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      DAHLIA

      

      The interior of the stage was stifling as it waited for another passenger. I fanned myself with my hand, but the August heat was not diminished by the shade the ceiling provided. The only reprieve was the breeze that stirred once the horses began to move. It seemed I would ride to Carver Junction alone and that suited me fine. The leather flaps were rolled up and the wind cooled my damp skin. Sweat trickled down between my breasts. I undid a few buttons at the top of my blouse. Just that little bit was helpful. Next, I tugged at my long skirt and pulled it up over my knees. Ah, bliss! It was markedly cooler this way. Not very modest or the least bit ladylike, but no one could see me.

      We'd traveled less than a minute when the stage came to an abrupt halt. I would have slid onto the dirty floor if I hadn't braced my foot against the facing bench seat. A man appeared in the window.

      “Miss Lenox. This is a surprise,” the voice said. With the sun behind him, his face was in shadow beneath the brim of his hat and I couldn't tell who he was, but I knew that voice. The hair at the back of my neck rose at the dark rasp.

      I realized while I couldn't see him, he most certainly could see me. I shoved the hem of my skirt back down and began fiddling with the open buttons at my neck in mortification.

      The door opened and he climbed inside, folding his large frame to keep from bumping his head. Removing his hat, he glanced at me, a wide grin on his face. “No need to right yourself for my benefit. I assure you, I will enjoy the trip so much more if you don't.”

      My mouth fell open at the sight of Garrison Lee. What was he doing here? I asked him as much. He arched his brow at my less than conciliatory tone, and then settled himself across from me. The stage lumbered into motion.

      “I'm going to Carver Junction, the same as you, sugarplum,” he replied.

      “Yes, but why?” I huffed. While the very sight of him had my heartrate galloping faster than the horses pulling the stage, he was going to ruin everything.

      “To see a man about a horse.”

      I didn't believe that reason for a minute. “Really?”

      “I'm taking the stage there and hopefully, if I am satisfied, riding the animal home. You look as if you doubt me.”

      I pursed my lips.

      “I do run a horse ranch.”

      His bent knees bumped into mine when the stage lurched in a deep rut. I shifted so we would not touch, under the guise of settling into our journey. He grinned at my action and I hated that that dratted dimple formed in his right cheek. How could the man be so handsome, so ruggedly appealing while I wanted to hurl myself across the small distance between us and strangle him?

      A crease ringed his hair where his hat had been, and I wanted to run my fingers through the dark locks to remove it. Then I'd run my hands down his cheeks to feel the rasp of his whiskers. He'd trained my body to respond to his very presence—his voice, even his manly scent. We'd kissed—oh, we'd most definitely kissed—and done a few other unseemly things in the few months he'd been calling on me. Just thinking of them made me feel warm all over.

      I also wanted to kick him in the shin for interfering in my plans.

      “You never mentioned you were making a trip when I saw you the other night,” he countered.

      I sniffed. “I didn't see reason.”

      “I had my tongue in your mouth and my hand on your breast. That gives me reason, sugarplum.”

      “I am not your sugarplum,” I snapped. The breeze loosened a curl from its pins and I batted it off my face. “And your hand was not on my breast, it was on my dress.”

      We'd been courting since the spring, even though we'd known each other since the schoolroom. He'd even recently asked me to marry him, which I'd quickly refused. He didn't back away as I'd expected, instead continued his pursuit with more vim than before. Even with my negative response, he'd kissed me… and I'd let him. With every visit, with every quiet ride, he'd asked for my hand again and kissed me some more… and I'd let him again and again. He'd even placed his hands upon my person, but only over my dress. I may have made it seem to be of no importance, but it was everything. His touch, his attentions, his unwavering interest was what made me breathe. I just couldn't let him know that.

      “We're alone for the next two hours and you want to argue over hand placement?” He slid down the seat an inch or two, settling in, his legs widening, most likely trying to find comfort in the confined space. “I can think of much more enjoyable ways to pass the time.”

      “We aren't married, Garrison.”

      He sighed. “I have tried, on three occasions, to rectify that. You know good and well I won't fuck you until we are wed. That does not mean we can't play a bit.”

      I pursed my lips, but beneath my corset, my nipples tightened.

      “Why are you going to Carver Junction?” he repeated. “Are you meeting a man?”

      My eyes widened. I hadn't considered what he thought my reason for travel was.

      “No.” Well, sort of. I was, in fact, going to play Poker and with every game to date, I had been the sole female. No one at home need know about my clandestine activities and neither did Garrison. “I am visiting my friend Opal. I will spend the night and return tomorrow.”

      “Why have I never heard of her?”

      “I don't tell you everything, Garrison,” I snipped.

      “I am well aware of that,” he muttered. “That is why I am questioning you now. What's her family name?”

      “Banks.” That was the first name that came into my head.

      He eyed me, but I was well versed in bluffing. Garrison, though, seemed to be the one man who could see even through that. He was also the only man I could ever love, but I'd never tell him. I'd never let it show either, for only then would he see the real me. Beneath all the bickering and banter I struggled. I hurt and once he discovered the truth, he wouldn't want me any longer. I'd rather have him this way, grumpy, than not at all. I took a deep breath and tilted up my chin.

      “She will meet the stage?”

      I shrugged and tugged at my cuff. “Perhaps, but if not, it is a short walk to her home.”

      “Miss Trudy allowed you to travel unaccompanied?”

      Miss Trudy was one of my adoptive mothers. She, along with her sister Esther, had adopted me, along with seven other orphaned girls after the Great Chicago Fire. We'd moved west as a family and settled into ranch life. After owning a Chicago brothel, both women found solace and peace in the Montana Territory. I just wanted to escape the quiet, rural life for the big city and the winnings from my Poker playing would afford me that. Unfortunately, Garrison was putting a damper on that plan, in more ways than one.

      “Of course. It is only one stage stop.”

      He sighed deeply then ran his hand over his face. “You are the most vexing person I have ever met. I don't know why you won't just marry me already.”

      “I've known you since I was five years old. We've hated each other since that fateful moment when you shoved snow down the front of my coat,” I grumbled.

      He shrugged. “I wanted to get your attention.”

      “I was five. You were much older.” I pointed my finger at him. “You should have been nice.”

      “Nice? You put mud in my hot chocolate.” He frowned and then laughed at the memory.

      I remembered that. I'd done it because I'd wanted to claim his attention. Looking back, the snowball was the typical response of an eleven-year-old boy.

      “You dipped my braids in ink,” I told him, prompting him to his continued indiscretions.

      Our history had not been one of friendship, more like one-upmanship. It had been childish prank after childish prank, but things had changed as we got older.

      It was his turn to point. “You told Esther Marin I liked her. She was fifteen.”

      “So?”

      “I was twenty-two! I would never dally with a girl of that age.”

      I'd also been fifteen then, and he hadn't dallied with me either. Only winked at me a time or two to get my goat. Now, though, I wasn't a girl anymore and I longed for his attentions, even while I was pushing him away.

      “Well, she liked you,” I replied grumpily.

      “She's cross eyed!”

      I humphed. “She needed all the help she could get.”

      “She's married to Herbert Barnes and has two children. She's not the one that needs help.”

      I narrowed my eyes at his barb. I was twenty-two and unwed.

      “You cut off the back of my skirt so my drawers showed! You ruined me for all the boys in town.”

      “That is a sight I will never forget. I liked the lace edging.”

      He winked.

      I groaned. I hadn't been able to show my face in town for a month after that.

      “If it ruined you for all those boys, then good.” He nodded his head. “It did its job.”

      I frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      He ignored my question, stroked his fingers over his jaw. “Yet through all of that, you kissed me in the coat room at the fall dance.”

      “You dared me.” I crossed my arms over my chest and his gaze dropped to my bosom.

      “And see where that got me,” he grumbled. “A woman who refuses to marry me.”

      We were quiet for a few minutes as he watched the prairie through the open window. I stared at his profile—his strong brow, square jaw and wayward dark hair. He was a much better view.

      “Where did you meet Opal?” he asked.

      He was like a dog with a bone, not giving up. Either we needed to arrive at Carver Junction or I needed to turn his thoughts elsewhere. I was a proficient liar, but not good enough to withstand his scrutiny for the remainder of the journey.

      “You're right. Why bicker when we could be doing much more enjoyable things?”

      That got his attention. He whipped his head around to look at me.

      “You told me you wouldn't… um, well—” I glanced down at my lap, then back at him through lowered lashes. “You said you wouldn't fuck me unless we were wed.”

      By uttering that crude word, I'd certainly turned his thoughts away from the non-existent Opal Banks. I'd never said it before and the surprise of it showed on his face. That quickly changed. His gaze turned dark and roved over my body. He licked his lips and his eyelids lowered. There was something almost… hot about that look.

      “That's right,” he replied, his voice much deeper than just a few minutes ago.

      “What exactly would you do to me?”

      He shook his head very slowly. “You aren't mine, sugarplum. Yet. I wouldn't do a thing to you.” When I frowned, he continued. “You'd do it to yourself.”

      My eyes widened in surprise and I felt my woman's core soften and ache.

      “I can tell by the look on your face that you know exactly what I'm talking about.” He leaned forward and placed his forearms on his thighs. He was close enough where I could lift my hand and cup his jaw, but I clenched my hands together to resist such a temptation. “Knowing you play with your pussy makes me hard, sugarplum.”

      Hard? He was hard… oh! “You… you mean—”

      He nodded.

      “You are no gentleman,” I accused, but still decidedly aroused.

      “You don't want me to be a gentleman when it comes to fucking. Lift up so you can pull your skirt out from beneath you.”

      The breeze didn't rid me of the perspiration that dotted my brow. Loose curls clung to my skin and I bit my lip as I considered his words. We'd kissed, innocently enough, and he'd stroked his hands over me. My virtue would be in tatters if we'd been caught, but I had a suspicion this was nothing any other courting couple didn't also do. I hadn't said yes to Garrison's request for my hand, but he'd taken the liberties as if I had, as if he knew I would eventually relent. Perhaps he had been trying to persuade me with action instead of words. I had to assume it was working, for by the way he made me feel, so lost in my own desire, just by kissing and having his hands on me, I wanted to know what it would be like when he actually bedded me.

      But this… his directions were illicit. Did I wish to follow his command?

      Yes, yes I did. I wanted to feel good. I wanted to forget everything and submit to his voice, to his commands. The privacy the stage provided was the perfect place. We were not going to be interrupted… or caught.

      I leaned forward so my thighs came off the bench seat and worked my skirt up so that it was no longer beneath me. I sat back down with my drawers against the hard wood, the back of my skirt a swirl about my waist, but continued to cover my lower half. Once done, I met his eyes once again.

      He grinned, his dimple appearing. “Good girl.”

      My mouth was open and I was panting. I was overheated, but it was no longer from the hot summer temperatures.

      “Play with yourself. You know how, don't you?” He leaned back and propped his booted foot up on the edge of my seat.

      I reached under my skirts and then parted my legs so I could touch in between. I looked down at the floor as I felt my drawers, damp and clinging to my hot flesh. My folds were easily discernible against my fingers. While I'd done this to myself under the cover of darkness, I'd never done it with someone else watching, never even considered it. I had no idea it was arousing for a man to watch a woman touch herself in such a way. But Garrison's jaw was clenched tightly and his hands gripped his seat. Beneath the front of his pants was a very pronounced bulge that proved he was indeed… hard.

      Oh my.

      “Look at me as you make yourself come. I want to see your pleasure.”

      Boldly, I touched myself, finding that spot that was the source of all my eagerness. I circled two fingers over it, around and around and my head fell back against the hard wall. Looking into Garrison's eyes only ratcheted up my desire so quickly that I was on the brink of coming. My eyes widened and I called out.

      “Garrison!”

      Heat flared in his eyes. “I've longed to hear you say my name like that. Are you ready to come already?”

      I nodded my head, my fingers moving faster. “Yes,” I whispered.

      “So easily aroused,” he murmured. “So eager. Come for me.”

      Perhaps it was the dark tones of his voice. Perhaps it was the illicitness of doing something so carnal as he watched. Perhaps it was because, while alone, I was out in the open and exposed. The reason didn't matter, only that I responded to his command and came, so deliciously hard. I cried out and arched my back as my pleasure went on and on. All the while, Garrison crooned to me, although I was too lost to discern his words. I just knew that it had never been like that before. My fingers and toes, even the tips of my ears, tingled.

      Garrison pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and held his arms out. “Come here, sugarplum.”

      His voice was soft and tender and I needed that, for I felt vulnerable in the aftermath of… that.

      I took the step between us and Garrison pulled me down onto his lap. He wiped the sweat from my brow and tucked my hair back in a very tender gesture. He took my hand in his, but instead of just holding it, he held it up so that my glistening fingertips showed. I gasped at the sight and I tried to pull free. Instead of letting me go, he sucked the fingers I'd used to touch myself into his mouth. He moved from tender to tawdry within the blink of an eye.

      “Garrison,” I whispered. I'd never seen anything so carnal in my life.

      “Sweet. So fucking sweet. I can't wait to get my mouth on your pussy. Would you like that?”

      I nodded my head, my mouth open as I was still trying to catch my breath.

      He shrugged, and then lowered our joined hands to my lap. “I guess one of these days, you'll just have to say yes to being my wife.”

      I leaned my head against his hard chest, savoring the clean, spicy scent of him as I pondered his words. I couldn't marry him, for I couldn't lose what we shared. Once he knew the real me, he wouldn't want me any longer. He didn't deserve to be stuck with me as his wife. For now, for this brief time in the stage, I could just be content in being held and savor the remnants of my pleasure, for once we arrived in Carver Junction, I'd have to fortify my defenses against him once again.
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      GARRISON

      

      Dahlia was going to drive me to the brink of insanity. Not only was she pushing me away, denying every one of my overtures of marriage, but she was lying. Blatantly and inexorably lying. There was no Opal Banks, for I'd known Dahlia so long that I knew all of her friends. Hell, everyone knew everyone within fifty miles. If there were a woman who was unwed in that range, she’d have been known to every bachelor.

      For over fifteen years, we'd bickered and fought and dared and cajoled and all but tortured each other. It was true, I had stuffed a snowball down the front of her coat, but even at the very young age of five, she'd been… different. I'd been a hellion—my mother's word—and I'd recognized a kindred spirit in the sprite-sized Dahlia. When we were older, I hadn't wanted to just pester her. I'd wanted to kiss her. By the time she was fifteen, she had a woman's body—lush curves, thick dark hair and skin so pale and creamy to be akin to milk. But I'd been too old for her and I'd retreated, allowing her the time to grow up.

      Had that stopped her from bothering me? No. My lack of attention only seemed to spur her into more outlandish antics, including her stunt with Esther Marin. While the girl hadn't been as unassuming as I'd made her out to be, it had been Dahlia I'd wanted. No one else compared. All these years later, Dahlia was still the one for me.

