to keep, she would be thusly shackled all the time, and likely naked, except when he dressed her proper. Yes, he liked that idea. He liked seeing his whore dressed up all proper, only to order her into some despicable display, preferably before an audience. Ah, he loved the audience. He loved showing her off; he’d done that all day to stoke his own prurient lust. But now was his time to have her all to himself for private things.


   Hannah’s vision cleared, and she stared into Jarrett’s face as he reclined above her on the bed. He was quite sexually appealing, even in his clothes. As he stripped off his shirt, she watched his muscled torso come into view. All but forgotten was the same alluring picture of her husband stripping down for sex. She thought now that Jarrett’s body was too beautiful for a man of such a vile nature. He should be as loathsome as a horrible beast, but he was not.


   “Come here,” he spoke softly in a velvety voice, motioning her to him.  Without hesitation, and with excitement building within, she crawled up closer, feeling the sensual warmth of his body ooze right into hers. Until then, she hadn’t realized how hers had cooled, or how a rash of chilling goosebumps were scattered across her skin.


   She kissed him on the mouth as she thought he might expect, and he responded hotly.  Moving downward, she kissed the tanned throat and down his equally tanned belly. Her tongue swirled about him tasting the texture of his skin and lapping up his fragrant sweat. She began to tug at his pants, but Jarrett curled his fingers inside her hair and drew her back up to his chest. As their bare flesh met, her crotch was stung with a flame of want. And yet, her mind was not as inebriated as it had been an hour ago.


   Two desires burned in her now and the truth played out on her face so plainly that Jarrett could read her clearly. He grabbed a handful of her soft tit and rolled it about in his palm. For all her raunchy sexual indulgence that night, she still smelled sweet. Such a heady brew this one was. More gently than usual his nails nipped the ends of her nipples and she thrilled at the sensation. He took a happy bud in his mouth and sucked for a time, and she felt again her lower fires react. Her response and his groping aroused him to a lecherous heat and he went at her breasts avidly. In the same way as previous, he lifted the second breast in his hand feeling both its firmness and soft texture. After tweaking the nipple hard enough to smart, he suckled that breast too until there was no doubt of her encouraging response. He then backed off and stared her in the eye. Yes, she was coming out of her drunken daze.      


   “Sometimes you have to face the truth sober, Mrs. Crowe,” he said. “Tonight, you’re still mine and you’ll do and be everything I want as if you were drunk on me.”


   His eyes communicated with a depth of passion she was afraid of, but she was at the same time inspired. He poured out on her such erotic vigor that she could want him with as much desire as he clearly wanted her.


   She slithered down his body and grabbed for his pants again and began to feed on the rising flesh that she pulled free. Pulling his trousers even further down until he finally kicked them off, she then dove into his crotch with her mouth and hands both working at a frenzied pace. She needed his feral heat to fuel her own. While suckling Jarrett’s growing organ, she used her hand to jerk the shaft and her tongue moved to the tight package beneath. The air between his thighs was a sour, masculine brew of piss and sweat and pheromones that seemed to make her drunk again and rapacious with her own lust. Her tongue worked its way about the sack, then pulled back and rolled its contents across her palm. She then dove in again with mouth and tongue, pulling the package forward and lapping behind it in the crease.


   His groans of satisfaction came from deep in his belly. She knew he was greatly pleasured by these acts and was determined to give more. She found his anus with her tongue and teased the sensitive barrier until he was shrieking and nearly mad for relief.


   “That’s it, you whore,” he seethed under his breath.


   She was his whore.


   “Work that tongue!”


   She came up for air several times then dove back again with the persistent desire to have him begging her for more. Her hands, her mouth, her vigorous tongue held him in a rapturous state of near climax for longer than he had the will to bear. Suddenly mad with passion, he grabbed her hair and pulled up, then rolled her over, prying her legs apart with his knees. He planted himself in the warm, clenching center and with just a few swift thrusts found himself coming. The woman was bearing down in a wild spasm that set her body flailing beneath him. Her cries were as vivid as any woman’s he’d heard.


   What a find this bitch was! he thought to himself when he collapsed back on the bed to catch his breath.


    “You randy little whore,” he purred, then he pulled off the bed to take a piss.


   Hannah said nothing. Remnants of her climax came in tiny shock waves. She bit her lip as the shame hit her once more. But no! Was it fair to reproach herself for what was so obvious about her nature? Her mind sought an answer, however, her next torment prevented her from finding it.


   She stared up at Jarrett as he finished dressing.


   “You’re going to work out just fine,” he said, sounding pleased.


   “What do you mean, work out fine?”


   He shook his head. “Ah no, Mrs. Crowe, you needn’t worry about anything else just yet.” He turned to the table beside him and opened up a linen napkin. “A little reminder for you while you wait for my return.” He pulled out two long green peppers that were liberally greased with oil.


   “What are you going to do to me?”


   “You’ll see.” He laid the peppers down while he fastened her wrist and ankle cuffs to the bedposts so she couldn’t escape. Then leaning in, he started to push one of the peppers into her ass. “These will slide right in,” he said, as he then took the second and pushed it into her sloppy cunt. “To start, you’ll feel very little. But once your body absorbs the oil, the pepper oil will slowly leach into your flesh and for a time drive you mad from the burning sting. It’s only temporary, no permanent impairment. If you were at all inclined to defy me or deny the character of the woman you’ve shown yourself to be, Hannah Crowe, then this will punish you and again remind you of what a gloriously sinful harlot you are.”


   He left the room cackling with delight, while Hannah waited fretfully for the peppers to do their work.




  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  One might have thought Hannah would have finally succumbed to Jarrett Cain and his scheme for her. After the last night, he plainly wanted her. But he wouldn’t have her unless she freely gave up the husband she was sworn to. He didn’t need an angry farmer after him, wreaking revenge. He was hoping that by that time, she might have resigned herself to the truth he’d laid out so plainly for her. She’d give up her husband and those silly ideas of virtuousness, finally giving in to what was obviously true about her tainted character. But the man’s illusions were as much pipe dreams as Hannah’s hopes that the nightmare was just that, a terrible dream.


   In the morning, completely sober, Hannah gave way to another pang of remorse and guilt. She was crying when Jarrett entered her room.


   “What’s this?” he asked.


   She stared up at him bewildered, searching her thoughts and feelings, trying to understand how she felt about the man who held her captive. “What is it you see?” she returned.


   “Tears.”


   “My tears don’t help, but come to me naturally.”


   “What would help is a clear conscience,” he said.


   “How can I possibly have a clear conscience?”


   “Accept facts. You knew what you gladly, willingly did last night.”


   “And that was wrong. If you expect that I’ll change my mind about that, then you’re a foolish man.”


   He scowled, hating the fact that it might take another night and perhaps many more before he’d have her completely broken. The prospect was suddenly a very dreary thought and he hated her all the more for another fit of useless remorse.


   “Well, then, you can have the punishment you want so much, you demented harlot!” he glowered. He leaned over her and slapped her breasts hard, back and forth.


   Hannah bit her lip. She was afraid of his venom and afraid of her own response to it.


   “You like this, and you know it,” he spat, once he stopped and backed off the bed.


   He moved to the hallway and called for Eldon. The young man came running in moments later.


   “Bring my whip!” he roared, “and string her up on the fence post.”


   Hannah hung naked in the out of doors on a cool crisp day. Her entire being shuddered, all but that inner, unquenchable fire that seemed to flame at the very thought of punishment. Oh, she deserved to be punished. But in this way? Somehow, it did not make sense now. Not that it had made sense the morning before. Someone else but this wily villain in her crime of passion should be wielding the whip, someone with the virtue and the moral right to punish her.


   The bullwhip cracked against the morning air with a sound that would waken the dead. All the stable hands and trainers, all the brutes and fancy men lodged at the ranch gathered in. It was a show none would miss—and a good one! This was Cain’s revenge. When the bullwhip struck her back side Hannah thought she’d die; although she screamed from dread more than pain.


   To her surprise the strikes were not at first as mean as she expected they might be. The vicious weapon could tear the flesh from the body and open wounds that would take months to heal, but even with his rage brilliant and flowing freely, Jarrett Cain did not whip her to such a damaging degree. The end of the bullwhip filleted her skin in tiny measures, sometimes meanly cutting in a manner that would leave small welts, at other times, it merely teased her flesh.


   Like so many other tortures she endured, this too she found filled with that twisted shock and surprise she’d known before. As the fall of the whip danced about her flesh, she danced and jiggled with the erratic stimulation. She moaned as if part of her loved the torture. But when the strikes became more frequent and more cutting, she began to beg, ‘Oh, sir, please, no more!’, Jarrett responded with a particularly nasty strike against the plump round of her ass that nearly broke her skin. She screamed first, then sobbed despondently.


   For reasons beyond anyone’s understanding, Jarrett Cain suddenly seemed surprisingly tired of the task, even disgusted. His exhilaration had vanished; his eyes were coldly vacant. He watched dispassionately as her body heaved with sobs and her flesh shook in uncontrollable spasms. The evil man in him could go on delivering more of this brutality, but Jarrett Cain was ruled by many things, and at that moment, there seemed little fire left in him for this vengeful show of authority. To punctuate this display of dominion over the helpless woman, he gave her a last and particularly vicious strike that cut into her side enough to bleed. Then he threw the whip toward Eldon, saying, “Let her sleep it off in the stables.” Hannah collapsed into the wooden post and wept.


   When Hannah finally awakened again, it was late in the afternoon. The shadows were long and mellow casting a golden glow inside the stables where her bruised body rested in a bed of straw. One of the stable hands noticed her stirring and opened the gate of her stall.


   “I have to pee,” she looked up at him beseechingly. Even after all she’d been through, she still blushed as she admitted this to a near stranger.


   The young man lifted her from the straw and led her to the outhouse not the metal bucket—a welcome relief from the endless humiliation she’d endured before a stream of gawking males. She had assumed that another nightmare of torture awaited her, but now she wondered if this act of kindness meant something different.


   While completing her toilet, Hannah discovered that her time of the month had come. Reporting the fact to the stable hand in as delicate a way possible, she finally got him to understand her need. Not knowing what else to do, he took her to the house, where she was allowed to clean herself. A dress and underwear quickly appeared. Perhaps she’d been saved further abuse, at least for a time. While she waited to know her fate, Hannah settled into the bed where she’d been previously tethered. She still wore the cuffs on her ankles and wrists, but otherwise she looked very much like any modestly attired woman. The russet colored dress was a bit too big for her small size, but it felt wholesome and comfortable, like something she’d make for herself.


   Later in the day she was brought before Jarrett Cain who was pouring over his accounts in his study with such close attention that he didn’t seem to know that she was there. She waited for several minutes on the verge of speaking when he finally looked up briefly, his eyes cold, his voice crisp.


   “Your time here is over, at least for now,” he said.


   “Are you saying this is it?”


   “What? You want more?”


   Bewildered, she shook her head.


   “Maybe you want to stay. Is that it?” He looked mildly amused.


   “Oh, heavens no!”


   He sneered. “Humph. I thought perhaps you liked spreading those pretty thighs for men like me.”


   “Well, you thought wrong!”


   “When the liquor is working through your body, you tell a different story.”


   “Drink is a demon, Mr. Cain,” she glared. “You’ve used it against me.”


   He laughed coldly, then just stared into her flashing eyes. He saw some of their former spark, but it had been tempered by her days of lust. She looked wasted now; no doubt unfit for sex until she recuperated from the past few days.


   As she stood trembling before him, Hannah could see Jarrett Cain’s mind working, and felt a dozen rancorous insults as if he actually spoke them aloud. She was not prepared for more of his venom, too weary now and too hurt from the physical abuse to listen to more of his slurs. Her monthly menses sent cramping waves through her lower body, and she simply prayed that he’d get on with whatever he planned to do or leave her be.


   She could barely look at him, but then, quite strangely, the familiar scorn she’d seen so often from the man disappeared with a swiftness that bewildered the beleaguered woman. “I’ll have your cuffs removed and one of my men give you something to eat,” he informed her. “Then you’ll be returned safely to your husband’s farm.” He returned to his work, waving her off.


   Hannah sat for some time in the cool entry of the ranch house—exactly where she’d been told to sit. Jarrett didn’t emerge from his study, at least not from the door that led to the corridor where she waited. Perhaps an hour passed, and Eldon Tremaine finally walked through the front door.


   “Your horse has been saddled, Hannah; you’re going home,” he said.


   She breathed a sigh of relief and rose to her feet.


   Hannah was abandoned on the road within a few hundred yards of the farmhouse. Her mind was battered with facts she didn’t want to face. But with the rest of her life staring her down with a face of judgment she could not avert, she was forced to consider her next move. From where she sat on Little Jenny, she could view the empty house—Daniel’s farmhouse, not hers, not anymore. She felt a hollow space inside where her heart used to be, something having died inside that could not be resurrected.


   After some minutes, she finally gave Jenny a little kick and they moved into the yard, where she dismounted and stretched her legs. It had been a long ride and she was tired to the bone. A wave of nausea passed through her as she made her way up the porch steps.


   She surveyed her world, seeing everything in shades of gray. Color, energy, will, desire—gone. The pleasures of her world were no more.


   Inside the bedroom she shared with her husband, she stared for many minutes at a pair of Daniel’s trousers that needed mending. She brought them to her face, smelling the redolence of his body still clinging to the fibers. Surely his familiar scent might elicit some yearning for him, but her wifely desire was too covered with shame to find it now.


   The rooms were all empty; the barn was empty. Even the gloomy desolation did not move her.  Her heart was a stone, barely stirred by anything but remorse, as if all that was good inside her ceased the moment her spirit gave in to the perverse thrill of Jarrett Cain’s crude demands.


   Consumed by her despair, she immediately knew what she had to do and quickly threw herself into the task. She spent the next hour feeding the animals that had waited far too long for this meal. She gave them extra food not knowing when they’d be fed next. Finally, after packing a small bag of her things and some food for the road, she mounted Little Jenny, who was still waiting saddled in the yard, and road out. The need for escape propelled her forward at a vicious speed.


   She stopped when she was at the place where Eldon Tremaine had left her an hour before. Looking back she felt no different than she’d felt while walking through the empty rooms of the farmhouse. This was not hers anymore, she could not be its mistress when she’d failed so miserably in the task.


   Turning west, she headed toward the bridge road that would take her over the hills and into the valley beyond. The wind was at her back, driving her on. With any luck she would reach that valley before the weather turned and would find a new place to call her home.




  CHAPTER TWELVE


  “What a fine meal, Hannah. It’s been some time since we’ve eaten anything this tasty.”


   Hannah cleared the kitchen table of dishes and offered Miss Mamie a brief smile.


   “Glad you liked it.”


   “Hey, you’ve been the best thing that’s happened here in the last couple of years. I should keep you around.”


   “Only if I’m useful,” she answered with a warm grin.


   Hannah was grateful for the woman’s generosity. If it hadn’t been for Mamie on that Godforsaken night the week before, she didn’t know what would have happened to her. She had no illusions about where she was when she dismounted her horse in the driving rainstorm and knocked on the door to the only house with the lights on. The sign in the window clearly indicated the purpose of this establishment. “Ladies Available”. This was where a woman with her newfound proclivities belonged and she might as well get used to it. If she’d let her body be ravaged by scoundrels and contemptuous villains—and enjoyed it—she might as well get paid. Fate had taken her choices from her, making her life no more than a string of accommodations to fit the ruined woman she’d become.


   Miss Mamie had given her a warm meal; nothing fancy, just leftovers from their evening supper. But they tasted good. It had been slow a night because of the rain and most of the girls were upstairs asleep—just one customer shaking the bedsprings in a room above. Hannah imagined that Mamie would have been in bed too if she hadn’t arrived, pressing her sorrowful need with a sad face. It was nearly one o’clock.


   After Hannah had satisfied herself with the food and was feeling much warmer, she tentatively asked the question burning in her mind. “You don’t suppose there’s a place for me here, do you?”       


   “You mean for the night? Certainly, I have a spare room.”


   “I appreciate your kindness and hospitality, but, I…I was actually looking for something more permanent than just a night.” She raised her eyebrows questioningly.


   “You want to live here?” The woman looked surprised.


   “I’m sure I can do as well as the other girls.” She blushed, not realizing how difficult it was to talk about these things.


   Mamie laughed. She was a bold, bosomy redhead with a dark heart-shaped mole painted on one cheek. She was not pretty, her features were large, her eyes a little too widely spaced, but Hannah could imagine that men loved crawling into her big succulent body. Her fragrance filled the room. It likely filled the whole house, just like her clarity, firmness and generosity did. Some say the good ones have a heart of gold, Mamie was one of those.


   “You’re not a whore, Hannah,” she bluntly declared. She stared at her guest, eyeing the lovely youthful hand with its gleaming gold ring on her left ring finger. “Honey, you’re some man’s wife, and he’s gonna come here someday and claim you. I don’t want some vengeful man taking out his anger on me!”


   “No, no, he won’t be coming here. He has no idea I’m even gone.”


   Mamie was baffled. “And what would possess a sweet thing like you to take off from home?” Her green eyes narrowed, “He’s not some bullying brute, is he?”


   “No, no, he’s wonderful. He’s a good man, a very good man. I-I’m just…” she stopped.


   “Just what?”


   Hannah gulped. Her throat felt tight and she was shivering so badly she could barely breathe. “I’m sorry, I really am. I can’t tell you why I left, but it was the right thing to do. Now I need a place to stay. I’ll do whatever I can. I work hard and I would take men in my room, if I have to.”


   Mamie eyed her carefully then warmly smiled, shaking her head in wonder. “Yes, girl, you can stay if you like. Lord knows we need someone to help keep this place clean and cook a decent meal. I have to take a switch to some of the girls to get them off their lazy behinds. You can work in the kitchen. You can clean the floors—I’m sure you’ve done that well enough, but there’ll be no spreading your legs here, or I’ll be taking a switch to you.” Hannah sensed that her word was law, and gave up her objections with a grateful sigh.


   “Thank you, ma’am,” she said. Her eyes were filling with tears that she wiped with the back of her hand in a sweetly childlike way.


   “Now you call me Mamie, like the rest of the girls do. That’s all the respect I need.”


   “Yes, ma’am,” she answered, without thinking. Then she laughed at herself for forgetting so quickly—old habits die hard. It was the first attempt at laughter she’d made in some time.


   Now seven days since her arrival at Mamie’s House, her choice seemed like a good one—not that there were too many possibilities for a woman like herself. The memory of her days in Jarrett Cain’s rough hands still stung and would sting for a long time. Yet, already the images of her capture and confinement had shifted. Ideas of herself as tainted, used up and worthless stuck. She had no right to a virtuous life. But she could also see that there was a life for her now, a different life, but something that might be worthwhile enough to suit her.




  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  The wind howled like a banshee screaming out of the north as Daniel approached the farmhouse. Never had he seen a more desolate looking place than his own home. No light in the windows, no sign of anything but a few clucking hens scratching around for food. Maybe Hannah wasn’t there? And Travis, where was he?


   Daniel galloped into the yard and slid from his horse in time to see the familiar figure of his friend appear from the far side of the barn.


   “You alone?” he asked the man, as his eyes worriedly skirted the immediate property. He knew something was wrong.


   “I am,” Travis answered.


   “Where’s Hannah?”


   He shook his head. “I dunno.  I should never have left her, Daniel. I’m so sorry.”


   Daniel looked at him alarmed. “Left her?”


   “Got word that my sister had taken a bad turn, so I had to go.”


   “When?”


   “The day after you left. No way to get word to you. Hannah promised she’d stay with Damien and April. I swear she did.”


   “Is she there?”


   He shook his head. “They haven’t seen her.”


   The shock worked its way through the Daniel’s system quickly. “Dammit! Dammit all to hell!” he swore, angrily pacing and frightened; his gut a tight knot of worry.


   He let the first feelings pass and came back at Travis for more. “Damien and April haven’t seen her? Has anyone seen her?”


   “I’ve made the rounds in town, everyone I could find. No one’s seen her in maybe two weeks. Just before you left. I’ve ridden everywhere, Gosby’s, Martin’s, Hanavan’s. She’s gone. Like she just up and disappeared.” There were tears in Travis’s eyes as he rattled off the disturbing facts. “Figured you’d come back soon; only been back a day myself. We’ll ride out and search where I haven’t. We’re going to find her, Daniel. I’m sure of it,” he swore.


   Daniel listened with only half a mind, the other half was thinking of Beau, and of Beau’s enemies—a long list to be sure, and scattered everywhere across two counties. It was just a hunch, but he had the terrible feeling that Hannah’s disappearance had something to do with the reckless boy.


   “Yes, we’ll be riding out,” he came back, “soon as I can get someone to stay here at the house. If she should come back…” His voice trailed off at the thought of his beloved Hannah stumbling battered and bruised on some lonesome road, or lying hurt and dying, or taken by pillaging thieves, or anywhere but safely in his arms.


   Travis understood his worry. It took just long enough for him to grab some food and the two were on the road headed to town where they’d find a friend to stand guard at the farm, while they began their search. They had no idea where to look first, but Daniel swore he’d find her. He would not stop until she was back with him again.


  ***


  The tiny town of Swollen Creek was not much more than its whorehouse, store and stable. A few houses were scattered about, but nothing much to speak of. The town was one of those springing up throughout the Midwest offering its few services to the surrounding farmers and ranchers. It might remain there for many years or rapidly disappear into dust and neglect, no more than a forgotten piece of the landscape.