      Unfortunately, I had to get her to see me in the same light. After courting her for several months, she knew my intentions, knew my attraction to her, even showed her the extent of it. I wanted to fuck her five ways to Sunday, to get her beneath me—or over me—and show her how it could be between us.

      She was passionate; I had no doubt. I tasted the proof of it on my tongue.

      But while she'd gripped my shirt to pull me closer for a kiss, she also pushed me away with her refusals and trite comments. She was hiding something. She was denying me because of something. When her brother-in-law, Jackson, told me she was going to Carver Junction, I had to wonder why. The reason she’d given him was the same as the story she'd shared on the stage, but I could see right through her lie. She was very adept at it, offering me no true reason to doubt her words, but not everyone knew her as I did. Not everyone could see beyond the crafted tale and see… her.

      But, knowing Dahlia as I did, I knew I couldn't push her. I'd love to toss her over my knee and spank the truth right out of her, but she wasn't mine. I couldn't control her without claiming her. Once mine, once legally wed, I'd most certainly learn her every secret using whatever motivational method necessary. For now, I could only watch out for her and protect her, most likely from herself.

      When I helped her from the stage and there was no Opal Banks waiting for her, I tipped my hat to her and walked away. It was only when I rounded the first block did I veer back and follow her. She was in Carver Junction for some reason and I was going to find out what it was.
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      That night, my fingers all but itched to grab her, toss her over my shoulder and carry her out of the saloon. She didn't belong in such a filthy, dangerous place. Why the hell she had gone inside? It made my gut churn and my anger flare at her complete disregard for her personal safety. Did she see the men who'd followed her inside, whispering to each other the crude intentions they had for her? I wanted to smash their faces in for speaking that way, but then she would have discovered I was her shadow and would abandon her plans and I’d never know what she was up to.

      Had she gotten herself into something sinister? Did she owe someone money? Had she found a man who was blackmailing her? Did she have a beau? I leaned against the railing outside the saloon and doubted the last. She felt for me as I did for her; I was sure of it. The way she settled into my lap, her hands all but clinging to me was all the indication I needed.

      The interior of the saloon was bright and I could see her clearly at the table with three other gentlemen. One of the upstairs girls, scantily clad in just a petticoat and corset, leaned over one man's shoulders. There was a bottle of whiskey in the middle of the table and if I didn't know any better—

      Holy hell. She was going to play Poker!

      The man to her left shuffled cards and dealt.

      The tinny sound of piano music drifted out each time the door opened and closed. It wasn't overly crowded within, but every man in the place was keeping an eye on the lady playing Poker. She wore the same skirt and blouse as earlier and, even from the back, she looked so prim and proper in comparison to the bawdy girl who was, most likely, watching to see which man walked away with the pot.

      Cards were turned over on the table, new cards dealt. Coins tossed into the center. The man to Dahlia's right won the first game. Cards were shuffled and dealt. Hands played. Through three games Dahlia lost. She didn't shift in her seat. Her back remained stiff and upright.

      What was she doing? These men wouldn't have let just any lady in to play cards. Well, perhaps they might if she had enough cash. Did she? I couldn't tell from where I stood, but they started a new game. This time she won. I watched as she scooped her winnings from the middle.

      One man took a shot of whiskey. Another lit a cigar. They shifted in their chairs, their unhappiness at being bested by a woman evident. That only escalated when she won the next three hands. The man across from her tossed down his cards in frustration and stood, his chair tipping over. He stomped off with the bawdy girl, but not before saying something to Dahlia, which I could only assume wasn't pleasant. She didn't even quiver. But if she were going to continue to win, the men were going to be less and less happy about it, especially if they kept drinking.

      It was time to make my presence known. Playing Poker wasn't secretly meeting a man. Hell, I almost wished that were the case because I could punch him in the face and be done with it. This… gambling was Dahlia's doing and I was going to have to protect her from herself.

      I stepped inside, went to the bar and asked for a whiskey. I carried it over to stand behind the vacant spot at her table. “I'm joining the game,” I said. I didn't ask. I told. I sat and tossed some bills on the table in front of me.

      I glanced at Dahlia. Her eyes were wide and her mouth open. I had a feeling this was the first slip in her composure all night. No wonder she was so good at lying. She could bluff like the Poker player she was.

      “Deal me in.” I put money in the middle, the others followed.

      With dainty hands, she shuffled the cards with surprising deftness. When the hell had she learned the game? She dealt, then placed the deck before her.

      The man to her right asked for two cards. She dealt them. I asked for one, the man on her left asked for one. She took one as well.

      Everyone raised.

      One folded. The other called.

      We showed our hands. I had two of a kind, the other a straight. Dahlia had a full house and again, pulled the money toward her. Her pile was much larger than the others.

      She was in her element, exuding confidence and a surety that I'd never seen before. While she didn't have a shy bone in her body, she'd never been overly adventurous. What she was doing here bordered on the dangerous. That aside, I'd never seen her so beautiful. She looked like an angel in the dirty saloon, clean and fresh and so perfect.

      Hell, she was no saint, for she was gambling, in secret, in a distant town in a roomful of strange men. To me, though, she was perfect. To know her mind was this crafty, that she'd concocted this plan and went through with it, even successfully if I had my guess, had me impressed as well as in love with her. I'd only tell her how proud I was of her only after I punished her for being so impudent and negligent. I looked forward to it.

      Play continued for a few more hands and I learned her strategy, learned her technique. I knew when she was intentionally losing, appeasing the male egos that ultimately would be their downfall. They were playing to win. I, however, was playing to learn about Dahlia. The cash I was losing was inconsequential. The real prize was to know the truth, once and for all.

      It was time to change Dahlia's plans, so I stopped losing.

      One hand after another, the pile before her slowly migrated to be in front of me.

      “Well, little lady, looks like you've finally met your match,” one of the other men said.

      She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at me, undoubtedly using every bit of restraint from wanting to either give me a verbal tongue lashing—which had some appeal—or leap over the table and strangle me.

      “Have you, sugarplum? Met your match?” I asked, my voice low and even. I winked at her.

      While her cheeks turned pink, she remained silent.

      “Is she usually this quiet?” I asked the other men.

      One shrugged. “Has been so far tonight.”

      “You've never played her before?” I shuffled the cards.

      They shook their heads.

      “What's your name, sugarplum?” Surely, she didn't share her given name.

      “Opal,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Opal Banks?” I asked. “I've heard of you.”

      I saw the corner of her mouth tip up, but she took a deep breath and collected the cards I dealt. “Cleaned up at Poker all around the area?”

      One man nodded as he exhaled a big puff of cigar smoke. “I heard over in Shelby she bested the sheriff and the town doc.”

      “Enough loot to buy a ranch,” the other added.

      “Really, gentlemen,” she chided, as she picked up another card. I was dealing slowly so the conversation could continue. “Next you'll say I rode into town on a mythical unicorn.”

      The men anted up. Dahlia followed suit, but had nothing left to add.

      We glanced at our cards and then I dealt out new ones as needed.

      Surprisingly, both men folded. It was down to Dahlia and me.

      I raised.

      “Looks like you don't have enough, Miss Banks,” I chided. “Perhaps the name isn't so apt after all.”

      The other men chuckled and Dahlia narrowed her eyes.

      “Perhaps you would accept something else as the wager?” She unclipped one of her earrings and tossed it in the middle.

      I shook my head. “I don't wear them. I would be open to something else, however.”

      She eyed me suspiciously and I tried not to smile. “Oh?” she asked, lifting her chin.

      I scratched my jaw, my whiskers rasping. Another bawdy girl, seeing the pile of money before me, sauntered over, even placed her hand on my shoulder. Dahlia's eyes dropped to the woman's hand and narrowed. I waved her off and the woman walked away with barely a sniff of disappointment.

      “If I win….”

      I let the sentence hang.

      “Yes?” she asked, now impatient. She tapped the deck of cards on the table, her first sign of emotion so far.

      I leaned forward in my chair, placed my forearms on the table. While there might have been other men at the table, it seemed we were the only two in the room. “If I win, you marry me.”

      I heard the others laugh and call for more whiskey, but I didn't look away from Dahlia, from her stunned expression.

      “Marry you? Are you insane?” When I didn't respond, she pursed her lips. “What do I get if I win?”

      I pushed the pile of coins and bills into the center of the table. “Just what you came here for.”

      She bit her lip. “That's it? You won't tell?”

      I slowly shook my head, impressed that she assumed she would win. She was so confident she didn't consider the seriousness of my words. She'd find out soon enough just how serious I was. “I won't tell. Your secret, everything, is safe with me.”

      “You can marry me instead,” one of the men said.

      She fiddled with the cards, ignoring the other man while considering my words.

      “Come on, Opal,” I said, and then winked again. “I dare you.”
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      DAHLIA

      

      I'd lost. Lost! I had no idea how that happened. With the original cards dealt, I'd had four diamonds. Discarding the club, I'd held my composure as Garrison dealt me the new card. Another diamond, which meant I'd had a flush. A flush! There wasn't much that could beat that. I'd felt confident I wouldn't have to marry Garrison, he'd give me my winnings and he'd keep my secret. Relieved, I'd even let my mouth curl up in a small smile as I laid my hand out on the table. The men at the table had whistled and joked with Garrison about letting me slip away.

      Out of all the times we'd tried to best each other, this was the ultimate. Perhaps once and for all Garrison would find me a worthy adversary and bow out. While pleased, I'd felt something akin to sadness as well.

      But my triumph had lasted seconds when Garrison tossed down a straight flush onto the scarred wood. It wasn't an ace-high straight flush, but it didn't matter. He'd won. I sat motionless staring at the cards. My heart raced and my palms became damp with sweat. Oh dear Lord.

      The men jumped up and hollered for someone to get the sheriff. For the briefest of moments I thought I was being arrested, but realized the lawman would perform the ceremony. I had no doubt Garrison would hold me to our wager and I expected the other players to do so as well. If I ever wanted to play Poker again in the Montana Territory, I needed to honor my gentleman's agreement, even though I was most definitely not a gentleman. Word spread fast and I would most likely be infamous, not as the lady Poker player, but as the lady Poker player who had to wed her opponent.

      Through my lashes, I glanced at Garrison. He hadn't moved, just looked at me, a small smile on his face. I assumed it would be laced with smugness, but instead he looked almost… tender. This—marrying me—was what he'd wanted all along. He'd been ready for it, so this wasn't just a wager to him. It was just a means to an end.

      “Buck up, sugarplum. It's not all bad. Just think, tonight's your wedding night.”

      I swallowed hard at images his words painted. That meant Garrison could finally fuck me. He'd been waiting for the opportunity, and so had I. I’d no longer have to touch myself as I thought of Garrison. But that meant he'd see me naked, see the real me, all of me, including my scars. It would be the beginning of the end. No man wanted a woman whose flesh was marred and ugly. Puckered and pink from being burned in a long ago fire. He might want to fuck me, he might get hard kissing me and touching me over my dress, but just like the whores who circled the saloon looking for business, their outward appearance was just a façade.

      The men from the game returned all too quickly with the sheriff. Garrison stood, shook the older man's hand. He had the stub of an unlit cigar pinched between his lips.

      “When I'm called to rush to the saloon it's usually for some kind of scuffle,” he said, pulling up on his belt and giving himself time to catch his breath. He spoke clearly, even with the cigar in his mouth. “A wedding was not something I expected.” He tipped his hat to me. “Ma'am.”

      I gave him a small smile and stood when Garrison went to the back of my chair and pulled it out for me. Garrison took my elbow in hand. I wasn't sure if he wanted to keep me close because he was claiming me or to keep me from possibly running away.

      “I'd heard there was a woman in the saloon playing Poker, but I didn't know it was a lady. I assumed it was Belle or Lorelei—” he tilted his head to the women who had come to the table during the game, “—who were looking for some attention. I have to ask, miss, if this wedding is what you truly want. No gentleman will hold you to such a commitment.”

      He looked pointedly at Garrison.

      I tilted up my chin. He was questioning Garrison's honor. While the man insinuated Garrison had none if he forced me to uphold my wager, but I would be less than honorable if I didn't. “I assure you, Sheriff, that I am not under duress.”

      He pulled out the cigar, narrowed his eyes, considered. The men from the game stood flanked him on either side.

      “Very well,” he finally replied. “Names, please.”

      Garrison looked down at me and told the man, but didn't turn. Was this what I wanted? Was he what I wanted? Deep down inside I jumped for joy. I hadn't had to actually tell him yes. I was marrying him because of a bad hand of Poker, not because of anything else.

      When the sheriff cleared his throat, prompting me, I told him, “Dahlia Lenox.”

      “I thought your name was Opal,” one of the other men said, but the sheriff spoke over him.

      “Do you, Garrison Lee, take this woman to be your wife?”

      I turned to look at the sheriff. He placed the cigar back in his mouth.

      “I do,” Garrison said. His hand slid down my arm and he took my hand and gave it a quick squeeze.

      “Do you, Dahlia Lenox, take this man to be your husband?”

      This was it, the moment where I could not go back. I could yank my hand free and run for the door. Garrison most likely wouldn't follow me and haul me back. I knew him well enough that he wasn't truly coercing me into this. If I refused, I would feel the shame of my actions for years to come. Besides, I loved him and did want to marry him. Whether he rejected later me or not, whether he was repulsed by my body was not something I could worry over in this moment. It would come soon enough, but for now, I relished the fact that Garrison wanted me. He loved me and was committing to me for the rest of his life.

      For that alone, I said, “I do.”

      “Then you are man and wife. Congratulations.”

      As he shook Garrison's free hand, I was amazed at how fast it had happened. It took less than a minute and I was now a married woman.

      “Ma'am,” the sheriff said.

      The piano music was louder now, the voices and the raucous laughter grating. The thick haze of cigar smoke irritated my eyes. The men looked rougher, the women tackier. Why hadn't I noticed any of this before? Why hadn't I noticed how good it felt to have Garrison beside me.

      “It's been an enjoyable game of cards, gentleman, but you'll understand if we leave you,” Garrison murmured. He released my hand and collected his winnings, tossing a coin to each of the men. “For being witnesses to our blissful union.”

      The men slapped him on the back before walking off to the bar to spend their newfound coins. Garrison turned to me, held out his hand. “Ready?”

      Was I ready? Ready to be Mrs. Garrison Lee? I was no longer Dahlia Lenox and in a short time, I would no longer be a virgin. The question that lingered, that made my belly churn, was how long it would be until he discovered my scars. I would have to find some way to stall. Could I, with my complete lack of knowledge in the ways of men and women, lose my virginity without losing my husband?
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      GARRISON

      

      In all the years I'd known her, Dahlia had never been so quiet. In the short walk to the hotel, she didn't say a word. Was she having second thoughts? Had she truly not wished to marry me? If she'd demurred, I wouldn't have held her to the wager, to the dare. The last thing I wanted was to have Dahlia as my reluctant bride. Hell, I didn't want her reluctant; I wanted her anything but.

      It was when I shut the hotel door behind us and she stepped into me and kissed me, I quickly learned that perhaps I'd been wrong. When she tipped my hat off, then ran her fingers through my hair I knew I most certainly had. I stood there, stunned, at Dahlia's boldness. While I knew her to be far from meek, I had not expected her to be so bold either. Perhaps she wasn't as reluctant as I'd considered. I'd assumed all virgins needed some coaxing into bed the first time, but when her tongue flicked over my closed lips, Dahlia proved that assumption wrong as well. I groaned at her boldness, gripped her hips and pushed her back.

      I should have just done as she wanted because my cock wanted the same thing—quick bliss—but no. She was finally mine. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, and then took some steadying breaths. One of us had to remain in control. “Dahlia, we have all night. Besides, I want to see your ass turn a pretty shade of pink for your reckless behavior.”

      “My…? You would punish me?” she asked, eyes wide.

      My cock pressed painfully against my pants, but it would have to suffer a little longer. “Someone sure as hell has to for you going into a fucking saloon and playing Poker. As your husband, that job falls to me now.” My palm itched to flip her over my knees and make her understand how rash her behavior had been. God only knew how long she'd been playing cards and God only knew where she'd gone to do so.

      She shook her head. Her lips were slick and a bright pink and her breasts went up and down with every one of her shallow breaths. “No. Please, I've… I've waited so long for you. I need you. I need you to… to fuck me.”

      My cock hardened instantly at the words, spoken in such a breathless voice. Just hearing the word “fuck” from her lips pushed me to the brink of my control.

      “You think you can distract me from your punishment?”

      She smiled impishly. “Is it working?”

      “Hell, yes.”

      Hooking her hand around the back of my neck, she pulled my head down to hers. While she'd initiated another kiss, I quickly took over, tilting her head as I wanted and plundered her mouth. She wasn't shy. She was so fucking bold. I pulled her into me so our bodies touched, her breasts pressing against my chest. I felt the soft curve of her hips, the painful tugging of her fingers in my hair. Jesus, she was wild!

      She was also an avid student, quickly learning how to kiss. I'd taught her the basics of it on the occasions we had a few clandestine moments together, but this… this was something else entirely. It was as if we were voracious for each other. Ravenous. And there was no reason to stop. Fuck the punishment. She was my wife and I could kiss her for the rest of my life. My cock had other ideas in mind and when her hands moved to work the buttons on my shirt, it twitched in my pants.

      I was breathing hard as I kissed along her jawline, the delicate swirl of her ear. I nipped at the tender lobe and she ripped my shirt apart, buttons flying.

      Holy hell, the woman was eager.

      “I've longed to see your body,” she breathed, her small hands running over my chest and belly.

      I hissed out a breath at the contact. “Dahlia. You can distract me. You can even delay your punishment. That doesn't mean it won't happen. Later.”

      Reaching for the buttons on her blouse, I got one, then two undone before she batted my hands away before she moved to my belt buckle. “Fine. Later. But now, I want to see it.”

      My eyebrows went up at her boldness. Bright flags of color marked her cheeks, her lips were swollen from my attentions and her breath was as ragged as mine.

      “You want to see my cock, sugarplum?” I took a deep breath and reveled in my new bride and her eagerness. I wanted to show it to her and I most definitely wanted to see the look on her face when I did.

      She nodded and licked her lips. I almost came then and there. Why keep her from what her heart desired for a punishment I could mete at a different time? “Very well, take it out.”

      I leaned back against the door, spreading my legs to give her better access.

      With fumbling fingers, she undid my belt, then the placket of my pants. She glanced up at me briefly before pushing the fabric down over my hips. My cock sprang free and she sucked in a deep breath. I'd never been harder in my life.

      She lifted a hand as if to touch it and I held my breath with anticipation, but she pulled it back as if afraid. I took her hand and placed it over my thick length.

      “It's all right. You can touch it,” I growled. “Grip it. Harder.”

      She did.

      “It's… dripping,” she marveled.

      “That's for you. It means I'm ready to fuck you.”

      Her dark eyes were so expressive, a window into her soul. Now, I saw eagerness, curiosity and a touch of trepidation, but nothing I didn't expect in a virgin.

      “I...I want that, too.” She ran her thumb over my sensitive crown, the slick essence there easing her way. I was so sensitive my hips jerked into her hand.

      “Then let's get you naked.”

      She eyed me briefly in alarm before she kissed me again, the hand on my cock beginning to move over my length as if learning it. She was battering my senses and I was on the brink of losing control. I wanted the first time with Dahlia to be gentle, to be slow—an awakening—as a virgin deserved. But, as usual, she was not like other women and I shouldn't have expected something slow and tame.

      She was hot and wild. A wildcat, a vixen, a siren. I was only a man and there was nothing I could do but succumb.

      “You're making it hard,” I breathed against her mouth.

      Her fingers stroked down my length. “It gets harder?” she asked just before her tongue found mine.

      When I came up for a breath, I said, “You're making it hard… difficult to be gentle.”

      “I don't want gentle. I want you to fuck me.”

      “Jesus, Dahlia.”

      The way her hand moved up and down my cock I would have assumed she'd done this before, or at the least had lessons from either Rose or Hyacinth, her married sisters. I couldn't imagine shy Hyacinth offering her much bolder sister any tips, so that left Rose. They weren't overly close, though, so I had to imagine—

      One perfect stroke had my mind going blank as my basest needs took over. Gripping Dahlia's shoulders, I spun her about and pushed her against the door.

      “You want to be fucked, sugarplum?”

      She licked her lips, her eyes soft and hazy with arousal. Other than a kiss, I hadn't even touched her yet.

      “Yes. Please,” she begged.

      “Then let's see if you're ready for me. I can't be gentle, Dahlia. You've pushed me too far.”

      She shook her head, a curl falling down over her face. I brushed it back and tucked it behind her ear. “I don't want gentle.”

      Reaching down, I yanked on her skirt, lifting it up enough to find her drawers. I tugged them down, the ribbon at her waist no impediment to my eagerness to finally touch her pussy. My blunt fingers slid through her silky curls and over her heated flesh. Her folds were slick and I easily parted them to find her very hard clit.

      “Garrison!” she cried as I deftly stroked over it.

      “Like that?” I asked. My voice was barely recognizable, dark and rasping. She'd lowered me to just the basest of man. I needed her, needed her body and I reveled in her eagerness for the same from me. I found her untried entrance and slipped a finger inside.

      She cried out and shifted her hips.

      “So tight. I'm going to fill you with my cock, Dahlia.”

      I plunged my finger in and she cried out, not in pain, but in pleasure. “Yes!” she gasped. Because of her eagerness, her wantonness, I added a second finger, scissoring her and opening her up, accustoming her body to being filled, for my cock was so much bigger than my fingers.

      In and out I finger fucked her as I kissed her neck, licking and sucking on the tender skin. She smelled of fresh air and sunshine, but the heady, sweet scent of her arousal filled the air. Her hips began to buck and I delved even further.

      “There's your maidenhead. I'm going to take it, Dahlia. Right now with my fingers, because it's going to be too much for you to handle with my big cock. You're going to ride my cock as I fuck you against this door. You wanted it and I'm going to give it to you.”

      She kept saying “yes” over and over again as I whispered to her, so I wasn't hesitant when I breached her maidenhead, tearing through that tender bit of flesh that made her mine. She cried out and arched her back. I kissed her and swallowed her sounds of being taken so deeply. I didn't relent, didn't give her a moment's reprieve for she was dripping wet. Her need was as great as mine. Her response to pleasure was as great as mine. She wanted it. She wanted me.

      I was going to give it to her.

      I pulled my slick fingers free and grabbed behind her knee, lifting her up so my cock aligned with her dripping cunt.

      “Wrap your legs around me,” I growled. She quickly did as I bid and the head of my cock nudged at her entrance. With barely leashed control, I held back.

      “Dahlia, look at me.”

      She slowly opened her eyes.

      “Good girl. You're mine, Dahlia Lenox Lee.” I slid in an inch and her eyes widened. “You've been mine ever since you were five. But now, I'm going to fuck you. Hard like you need.”

      Heat flared in her eyes and she shifted her hips, taking me in an inch more.

      “I need it,” she repeated.

      I growled. It was my job, my privilege to give her exactly what she needed. With one quick thrust, I filled her completely, the head of my cock bumping into her womb.

      She arched her back, tilted her head back against the door and cried out my name.

      “You've come before, but never with me, never with my cock in you.”

      I didn't go slowly, wasn't gentle. The tight, hot feel of her had me moving in her, watching her as I did so to see what would push her to the brink. On one deft stroke, her eyes widened and she cried out, her inner walls clenching down.

      “Like that?” I did it again.

      “Yes!”

      The slick, wet sound of fucking filled the air. Her inner walls rippled and pulled me in, her hands gripped my shoulders; surely her fingernails would leave marks. I didn't care. I just fucked into her until she came, her scream caught in her throat. I didn't stop moving, didn't stop the motions of my hips. Not that I could do anything else. If someone knocked on the door because we were being too loud, I wouldn't have stopped. I wouldn't have stopped if someone shouted fire. Just seeing Dahlia pulse and quiver as she came, her eyes blurry and her cheeks flushed, was the most beautiful sight.

      As her pleasure ebbed, she slumped against me and I leaned into the wall even more to hold her up.

      “Again, sugarplum. You'll come again and I'll go over with you.”

      She shook her head against my shoulder, but I felt her inner walls clamp down on a very deft stroke. Her little breaths fanned my neck. It hadn't taken any time at all to discover what made her wetter, what made her clench down on my cock, even what made the little breathy sounds escape her parted lips. She was like an instrument I'd always known how to play.

      So when she began to squeeze my cock as I worked her, I knew she was about to come again. She was so sensitive, her body so easily brought to climax. My balls drew up at the knowledge that she gave over to me so passionately and completely. She might have been a virgin, but she was not a shy little miss. She submitted to me beautifully. Her sigh of pleasure pushed me to the brink. The pain of her fingernails digging into my shoulders pushed me directly into my own release. I thrust hard into her one last time, completely and deeply embedded, and shot my seed, pulse after blissful pulse, filling her.

      I slapped one hand onto the door beside her head and touched my forehead to hers. There was nothing like it, the pleasure her body wrung from me. I tried to catch my breath, to recover from the best fuck of my life. I'd known all along it would be good with Dahlia, but I never expected it to be like this. And this had just been a frantic fuck up against the door, fully clothed!

      Dahlia breathed against my neck, her heart pounding against my chest, her body limp. Slowly, carefully, I pulled out and lowered her to the ground only long enough to scoop her up and place her on the bed. I should have taken her with more care. I should have learned every inch of her body before fucking her, tenderly and sweetly, yet no less passionately. But I didn't. My wife had had me by my cock and there had been nothing I could have done about it. Now, though, I could show her everything I'd left out.

      I glanced down at my cock, slick with our combined fluids. “I'm still hard, Dahlia. With the first fuck out of the way, we can go all night.”

      With sleepy and sated eyes, she looked down at my slick, still hard cock.

      I put one knee on the bed and tugged off the shirt that she'd ripped open. “This time when I fuck you, we'll do it with our clothes off.”

      Instead of reaching for me, her eyes widened for the briefest of moments. She shook her head and turned on her side, facing away from me. “I have a headache.”
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      DAHLIA

      

      “A headache?”

      I felt Garrison's weight press down into the bed and he turned me onto my back. He loomed over me, all sated male. Instead of seeing devilish satisfaction, it was confusion.

      “How the hell can you have a headache?”

      He ran a big hand over my sweaty brow and I was soothed by the gesture.

      I shrugged and couldn't meet his eyes. While I'd been able to hide my feelings from him in the past, after what we'd just done I didn't think I could keep anything from him anymore. While we were still in our clothes, he'd stripped me bare, exposed me to a connection, a bond with another person I'd never known before. When my parents had died, I'd thought that that kind of love had died as well. But this, with Garrison, was even deeper.

      I loved him. I'd loved him for years, perhaps from the very first, but it hadn't felt like this and it scared me. I didn't want him to leave me. I'd been left by my parents, and I couldn't handle if Garrison was no longer in my life.

      “I… I just do.”

      He took my chin in hand so I was forced to look at him.

      “Dahlia,” he warned. “Was I too rough? Did I scare you?”

      “No,” I admitted. I had been the initiator and aggressor, trying to turn his thoughts away from stripping me bare and seeing my scars. There was no reason for him to delay any longer.

      His gaze raked down my body. “Did I hurt you? Are you sore?”

      My cheeks flamed at his frank talk. The flesh between my legs was tender and when he'd pushed through my maidenhead with his fingers, which had been incredibly erotic. It had hurt, but he'd been too attentive, too good at what he was doing for it to linger. The pleasure of his hands, and then his cock, had made my mind go blank and my body do whatever it wanted. I felt his slick seed seeping from me and while I ached a little inside, I also craved the pleasure he'd wrung from me. All night, just as he'd said.

      “Maybe a little,” I replied.

      Reaching down, he pulled up the hem of my skirt, his fingers sliding over my leg. I tried to bat his hands away, but he was too deft. “What are you doing?”

      “I'm going to look at your pussy.”

      “I told you I'm just a little sore, but otherwise I'm fine. There's no need.”

      He grinned. “You're better than fine.” The fabric of my dark skirt was bunched up over my hips. While my legs were together, he could easily see the dark curls at the juncture of my thighs since my drawers were on the floor by the door.

      He moved around to the foot of the bed then pushed my knees open. Reaching down, he worked at the laces of one boot, then the other, before tugging them both off to fall loudly to the wood floor. “Put your feet on the bed.”

      “Garrison!” I exclaimed. My scars were on my torso so I was not afraid he'd see them. My opposition was based on sheer maidenly mortification. “Shouldn't you turn the lantern down?”

      He looked up my body and grinned. He was so handsome, even when he was trying to get beneath my skirt. “No, we will not turn the damn lantern down. Ever. I will always see your body, and you mine. What happened to the vixen that seduced me into fucking her against the door?”

      He shifted so his knees were on the inside of my thighs, keeping them wide. His fingers stroked over my bare leg that was exposed above the tops of my stockings. “You're so soft. Your skin is like silk,” he murmured. I wasn't sure if it was his touch or the soft tone of his voice that made my breath catch.

      His hands moved further still so that his thumbs brushed through my damp curls and over my outer lips. “Shh,” he crooned. When he parted my folds, I sucked in my breath.

      “So beautiful, Dahlia.” His tone was reverent. “Your pussy is pink and slick and swollen. You're covered in my seed.” He spread his essence around. “I love seeing it, knowing I've marked you inside and out. Soon, I'll shave you bare.”