   While a handful of farmers found Swollen Creek handy for its general store and stable, those who came to town were mostly there for the girls. It was an unusually warm evening for the season and Miss Mamie’s house was full, bustling with regulars and a few new men who were passing through the region and needed a warm place to sleep—preferably in the arms of a lusty female. Mamie and Hannah were in the kitchen taking a break from all the commotion, drinking coffee.


   “Looks like this is gonna be one those nights,” Mamie said. “You’ll get a real taste for what this place is about before you put your head to the pillow.” Hannah had only been in the house little more than a week and Mamie was already used to having her around. She was a loner, but very nice, with some big trouble hanging on her shoulders. Eventually she’d talk about it, they always did. Now she just looked sad and sweet and vulnerable, but very willing to please.


   The bell on the front door of the brothel interrupted her thoughts and Mamie shook her head. “Oh, m’lord, I don’t think we have any place for another horny male.”  Her red hair was falling from its impressive chignon and looked pleasingly disarrayed about her soft plump face. Despite her apparent weariness, there was also a hint of amusement in her expression as if she would enjoy every minute of the chaos that would likely go on all night. ‘Money in my pocket’, she would say with a whorish smile and a flash of brilliance in her green eyes. “Go see who’s there, will you, Hannah? I’ve just got to take a breather. But don’t you let any man think you’re for sale,” she warned.


   “Yes, ma’am.”


   Hannah moved from the kitchen, through the hallway, hearing the sounds of laughter in the parlor and a few grunts and groans of squeaky bedsprings from the rooms above. It was a place that stirred her loins and made her blush like a coy virgin. Mamie’s guests were happy here where sex was a playful sport that put smiles on faces, and soothed the terror of a hostile world—if only for a few hours. There would have been a time when she judged this kind of establishment as an evil plight on an otherwise worthy if not austere way of life. But she would not make such judgments now. This was as good a place for her to be as any.


   Turning the corner from the hallway into entrance of the house, she raised her head, stuck her chest out as she’d seen Mamie do, and presented herself to the newcomers, proudly representing the kind woman who’d taken her in. The hulking forms of several men in capes and hats were mingling by the door, looking a bit hazy inside a cloud of thick cigar smoke. It was difficult to distinguish one man from another until she got closer. Then two men with their backs to her suddenly pulled aside and between them, staring directly at her was the face of Jarrett Cain.


   She pulled up short. Her hand flew to her mouth and her eyes widened.


   “So you are here?” he drawled, while smiling broadly. His eye took in her lovely form from head to toe as if it was the first time he’d seen her.


   “I’ll get Miss Mamie for you,” she said, and she abruptly turned around.


   But Jarrett’s hand was on her arm before she could escape to the kitchen.


   “Don’t bother, girl, you’re what I’m after,” he said, stepping forward while drawing her in close.


   “I’ll not go anywhere with you.” She shook him off and stepped back. Her heart was beating fast with fear, although a tickle of erotic feeling appeared from nowhere. She hadn’t let her mind think of sex since she left Cain’s ranch, but it seemed primed to now as a deluge of memories returned. He touched her and the remembrance of his hands on her naked body came on her with threatening speed. The warm breath of a virile man was her aphrodisiac. And Jarrett Cain’s scent of smoke and sweat and masculine heat seemed sure to expand the throbbing that had begun between her thighs.


   As soon as she shook him off, she felt his long arm capture her again. Just seconds. It had been just seconds and already her spirit was melting into submission. He pushed her into the wall on the far side of the foyer away from the others. His big chest smashed into her heavily breathing one. She was flushed, unready for his advance, and unable to contain a response that seemed naturally bred—if not bred then trained in her.


   His lips forced themselves on hers, and rather than push him back with a spiteful glare, she returned the kiss with an open mouth. Her body felt like liquid.


   “What’s going on here!” Mamie’s voice broke the mood, though Jarrett did not free his prize.


   Mamie took one look at Jarrett Cain and scowled.


   “She’s not one of my girls, Jarrett, let her be.”


   “Oh, this one’s used to me, Mamie,” his eyes lit quite kindly as he informed her of this fact.


   “Oh, she is now?” the woman sashayed forward hands on hips. “Tell me how a man like you’d be any way involved with a sweet young thing like Hannah?”


   “You tell him, honey,” Jarrett turned the question to Hannah, who stared at her kindly benefactor in petrified silence. Mamie could see the arousal in the woman’s eyes, the first inkling from her of the raw sensuality that she lived with day to day.


   “Jarrett have some hold on you?” she asked her.


   “No, Miss Mamie.”


   “But you just let him kiss you?”


   “We have…uh… he’s been…” Her mind was too confused to work at all and the words were just one mixed-up blur.


   All the while, the presence of the man, so close, still touching her with his leg pressed against hers intimately and his body heat pouring through her veins, made the passion in her swell involuntarily, though it was not entirely unwelcome.


   “What about your husband?”


   “I told you, I have no husband now.” She held up her hand showing the empty ring finger. A painful stab of remorse almost turned her lust-filled eyes to tears, but she held on determinedly. “I know you’re trying to protect me, Mamie,” she said, “but this man knows me as well as any man.”


   Mamie turned her head slightly and fixed her with one fierce eye, studying her carefully. “You sayin’ you want him to bed you?”


   “I’m saying… well,” her chest was heaving with emotion, while her loins felt that natural beating growing strong, “being that you’re so busy tonight, Miss Mamie, if you need me to—well…yes, I will.”


   “I don’t need you to do nuthin, girl,” Mamie said. “It can’t be obligation.”


   “He’s not coercing me, ma’am, if that’s what you want to know.” The fire in her blood was just too strong to deny. “But he can have me for the night long as he pays well.”


   Mamie’s lip curled into a smile. “Oh, Jarrett will pay me well,” she looked directly at the man, while holding out her hand. “I know she’s not, but let’s just pretend that she’s a virgin.” Cain scowled and fished through his pockets for a wad of cash, laying several bills on the woman’s outstretched palm. Mamie didn’t budge, so he gave her several more.


   “She’s not worth more than that.”


   “Oh, she’s worth a lot more than you’re paying. Treat her well, you hear, or you won’t be welcome here again.” Her tone was unusually crisp.


   Jarrett bowed with mocking sociability—they’d obviously played this game before.


   Miss Mamie turned back to Hannah. “Go ahead, girl, but that’s it. You got that? I’ve got room for these boys elsewhere.” She nodded to the other men.


   “Yes, ma’am.”


   Hannah’s room was at the back of the house off the kitchen, a large room for the extra ‘whore’—should there be one. It was now her room. The airy space was furnished simply with a demure lacy bedspread on the oversized bed, a small dresser, washstand and basin, an oval rug and curtains that draped the one window, which could be easily closed to make the room as warm and cozy as the boudoir of any lady of the evening. 


   When the door was closed behind them, Hannah abruptly turned to face the man. Her body pulsed with expectation, but the terms of their relationship were different now in Miss Mamie’s house. “Have me if you will, Mr. Cain, but don’t ask me to say a word. Is that clear?”


   Jarrett’s mouth formed a surly grin. “I’m not here for conversation, girl. But I must admit you are a quite a pleasing find.”


   “I thought you knew I was here.”


   “There’ve been rumors.”


   “It would be good if those rumors were not circulated too broadly, Mr. Cain. That is, if you want me to stay here. Yes, we can have sex, but don’t demean me with a single word or I’ll run out of here and you won’t have me again.”


   He nodded, eyebrows raised. She had regained her spunk. “Well, I appreciate the advice,” he returned with a whimsical and patronizing grin.


   Hannah started to undress, taking each tiny button of her dress with care, in an act that the hovering Jarrett watched with great interest. He sat down on the bed and let the sight of the sensuous woman disrobing play upon his mind and needy body. His hand grazed the crotch of his pants and he could think only of planting his erection where it would be gripped tight by clenching muscles that would satisfy his prurient need.


   While Hannah undressed, she gazed back at the man feeling contempt and excitement play against each other. Her heart resumed its erratic beating, and her loins followed with a familiar shudder of erotic desire. The deep throbbing in her belly extended to her moistening cleft. It had been days now, too long since she let her sexual passions free. She needed the man, she wanted the man. She knew him, he knew her, they understood each another and their mutual need without a lot of exploration. He knew her darkness and she could count on him to use it for his satisfaction.


   Jarrett, in his careful scrutiny of the whore, witnessed the resignation in Hannah’s face, while noting the potent arousal from her hungering body. Having her was more easily accomplished than he ever figured. This was a stroke of good fortune.


   “Come here, girl,” he finally said as she was down to her undergarments.


   Hannah hesitated briefly, then moved between his open thighs and let him untie the ribbons on her chemise. There was more tenderness in that gesture than she’d known from him before. Her body quaked with the renewed contact and the promise of something altogether new. Once naked before him, she felt his hand between her legs, and soon a finger delicately probing her inner cavities with tenacious lust and skill.


   Jarrett felt her body quiver in reply to the gentle teasing.


   “You missed me, huh?”


   “I said, no conversation.”


   “Ah yes, you’re right,” he noted.


   With the sexual tension blossoming between them, Jarrett pulled her down to him. His arms embraced her, swallowing her in their hugeness, while his mouth fixed itself on hers again. Her lips opened as they had before. And everywhere Jarrett caressed her body, she felt her animal passions explode. A hand covered her breast and squeezed it until a shiver of climax escaped.


   “You do like it rough,” he murmured, to which she answered back in a thoughtless stupor: “I do.”


   He slapped the tit he mauled, and she leaned back, raising her chest to him as if asking for more, which he eagerly gave her until that breast was bright red with his heavy handprints. He turned to the other beast, smacking it as he had the other. They both knew how she missed this. She missed the heavy hand in her crotch and on her ass, the rough teasing, the stinging blows to her flesh, and the feeling of heat that swamped her loins in response to such brutality.


   Mad with need, her hands flew at him as wild as his, burrowing beyond his clothes so she could feel his firm muscles with her fingers, eagerly freeing his penis from its confinement.  Running her mouth along his moist skin, she came to his swollen, throbbing cock. She practically swallowed his erection, opening wide to grant him access within her warm throat for a deeper fucking. Understanding the blatant message, he pounded her face with his angry groin until she choked and pulled away.


   Though there was not a lick of booze in her, she was drunk and reeling inside the man’s groping body, taking anything she could get, and everything she wanted. The coming was all irrelevant, wildly exhilarating, but unessential, extraneous to the feeling of pure pleasure that rolled through her hungry body. There were no sudden crashing jolts of climax, but instead a feeling as if she’d reached some high plain of physical bliss that would go on in endless rhythms. Wave upon wave of pleasure surfaced from deep inside her, coming on her again and again as he spanked her beasts, then spanked her bottom. He spanked her hard between her legs—no implements this time, just his brutal hand connecting with the soft desiring womanhood over and over until she nearly passed out.


   She was wet and hot and exhausted afterwards. Once deciding that she could take no more, Hannah collapsed on the bed and fell immediately to sleep. She had no idea then or later if Jarrett Cain had climaxed. It didn’t matter. She didn’t care.