      Bare? Gently, he slid his fingers over the length of me, then circled my entrance and I forgot all about his words. I was not immune to his touch and my eyes slipped closed. The arousal that had ebbed with my climax returned.

      When his hands fumbled with the buttons at my waist, my eyes opened.

      “What… what are you doing?”

      “Undressing you.”

      I tried to shift backward, to move away from his deft fingers, but my legs were spread and caught over his thighs. “But I'm sore.”

      “I'm not fucking you, sugarplum, I'm taking your clothes off.”

      While I knew this moment would come, I couldn't wear clothes for the next fifty years. I hadn't expected the level of panic that set in as he tugged my skirt down my legs and tossed it on the floor.

      “I don't want you to,” I countered, coming up on my elbows, which enabled me to pull my knees back and turn away from him. He let me climb from the bed. I paced the small space in only my blouse, corset and chemise. It was too hot and I had forgone a petticoat.

      “Dahlia.”

      I heard Garrison's voice, but I ignored it.

      “No.”

      When he stood, I put my hands up. “You're going to force me to undress, just like you forced me to marry you.”

      His eyes widened. “I may have coerced you into marriage, but you knew it was only a matter of time. You were mine. You are mine, Dahlia. What's this about?”

      I shook my head and had to brush my hair out of my face. I groaned in frustration. “I don't want you!”

      “You could have fooled me. You were the one who ripped the buttons from my shirt. You were the one all but begging me to fuck you.”

      His voice had gone up and his anger was beginning to brew. Good. I'd rather him be mad at me, for then he wouldn't see the truth.

      Garrison took a deep breath, stepped back and then sat on the side of the bed. I tried not to squirm under his scrutiny. After bluffing men out of their money playing cards, this should have been easy, but none of them had been Garrison.

      “Take off your clothes, Dahlia.”

      His voice was calm once again.

      I shook my head.

      “Take off your clothes or I will take them off for you. Those are your choices.”

      “You're a brute,” I countered, crossing my arms over my chest. My heart beat frantically and I was struggling to keep my tears at bay. I would not dissolve into weakness now, for once he saw the scars, I would be on my own, definitely cast aside. At least I knew what it was like between a man and a woman now, for surely he would be repulsed. Surely, I would be sent home to the Lenox ranch. Perhaps our marriage would even be kept a secret. We were in Carver Junction. No one would know and I could let Garrison go. He could find a different woman without flaws.

      With a swiftness I hadn't expected, he reached out and hooked my arm, pulling me in front of him. He gripped both sides of my blouse and tugged, ripping it open just as I had his, the buttons flying in all directions. I gasped and tried to cover myself, but Garrison was too quick. With sure motions, he worked the hooks down the front of my corset, my body moving with each tug.

      “Please, Garrison. No,” I all but begged, but he would not listen.

      Pushing one chemise strap, then the other, from my shoulders, the cotton slid silently to pool at my feet. I stood before him in just my stockings.

      He didn't move, didn't even breathe. It was as if he'd been turned into a statue.

      I moved to cover my body, to hide the scars that marred me from hip to ribs to shoulder. Even the side of my right breast was tainted by pink and rough flesh.

      “Jesus, Dahlia,” he whispered. From his seated position, he had a clear view of my body and couldn't miss the damage the fire that had taken my family had done to me.

      “I… I know you think it's ugly, that I'm ugly. I don't blame you.” I hadn't realized I was crying until a tear dripped down onto my upturned breast. I swiped angrily at my cheeks, but the tears wouldn't stop. “Just give me back my shift and you won't have to look at me anymore.”

      “Dahlia,” he bit out.

      I refused to meet his eyes, for I was afraid of what I'd see. “No one but the sheriff knows we are married. The other men, I'm sure they were too drunk to remember anything. You can get that horse you were buying and go home, forget this ever happened. I understand, Garrison. I do. I won't—”

      “Stop talking.”

      “But—”

      “Don't say another word.” His jaw was clenched tightly and there was a coiled tension about him, an anger that I'd never seen before. I tried to step back, but he reached for my wrists and held them in one of his hands. He turned me easily so that my scars faced him. I tugged at my wrists wanting to be anywhere else in the world, but he would not relent. With his free hand, he ran it gently over my marred flesh. No one had touched the healed wounds since I was a little girl. Even Miss Trudy and Miss Esther had barely touched them, for I'd been adamant, even at six years old that I did not want to be touched.

      “Garrison,” I pleaded.

      He swatted my bare bottom with the palm of his hand and I jumped. “I told you to be silent.” He didn't look at me, but kept his eyes squarely on my side, at the skin that he touched. “Am I hurting you?”

      I shook my head and bit my lip. The skin on my side was almost numb. While I couldn't feel his fingertips on my skin, I could sense the pressure of it.

      “What happened?”

      “Fire.” I didn't say more, for I felt the one word was plenty.

      “What happened?” he repeated, stroking over my side, the good parts and the bad.

      “Why Garrison? Why do you need to know?” I sniffed and wiped at my cheeks.

      He tugged me around so I faced him again and pulled me close enough so I was between his open knees. While my breasts were only a few inches from his face, his eyes held mine. “Because it bothers you so much that you would rather me roughly take your virginity up against a door than to show me your body.”

      “The fire was big, so big that it swept through most of the city, often from rooftop to rooftop.” I swallowed and stared at the tanned skin of his shoulder. He wasn't wearing his shirt and I never knew he had hair on his chest. He was hard and well muscled, but I hadn't even noticed until now.

      “Dahlia,” he prompted.

      I sighed, for he would not relent. “They were asleep. My parents, two younger sisters and a baby brother. There was smoke and screaming and it happened so fast.”

      “You said 'they.' You weren't asleep?”

      “I was in the outhouse. I refused to use a chamber pot because I was almost six.”

      He released my hands and gripped my waist, his fingers almost forming a ring about me. “Then… if you weren't in the house, how did you get burned?”

      “I tried to go back in and save them.”

      I shuddered at the memory of the thick, black smoke, the yellow flames brightening the interior of my house, the sound of it so loud, almost like a train.

      “I only made it a few feet inside the door of the kitchen. Burning wood fell from the ceiling and caught my nightgown on fire. My hair, too.” I tugged on my tangled strands. “I ran back outside and a neighbor put it out.”

      His hands moved to cup my jaw, then to pull out the pins from my hair. He let them fall to the floor at our feet, then angled my head from side to side.

      I pointed to a spot on my right side and he brushed his fingers over the spot.

      “My hair was long and unbound. It didn't burn my head at all, but I did lose about a foot of hair on that side. Miss Trudy cut my hair to make it even the first day I met her.”

      I remembered the odd feel of it, how light it felt, just brushing my shoulders.

      His hands cupped my jaw once again and I had to meet his eyes. His thumbs brushed over my cheeks, wiping the tears away completely. “You think I don't want you?”

      “Why…would you want to?”

      His eyes pierced my heart, for there I saw anguish and sorrow. “Because I love you, Dahlia Lenox Lee.”

      I tried to shake my head but he held me still. “You love the woman you thought was whole.”

      His eyes narrowed, his hands dropped and he stood abruptly. I stumbled backward as he toed off his boots, then pushed his opened pants down off his hips, kicking them off until he stood naked before me. What was he doing? “Garrison!”

      He turned and pointed to the back of his thigh. I stared at his bottom until he spoke, then my eyes drifted lower, saw a jagged gash, long healed, that marred his seemingly perfect skin.

      “A pulley rope snapped in the barn and a sharp piece of iron sliced through my leg.”

      Except for the damaged area that was a mixture of pink and white flesh, his leg was peppered with dark hair. I winced at the thought of Garrison being hurt so badly. The severity of the wound should have been enough for him to die from blood loss or even from infection.

      “When did this happen? How did I not know?” I wanted to reach out and touch it, but I didn't dare.

      He shrugged, the muscles in his back shifting. “When I was seventeen. You were still a girl.”

      “The scar, it doesn't matter, Garrison.” I shook my head as if saying the words wasn't enough.

      He faced me and I saw him fully naked for the first time. His cock, while I'd touched it and only seen it for the briefest of moments, was long and thick and jutted out from a dark nest of hair. “Why not? You don't find my body repulsive?”

      His question stirred me from my staring, my blatant ogling. That had fit inside me? His obvious male virility made my core clench, as if craving to be filled once again. “Of course not.”

      “Your nipples are hard,” he observed, with a tilt of his chin. “Are you wet for me? Do you want me, sugarplum? Scars and all?”

      He used his ridiculous endearment to lighten the mood. I couldn't help the small smile. “Yes,” I whispered.

      Gripping his cock in his fist, he began to stroke the long length of it. “Your scars, Dahlia, they tell me how brave you are, how strong you are. They make you who you are and that person is who I love, who I married.”

      A drop of clear fluid beaded at the tip of the broad crown and I licked my lips, wondering what he tasted like. I remembered he'd licked my essence from his fingers in the stage and now I understood why.

      “You're who makes my cock hard.”

      The scent of our first time filled the air, musky and redolent. The combined fluids from our union slid down my legs. His body showed the evidence of his continued arousal, his cock bobbing from its heavy weight and curled long and thick to almost touch his navel. I ached for more.

      “Garrison,” I murmured. This time it wasn't shame or sadness I heard in my voice, but hope. “You… you really still want me?”

      He grinned and crooked a finger. “You'll learn that a cock stand is a sure sign of that, but come here and I'll prove it to you.”
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      GARRISON

      

      She didn't hesitate. Dahlia took the few steps between us and I pulled her into my arms. Placing a hand at the back of her head, I tucked her into my chest so that I could rest my chin on top of her head. Her hands gripped my back, holding on as if she'd never let go. It felt good to have her in my arms—naked, of course—but more importantly, because she wanted me, wanted the comfort and reassurance I could give her.

      I, too, was comforted by the feel of her, knowing she was in my grasp once and for all. I hadn't been able to be her shelter, her protector before now. I'd had no claim on her.

      But this was the day I'd gone from letting her run rough shod over me to taking charge. For years, I'd kept a safe and reasonable distance from her, allowing her to turn into the beautiful woman before me. She was also a spitfire who did not hesitate to give me grief, or a serious tongue lashing, as the situation warranted. We'd gone back and forth enough. The banter had been foreplay. For years. No longer. The card game had been a means to an end. A way to get her to be mine while maintaining her pride. I'd give her that… and so much more.

      “I envisioned getting you naked for years, sugarplum. It did not include arguing.”

      “Garrison—”

      “Shh,” I soothed. “This time, when I take you, it's going to be slow. I'm going to look at that delectable body of yours, taste it, learn every spot that makes you hot. Makes you wet for me. The only words that are going to come from your lips are 'Yes, Garrison' and 'More.'”

      I pushed her back far enough so I could lower my head and kiss her. This time, while the kiss lacked the intensity and urgency of the ones we shared earlier, it was no less potent. Her mouth opened without any direction from me and I slid my tongue over hers and then nipped at her plump lower lip. Her breathing was ragged and she was soft and pliant in my arms. I couldn't remember any other time when Dahlia was soft and pliant. While kissing her was something I could do for hours, I wanted more. The soft feel of her skin, so plush and silky, was distracting me. It was one thing to linger when she was clothed—and prior to her being Mrs. Lee—but now I wanted more. I wanted it all.

      Did she think to hide her scars from me forever? She was my wife and I would see her naked. She'd expected me to see the marks of that one night and reject her, to abandon her for surviving. Either she didn't know me as well as I'd thought or her fears were very deeply set. I assumed the latter. Words would work to ease her mind, but would take time to do so. Action would be much faster.

      With deft hands, I picked her up and lowered her to the bed, shifting so I was above her, our bodies remaining aligned, our mouths still fused. I kept my weight off of her with my forearm, but I felt the full length of her beneath me. I kissed the corner of her mouth, then along her jaw to her ear, then the soft spot directly behind it.

      With each nudge of my nose or gentle flick of my tongue, I gauged her reactions; a slight intake of breath, her fingers clenching my waist, her eyes slipping shut. It was when I felt the thrum of her heart beating in her neck did I know she was right there with me.

      “Garrison,” she murmured as she tilted her head to the side to expose the long length of her nape.

      Every part of her was perfect, the fresh scent of her skin, the softness of it beneath my lips, the taste of her on my tongue. I didn't linger in one place for long, for I wished to learn every bit of her.

      While I'd seen her body as we argued, I hadn't been able to focus on it. I knew her breasts were full and round, teardrop shaped with dusky pink nipples. Her waist was narrow above her flared hips. Even her legs were perfect, long and shapely and I ached to feel them wrapped around my waist. But we'd been caught up—yet again—in a verbal battle. Often, Dahlia would try to prove her dominance over me with words; she'd certainly seduced me into fucking her roughly just a short time ago.

      Now… now I was the one in control. Now, I could see her body, learn it, love it, just as I'd longed to do for, well, forever. Her scars were ugly. They marred her skin, the flesh taut and pink. But they were a part of her. I cupped a breast, the size of it the perfect handful. I groaned, the sound rumbling up from my chest as I felt her nipple harden. When I brushed my thumb over it, she arched her back, pushing it even further into my hand.

      “So sensitive,” I whispered, lowering my head to take the turgid tip into my mouth.

      She gasped and her hands tangled in my hair, tugging almost painfully. “Garrison!”

      While I kept my attentions gentle, I wasn't easy on her. I worked her body well, building her arousal to the point where when I took her she'd be begging for it. With one knee, I pushed her thighs apart and settled into the cradle of her hips. There, my cock rested against her hot flesh, slick and wet from her arousal and my seed. My cock pulsed in eagerness and I reveled in the feeling of my mark upon her.

      I didn't focus all my attention on one breast, but kissed my way across the valley between them to the other, and I took over playing with the wet tip with my fingers.

      “Think you can come from just my mouth on your breasts?” I asked, licking and laving her pink flesh. My whiskers surely abraded her delicate skin on the lower curves, but she didn't seem to mind. In fact, she didn't seem to mind anything I did to her. Soft and gentle, rough and wild, she wanted it all.

      I wanted all of Dahlia. Smoothing my hand over her belly, I crooned to her when my fingers brushed over her scarred flesh, then kissed the tender skin, letting her know I loved every part of her. I didn't linger there, but let my fingers drift lower still, through the silky curls at the apex of her thighs. With my knee, I nudged her legs even wider so she couldn't hide. Even with the soft flame of the lantern beside the bed, I could see her swollen folds, slick with my seed. The scent of her arousal was thick and heady. I lowered my head and licked the hard pearl, pink and unprotected by its hood.

      “Garrison!” she cried, pushing herself up onto her elbows to look down at me. “What… what are you doing?” She licked her dry lips and I growled.

      “Making you come.”

      “Are you supposed to do that… there?” she murmured.