   In the morning, Hannah woke first. The heavy form snoring beside her surprised her, until she turned over and remembered what had happened the night before. She sat up and looked down at the slumbering body, wondering if she should feel something for the man. After all, he had this time been more like a lover to her than a brute. Even when he punished her with the repeated sharp smacks, there was an eroticism about the act that felt nothing akin to the abusive beatings she’d suffered at his ranch. He was a different man with her now, and a handsome one too. But he was a soulless and conniving one as well. In that regard, he hadn’t changed. He might give her body pleasure, yes, but she was far beyond feeling affection for the man who had so thoroughly ruined her life.


   “What you doing, girl?” Jarrett stirred in bed, trying to sit up, while at the same time trying to grab her. Averting his grasp, she’d hastily pulled off the bed and covered her nakedness with her robe.


   “You don’t get me again, not today,” she said curtly. “I’m too tired and it’s time for you to go. I have to make breakfast for Mamie and the girls.”


   The man took in her impassive expression; then his face slowly broke into his typically surly grin. “So, let me get this straight, you’re not whoring for Mamie, you are her maid, the cook, eh?” He raised his eyebrows in amusement. “And I’m the first whoring you’ve done?”


   “Yes. That’s right. But what happened here means nothing, Jarrett. And it doesn’t make what you did to me right. Nothing ever will.” She started to brush the tangles from her hair. “I probably shouldn’t have given myself to you—” she stopped brushing and thought again, “or maybe that’s just the old me talking. Actually, the truth is that I don’t figure I have any right to the prettiness of love when the ugliness of my degradation runs so deep. But I accept that I like hard, mean sex. The kind you’re so good at. I need it, if you will. Long as you don’t abuse me again, I’ll be your whore from time to time. But I make no promises. While I’m in this house, I’m Mamie’s girl, and I’m obliged to do what I’m told.”


   With eyebrows raised in admiration, he quipped lightly, “No one ever said you didn’t have spirit.” He sat up and swung his feet around, hoping for one last grope—or more, but she was out the door before he could pull her back.


   After Jarrett left, Hannah resumed the work that she’d been hired to do. She felt a little less tense than before; after all, the sex had been satisfying. This was good, she thought.


   “You sure were banging the bedsprings, deary,” Helen, a tarty blond-haired prostitute said, as she was passing through the kitchen. “I heard you took Jarrett Cain. Now that’s somethin’.”


   “He’s just a man,” Hannah returned, as if she were an old pro at turning tricks.
        “You sure you never whored before?”


   “Oh, this was the first…” she was almost ready to confess the whole truth, but stopped. No! She wouldn’t say a word. No way would Daniel ever know. She turned away from the woman and filled the sink with hot water from the kettle. The movement was so like home, in her own kitchen. She recalled with a painful wince that Daniel would be arriving there soon, if he hadn’t returned already. He’d find her gone and be in a frenzy of worry.


   She wanted to be there, to fold up inside his arms and cry, to feel him kiss her head, and caress her back as his protective loving poured out over her to make things right again. It was just a wish, however, a dream, a hope, a useless fancy that could never be realized. There was no way that he could forgive her the betrayal—not in his heart. She’d worked this over in her mind a hundred times since she left. Of course, he would say the right words because he was an honorable man and would not forsake her. She was his duty. But she could imagine how the months would pass and he’d become more distant, eventually bitter, as the acts that maligned their marriage sifted through his mind again and again, rankling his conscience. He’d see her differently, loose-willed and unsavory. How could he not?


   It was better this way, better that they both find new lives without the other and without that terrible pain. She imagined that eventually her longing for him would go away and he’d be just a memory, like one of those picture postcards you bought at the carnival. Daniel once bought her several when a traveling carnival passed through their valley. They now lay forgotten in an old steamer trunk, tattered, just faded images of another world. In time, her memory of Daniel would be as vague as those discarded postcards.




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Jarrett came to Mamie’s again a few days after his first visit and Hannah took him in her room again. Perhaps he was the penance she must pay, her sentence for the adulterous crimes of lust. By that logic, however, the crime just kept getting worse. The interest on her debt compounded. Something inside her couldn’t turn him down, although this second time was much less intense than the first. She felt deflated and uninspired. He probably noticed, but he seemed satisfied enough. As before, she refused any conversation or intimacy other than what was strictly physical. This time when he left her ‘boudoir’ he appeared much less the man that he’d been before, more like the other silly, hungering, horny fellows that frequented Miss Mamie’s because they couldn’t get a good woman without paying for the pleasure in hard cash.


   A day later, Hannah heard the whoops and hollers of some kid in the parlor. Amy’s childish giggle followed. She was the youngest of Mamie’s girls, just eighteen, but the saucy blonde had been doing this long enough to handle any young man, including the crazy kids, the first-timers, the hard-bangers and the mean-spirited brutes. She was born a whore if any woman was. After a turn in her bed, every man came out smiling.


   Hannah chuckled to herself hearing the laughter in the other room, and then thought nothing of walking through the parlor bearing a load of clean linens that needed to go to the second floor. But when she turned for a quick glance at the happy couple groping on the settee, the eyes of the young man turned in her direction and the two locked in a fierce, unmoving gaze that didn’t break until the curious Amy blurted out:      


   “You know each other or something?”


   Beau was the first to respond in shocked surprise. Wiggling from the couch, he righted his trousers, flushing with embarrassment, and moved to his feet. “She’s my sister.”


   “Oh, my goodness!” Amy giggled again, covering her blushing face. 


   The siblings didn’t talk, but just stared at each other speechless, and Amy, understanding the scene for what it was, slipped silently from the room and closed the parlor door.


   “What the hell are you doing here?” Beau finally gathered his wits enough to ask.


   Hannah had no idea what to say. As if the weight of all her recent past had just fallen from the sky and drenched her all at once, she wanted to crumple to the floor, but she couldn’t even do that.


   “Hannah, answer me!” he said, taking a parental tone with a wayward child. “We all know I’m no stranger to whorehouses, but you have no business here. Where the hell is Daniel, dammit?”


   “I had to leave him.”


   “Leave him? Why?”


   “Beau, I can’t discuss this with you.”


   “You damn well better. Does Daniel know you’re here?”


   “No! Of course, he doesn’t. And he’s not going to know.”


   “Then you better start talking, girl.  What’s going on?”


   “You can’t tell him I’m here, Beau Noble!”


   “Oh, yes I can.” He thought a moment about what all this meant. “He took Jolie to Springfield, didn’t he?”


   “Yes.”


   “And you left him then?”


   “Yes.”


   “Why?” His eyes flashed like her father’s had flashed when the man was angry. Beau was often mocking, sarcastic, even rude, but he was rarely angry and his fierce emotion rattled her resolve.


   She sighed and said, “Sit down, Beau,” surprised that she managed to sound like the calm and reasoned woman he knew well. She sat on a chair across from him, resting her bottom on the velvet seat, looking prim and contained like a proper schoolteacher.


   Beau sat too, leaning forward in an anxious pose, a look of concern and fear on his face that was so terribly unlike him.


   “I did something very wrong, Beau. I mean very wrong. I betrayed my husband with another man and, well, I couldn’t live with myself and stay with him. I’m sure this is not a permanent place for me, but it’s what I have now. Mamie’s been very kind.”


   “You turning tricks?” he inquired, his voice a hoarse whisper.


   “No!” She immediately shot back. Then she thought of Jarrett. “Well, not exactly. That’s not what I do for Mamie.”


   “What do you mean, not exactly? You a whore or not?”


   “I’m not a virtuous woman anymore, Beau. Life has taken a strange turn and things are not as I had planned. I love Daniel, but I’m not fit to be with him. I’m not fit to be a wife at all.”


   “You don’t think he could decide that?”


   “I’m sparing him the grief.”


   “But running away like a coward…”


   “You’re one to talk.”


   “You’re better than me, Hannah. You always have been.”


   “Well, no more.”


   He shook his head. “This ain’t right, girl. It ain’t and you know it.”


   “It is right. It’s the decision I’ve made and you will have to accept it.”


   “Nope, I ain’t going to.  I’m sorry, but I’m bringing Daniel here. Talking to him is the least you can do. He must be sick with worry.”


   “He’ll get over it. I swear, Beau, if you don’t do anything else honorable in your life, please do this and drop the matter. Things happen. Bad things happen.”


   “And people forgive each other. You’ve forgiven me, what? A hundred times. You think the man won’t forgive you? You haven’t even given him the chance.”


   “This is different. I just can’t tell you my reasons, but trust me; it’s different, Beau. You have to let this go.”   


   He ran his hand through his tousled locks, exasperation filled his face and it appeared as though he was about to cry.


   Hannah suddenly moved from the chair and fell at his feet. “Beau, please, don’t make this hurt worse. Please.” She looked up, despairing.  Had she won him over?


   “I don’t know, Hannah. I don’t know what I’ll do.”


   “If you tell Daniel and he comes here, I will tell him the same thing to his face. I will drive him off. That would him hurt worse. I don’t want that, believe me.  I don’t think I could take an ugly scene.”


   Beau shrugged. “I don’t know if that would hurt him worse. I’m not a husband whose wife has left him. I just don’t know how to think about this, Hannah.” He shook his head. “But what I do know is that you’ve been like a rock to me. Knowing you’re in that farmhouse safely with the man you love, that gives me cause to hope for something better for myself. The world is a miserable place with Hannah Crowe toting laundry in a whorehouse. It isn’t right. It isn’t right.”


   “But it’s the way it is, Beau,” she tried again.


   He nodded grimly.


   There were no more promises to extract from the man, he wasn’t offering any pledges, he wasn’t changing his attitude on anything. Hannah could see that in the blank expression in his eyes. The bewilderment, the betrayal, the emptiness.


  ***


  Beau was arrested and put in jail two days later while he was working up the courage to face his brother-in-law. He’d been to the farmhouse once, and Daniel wasn’t there. His friend Travis wasn’t there either. He bet they were out looking for Hannah.


   He got drunk when he returned to town that night and sought out Millie Peacock for what he didn’t get at Mamie’s. Then there was a scuffle with some boys that he never got along with. Eldon Tremaine was in the middle of it, drunk as he was, spouting horrible lies about his sister that couldn’t go unanswered. Before their drunken brawl was over, Beau had struck a bit of terror in the belly of his foes. That was shortly before the sheriff appeared and clamped handcuffs on his wrists. Beau, Eldon and several others were taken to the jailhouse.


   “You gotta fine Daniel,” he slurred his words, desperate to relay his important message to the sheriff. “I know where shueee is. Gotta… yes… sheeeua there.” That’s all he said before he passed out.


  ***


  A loud rapping on the door came early in the morning. Most of the girls were still sleeping—recovering from a night of drunken ruffians passing through Swollen River, thinking it right to leave a few bruises on the girls they slept with. Mamie finally drove them out with her shotgun. The hole in the porch roof could be repaired was the logic she used when she surveyed the damage she’d done with the single shot. After the commotion died down, she put the girls to bed for the night and turned out all the lights—first time in years that she wouldn’t be taking guests.