      “Absolutely.”

      “But I'm all wet. Your… wetness slipped from me.”

      “Mmm,” I crooned, slipping a finger through that wetness and sliding into her. “I love feeling my seed inside of you, to know you're mine. Everywhere.”

      Her eyes went blurry when I found a place inside that she liked. I curled my finger and her eyes slipped shut. Once more and she pulled her knees back to ensure I could continue.

      “Ah, sugarplum, you're such an eager little thing. You're squeezing my finger. I can't wait to feel you doing that to my cock. First though, you'll come.”

      She nodded her head and licked her lips. Having her come was more important than my next breath. I was her husband and I was the only one to do it. No one else would see it. My balls drew up at the slick feel of her, my cock aching to get inside of her. But I would do it right this time. I would see to her first. I lowered my head and flicked my tongue over her clit as I slid my finger in and out. With little licks and gentle strokes over the tight bud I coaxed the climax from her. She couldn't remain still and I used my free hand to hook around her thigh and hold her in place. Her hands cupped her breasts, tugging and pulling on her nipples as I'd done.

      “More, yes… please,” she begged, lost and wild as I moved my finger deep inside her.

      I didn't relent and gave her exactly what she wanted. With deft curls of my finger and very deliberate flicks of my tongue, I took her to the brink then pushed her over. Her back arched and she cried out as her inner walls squeezed and pulled on my finger. While she was still coming, I sat back and slipped from her.

      “Open your eyes, Dahlia.” I aligned my cock with her slick entrance and waited.

      When her lids fluttered open and she looked up at me, I continued, “I want to see your face when I fill you.” I worked my way in, inch by inch. I watched as my cock disappeared into her body, her folds spread wide. I could feel her ripple around me, for my cock was much larger than my finger.

      “You're so big,” she murmured.

      Lowering myself to my forearms, I pinned her arms to her sides, trapping her. I wanted her under my control, for she'd taken all of mine away earlier. I slid in a fraction more, then even more, my seed making her slick and easy to fill. Finally, I was fully seated within, my balls slapping against her ass. I held myself still, savoring the feel of her. She was hot and tight and slick and… perfect. God, everything about Dahlia was perfect. Just filling her and remaining still had me close to coming. I was like a randy schoolboy with my first fuck.

      I wasn't going to last. This connection was going to be too much. I'd told her I loved her. She hadn't said the words back, but looking into her eyes I could see it there.

      “Garrison, please. Please move,” she begged. While I heard the desperation in her voice, felt her knees come up and press into my sides, even felt her pussy continue to ripple about me, it was the hazy desire in her eyes that had me moving. I could only imagine she saw a similar look in mine, for I was just as lost. I was almost frantic for her. “You're going to come again,” I warned. It was also a vow. I was going to wring every little bit of pleasure from her body.

      “Yes,” she cried as I filled her once again. “More.”

      There was nothing like it on earth. Her pussy was so sweet, so greedy. So fucking hot.

      “You want to come?” I pulled back so just the flared head of my cock parted her lips.

      “Yes!”

      I plunged deep, watched her body take all of me to the very hilt. “You want more?”

      My voice was dark and deep and I was breathing heavily. Sweat dripped down my brow.

      “Yes!”

      “I'll give you more, sugarplum. More than you could ever imagine.”

      And I did.
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      DAHLIA

      

      “Good morning, Lee.”

      I looked up from my lunch to the man standing before our table in the crowded dining room. We'd missed the hotel's breakfast because Garrison had turned his attentions upon me bright and early. A very thorough bout of lovemaking put me right back to sleep for most of the morning. He'd been most attentive and very gentle, for while I had been eager for his attentions, I was sore. He'd kissed my scars, ran his fingers over them almost reverently, before taking me so sweetly. Even now, I had a delicious ache between my legs. While I'd cleaned myself before dressing, Garrison's seed had been copious and continued to trickle from me, a constant reminder of his claim on me.

      “Pringle,” Garrison replied, his tone neutral, the one word clipped.

      The man was close in age to my husband, with very pale hair, a long nose and narrow set eyes. He didn't smile.

      Garrison put down his fork and knife and wiped his mouth with his napkin. The scent of baked chicken and coffee filled the air, along with a large amount of male tension. “What brings you to town?”

      The other man glanced at me, but dismissed me readily enough. “A horse purchase. It seems while you were off purchasing something else, I found a nice piece of horse flesh to add to my collection.”

      Garrison's jaw clenched tightly and his eyes narrowed as he pushed his chair back and stood. He had several inches on the other man, who reminded me of a tow-headed weasel. “You will apologize to my wife, Pringle.”

      Mr. Pringle ignored Garrison and he looked me over once again as if I were the whore he insinuated me to be, only this time with a much more thorough pass. “Well, well. Mrs. Lee, my humblest apologies.”

      The smile on his lips and the tone of his voice implied nothing of the sort.

      “You're interrupting lunch with my wife. What do you want?”

      Mr. Pringle shrugged. “I just wanted to save you some time. The horse you wanted to purchase is no longer available. Good luck finding a stud anywhere in the Territory like that one.”

      Garrison's eyes narrowed. “You bought Mann's horse?”

      Mr. Pringle grinned broadly. “I did. As I said, I just wanted to save you some time.” He nodded his head in my direction. “Ma'am.”

      When the man had left the room, Garrison sat back down and tucked back into his lunch without comment.

      “Does that happen to you often?” I asked.

      He glanced up at me and shrugged. “While Pringle isn't an enemy, we definitely aren't friends.”

      “Are there many who you call enemy or 'not friend'?”

      While his tense muscles relaxed and his voice was calm, I could discern that he wasn't as recovered ashe seemed. I'd been watching Garrison since I was little. I knew him.

      He shrugged, stabbed a piece of chicken with his fork. “My father lost many friends over the course of his life and the repercussions are lingering.”

      I remembered Mr. Lee, Sr. He wasn't a very nice man. Gray and old before his time, bitter, too. As a little girl, I'd been frightened of him and had avoided him when at all possible. “He's… he's been gone a long time now.”

      Garrison nodded once. “Six years. I've been trying to bring the ranch—and the Lee name—back in good standing in the community.”

      I frowned. I only knew how successful Garrison was, how well known his horses were. I'd never heard of the things that seemed to bother him. “You're not your father.”

      He sat back in his chair. “Thankfully, the Montana Territory is a place where a man makes his own way and I'm thankful to the community for separating me from my father's personality and business dealings. But there are a few, like Pringle, who think otherwise.”

      “Why does he hate you so much?”

      “His father lost most of his land because of mine and the son has not forgotten. With Pringle, I have taken on my father's sins.”

      “He'd said you were here to buy a horse.” I blotted my lips with my napkin. “I… didn't think you actually came to Carver Junction to do so.”

      One dark eyebrow slashed upward. “Oh? I told you I was buying one. What did you think I was doing here?”

      Cutting my green beans with more deliberation than probably necessary, I replied, “Snooping on me.”

      He laughed outright, then winked at me. Patrons at other tables turned at the vibrant sound and the women's eyes lingered. Garrison was a handsome man; there was no denying. “That was just an added perk. Also, very lucky for me.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Mmm. I learned quite a bit about you.” He leaned back and crossed his fingers over his flat belly. “How reckless you are with your own personal safety, your ability to lie like the Poker player you are.”

      “And why is that lucky?” I asked, beginning to feel the roots of apprehension take hold.

      “Because I could do nothing about it before. Now, as your husband, rest assured I will be taking action soon enough.” He looked to my plate. “Finish up. It seems we have a stage to take.”
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      Trepidation weighed my every step to the stage, for once we were alone within, I could only imagine what he would do. I thought of how he'd watched me touch myself and bring myself to climax the day before, but I didn't think pleasure was what he had in mind for our return journey. Fortunately, I'd been given a reprieve in the stage because we were not to ride alone. A mother with a small boy and a man with a horrendous need for a bath joined us. We'd kept the flaps open and the breeze moving, but it had not been a comfortable few hours and we talked little.

      When we retrieved Garrison's liveried horse, I expected him to steer the animal toward the Lenox ranch.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, trying to shift on Garrison's lap. I'd never ridden with anyone before. It was so… close. I felt his muscular thighs and his hard cock pressing against me with every sway of the horse. With his arms around me, there was no chance I could forget what we'd done together… three times.

      “We are going home,” he said simply.

      “I need to let my family know where I am,” I replied, turning to look over my shoulder as if I could see the Lenox Ranch.

      “I will send a man over with word on your whereabouts, but you didn't seem too concerned about them yesterday when you went to visit Opal.”

      My back stiffened at his tone. “How dare you insinuate I don't care for my family?”

      “I didn't insinuate you didn't care for them,” he replied, sounding frustrated. “I inferred that you care for yourself more.”

      “Who do you think you are talking to me this way?” I tried to spin around to face him, but his arms tightened about me.

      “Your husband.”

      I remained sullen and angry… and silent.

      “Why the hell do you go off on your own and play Poker in a saloon where a man—or men—could force themselves upon you? Do you have any idea what could have happened to you?”

      I didn't say a word.

      “You never stop talking and now you refuse to talk?”

      I pursed my lips. I wanted to give him a tongue lashing so very badly, but that would only be what he wanted.

      “Very well.” He pulled up on the reins and the horse stopped. There was nothing about in any direction, just open prairie, tall grass rippling and waving in the slight breeze. Mountains rose jagged and tall in the distance, the sun working its way toward them. With an arm banded about my waist, he lowered me from the horse.

      “What are you doing? You don't expect me to walk the rest of the way, do you?”

      Garrison sighed, kicked his leg over and dismounted. “I'd hoped to do this at home, but it's clear I've waited too long. We've got plenty of privacy out here. I doubt you'll be all that quiet about it.”

      I took a step back. “About what?”

      “Your punishment.”

      He took a step toward me, eyes narrowed and focused. I'd seen him like this before, but it had never been directed at me. He was intent and I did not like it one bit. I stepped back, spun on my heel and started to run.

      “Are you planning to run all the way to the ranch, sugarplum?” he called. “You'll still get your punishment whether you're tired or not.”

      I stumbled to a halt and bent forward to place my hands on my thighs. Wearing a corset took my breath away. He was going to punish me. I didn't know how, but I was filled with trepidation. I knew he wouldn't hurt me, but I'd never been punished before. I was my own woman. I made my own way. I played Poker in saloons—and won! As I walked back to Garrison, I did not like the feeling of being under someone's control, not one bit.

      He watched me out of the corner of his eye as he pulled something from his saddlebag. I was a few feet from him when I saw it was a coil of rope.

      “What… what do you plan to do with that?” I pointed at the offending object, but I had a reasonable idea of his use for it.

      He came to me slowly. Calmly. “I will not hurt you Dahlia. Ever. You know that, correct?”

      His eyes still held the dark bite of authority, but had gentled somewhat along with his tone.

      I nodded. I was not afraid of him. I'd seen some men's looks when I played Poker and this was not the same.

      “I need to hear the words.”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I know you won't hurt me.”

      He nodded. “I will protect you with my life. I won't let anyone hurt you, even yourself. Are you ready to answer my questions?”

      I eyed the rope. “You're going to tie me up?”

      He shook his head and I looked him over. He could overpower me, hurt me, do whatever he wanted to me. I only came up to his chin in height; his shoulders were twice as broad as mine. His legs were solid, like tree trunks. His hands…. While I remembered exactly how those hands could bring me the most delicious of pleasures, I knew they could also mete out punishment as needed.

      I started to relax, relieved he wouldn't be using the rope. He must have felt it, for he continued, “Don't worry, sugarplum, I have other very persuasive ways to get you to talk.”

      My eyes dropped to the bulge in his pants. “You're going to fuck me to talk?”

      “I don't fuck when I'm angry.”

      “Then how—”

      “Let's begin,” he replied, ignoring me. “Tell me, Dahlia Lee, why you were playing Poker in a saloon in Carver Junction?”

      He wasn't using any type of coercion at all and I narrowed my eyes. “I didn't answer your question before, so why do you think I'll answer it now?”

      Before I could blink, he reached out and grabbed my wrist and tugged me into him. He sat down on the ground and pulled me over his lap. I felt as if I were a puppet, being moved into whatever direction he chose, for within seconds my knees were on the soft grass on one side of his thighs, my upper body over the other. I tried to sit up but one firm swat to my bottom had me stilling. Briefly. Then I began to struggle. As if I were a calf, he quickly and extremely deftly had my wrists behind my back and tied.

      He pulled up my skirt, his big hand working its way up my leg so it bunched on top of my tied hands. I heard a rip and felt the warm air on my bottom.

      “This is the last pair of drawers you will wear.” He tugged them completely from my body and tossed them off to the side. I could see them dangling from a few tall blades of grass. “I want your ass and your pussy exposed and available to me at all times. While I'd much prefer to bend you over something and fuck you, I will not hesitate to spank you.”

      “Garrison! How dare you!”

      “How dare me? My wife was in a saloon playing Poker with strange men.”

      Spank.

      “You could have been robbed. You could have been raped.”

      Spank.

      His voice was low and gruff and he was breathing heavily.

      “Why, Dahlia? Why do you do it?”

      I winced and held my breath at the continued assault on my bottom. The crack of his palm hitting my flesh was loud—and it hurt! I tried not to let it show, not to offer him any kind of reaction at all, but his hand moved deliberately across my bottom, hitting someplace new each time. I squeezed my eyes shut and bit my lip, but I couldn't do it. I cried out. “Garrison!”

      “Why?” he repeated.

      He was not going to relent. I could escape and run, but he'd catch me. He'd hold me down and spank me once again. Tears slipped down my cheeks from a painful combination of a sore bottom and Garrison's determination. I couldn't hide from him. Not in any way. He would no longer let me.

      “Fine. Fine! I'll talk.”

      He placed his palm on my bottom, this time moving over the heated and very tingling flesh in a gentle caress. The motion seemed to soothe the biting pain and turn it into a warm glow. He remained silent, waiting, for which I was glad. I was embarrassed enough to have my bottom not only exposed to him but to the whole outdoors—and have to talk while lying across his lap. I was just thankful I didn't have to look him in the eye as I spoke, but could stare at the green shoots of grass before me instead.

      “I was making money so I could move away.”

      “Where?”

      I shrugged, picked at a tall blade of grass. “The big city. I don't care which one. I want the excitement, the activity a place like Chicago or Minneapolis has.”

      His hand slipped lower to brush over the crease where my bottom and thigh met. I startled at the shift.

      “This wasn't a one time night of Poker, was it?”

      His hand continued to stroke, moving even closer to my woman's core. While it made the bearing of my innermost secrets easier, it was much harder to concentrate on his questions.

      I shook my head and bit my lip. I wanted to tilt my hips up and into his fingers.

      “How many other places did you go?”

      “Does… it really matter where I went? Aren't you just upset that I did it at all?”