   Still, the visitor at the front door kept banging until it was clear he wouldn’t stop.


   “I’m coming, I’m coming,” the Madam exhaled tiredly, as she hustled from her downstairs bedroom to answer the knock.


   Hannah was already in the kitchen with the first pan of biscuits ready to go in the oven. Mamie wouldn’t let any of the girls, including Hannah, answer the door after what happened in the night.


   The handsome man standing on Mamie’s porch didn’t look like the men who generally frequented her establishment. Alarmingly handsome in a rough sort of way, his visage was filled with darkness and worry that gave Mamie the shivers. She stood firmly in the doorway, shotgun at her side, planting her feet like tree trunks and barring him entrance until he explained himself.


   “I’m looking for Hannah Crowe,” he said.


   “And why would that be?”


   “She’s my wife.”


   Mamie’s firm expression softened but just slightly. If he weren’t the right kind of man, she wouldn’t let him take Hannah, that was for certain. And unless he showed her more than this chiseled expression, she knew he didn’t deserve the girl.


   “Why would your wife be here in my house, hmm?”


   “That’s what I need to discuss with her, ma’am.” His face turned weary but hopeful. Mamie could see the longing in his eyes now and she softened a little more.


   “So, how do you know she’s even here?”


   “I don’t…” he stopped and tried to smile, “what is your name? Miss Mamie?”


   “That’s my name.”


   “Her brother Beau was here a few days ago. Beau Noble. Maybe you know him? He said I’d find Hannah with you. I don’t mean any trouble; I just need to fetch her home.”


   Mamie nodded, and finally opened the door and stepped aside.


   “I’ll see if I can find her. But you watch yourself. I’ve been around men who abuse their wives. That girl needs more than a firm hand; she needs loving and looking after. And someone wasn’t doing it. If they had, she wouldn’t have been banging on my door in the middle of the night looking for a place to stay.”


   His face was suddenly a sheet of ashen worry. “I love her ma’am. Whatever caused her to leave I knew nothing about it until a few days ago. There’s a lot to repair, but I need to see my wife!” His passion swelled with determination, matching the tone of his voice.


   Mamie liked that. “Wait here for just a minute.”


   Hannah had been listening at the kitchen door. Her heart was thumping so madly that she was nearly in a faint. She didn’t dare look at Daniel’s face, especially into his eyes, or feel the touch of his body close. No! No! She had to push aside the compromising woman and be firm. Stick with her resolution. It was the only right thing! As Mamie turned back to the kitchen, Hannah ran for her bedroom and closed the door tight, then sat on the bed shivering from the chill of her own fears.


   “You can’t let him just leave without seeing him, girl,” Mamie argued when she refused to open the door.


   “Yes, I can. Please, Mamie, tell him I don’t want to see him.”


   “I do a lot of things for my girls but I’m not speaking for you in this one. You speak for yourself. The man’s beside himself with worry.”


   Her heartstrings tugged. “I don’t care,” she lied.


   “Oh, dammit, Hannah, you do. If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t make such a fuss, and you certainly could face him.”


   “No, I’m sorry, ma’am, I’m not budging.”


   The heated exchange rose in volume the longer it went on, its testy tone soon drawing Daniel to the kitchen door where he listened to the banter.  Finally he pushed his way into its midst. He nodded at Mamie and she stepped aside.


   “Door locked?” he asked quietly.


   The woman nodded.


   “Hannah, open this door and let me see you.”


   The sound of her name spoken in her husbands’ deep baritone shook her like the hands of a scolding parent. But she couldn’t answer.


   “Open the door, Hannah. Now!”


   Still she was silent.


   “You’re acting like a spoiled child, girl.” He was growing impatient.


   Still nothing. She sat on the bed, shaking with a cold fear. Her head hurt, she had no voice, her throat was clenched so tight she was sure any reply would come out like a pained squawk .


   “I’m not here to punish you, Hannah, but I swear if I have to knock down this door, I’ll blister your ass.”


   The threat finally gave her the will to act, and she moved to the door. But instead of opening it, she slumped against it still too frightened of what she would say or do if she had to face Daniel. In a small voice, she spoke through the door, “Daniel, I know what’s right here. Please respect my wishes.” 


   There was silence on the other side, then she jumped back as she felt a powerful surge of energy, powerful thumps, and then to her dismay, the flimsy lock on the door suddenly broke free.


   Angry, Daniel’s determination etched into his face like granite, the man gathered his wife in his arms and hoisted her over his shoulder, turned abruptly toward the front of the house and strode away. The shocked Hannah went from weariness to war in just seconds, hands flailing and feet kicking, while the resolute man moved from one room to the next, his long strides carrying them rapidly to the front door. By then, the ladies in the rooms above were roused and stumbling down the steps to see what was happening. About ten in all appeared in various forms of dress, from fully clothed to almost nothing at all, wiping the sleep from their eyes to view the unfolding scene with everything from amusement to horror to amazement.


   Slung over the shoulder of a strappingly virile fellow was their new house girl, Hannah. Any one of the whores would have been happy to be carried off by this fine looking gent, but Hannah was kicking and screaming with a heretofore-undemonstrated wildness of emotion.  She was shrieking, pounding at the man’s broad back with her fists, kicking her legs, and her hair streamed loose, like a native woman’s.


   One errant kick caught him in the side. “Ouch! That hurt!” Daniel declared. He tightened his grip, holding her legs down, while she still struggled like a wildcat. “Miss Mamie, you got anything handy I can use to tame this wild woman?”


   The woman nodded, then disappeared for only seconds, returning with the well-worn strap that sometimes came in handy with the girls who didn’t know their place.


   Daniel nodded in thanks, and twirled his angered wife inside his arms so she was clasped firmly at his side, bottom forward. The first strikes rained down with feverish rapidity overtop her clothes.


   Hannah only screamed more vehemently. “Put me down! Now!”


   “Shall I bare your behind for all to see?” he asked, pausing briefly.


   She wriggled fiercely inside his steely grip, getting no where and only more frustrated.


   Yet, there was something satisfactory about the scene in Hannah’s disorientated thoughts. Her husband had every right to do this—in truth, she should have given in without a fight, but the fight was still there. All the emotion that had been hiding in her squelched, denied and hopefully forgotten exploded as the tremendous pain of the spanking triggered that pent-up rage.


   “What’ll it be, girl?” her husband barked the question.


   “You’ll do what you will, you bastard!” she spit out in a manner so unlike her that the gawking girls were struck dumb.


   Mamie, equally amazed, stood nearby in wonder. In all her years of dealing with men, she’d never seen anything quite like this display of passionate longing. It was clear these two were intensely in love.


   The ‘bastard’ comment did not go unpunished, no one figured it would. Obviously, Hannah wanted exactly what came next, because there was no better way to incite Daniel Crowe’s wrath than hearing a woman spitting foul-mouthed epithets. Moving into the parlor he sat down on the settee and threw his wife’s skirt up over her head, then lowered her drawers to unveil her pink flesh. Mamie’s small leather strap packed a mean punch when landing on bare skin, and so the venomous war continued until Hannah was finally spent and could do nothing but beg for mercy.


   “I didn’t mean it, Daniel. I’m sorry!” she cried. “Stop! Please!”


   It wasn’t but a few more resounding spanks and he ended the punishment with one final, emphatic smack.


   Daniel looked up to see Travis standing in the doorway, watching, as the women watched. The sudden change in mood sent several women scurrying back upstairs, while others waited for the final outcome.


   “Miss Mamie, will you please pack up my wife’s things? Travis here will bring them along. Hannah and I will be leaving now.”


   The woman nodded and accepted the strap. The smooth leather was still warm to the touch.


   The two people were on their feet, the woman leaning wearily against the tall man. Hannah’s tear-stained face was wrecked, and it was only just beginning.


   “Here’s her cloak, sir,” one of the girls handed the garment to Daniel, “she’s gonna need it with the cold so bitter now.” Under different circumstances, tearful, heartfelt good-byes might have been exchanged; certainly the ladies of the house had grown fond of Hannah and her cooking, yet once she was snuggled inside the cloak, her husband protectively hustled her out of the house and to his horse.


   “Don’t forget, she has that pretty filly tethered in the barn,” Mamie said.


   “I’ll take care of her,” Travis said, tipping his hat kindly to the Madam. Like the others, he turned to watch the pair retreat into the cold grey morning.




  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  With the weather changing fast, Daniel’s plans changed too. The snow flurries started almost the instant the two stepped from Miss Mamie’s house, and the storm grew more intense as they slowly made their way into the hills on the back of Daniel’s stallion, Buck. The wind whipped at their legs and they both shivered from the bone-deep chill. Hannah’s only thought was that they might be stranded in this blizzard and die from the exposure. She counted that a fitting end to her terrible story.


   But Daniel knew these hills like good friends and he had no such fear. He knew exactly where he planned to spend the night, and when he pulled up to dismount, they were within a few yards of an old mountain camp he frequented when he checked his traps on the high ridge.


   There was a pallet bed, and a stone fireplace and plenty of dry wood stacked and ready for winter. After carrying Hannah inside, he went back to the horse for his rope, bedroll and food, then returned to the crude shelter and closed the door.


   Hannah sat on the floor shivering, while she dully watched her husband move about the room. He set his things on a rickety table then took up a length of rope and leveled his gaze on her.


   “Give me your hands.”


   “What?”


   “Your hands.”


   Though cautious and worried, she sensed it better not to argue; and so held out her hands and watched awestruck as Daniel bound them together and tied off the rope with a tight knot.


   “Why this?” she asked.


   “I’m not risking you doing something foolish like running way,” he bluntly stated.


   “In a blizzard?”


   His answering stare was as icy as the howling wind.


   The huge lump in her throat remained, making it difficult for her to speak.


   As if it weren’t bad enough that he bound her hands, he bound her feet as well so she couldn’t stand up.


   “I’ll set a fire and you’ll be warm enough soon,” he said.


   She nodded and watched him open the door—a cruel blast of wind burned her skin—then he moved outside to the woodpile and returned minutes later with an armful of kindling and larger logs.


   With the fire lit and starting to warm the room, Daniel sat on the lone chair beside her.


   “You hungry?” he asked.


   “No. I had breakfast,” she managed.


   “But that was probably hours ago. You sure?”


   “I’m fine.”


   “Water?”


   “No, sir.” She shook her head as she stared into the leaping flames.


   Daniel sat back a bit and crossed his legs, the ankle at the knee, and took a breath. “Then I guess rather than waste my time any further, you can spit out the truth.”


   She looked up at him blankly.


   “Confess what you need to confess and let’s get on with things,” he added.


   “Confess what?”


   “Tell me why you left, why you fight me now, why you’re so damned sure we don’t belong together as husband and wife.”


   “That’s why we’re here?”


   “That and there’s a blizzard out there.”


   Having no idea what to say, and a good deal about what she wouldn’t say, Hannah took a long time before she finally answered. Even then, what came out wasn’t satisfactory for either of them. “I’m a ruined woman,” she said succinctly, thinking that should settle the matter. But knowing that he’d want more of an explanation, she continued, “I don’t deserve to be your wife. And if you have any regard for me at all, you’d let the matter rest.”


   He let that sink and answered right back.


   “That not good enough, Hannah. I need more.”


   “I’m not going to explain more!” she blurted out.


   “Suit yourself. I can wait you out.” He stood up.


   “What do you mean, wait me out?”


   “Exactly what I said.” He moved to the table and returned with a slice of thick buttered bread, and while he ate, Hannah looked from him to the fire and back again.


   After he’d eaten, Daniel paced a bit. He stoked the fire, and then said he had to check a trap or two and might as well do it now.


   “It’s a blizzard outside!” she reminded him.


   “No, I think the snow is letting up,” he countered.


   “Well, then, we can leave,” she said hopefully.


   “We will leave when you have told me what I want to know.” He stood over her like a towering giant. “When I have a full accounting of everything you’re harboring in secret. Husbands and wives don’t keep secrets, Hannah, they help each other, they care when they are hurting. But I have to know what’s happened and you’re going to tell me, or we’re going nowhere.”


   He didn’t give her time to answer, but put on his coat and walked out.


   The impasse between her stubborn silence and his stubborn insistence continued for the remainder of the day. Travis appeared a few hours after they’d installed themselves in the mountain camp. He left them some food, said he’d be taking Jenny back to the farm, and if he didn’t see them in a couple of days, he’d return with more rations.


   That night they slept apart, Daniel on the pallet atop a bed of pine branches covered with his bedroll while Hannah pulled her cloak over her body and rested her head on her bound hands. She even refused to ask for something to cradle her head.


   The second day, she still refused to speak, sitting before the fire, blankly staring at the flames, rejecting the food Daniel offered and only occasionally taking a sip of water. She did her best to forget everything about the last few weeks of her life; although it was impossible not to feel the desperation, the hurt, and the fear that galloped through her emotions and made her more weary than ever.


   By the end of the second night, her bones were so sore and aching that she hardly slept. The wind howled outside and all she wanted to think of was the warm bed at home—her bed, their bed, the marriage bed that was once so covered with hopes and blanketed with promising dreams that now it tore at her to even imagine it.


   By the morning of the third day, Hannah was thirsty, hungry and chilled. Though the fire had burned through the night, her chill was not from lack of heat.


   Quite unlike his wife, Daniel showed few signs of tiring of their standoff. His calm, his steadiness, his even almost pleasant disposition scared her. She wondered for a time if he’d gone mad, this scene seemed so terribly strange.


   Awakening, she stretched as best she could while remaining well-bound, then allowed Daniel to untie her so he could escort her outside to the small latrine he’d built there.


   Back inside the shack, a river of tears began to run down her cheeks, unbidden, warm and salty tears. They opened the door to her emotions just a crack.


   Daniel noticed but seemed to pay no attention until Hannah finally shouted in desperation, “Daniel! Please!”


   “Please what?”


   “Please can we go home?”


   He shook his head. “When you’ve told me the truth.” He waited and she didn’t speak again, so he moved to the door to fetch another armful of kindling.


   “I was raped!” she shouted as he opened the door.


   He turned slowly. The sound of her voice reverberated through the room. He felt like someone had stabbed him in the gut, but he remained calm.


   “And what else?” he asked, his voice uncommonly gentle. He didn’t move.


   “They raped me … in my ass.” She could barely look him in the eye. “You were up here I guess, checking traps, while I was paying the price for Beau’s bad debts. Jolie was there too. The men came. We tried to resist and we had our asses beaten, then the three … took me like a dog humping a bitch in heat. I wouldn’t let them take Jolie and I wouldn’t let them use my … I wouldn’t let them use what’s yours… so they used my … my ass.”


   Daniel waited for more, and when she didn’t continue, he asked, “That’s all?”


   “No, it’s not all,” she said spitefully. “I was tricked into going out one night—you were gone again, I don’t recall now where you’d gone. A friend of Beau’s led me into the woods where Jarrett Cain was waiting to use me again. Then he brought me back before you returned with Jolie.” She stopped again, hoping that was enough.


   Daniel nodded, but he wanted more. “So what happened while I was taking Jolie to Springfield?”


   Hannah gazed at him wonderingly. Did he know that something happened while he was gone, or had he simply guessed? Did it matter? She hated to even think of those terrible days at Jarrett’s ranch—it was the worst of it, and the most condemning. But the inevitability of this confession couldn’t be ignored. She started, she might as well finish.


   “I wanted to protect you from this, Daniel. I see no reason to speak of this horror, but you insist.”


   “I do,” he confirmed without hesitation.


   “Well then… I suppose Jarrett Cain’s boys must have been watching for me. They knew you were gone and were waiting for Travis to leave. They rode in as I was on the road to town—I’d promised Travis I’d stay with Damien and April. Right there on the road, they roped me, bound me and took me to Jarrett Cain’s ranch.” She closed her eyes so she could say the rest. “I was tortured there, raped … repeatedly. I don’t even remember the number of days…three, four, I think … It might not have stopped, except my time of the month made Cain send me off. I suppose he’d had enough of me anyway. But that was it. They brought me home, but I couldn’t stay there, so I left. I found Miss Mamie’s a much better place for a ruined woman like me.”


   Daniel stood solemnly and unmoving by the door while she spoke. And when she finished talking, when she had no more to say, he moved toward her and sank to the floor beside her, gathering her in his arms, where she cried softly, her head against his shoulder.  “You think I’m going to judge you for what you couldn’t help, Hannah?”


   “You should.”


   “I should, why?”


   “It should never have happened. How can you love a woman who’s been the plaything of a dozen men?”


   “I can because I love you, Hannah.”


   “You still love me?” She was appalled and pulled back.


   “How can you ask that?  I’m not that inconstant.”


   “But I am no longer worthy of your love.”


   “I’ll be the judge of that, Hannah Crowe. You will not renounce me. You’d be renouncing yourself and the vows you made to me. Remember… for better or worse? Well, this is the worst of it. I’d rather have you as you are than not at all. You are the same to me, nothing has changed.”


   She sat up straighter and looked him in the eye. “Don’t you understand. I have changed! My heart has hardened. My loins are tainted with the dirt of those men, and my mind is stained by the disgusting memory of my own foul lust rising like some demon and taking over. Don’t you understand, I thrilled to their touch,” her eyes flashed, “I ached to have myself filled and ridden hard by those hellish men. And as if that weren’t enough by itself, when Jarrett Cain came to Mamie’s brothel, I willingly took him to my bed again. I wanted him.”


   “You loved him?”


   “No! I’d sooner spit in his face than feel love for him. But my body wanted what he gave me. I don’t deserve to be your wife. There is nothing holy left of our marriage. You can take me back, but I refuse to lie with you. I cannot. You deserve a better woman.”


   “You’re the only woman I want. What you’re feeling now is guilt. And there are remedies for guilt.”


   “Maybe. Maybe not,” she said dourly. She wanted to think so, but dared not.


   “Oh, there’s a way. If I’m willing to forgive, you’ll be willing to be forgiven.”




  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Although her feet were untied for the trip down the valley, her hands remained bound. Hannah didn’t ask why. She assumed it had something to do with the ‘remedy for guilt’. She was not yet resigned to anything but submitting to the man who insisted she do. She was wary of herself, unsure anything could remove the plague Cain had wreaked. She knew she’d still resist, but she was as captive to Daniel Crowe as she had been to Jarrett Cain. She again had no recourse but to submit, to yield and wait, nurturing the faint hope that what her husband vowed was possible.


   Daniel didn’t even trust her enough to let her move freely about. The moment they arrived at the farm, he took her straight to the barn where Travis joined them minutes later.


   “Mrs. Crowe will be sleeping here in one of the stalls until she regains her sanity.”


   “This is NOT about my sanity,” she spit out. “I’m as sane as you are!”


   “You suppose we should gag her too?” he said coolly to his friend.


   Her eyes widened in shock. “How could you?


   “Isn’t this what you deserve, Hannah? Hmm?”


   She was speechless.


   “Tell me otherwise and I’ll change my mind in a heartbeat.”


   “You insult me.”


   “It’s fine to say that, if you want. But you have a lot to settle. Until you do, I think the barn is the right place for a harlot like yourself.”


   A strange sensation rekindled in her belly—it had hardly been three weeks since she was lying in a stall in Cain’s stable. The familiar feeling invading her body was reminiscent of that other time. Lust, unavoidable lust.


   Hannah didn’t see Daniel for nearly a day. Travis served her needs. While she was embarrassed to reveal so much of herself to this platonic family friend, she quickly got used to it, including the times she undressed in front of him. The rock that he was, Travis showed no emotion in the face of her embarrassing exposure.


   Hannah wondered if somewhere inside her she liked being treated more like an object than a person. Like that time before in Cain’s stable, her mind began to twist around a host of strange ideas. Her body reacted in curious ways, and the lust she’d tried to stamp out was only more titillated by the circumstances of this newest predicament. And wasn’t this of her own making? If she’d let herself be welcomed back into Daniel’s open, loving arms, she’d be sleeping in her marriage bed with her husband at her side. But obviously, before that happened, if it happened at all, she had something to prove to herself and to him and could only wait out the result that now seemed hidden behind a veil of fog.


   Late in the day, after Daniel’s chores were finished, he had Travis bring Hannah to the house. While she’d remained naked, clothed only in a blanket while she was in the barn, she was told to put on the blue dress she made for herself the winter before. Travis had brought it to her on Daniel’s orders.


   Stepping into the farmhouse, she now had her first peek at her home in days, although it seemed like a lifetime. She was surprised to discover that it was as neat as a pin, no different from the way it was when she meticulously cared for it.


   “You wanted to see me?” she asked her husband.


   “I did.”


   He was sitting at the kitchen table eating a plate of the same stew she’d just eaten a couple of hours before. He’d made it himself. After he sopped his last piece of bread in the gravy and ate it, he stood up and carried the plate to the dishpan.


   “I want you to clean up the kitchen, tidy the house, things you usually do.”


   “Yes, sir.” Feeling thankful for something useful to do, she quickly moved to the sink and began washing the dishes with great care, while Daniel plucked his hat from the hook by the door and moved out into the night—a domestic scene that almost made her forget the great impasse that still existed between them. Within a half hour’s time the kitchen was spotless, the dishes stacked neatly in the cupboard and the floor swept clean. Just as she was giving the drain board a final swipe of the dishcloth, Daniel returned from outside, stamping the dirt from his boots. She wanted to scold him for messing the clean floor, but didn’t dare to.


   He hovered there silently for several moments, then finally spoke: “So Hannah, tell me something.”


   “What’s that,” she said, her back still to him. A nervous shill dashed up her back.