      “Hell, yes, I'm upset that you did it. I'm surprised Miss Esther didn't catch wind of your… adventures.”

      Miss Esther could ferret out information from a turnip.

      He brushed over the curls that protected my womanhood, then over my most private of flesh.

      “Garrison!” I gasped.

      “When you're a bad girl, you're spanked. When you're a good girl, you get a reward.” Every place his finger passed over warmed, heated and I could feel myself getting wetter. “You were telling me about Miss Esther.”

      “It...oh God, wasn't that hard.” I took a deep breath and couldn't help the way my hips began to move. Just the very tip of his finger circled my entrance and I clenched down, wanting to pull it inside of me. “I just didn't tell Daisy or Iris. They're… the blabbermouths.”

      “Who taught you to play?”

      He was the one playing with me. He slipped inside and I thrust my hips back so that he went in deep.

      “Oh, so greedy,” he crooned. He didn't do anything else, just held it still inside of me. “Who taught you to play?”

      My eyes fell closed and sweat dotted my brow. It wasn't from the sun. “Big Ed. He… When I was seventeen, there was a big snowstorm where we were all stranded for days. He taught me, Daisy, Iris and Marigold how to play, using matchsticks as currency. By spring, I'd switched to money and was cleaning out the ranch hands' savings. After that, Big Ed banned the game. God, Garrison, please. You have to move your finger!”

      Instead of listening to me, he pulled me up and onto his lap, shifting me so that I straddled his waist, my hands still bound behind me. Putting his feet on the ground, he bent his knees so I sat with my back against his thighs. I gasped in combination of surprise at being flipped upright and the sting of my bottom against the coarse fabric of his pants.

      I glanced at him through my lashes, unsure of what I would see on his face. I'd hoped his anger and determination had waned. It had. In its place was intense focus of a different kind: arousal. He tipped his hat off his head, his dark hair shining in the sunshine. He hadn't shaved this morning and his whiskers were dark. I knew they would rasp beneath my palm as I stroked over his jaw—if he'd only release my hands. He stroked my hair back from my face; most of it had come loose. He worked at the pins and let them fall to the ground.

      “I like your hair down.”

      “Said the man with short hair,” I grumbled.

      He slowly shook his head, stroked over my long locks. “Only a husband can see a woman's hair down.”

      “You're very pleased with being my husband, aren't you?” Again and again he'd mentioned all the perks of being a husband. They ranged from spanking me to fucking me. While I didn't enjoy the spanking, I definitely felt as if his actions had forced me to unburden a secret. I did not like lying to Garrison, or Miss Trudy and Miss Esther.

      “Very pleased. If I weren't your husband, I wouldn't be able to do this.” He reached beneath my bunched skirts and found my dripping center and slipped not one finger, but two, deep inside. I came up on my knees and let my head fall back. He was so deep and his fingers filled me—not like his cock, but they were much more agile. I had no idea there were places deep inside that had me almost climaxing just by a simple graze or a brush of a finger. I gripped his forearm, trying to move him as I wanted.

      He tsked me. “I give you your pleasure from now on, Dahlia. Do you want to come?”

      His voice was dark and rough and I could feel the thick line of his arousal beneath me. “Yes!”

      “Then tell me, how much money did you win?”

      I cried out in frustration. I was close… so very close, but I knew Garrison wouldn't let me touch myself to bring the blissful release I craved.

      “Playing Poker?” I asked. My breathing was ragged and I hadn't run at all.

      His fingers paused deep inside of me. “You've won money other ways?”

      I shook my head, licked my lips. “No. Um… so far I've saved sixty-five dollars. Now move,” I ordered.

      He began to stroke over the sensitive places deep inside me again. “Impressive. You planned to make enough to move to a large city and what… continue to gamble to earn your keep?”

      His words had me opening my eyes. “You may consider me headstrong, Garrison Lee, but—”

      His laughter frightened some birds settled in the grasses and they took flight. “Headstrong? How about impetuous? Determined? Harebrained?”

      “—I haven't run off to the city. Yet.” I began to rock my hips, to ride his fingers. “Just saved my winnings.”

      “Are you fucking yourself on my fingers?” The corner of his mouth curled. He was so frustrating! One moment he was asking me about my secrets, the next he's dark and almost predatory. He certainly knew how to keep me off balance. “If I hadn't claimed your virginity last night, saw the blood of it on my fingers, I would swear you've got a whore's bent.”

      I didn't care if his words painted me a harlot. I wanted to come and I wanted to come now.

      “I need my pleasure and you aren't giving it to me,” I growled.

      With his free hand, he cupped my breast over my dress. “Now that you're married to me, you have no need to save money. I am not without means. I can give you whatever your heart desires.”

      “My desire is to come. It is my husband's job, I believe.” I clenched my hands into tight fists and fought against the snug rope. Somehow being bound only heightened my desire, for I was completely at Garrison's mercy. I could do nothing but submit to him, to wait for him to give me what I needed.

      The hand that cupped my breast moved beneath my skirts and flicked my overly sensitive clit. I was close, so close that only a little extra bit of attention, one little touch, then two was all that was needed to send me over the edge, to set me soaring.

      As I screamed my release, I heard Garrison say, “You're mine.”
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      GARRISON

      

      It was difficult to think clearly when I had a very lusty bride fucking herself on my fingers. I tried to think about how many games of Poker she had to play to win sixty-five dollars and I wanted to spank her all over again. But, my cock was too hard, my balls had drawn up tight and my need to fuck Dahlia was too great to consider it further. She seemed to have that keen ability; she could easily distract me. Hell, she'd been doing it for years and that had been with just the fantasy of taking her. I worried I'd never have my sanity back.

      There was much to consider; her desire to live in a big city, her distinct lack of self-preservation, her constant secrecy. She'd shared a little, but that had been under duress. Would I always have to spank the answers out of her?

      Besides getting the answers I wanted, another result of her punishment was a very wet pussy. When I'd slid my fingers over her folds, I'd found them slick and hot. When we returned to the house, I would take her as I'd hoped, to begin her training for more intense pleasures such as claiming her sweet ass. I'd watched as that pink hole crinkled and tightened with each well-placed strike of my palm. While I couldn't fuck her in the ass now—I had to prepare her to accept my large cock—I could certainly introduce her to the idea of it and see how she responded.

      As soon as her pussy stopped clenching on my fingers, I worked the placket of my pants open and pulled my cock free. The tip wept with the eagerness to be buried within her.

      “Up, sugarplum.” With one hand on her hip, I lifted her up onto her knees. I reached behind and quickly tugged the knot loose that bound her wrists, letting her hands free. I lowered her down so that my cock found her entrance, her arousal making her slick and my entrance easy.

      “Garrison,” she groaned, gripping tightly to my shoulders. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes glassy. The breeze caught her hair and it was wild down her back.

      Holding her hips, I raised and lowered her as I wanted, the slick heat of her making my balls draw up, my seed all but boiling within. I wanted to rip open her dress and bare her breasts, but she had no other as replacement. She sighed, the sound almost one of relief. It was the sweetest, most arousing little sound. She'd needed to be filled with my cock. Doing so made her soft and pliant and anything but resistant.

      “It's too good.” Her eyes slipped closed and she began to rock and move above me, discovering what felt good to her. Breathy little pants escaped her lips and she began to methodically squeeze my cock.

      I knew she was close, but I would push her over and I knew just how to do it.

      I slid a finger around the base of my cock where we were joined, coating the tip of it in her wetness before brushing over her tight rosette.

      She bucked in my lap as if she were an untamed mare. “Garrison!”

      I felt her pussy soak my cock and her inner walls squeeze me.

      I watched her closely for any hint of dislike or discomfort. Other than having her eyes widen in surprise, she didn't resist my dark touch. My finger became intent on her ass, circling and nudging into her untried hole.

      “You like that?” I asked.

      She licked her lips and began to move again, her actions working my wet fingertip into her, stretching her resisting muscles.

      “You do. Such a good girl. Your ass, sugarplum, is mine. Soon enough I'm going to fuck it.”

      I watched as her eyes darkened as she considered the idea. She probably didn't even know it was possible. “Before then, I'll train it. Play with it like I am now, but also fill it and stretch it open with plugs. God, you're dripping onto my lap. You love the idea, don't you?”

      Perhaps it was my crude and carnal words. Perhaps it was because she'd just come on my fingers. Perhaps it was the surprising new sensation of having her ass played with, but she came. She stared wide-eyed at me, her scream caught in her throat. She pushed down, burying my cock in her pussy to the hilt, but also causing my finger to breach her ass and fill her to the knuckle. While my cock remained still, I moved my finger in and out. Even there, she clenched down, pulsing and squeezing and all but milking me through her release.

      I couldn't hold off any longer. My cock thickened and then pulsed as I shot hot pulses of seed deep into her. I growled and gritted my teeth at the intensity of the release. If this was how it was to be with just a finger in her ass, I was eager to get home to continue with her training.

      “Let's get home, sugarplum. I've got plans for that ass of yours.”
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      I promised Dahlia that I would take her back to the Lenox Ranch as soon as she needed a change of clothes. While she may have thought it would be the following morning, I'd kept her naked for three days. In that time, we'd fucked like proverbial rabbits. I'd taught her how to suck my cock and even trained her ass with a small plug. She'd loved it. Nothing I did scared her, for my wife was remarkably uninhibited, curious and very eager. I'd even say she was insatiable. I'd been more than willing to keep up with her voracious desire to fuck, for it was my job to tend to her every need, including her pleasure.

      It had kept my anger at bay over Pringle's purchase of the horse in Carver Junction. I didn't care about the animal; he would have rounded out my stud horses, but there were others. I was frustrated about my father's continuing impact on my ranch, even from the grave. It was my ranch now. I didn't have to report to him or do his bidding any longer. The bitter bastard had ruled my life long enough. Hell, if he hadn't been pitched from a horse and broken his neck, he would have continued to run the ranch into the ground and drive everyone around him away. Just like he had my mother.

      She'd longed for the city, just like Dahlia did. She'd hated Montana winters, the desolate prairie. Deep down, I think she'd also hated my father. Admittedly, theirs hadn't been a love match, but the man had been unkind and not accommodating to any of her wishes. If she'd just been allowed to visit her sister in Helena even, perhaps she wouldn't have killed herself.

      Now, ironically, I had a wife who wanted to be anywhere but on a ranch, married to a man who only wanted to be on a ranch. The difference between me and my father—besides him being a complete asshole—was that I loved Dahlia. I wanted her. No, I needed her.

      But Pringle had made a mess of things. Since he'd bought the horse in Carver Junction, I'd sent a hand to wire a man from Kansas about buying his stud horse. I'd purchased from him before and would do so again. His reply stated he'd have the animal taken to Cheyenne by train. I had two weeks to get there and meet him. I only wondered what Dahlia would think of it all. We'd just married and a trip to Cheyenne wouldn't make it easy.

      “I do not see why I need to ride upon your lap,” Dahlia murmured, her voice contrary. She was a very comfortable handful and if she didn't stop wiggling I'd arrive at the Lenox Ranch with a cock stand. “You own at least fifty horses.”

      “Sixty,” I countered, as I let the horse set his own pace. It was time to visit with her family, reassure them that she was indeed alive and married. I was eager to pick up her belongings and have her officially settled in my house, my bedroom—my bed—once and for all.

      “Even more reason to ride on my own.”

      “I assumed that since you have a nice big plug in your ass that perhaps you'd want to sit sideways across my lap.”

      I patted her bottom and felt the part of the plug that protruded from her tight hole.

      She closed her mouth with a click of her teeth and I heard a little moan escape. Her orgasms were much more intense, we'd discovered, when I played with her ass as I was fucking her. I could only imagine what it was going to be like when I actually filled that virgin hole with my cock instead of a smooth piece of wood. I had to grin at her continued sauciness and the easiest way to control her. Playing with her pussy and ass—even her pretty pink nipples—was more effective than even a spanking.

      “I don't know why you insist I keep it in while we visit my family. You've never had me keep one in this long before.”

      When we rode up to the big house, I murmured, “The plug is to stretch your ass so I can eventually fuck you there, as you so frequently beg me to do, but for now, it's to remind you that you belong to me.”

      “How can I forget when I have your seed dripping down my thighs?” she whispered, her warm breath fanning my ear. I felt my cock stir. The idea of my seed filling her, overflowing from her pussy had every base instinct come to the fore. She grinned at me and I knew she felt her power over me. While I had filled her with my seed and insisted she keep a plug in her ass, she had me by the balls. I may have been the dominant one in the marriage, but there was no question Dahlia held all the power. When I heard the screen door slam on the Lenox back door, she was just lucky I didn't toss her over my shoulder and carry her off behind some tree to have my way with her. Plug and all.
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      DAHLIA

      

      “You married him?” Iris shrieked from the porch.

      There was no chance that anyone in the Lenox family could miss the familiarity of our positions upon the horse when we rode up. Hopefully, they would have no idea that I had a smooth and very large piece of wood filling my bottom.

      “She wouldn't be sitting upon his lap otherwise,” Miss Esther commented. Her mouth pursed and she eyed me carefully. She was the stricter of the two women who had adopted me along with seven other little girls after the fire.

      “Yes, I married him,” I replied as Garrison lowered me to the ground and then dismounted himself. Marigold and Iris turned to each other and hugged, then began chattering away. Lily came out onto the porch to join them and they quickly told her of my news. “Didn't you receive word?”

      Miss Esther nodded. “Of course, your husband sent a man the other day.”

      “You're truly married?” Iris asked, her eyes bright with excitement. “I thought you went to Carver Junction to visit your friend.”

      Garrison stood beside me and I held my breath, waiting for him to give me away.

      “Her friend is very nice,” he said, completely taking me by surprise. I turned to look up at him, my mouth open. “Miss Banks—” He tilted his head and looked down at me, “—was a gracious hostess when I came to call. She saw to every one of my needs.”

      My cheeks flushed hotly at his innuendo, but fortunately everyone else missed it.

      “Garrison, I was supposed to be a flower girl!” Poppy said, pouting.

      “You already are a flower girl,” he countered. “You all are.” She flushed at the man's attention and looked away.

      “Miss Trudy went to visit with Rose,” Miss Esther commented, wiping her hands on her apron. She was always cooking something, and by the flour dust that was left behind, I had to guess a piecrust. “Chance wants her to slow down now that she's expecting. He's fit to be tied to keep that woman down.” Rose shared the news a month ago. While she was clearly excited about the idea of a baby, she seemed to be equally afraid of the concept. She had never been the maternal type as Hyacinth would be when her time came, but I knew she'd probably change her mind once she had her baby in her arms.

      Miss Esther shook her head and walked into the kitchen. “I suppose you'll want some coffee.”

      “We can't stay long, ma'am,” Garrison replied, taking my elbow as we climbed the few steps to the porch. “I'm needed back at the ranch. I have been remiss for several days now.”

      She turned and gave him a look, knowing exactly why he'd been remiss. Not only did I know the reason, but I felt it in my behind.

      Breeding horses and selling them across the territory and even farther afield into Wyoming and the Dakotas was very prosperous for him. The size of the spread and his—our—house were signs of his success. He might have liked to control how his business was run, but he had very skilled ranch hands to take care of the animals for days and even weeks at a time if needed.

      “Dahlia, you know where things are.”

      I went to the cupboard and took down three mugs and carried them to the stove where a pot of coffee was always hot and fresh.

      “Get me a cup, too,” Lily called.

      I served everyone as my sisters peppered Garrison with questions. He either responded readily or dodged a response with deftness and skill. Not everyone could handle my sisters easily; they were overwhelming and loud. While Garrison was familiar with all of the Lenoxes, he had never been inside the house, only coming to the front door to come calling. He'd never visited with so many of us at once before. I couldn't even remember if he'd ever had a conversation with Miss Esther other than saying hello to her after church or bidding her a good day as they passed in town. It must be a little unusual for her to now have the man married to one of her daughters.

      I lowered myself, very carefully, into a chair beside him. I placed my forearms on the table and leaned forward as not to put any weight upon the plug.

      I saw Garrison's lips tip up at my predicament and I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Why is it, young man, you were in Carver Junction?” Miss Esther asked, forcing his attention away from me.

      Garrison took a sip of his coffee. “I went to buy a horse.”

      “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      Garrison looked down at me and took my hand in his. “I did.” After a moment, he turned to Miss Esther again. “As for the horse, he'd already been purchased.”

      “Dahlia, why are we talking about horses when we can talk about other things?” Iris asked. She rested her chin on her palm and stared at Garrison. “How did he ask you?”

      I cleared my throat. “He… he got down on one knee, of course.”

      Garrison squeezed my hand. “I was so persuasive, she couldn't refuse.”

      I choked on my coffee.

      “What about your plans to move to the city?” Poppy wondered.

      “We've been too busy to discuss very much of anything at all,” Garrison told her, making all four of my sisters giggle.

      “Where's Daisy?” I wondered. She was the only unmarried sister not present, which was a surprise, for she and I were the closest. I assumed she'd be quite livid I didn't tell her first.

      “In town with Hyacinth and Jackson.”

      “She has her eyes on Doc James,” Lily said, her voice all soft and lilting as if she were the one who found the town doctor appealing. “She was hoping to catch a glimpse of him.”

      Miss Esther shook her head and humphed. “That girl is going to be mighty disappointed. Doc James is out at the Nelson homestead delivering their baby.”

      While I knew about Daisy's interest in the doctor—she'd told me as much time and again over the past few months—I did not know how Miss Esther knew of the man's whereabouts.

      “We will have a wedding celebration,” Miss Esther said, standing to retrieve her small writing journal and beginning to write in it. “Next weekend would work. We will announce it at church on Sunday. A picnic.”

      “That's kind of you, Miss Esther, but that weekend won't work,” Garrison said.

      She paused and looked up. “Oh?”

      “I will be purchasing a horse in Cheyenne and must go to retrieve it from the train depot there.”

      “A horse on a train? Imagine that!” Marigold exclaimed.

      I tugged my hand out from beneath Garrison's and looked up at him. There was no way I could hide my surprise, for this was news to me! He was leaving me to go to Cheyenne? That was hundreds of miles away. Was he even going to say goodbye?

      “I should go pack up my things,” I murmured, standing. Garrison looked at me, but said nothing.

      “Dahlia, you're not upset your husband is leaving you?” Iris asked.

      My spine stiffened at her question. She had absolutely no ability to be subtle or to recognize that something was amiss. How could she not realize I was being thrown over for a horse?

      I put on my usual saucy air of uncaring and smiled, albeit forced. “Of course not,” I replied. I was thankful to hear my voice was even, although my heart was breaking on the inside. Surely he'd return from Cheyenne, but it certainly set a tone for our life together. It wouldn't actually be together. Did I actually have all of him to begin with? Was I just another thing for him to purchase? “Garrison has been quite a distraction for me. With him gone, I can certainly tend to my activities that I've neglected.”

      Garrison's jaw clenched and I didn't linger to be pulled into a conversation with Iris about this. It was hard enough as it was. I fled upstairs to my room and retrieved my bag.

      I'd only folded three dresses before Garrison stood in the open doorway. He took in the room with a quick glance and then focused on me. “What the hell was that about?” he murmured.

      He kept his voice low, for while we were on the second floor, being alone could change at any moment. Besides, I knew how nosy all of my sisters were, for I had been that way myself when Hyacinth and Jackson had been alone as we were now.

      I stuffed a dress into the bag. “Whatever do you mean?” I replied tartly.

      “You're planning on taking up your old antics again?”

      “Antics? Is that what you call what I do with my life?”

      Remaining quiet, he stood large and forbidding. No one else riled me like he did. No one else made me hot and wet and eager for him either.

      I shrugged as I folded another dress. “Why not? With you gone, we won't be spending all of our time fucking, so I will be able to occupy myself in other ways.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall. “You would take up Poker again, even against my wishes?”

      I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Who said anything about Poker?”

      He pointed at me. “I know that tone, sugarplum, and don't think I won't spank your ass nice and pink right here, right now.”

      I spun around to face him, hands on hips. “You wouldn't dare.”

      “I would, and you know it.” He sighed, then he lowered his voice and continued, “You're coming with me to Cheyenne.”

      My arms fell to my sides. “You're taking me to Cheyenne because you can't trust me to stay out of trouble?”

      He leaned in and tempered his voice even more. “The way you're acting right now has me questioning, yes. But you're coming with me because I'd always planned on taking you.”

      My mouth dropped open. He'd always planned on taking me? Really? Or was he saying that now to hide the fact that he couldn't trust me? It was so much easier to hide my hurt behind my façade of flippancy. “You said I wasn't going.”

      He shook his head slowly. “I never said such a thing.”

      “Yes, you—”

      He put his fingers over my lips. “Iris assumed I was leaving you behind and said as much. I can't help it if you believed her words instead of asking me.” He ran his hand over the back of his neck and stepped away, paced the small room. “Why, Dahlia? Why on earth would you ever imagine I'd leave you behind? Have I given you any indication at all that I want to be so far away from you?”

      “I… I mean, well—” I sputtered. He'd actually done nothing of the kind. I'd just assumed that he would leave me. I no longer doubted that my scars were not a deterrent for him, but deeper down I knew people I loved left me, just as my parents had done. It was easier to resign myself to it, to drive Garrison away than to share my hurt with him. If I didn't like him, it was easier to tolerate his leaving me.

      Garrison took the few steps between us. “You have my plug in your ass. Do you think I want to wait all the weeks I'm away to fuck that tight, virgin hole?”

      I felt heat wash over my entire body. His words, his voice, the way he stroked my cheek with the back of his knuckles as he spoke had my body reacting. My nipples tightened, my pussy softened and I clenched down on the offending object in my bottom.

      “I know you, Dahlia Lee. I know that you aren't as contrary as you let on. I know it's all an act, to hide your fears.”

      My mouth fell open. “What…?”

      He took my shoulders, bent at the waist and forced me to meet his eyes. “I'm not going to leave you. You're mine and you don't have to pretend with me. You don't have to pretend to be strong.”

      He could see all that? “Garrison, I… I'm scared, scared of losing you, too.”

      He knew I meant my family, because they'd died and left me all alone.

      “I'm not going anywhere, sugarplum. Besides,” he added, thankfully changing the topic. “You're so hell bent on getting to a big city. I thought you'd enjoy Cheyenne. It's not as big as Denver, mind you, but I think you'll find there is plenty to see and do.”

      How could I be mad at Garrison when he was being so thoughtful? So dang insightful? He wanted to take me and he wanted me to see a city. He'd listened, heard my desires and was trying to fulfill them. He'd said it was his job to bring me pleasure and while he certainly fulfilled that with his male prowess, he was also doing that by having me accompany him.

      I cleared my throat and gave him a smile.

      “I've made you speechless.” He leaned in and nuzzled my neck.

      “Garrison,” I cajoled, tilting my head to the side.

      “Just knowing your ass is filled has had me hard all morning.” He nipped at my earlobe and I gasped. “I want to make you come.”

      “We can't,” I whispered.

      “We can and we will. I just wonder if you'll be able to remain quiet,” he murmured, undoing the buttons at my neck.

      I smiled. “I don't think I can. You're too good.”

      I felt a rumble deep in Garrison's chest beneath my palm.

      “I think… I think Hyacinth and Jackson did this one day,” I murmured.

      “What? Fuck in her room?” he asked as he kissed the hollow above my collarbone.

      “I think so.” I looked up at the ceiling and then my eyes fell shut as he nipped a sensitive place on my shoulder. “There… there was some noise, some voices, rustling. I recognize the signs now.”

      “Turn around.” He spun me by my shoulders and directed me with the tilt of his chin. “Get on your bed, hands and knees.”

      I complied, adjusting my skirt so it wasn't caught beneath me. He grabbed the hem of it and tossed it up onto my back. I looked over my shoulder at him. My bottom was up in the air and facing him, completely bare since he had torn the last of my drawers. He could see everything—my pussy, which I knew was wet, and the end of the plug that was parting my bottom. He took a step closer as he looked at me there. All he had to do was open his pants and I'd be in perfect alignment for fucking. The thought of it had my wetness dripping down my thighs.

      Garrison tugged at the plug. “I'll have to think about these tendencies of yours, such as listening to others as they fuck. Tell me, do you think Jackson had a plug in Hyacinth's ass?”

      I took little panting breaths as he started to work the object from my body, and all thoughts of my sister and her new husband fled. I sighed when the plug slipped free. He tossed it on the quilt. I felt empty, open and very exposed.

      He ran his thumb over my slick folds and then back to my bottom, which was trying to wink closed. He gave it no opportunity, for with the ointment he'd used to originally insert the plug, I was very slippery. He pressed his thumb easily into me, his fingers and palm resting on the globes of my ass.

      “Garrison!” I cried.

      “Shh,” he crooned as he rocked his thumb in and out of my ass, shifting it side to side to stretch me wider. It was like the spanking he'd given me a few days ago—a little uncomfortable, and I scrunched my face up at the feel of it. There was a tinge of pain, but the pleasure that accompanied it was too great to deny. I loved it when he touched me, well, everywhere, but ass play—as he'd called it—was something that was… amazing. Perhaps it was because Garrison was the one touching me, for he was so skilled, so adept at knowing just what I needed. He knew to push me, to take me to surprising and new carnal places or just gentle and almost sweet fucking. “You don't want your sisters to know what we're up to. Certainly not Miss Esther.”

      I shook my head. I didn't want them to know what my husband was doing to me, that he had his thumb sunk deep in my back entrance. Surely they knew we had consummated our marriage, but that meant his cock in my pussy. I doubted any of them would believe I'd let Garrison play with my ass.

      A week ago, I wouldn't have either, but now, now the feelings being touched there were unlike anything else. It was jangly and hot and dark and carnal and it felt… oh so good. The first time when he'd just brushed a finger over that delicate opening, I'd come. It was as if it was the one thing that had been missing to take fucking from good to incredible. There was no going back to just regular old fucking and I doubted Garrison would let me even if I'd wished it.

      He'd most certainly ruined me for all others. Not that I wanted anyone else.

      My hips began to move of their own accord, pushing back to take as much of what Garrison could offer. “Every night, sugarplum. All day long, I'll fuck you—in the stage, in the hotel, hell, even in a brothel if you want me to show you off. I can't go a few hours without your delectable body. Why would you think I'd go a whole month?”

      I lowered myself onto my forearms and dropped my head to the cool quilt. “I… I need you, Garrison.”

      “Good girl.” I heard him work his pants open, then felt the broad head of his cock slide over my sensitive folds. “Your pussy, for now.”

      He slipped into me, spreading my lips wide around his thick cock. Deeper and deeper he went until he bottomed out. With his thumb buried inside my ass, it was so incredibly tight. “Oh my God,” I whispered. My skin was damp with perspiration, my fingers clawed at the quilt. It was too much, the feelings Garrison could wring from my body.

      With one hand on my hip, he began to move, in and out, not only his cock, but his thumb as well, in alternating motions.

      “You are so gorgeous,” he whispered. “Those pretty pink bows holding up your stockings, your creamy thighs right above them. I love watching my cock slide in and out of your pussy, the way your pink lips are spread wide and open around the base of my cock. And your ass, I love seeing my thumb spear your ass, feeling you clench down on it as if you want more. Deeper. Bigger.”

      His whispers were rough with his deep breathing and I bit my lip to keep from crying out. I was close, so close that the tips of my ears tingled. While I was always in control, ruthlessly and meticulously planning my life, when I was beneath Garrison, when he was fucking me, I knew I was well and truly dominated. There was nothing I could do but to take whatever Garrison wanted to give me.

      I was in my old bedroom, only a door separating me from any of my sisters who might walk by. There was no lock and Daisy could—and would—walk in as she often did without any interest in my privacy. Instead of the idea of being caught a damper for my feelings, it instead only pushed me even closer to climax.

      “You're going to come so hard, sugarplum, and you're going to be quiet about it. This time. When we get home, I'll take care of you again and you can scream to your heart's content.”

      I nodded against the quilt, knowing I didn't have a choice in coming either. If he wanted me to come, he'd work my body ruthlessly until I did. He was a master at it. He was my master and there was no other place I wanted to be. No one else I wanted to call that.

      He adjusted my hips and thrust deep, stroking over some secret place inside of me. That was all it took to come. My world exploded, the pleasure so intense I couldn't even scream. My body tensed, stiffened as Garrison continued to pound into me. The sound of his hips slapping into mine, the wet sound of our fucking filled the air. Garrison stroked inside of me through my pleasure and only when it began to ebb, when I could catch my breath did I feel him thicken and lengthen within me and bury himself to the hilt. His fingers clenching my hip were the only indication that he'd come until I felt his hot seed fill me to over flowing. As he slowly pulled out, slipped his thumb from my ass, his seed coursed down my thighs. I lay there, bottom in the air as I caught my breath. Would I ever catch my breath with Garrison?
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      GARRISON

      

      Cheyenne was hot and windy. I'd never known the town when the wind didn't blow. The less time I had to spend in the city, the better, for I felt confined with all the people about. Dahlia, however, seemed to love it. We'd gone to several different restaurants and even an outdoor concert. I'd wanted to appease her eagerness for these attractions and then, once the train came with the horse, leave it all behind.