   “Tell me again what happened the day that Jarrett Cain came to the house.”


   She hesitated a few seconds, a little scared, then finally turned around. “He wanted me and Jolie, to make be the instruments of payment for Beau’s debt. It was obvious he intended to rape us. We resisted, and were both strapped, then he and the two boys with him used me… in the ass,” she ended quietly. It was still a shock to put into words that terrible scene.


   Daniel nodded, sure now what he would do. “Bend over, Hannah and raise your skirt. I want you to relive that day with me.”


   “Sir?”


   “You heard me, bend over.”


   Her body trembled, not knowing whether to vent relief or rage, but then, there was little time to check her confused emotions or act on them. She bent over the kitchen table and hung on as she had that other time, while Daniel raised her skirt with hands so dear to her that she could feel the love and longing pouring from them. He then stepped back and removed the belt from round his waist. Doubling the lengthy leather, he strapped her bottom hard. The sting of the belt was as vicious as any she’d endured in the past, but she sensed that her husband was more concerned with what would follow. Her heart leapt on that thought with hope.


   Once her ass was smarting meanly, Daniel dropped the belt and moved into her roughed-up behind, with his hands prying apart her rosy bottom. He toyed with the opening he unveiled and she reacted with a shuddering tremor that aroused the erotic feelings she’d being trying so to squelch. “Oh, dear God,” she quietly vented.


   “So they shoved their erections in dry?” he asked.


   Her entire body trembled as he continued to gently work the place. “N-No, sir. They used lard to grease the path.”


   “What? From the can on the stove?”


   “Yes, sir.” She closed her eyes and let that dark eroticism wash over her once again.


   Daniel moved to the stove and grabbed the can and scooped out a wad of the slick, white substance, which he smeared between her pink, plump cheeks. This was the first his hands had touched her body in a sexual manner since he’d brought her home. The simmering fire exploded inside her, and she wriggled quite lewdly but caught herself.


   “Be honest, Hannah. Did you like the way it felt?”


   His hips moved against her bottom with his throbbing member pressing at that taut gateway. Backing off, he aimed for the center, then shoved his erection into the receptive portal.


   “Ah, ah,” she gasped as his hard erection massaged her deep.


   “Did you like the way it felt?” he asked again.


   “Ah! No sir, not at first. It hurt.”


   “Does it hurt now?”


   “No, sir.”


   “And later?”


   “It stopped hurting.” Her voice became more ragged as he began to move in her.


   “And you liked it then?”


   “No, no,” she shook her head, overwhelmed, confused, loving the feel of her husband so deeply united with her, but at the same time, despising the memories it brought to mind. “No. No!” she shook her head, “I didn’t like it at all. They were cruel and disgusting…” her voice trailed off.


   “But did your body really think that?” He could feel her inner temperature starting to rise and the involuntary movement of her body, the squeezing, the milking action of her cunt and the dark pulsing channel he’d just claimed as his. He began to move in her more rapidly.


   “Oh, how my body betrayed me!” she exclaimed.


   “The way it’s betraying you now,” his voice dropped low.


   “No, I mean yes,” she spit out, being too confused to know what she meant.


   Seizing her two plump rounds in his fists, he thrust briskly now, finding her welcoming the touch. He’d been denied and this was like heaven to him now.


   “You like getting taken this way?” His voice was dark, sounding coarse like those other men’s.


   “Oh, my yes, sir,” she wriggled like a savage tart, like the saucy bride who could stay up all night making love like a common whore.


   “And you can come like this?” he wondered as he felt his own about to peak.


   “Oh, God, yes!” she practically screamed.


   He rammed himself hard into her, while she felt something inside her breaking away. Yes, this is Daniel, my Daniel, my beloved Daniel! she silently told herself, as her husband moved with the same cruel force as her captors had. “Oh my, yes, yes, yes…” she purred loudly like a barn cat.


   As his climax crescendoed, he reached down low between her legs and let the juices of her inner body pour out over his hand.


   “Harder, yes!” she screamed. No prompting needed now. Their flesh smacked together in a glorious rhythm reminiscent of their very best days. On and on, the spasms lifted them from this place to a wonderful mindless rapture, which for those few perfect moments erased the past, erased the hurt and everything that troubled them both.


   The exhausted, fainting finish left them clinging to each other over the end of the table. She could feel his warm arms around her and remember how once not so many days ago, she could melt inside that loving embrace.


   She wanted that now! Oh, how she wanted that sweet tenderness again, but her hardened heart had not relented. It remained impassively closed to the tender feelings tapping gently at its door.  Maybe if it had been just that one time, but there was so much more that followed, more degrading rape, demeaning treatment and the appalling way she became Cain’s accomplice in her shameful humiliation. 


   Hannah didn’t need to tell her husband the truth, for he understood. He seemed to sense the change in her, the wintry seizing up of those flaming passions when they finally broke apart and the cool chill of reality gripped them both again.


   “You can go back to the barn now.” He was as cold as she was. He didn’t even offer her anything to clean the juices that seeped from her rear. His jaw set firmly, he watched at the door while she walked into the chill of the evening and returned to the stall where Travis made her undress and tethered her to the thick wooden supports like he would a renegade mustang.


  ***


  A day later, Daniel took her to the edge of the yard where he bound her to a tree and beat her backside with switches. It was a terrible time of year to be outdoors naked, and her exposure to the elements became the worse part of her punishment.


   “So Jarrett Cain used you in the woods,” he said as he was laying on the stripes.


   “Yes, sir.”


   “And how was that?”


   The stinging branches ceased so she could speak. “He took my ass as he did before,” she said.


   When the scowling Daniel finally finished with the switching, he once again pried apart his wife’s rear cheeks and plunged inside the portal he greased with her copious female juices. He thrust deep, harder than he had before, and banged her brutally against the rough bark of the old tree until he shot his hot jism up into her rear channel. He pulled out, hardly winded.


   “And after he used you this way, what happened?” he said, turning her around. 
        “I was taken home,” she said.


   “You were used brutally and then discarded,” he said.


   “I was scared to the bone and…”


   “And what else?” he asked.


   She hesitated.


   “The truth, Hannah. Tell me the whole truth.”


   “Aroused, sir.”


   He wouldn’t let her pleasure herself this time. Taking her back to the barn, he gave Travis his orders.


   “She’s needs to warm up, but no sexual contact. Bathe her with a hot rag, wrap her in blankets to keep her warm, but tie her hands behind her.”


   She slept that way, restlessly, and woke in the morning so horny that any touch at all set off the threatening orgasmic swell.


   After she’d eaten that day, Travis pulled her to an empty space in the barn. Her hands here tied and tethered to a beam above, so she was stretched taut; the strain severe. Both men then took turns with cane and switches, barking orders at her, demanding that she lift her feet high and pretend to march. They made her stick out her ass and arch her back—almost impossible to do. When she failed to please them, they struck her with the cane and switches. No matter how hard she tried, they were never satisfied, never pleased and another callous hit would bite into her tender skin and burn the flesh with a smarting wound.     


   “Stick it out and take your beating!” Even Travis shouted that, sounding cold and belittling.


   He moved in close and fondled the bud between her legs. He pinched it hard, until she shrieked, then dipped his fingers into both portals and made her writhe on them.


   “Look at me, Hannah,” he ordered. Even in the presence of her husband, there was a look of desperate yearning in her molten eyes.


   “You’re quite the slut, aren’t you?” Travis asked her.


   “Yes, sir.”


   “What do you feel right now, right now?” He demanded, his face was just inches from hers, and though she knew that her husband was watching everything, she couldn’t take her mind or her eyes from Travis’s wicked gaze—he looked no different than Jarrett Cain to her. “And don’t you dare lie to me. What is it you feel?” He jabbed his fingers deeper, knowing what effect it had on her.


   “Desirous, sir. Hunger,” she spoke in a breathless whisper, “Desperately and totally filled with lust. I’d take your cock now anywhere, sir.” Oh, how terribly this indicted her!


   “And you know you’re wrong to want me.”


   “Yes, it’s true, and I’m ashamed that I do want you.”


   “Well, you come for me, girl, right on my hand. Show your husband what a whore you are. Maybe then he’ll let you go back to the whorehouse where you belong.” He spat this out so spitefully she believed he told the truth.


   Like the many men before him, his fingers were soothing, so perfectly tuned to her body’s lust. She never would have guessed what things Travis could do to her with so little effort.


   “Don’t hold back, Hannah. If I think you are, I’ll make you do it again.”


   Suddenly, her rising storm of passion burst everywhere. She clenched up tightly and cried aloud as the feelings swept her body. She knew her thoughts. She knew the shame of her adulterous heart one more terrible time and now Daniel had seen it too. Now he knew. Now he understood.


   The two men splashed vinegar over the raw welts on her ass and breasts when they were done, so that her flesh burned deeper than the surface skin. Until the sting quieted she would be reminded how far she had fallen.


  ***


  “Won’t you let me go now?” Hannah implored her husband when on the following day, after Travis led her from the barn to the house. She looked into his impassive face; her soft eyes were filled with tears of sorrow. She was dressed like a lady, like the old Hannah, not the whore, wearing a modest dress in a pretty copper color. She was the picture of virtue in such fine and proper attire. But she hated how it felt, the way it seemed to burn her flesh. She wanted to tear it off it felt so wrong.


   When Daniel answered her question, saying she looked lovely in the new dress, she replied, tiredly, “Oh, please, Daniel, won’t you let me go now?  Haven’t you seen how horrible and depraved I am?”


   “I brought it back from Springfield,” he returned, ignoring her plea. “They have a whole store of women’s dresses, nothing else. Can you imagine that?”


   “Daniel, please!” she wailed.


   He took her hand and led her into the parlor, where the shadows of the early evening and a single lit lamp gave the room a beautifully sumptuous glow.


   Daniel took one chair, she was motioned to the other. A table sat between them with a bottle of wine and two glasses. The bottle was open and Daniel filled both glasses.


   “Daniel, I don’t drink.”


   “But today you will.” As Daniel pushed the glass in her hand and forced it to her lips, she recalled the night with Jarrett.


   She gulped it down, her mind spinning. Had she told him this? About the wine? The drunken stupor, the wild woman who turned into a hellion with no inhibitions, her reservations gone? The lush feeling of the liquor invaded her body rapidly, and was moving through her veins, setting her mind reeling faster and faster. Daniel poured her another drink and she gulped this one down with no hesitation.


   “You did terrible things that night, didn’t you?” he asked.


   She flashed back, remembering the wild orgy with a reflex smile. “Oh, yes, I did,” she said, feeling a bit like the wanton woman she was that night.


   “And you liked every one of those terrible things?” he pressed.


   Her head was spinning faster still and she giggled uncontrollably—had that been two glasses or three? She’d lost count. 


   “Ummm.” She giggled more.


   “You shameful slut,” her husband said. He wasn’t angry, but smiling, looking like a devilish rogue.


   “They made you stick things into your body, didn’t they?”


   “Oh, you’re sooooooo nasty, Daniel,” she chortled.


   “Show me; I want to see.” Still smiling, lewdly, like the men that took her. Funny, all the hard edges seemed so blurry now.


   “You want to see…” her mind was a delirious, pleasant jumble, tumbling all around her memories. “Ooo, yes, let me show you.” She sunk to the floor and began to remove her dress, staring at him drunkenly, like a little tart on the burlesque stage. She opened the top of her dress, showing off her breasts, and raising them to her face, sloppily kissing the flushed skin, while staring luridly into her husband’s face. She hadn’t done this for Jarrett Cain!


   “You like my titties?” she purred coyly.


   “Oh, I like them, you little whore. Show me more.”


   She pushed the bodice of her dress down and unhooked her skirt, shimmying out of the everything she wore. Naked, lustfully happy, brash and bold, her smoldering eyes fixed on his.


   “Jeeeeeu see, Daniel, I wusa real nasty whore.” She swiped the empty bottle of wine from the table and moved to her hands and knees. Grinning sweetly, then licking her lips, then batting her lashes coquettishly, she finally sucked the neck of the bottle until it was wet, really wet, and then reached around to her bottom and stuck its neck into her ass and shoved. “Ooo, dear, thaz …so… ooooooo…”


   She closed her eyes feeling the strange cool hardness inside her back passage, and the rising fire in her belly. She jabbed her entrails over and over again, while occasionally opening her eyes on Daniel’s surly, lecherous face.


   “You liking this, surrrrrrrrrr, hmmm?”


   “You know that I like it. What man wouldn’t?” She looked up then, and crawled forward, the forgotten bottle slipping from her ass. She took her husband’s hand. “Lemme have your fisht.”


   He made it big, and she pulled it down between her legs so she could mount it. She stuck it up inside her nest of sweaty hair and wet flesh, and rode it, leaning back against her arm for support. Soon Daniel moved to the floor with her and slid his fingers into her cunt deeper and deeper. Never had he seen her flow so profusely with arousal.


   “Oh, yesssssssh, ram me, darlin’, pleassh,” she practically screamed.


   Daniel wasn’t about to deny her.


   His whole fist slipped inside her quite remarkably, and Daniel leaned in to watch longingly the vivid expression of bliss play out across her lips and eyes. Her coming did not end there. Once she crested on the thrusting movements of his hand, he pulled out and pushed her onto her back. He stripped away his clothes as he looked down on her dreamy sexy face. Now naked, he climbed atop her writhing body and rammed his member into the spasming hole, using her forcefully while she bent to every position and adjusted to every tempo, never missing the glorious amazement of another stabbing, almost painful, always beautiful spasm of physical joy.


   They were still naked on the parlor floor hours later, where they fainted with exhaustion. In the dead of night, the cold air crept in around them, and they mutually rose from the mess they’d made and stumbled to bed. She was still quite drunk and needed his arms for support.


   The sheets were cool at first, but warmed quickly from their body heat. They fell deeper asleep for the remainder of the night clinging to each other with their legs intertwined in a puzzle.




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Hannah awakened alone in bed. For a moment it seemed perfectly natural, then she panicked. She was about to rise, when Daniel entered the room with two mugs of steaming coffee.


   “It’s all right to be here?” she said, a little fearful.


   “It’s where you’ve belonged all along, wife.” He was much more the husband she knew than he’d been in the last few days.


   She wasn’t sure. “I have a headache, Daniel.”


   “I’m sure you do. Wine does that.”


   “Then I shouldn’t drink again.”


   “I suppose it’s made you forget, too.”


   She thought again and smiled bashfully. “No, not at all… I remember what we did. And Daniel… I never mentioned to you anything about drinking with Jarrett Cain, did I?”


   “No.” He smiled. “I’d say most of what happened at Cain’s ranch I already knew about, including that drunken night.”


   “What?”  She exclaimed, completely shocked at his words.


   “Beau got drunk when he returned to town from Miss Mamie’s. Eldon Tremaine was drunk too and spilled out one hell of a story.”


   “But Eldon wasn’t…”


   “Hush! What Eldon might not have seen, he sure heard about.”


   “Oh, my word, then everyone must know!”


   “No, not everyone. And it doesn’t matter anyway. Beau learned the truth and had the wisdom even while he was lying drunk in the jail to be sure I found you.”


   “You knew all this and yet you didn’t care?”


   “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Now you tell me, was it the same way with Jarrett Cain? Were you the same woman you were last night when you were drunk with him.”


   She blushed. “Well, in a way, but then not.”


   He looked confused.


   “My body wanted those unseemly things when I was with him, Daniel, I can’t deny that. But my heart ached the whole time for the wrongness of it; that it wasn’t you. I ached for you. I did such shameful things with those men, and last night again with you.”


   “Not shameful to me.” He shook his head.


   “You saw it all, and you can still say that?”


   “I can.”


   “But you were drunk.”


   “No, I’d had one glass of wine. You had all the rest.”


   Her blush deepened.


   “I expect no less from you, Hannah, than seeing your passions pour like a raging storm.  At heart you are a lusty savage. It’s a beautiful thing to see. You cannot fool me when it comes to that tawdry side of you. When I look at the last few weeks, I realize that this was just as much my mistake as yours. It was for me to protect you from those who would abuse your innocence and the fire that breeds your lust. It was for us to enjoy that fire together, but keep it otherwise under control. I failed you, Hannah. And I am sorry for that.”


   She looked at him amazed. “Oh, you are a good man, Daniel. But twisting the truth of this matter by accusing yourself does not assuage my guilt.”


   “If you need my forgiveness, you have it, Hannah. But in my eyes you’re guilty of nothing but doing what you had to do.”


   “You do believe that?” she was amazed.


   “I do.”


   She could feel that in her bones. “You know, I think in time I might actually believe that,” she smiled. “I mean if you could call last night beautiful…” she blushed, “it was, well…”


   “It was what?”


   “The most amazing sex I’ve ever had. And if that’s so…perhaps, there’s no room for guilt.”


   He took her hand in his. “Maybe not. I mean if you insist on feeling ashamed, I can whip you daily to assuage your guilt. If you need to pay your penance hanging naked in the yard, so be it,” his eyes twinkled darkly. “But hear this, wife, I will never again allow you to take yourself from me for any reason. You are my wife and you will not deny me the love you owe me. I love you still.” His eyes narrowed and his voice thundered quietly. “No circumstance, no evil man can change that. I would not be much of a man if it did. We’re going to sleep in this bed, we’re going to have sex here and anywhere else we so desire because we’re both lusty, wicked people, who like to do those terrible things.” He laughed. “We’ll make love enough in our own bawdy way so that in time, that nightmare will disappear.” He looked at her lovingly. “It’ll look like one of those picture postcards from the fair, something that fades to dust and blows away. That’s all it is, Hannah, that nightmare. This, here, this marriage can’t be destroyed as long as we love each other.”


   The last of those invisible knots that bound her heart loosened, tears streamed from her eyes and she moved to his lap where he held her for a long time.


  EPILOGUE


  A few days following the reunion between Hannah and Daniel, three men from town rode into the yard, and brusquely cornered Daniel on the porch. Hannah watched from the barn where she’d been milking the cows, while Travis stepped out from around her and quickly moved to the porch and joined the conversation. The discussion was carried on at a distance too far away for her to hear, but given the gravity of the mood, she sensed she should stay where she was. When the group broke apart, the three men mounted up again and waited for Daniel to saddle Buck.


   “Where are you going?” she called to him, as he led his horse from the barn to the waiting party.


   “Travis, tell her when I’m gone,” he said to his friend, then he turned to her, “And you, Hannah, go nowhere.  NO WHERE.”


   “Yes, sir,” she looked up at him dazed.


   Daniel was gone for the rest of the day and most of the next, arriving home so exhausted that he wouldn’t say a word about his mission.


   The following morning after Daniel had eaten breakfast and gone outside to begin the day’s work, Travis explained for him. 


   “Those men and Daniel…they took care of Jarrett Cain. I guess his boys scattered into the fields when Jarrett starting firing his rifle. Rory took him down with a single shot to his leg. He’s in jail now and will be for a long time. Three others are there with him and will be put on trial. They figure it will have to take place in Springfield. We’re too small here for that sort of thing.”


   Hannah stared blankly at the drying egg yolk and cold biscuit crumbs on her breakfast plate.


   “You don’t have to worry about them, Hannah. The threat is gone. Although if I know Daniel Crowe, he’s not going to let you out of his sight for a long long time.”


   She looked up with soulful eyes. “You know, I need to thank you. You’ve helped us both so much.”


   “Oh, don’t think I don’t carry in my own heart the fact that I could have prevented this if I hadn’t left.”


   “No, Travis,” she shook her head. “This started before you first returned.” She sighed. “The way I figure it, some things have to happen. I have to believe that. Awful as it was, I think this was one of them. Don’t ask me why, I don’t want to worry over it anymore. I just sense what’s true.”


   He nodded, not knowing what to say. “All right, then.”


   She could feel the awkwardness between them, and pushed away from the table saying, “You know I have a lot of work to do.


   Some weeks later, after life had pretty much returned to normal, a familiar figure entered the yard on foot. He walked a bit awkwardly, but when Hannah saw him from the kitchen window she smiled. She’d been expecting him.


   Once inside the house, Beau Noble gathered his sister into his arms and they hugged for a long time.


   “You have no idea how sorry I am,” were his first words.


   “Shush! It’s over for us both.”


   “But I have many things to tell you.”      


   “Say nothing Beau. I’m done with it.”


   They broke apart and Hannah looked at him curiously. Daniel had just entered the kitchen and for the first time in some while, there was no grim expression on his face seeing his brother-in-law.


   “Did you hurt yourself or something?” Hannah asked her brother. “You’re moving oddly.”


   The handsome kid smiled, then he blushed, then finally admitted, “Sorta, I guess.”


   “What do you mean?”


   He shook his head sheepishly, turned to Daniel who only snickered with amusement, then looked back at his sister. “Darn it, Hannah I couldn’t get out of jail with out paying a few prices to, um, Judge Boone.”


   “Oh, my. I see,” she giggled quietly. “Well then, why don’t you sit that sore butt of yours down in the chair and I’ll give you some food. You staying long?” She moved to the stove.


   “No, sis, Daniel’s taking me to Springfield. I’m joining Jolie at Aunt Grace’s.”


   Hannah whipped around. “You’re what?”


   “Yes, ma’am.” He smiled. “You two need some time alone. Some peaceful time alone”


   Hannah looked at her husband in amazement, then at her very serious-looking brother. She was taken aback by the sudden turn, but then without much further consideration, she knew how necessary this was.


   “Yes, Beau, we surely do need some time alone.”


   She looked at Daniel standing next to her. Her eyes glazed over a bit with tears, but there was nothing but a feeling of contentment in her heart. She was so glad to be back home with her husband at her side.
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