      I worried that I would not be enough for her, that fucking her day and night, pleasuring her beyond measure—even telling her I loved her—wouldn't be enough to hold her. The lure of the city was strong for someone of Dahlia's personality and it was possible she wouldn't want to leave when the time came. While she was my wife and I could easily force her, I did not want her to be bitter and angry at me for ruining her life. I remembered those words distinctly as my mother shouted them at my father. You ruined my life. While I couldn't let Dahlia leave me, I wouldn't force her to stay.

      She needed someone to keep track of her impetuous behavior. I was also able to release her restless energy fucking her. It was a connection between us—a common ground where my father's legacy wasn't plaguing me, and Dahlia wasn't thinking about leaving me for a new life. It was not a hardship for either of us. Just the scent of her hair, the sly turn of her lip had my cock hard enough to pound nails. That was why, instead of hating the way the dust kicked up from the streets, it instead offered good reason to order a bath brought to our hotel room and to watch my naked wife within.

      I lounged in the hotel room chair, my legs apart, my pants open and my hard cock in my hand. I stroked it slowly as I watched her bathe, soaping her arms then running a dripping cloth over them.

      “Are you going to do that the entire time?” she asked. Her hair was piled atop her head in a sloppy bun, her face pink from the heat and steam rising from the tub. Her breasts floated and her pink nipples just breached the surface of the water. Her exposed skin was wet and she was one of the most erotic sights I'd ever seen.

      “Biding my time, sugarplum, until you get out. Then, I'm taking you to bed and not letting you out 'til morning.”

      I licked my lips as I slowly stroked myself and watched her smile as her nipples tightened. The idea appealed to her as well.

      “It will be your turn next to wash,” she countered.

      “Only if you sit here and play with your pretty pussy while I do so.”

      She looked at me with an expression of mock surprise, one hand high on her chest. “Mr. Lee, I would never.”

      Her eyes lowered and watched as a bead of fluid slid down the head of my cock and onto my fingers. The thought of watching her had me closer to coming. “Yes, you would.”

      If I came now instead of waiting to get inside her, I'd last all night. “I'm going to come and you're going to watch. Then it will be your turn.”

      “You want me to make myself come? I thought that was your job?”

      I hadn't let her touch herself without me and she'd only climaxed by my hand or my cock since our wedding. “I'll allow it this time since I will be watching.”

      With my free hand, I reached across the bedside table and grabbed a new, much larger plug. On the journey from the Montana Territory I'd only played with her ass, worked it to take fingers more readily, to keep a plug within for a longer period of time. I hadn't claimed her there. Yet. Holding it up for her, I said. “You'll be up on your knees on this chair, your back to me, your ass up. You'll work this plug in while I watch, then play with your hard little clit and make yourself come.”

      She bit her lip and I watched as her cheeks darkened further and her entire being shifted into quick arousal. The idea of me seeing everything had her very eager. Once she'd learned that her body was perfect, that she made me hot, that she made me hard, every hint of modesty had fled. She was bold and brazen and knew her power over me. She liked being on display and knowing I was watching and all but panting for her.

      First things first, I wanted to come. I began to stroke my cock in earnest and my hips moved. I used my chin. “Get your breasts soapy and play with your nipples.”

      She did as requested and it wasn't long before I was close. I stood, took the few steps to the side of the tub as my hand continued to pump. I aimed my cock at her wet breasts and when my balls tightened, I shot thick ropes of seed onto her. When I caught my breath, I squatted down beside the tub, my pants still open. “Looks like you're all dirty again.” I yanked the soap from her fingers. “I might have to help with that.”
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      DAHLIA

      

      Garrison roused me from sleep long enough to kiss me and tell me he was going to meet the train. It had come in early, its whistle announcing its arrival. It was no wonder I didn't hear it, for he had kept his word and had me in bed—and well occupied—until late into the night.

      “Sleep. I'll return when the horse is settled.”

      I wanted to go with him and told him as much.

      “It will be too crowded and I will be focused on the horse. If I have to worry about you, I will be distracted.”

      Even addled with sleep, I understood his attentions would be torn if I escorted him. The bed was comfortable and my body was deliciously tired from his attentions. “Hurry back,” I murmured.

      Kissing my forehead as I pulled the covers up around me, he promised just that and slipped out the door. I didn't wake again until the sun came in through the window.

      I dressed and went downstairs to the dining room for breakfast. It was late in the morning and the room was not full. I looked out the window and onto the street where I observed the bustle of a busy city morning. While I enjoyed Cheyenne, I was looking forward to returning home. The Montana Territory all but called to me to return.

      “That new husband of yours keeps you well occupied.” I looked up from my plate in time to see a man sit down across from me. My surprise slowed my thinking.

      “I know you,” I replied, trying to place him.

      He was neatly dressed, clean and neat. His hair was combed and his mustache trimmed.

      “You should. I was witness to your marriage.”

      A cold chill of apprehension had me dabbing my lips from my napkin, allowing me a moment to think.

      “We are very far from home. This is not a coincidence, is it?”

      He smiled and shook his head. To the others in the restaurant, he seemed mild and unassuming, but I could see the coldness in his eyes, the way his smile was fake. “Besides being one appealing filly, you're smart, too.”

      I looked to the entrance. “My husband will be here to join me momentarily.”

      He leaned forward, his forearms on the table as he shook his head. “He'll be a while yet. The car carrying his horse is at the back and they'll be some time before they move the train forward enough to reach the ramp.”

      If it had been a trunk or large parcel that had to be claimed, it could have been tossed off easily enough. But a horse couldn't jump from such a height without breaking a leg, therefore patience was required until the train moved so it could be led off safely.

      “Very well. What is it you want from me?”

      I placed my hands in my lap and pressed myself into the tall back of my chair.

      “Money.”

      I was slightly relieved by his answer, for he'd been the man to volunteer to marry me if I hadn't wanted Garrison. He'd been jesting then, but if the man had followed me hundreds of miles, I couldn't be so sure any longer.

      “I assure you I have none.”

      He slowly shook his head. “I know you have plenty. 'Sides, that husband of yours has pretty deep pockets.”

      “Be that as it may, I certainly don't carry any large amount upon my person and Garrison has not provided me with any kind of pin money.”

      Sweat dotted the man's brow. He was not as calm as he had originally appeared. “Then you'll have no problem winning it for me.”

      “Win it for you?” I frowned, then when I realized his intent, I leaned forward and whispered, “You mean Poker?”

      He nodded.

      “Why should I do that for you?”

      The man's eyes darted left and right. “I don't really want to kill your husband, but I will if I have to.”

      My heart stuttered to a halt in my chest. While I was perfectly safe in a roomful of people, I was afraid. Very, very afraid of the man before me.

      “Why would you have to… kill Garrison?”

      “Because I owe money. A gambling debt and I need to repay it. A man offered me enough to wipe that out, but I'd have to kill your man. I don't want to do it, truly I don't, but I'm desperate.”

      Desperation was not a good thing. People's minds became singularly focused and acted irrationally. I knew this firsthand, for my need to leave the ranch and my family had been strong enough—desperate enough—for me to venture into dangerous saloons and gamble. This man was an example of that danger that I'd brought not to me, but to Garrison.

      “You're far enough from the Montana Territory as it is. Why not continue on, to start a new life somewhere else.”

      I saw real fear in his eyes. “They're watching my wife. If I don't return in two weeks’ time, they'll harm her.” He leaned in, his gaze narrowing and his jaw clenching. “I won't kill your man if you win me the money I need.”

      I swallowed hard. “Why don't you play and win the money back.”

      “I saw you play. You're good. I don't know if you cheat or count cards or are just plain lucky.”

      “I can't keep something like this a secret from Garrison. I admit, you have me fearful and nervous and he'll know something is amiss.”

      He tilted his head toward the lobby. “We're going now before he returns.”

      I looked around. While there were people about, this man was desperate. His wife was in harm's way and he would do anything to save her. I felt the same, for he was putting me in the exact same predicament. If I shouted and caused a stir in the restaurant, he would most definitely follow through with hurting, no… killing Garrison. In order to save my husband, I had to do this. “Now? It's ten in the morning.”

      “You've been in saloons before. There's always a game.”

      What would Garrison think when he found me gone? Surely, he'd think I left him to remain in the city. It had been my dream and that dream had gotten us into this predicament to begin with. He'd think I betrayed him, that I didn't love him. He would think I didn't want to be his wife—that I'd choose a silly city lifestyle over a man who filled up every empty place in my heart.

      He wouldn't want me, for he'd made it expressly clear that I wasn't to play Poker anymore. When he found me, he would reject me, not want me for his wife. Why would he? Why should he? I was just the flippant, gambling woman who'd choose Cheyenne over him. I knew how to make money and could easily survive in the city on my own without him. He'd take his horse and go home, at least knowing I'd gotten exactly what I wanted all along.

      The ache in my chest was so great I put my hand there and rubbed at it. I nodded and stood, followed the man out of the hotel. I'd rather have Garrison alive and hate me than dead, so I did as the man wanted.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      GARRISON

      

      It had been a long morning, longer than I'd wanted to spend retrieving the horse from the train and getting it settled at the livery. I was tired—all the late-night fucking meant little shuteye—sweaty and I smelled like horse. All I wanted to do was take a bath and take a nap with my bride. When I returned to the room, I did not find Dahlia as I'd expected. I hadn't seen her in the lobby as I'd gone through and the restaurant was closed between meals. The bed was unmade and the scent of her, the scent of lovemaking was in the still air.

      Where the hell had she gone? It was then that I saw the note on the small table beside her plain gold wedding ring that had belonged to my mother. My heart leapt into my throat and plummeted at the sight of it. I knew. I knew. She was gone.

      Both women were so much alike, both she and my mother choosing to leave me for a fucking town. I wasn't enough for my mother and I was clearly not enough for Dahlia. I'd given her exactly what she'd wanted, a visit to a big city. I'd hoped she'd enjoy it, and then want to be with me, to return to the ranch and share a life with me. But no. No.

      

      I'm sorry. D

      

      That was it. No “I love you.” Nothing of the kind. She'd never said the words to me. Never. I'd told her so fucking early on that there was no doubt she knew of my feelings for her. They'd been reiterated in gestures, words and actions. She knew of my love and turned it down. Crushed it beneath her boot.

      I crumpled the paper in my fist. If she were leaving, she'd have to tell me to my face that she didn't want me anymore. My mother hadn't said goodbye. She'd been a coward. I wouldn't let Dahlia get the same easy opportunity.
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      I scoured the town for her. The hotels and boarding houses, restaurants and shops, I searched everywhere she might have been. I found her where I least expected her. I passed a saloon and through the plate glass window I saw her. I shouldn't have been surprised to see her there. Hell, I should have searched all the saloons first. Her back was to me, just as it had been in Carver Junction. She was at a table with three other men playing Poker, just like in Carver Junction.

      I clenched my jaw shut and my teeth ground together. Not only did she decide to leave me, but she'd taken up Poker within the first few hours. She was very skilled at the game, her mind sharp. She was so fucking smart she could easily earn her keep and then some in Cheyenne—if she wasn't raped or killed first.

      For a few minutes I just watched her, letting people pass me on the boardwalk, the sound of the wagons and horses muted behind me. My focus was solely on Dahlia, on her straight back, her small hands, the way, when she turned her head to the side I could see she watched the other players with a very bland face. It was that expression that was the kick in the pants. She was exceptional at lying. She was exceptional at bluffing. While there was no question she came when I fucked her—she couldn't fake the way her pussy clenched my cock or the way she dripped with her desire—she was the consummate deceiver. How long had she planned on leaving me? Ever since we left the ranch or once we arrived in town?

      I thought of the money she'd won. She'd said sixty-five dollars. That would gain her entry into any game in town. That meant she'd brought it with her, that she'd planned this from the start. I pushed off the wall and stalked through the saloon's double doors. It was crowded for early afternoon, several tables of cards being played, men lined the bar with whiskey in hand. I moved to stand among them and ordered a shot of my own, observing Dahlia from a closer vantage point. She had some money in front of her, but so did the others. It was early yet. To gain all of the men's money, she'd be at it for the rest of the day.

      It was after I downed the whiskey did I notice the man who sat off to the side. While many of the men had their eyes on Dahlia, this one looked familiar. I knew him. It took me a minute to place him. He'd been in Carver Junction playing cards with Dahlia when I arrived at the saloon. He'd been a witness to our hasty wedding.

      I saw red. A deep dark angry haze of red that had me wanting to stripe my wife's ass with my belt. They were partners and she hadn't told me. Fuck. Had he followed her here or had he been waiting for her? I'd never been so enraged in my life. I wanted to go over and rip the man limb from limb. I wanted to confront Dahlia, get her to admit her scheming. I signaled to the bartender for another shot and I swallowed it down easily. The rotgut settled in my belly and it did nothing to ease the anger or ache of her deceit.

      It took two hands for me to observe some nuances of Dahlia that were different. She usually smiled and offered a relaxed demeanor with the men. She'd all but hooked the men from Carver Junction around her finger. What man could deny playing with a pretty woman who liked to flirt and smile coyly? Dahlia was not doing that. She hadn't relaxed her posture, hadn't even tipped up the corner of her mouth. She was methodical, almost clinical about her playing. While she'd pulled coins and bills into the growing pile before her, she was not pleased by it. The man from Carver Junction, however, was. He was edgy and nervous—his foot tapped constantly on the dirty floor—and visibly relieved with each hand she won.

      I moved down the length of the bar so I could see more of her face. It took an instant, just a quick view of her profile to know something wasn't right. She was pale, her lips almost bloodless. To the men, she probably looked perfect with her hair tucked neatly into a bun, her dress neat and crisp. She was beautiful. But when it was her turn to shuffle, her usually adept fingers fumbled the cards. I could easily see her hands shake as she dealt.

      There was no question she was in the saloon and playing cards with the man from Carver Junction, but she definitely wasn't with the man. The one time he leaned forward and spoke to her, she stiffened and her fingers shook even more. Something wasn't right. Hell, something was fucking wrong. Dahlia was in trouble. The last time I discovered her playing cards, I married her. I had a very good idea what I was going to do with her this time around… once I got the truth from her.
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      DAHLIA

      

      I was winning, but I had none of the zeal for the game I'd had before. I certainly had my focus on the game; Garrison's life depended on it, but I could sense Mr. Crumb—he'd told me his name—off to the side. His tension was palpable. But it wasn't his agitation or nervousness that had the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      There was an awareness, a sense of… someone that had me whipping my head around.

      Garrison. He was here! Oh God. He was here. My eyes flared at the sight of him. He was so tall, so big, so handsome. So mine. I gave my head a little shake. No. He was mine no longer. The evidence of my deception was damning. I was in a saloon playing Poker. He'd found my note, the ring and now he'd found me.

      “I'll join the next round,” he said as way of greeting, pulling a chair over to the table. Two of the men moved over to give him space. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mr. Crumb stiffen and stand. Fortunately, it wasn't my turn to deal, for I'd blundered enough the last time. I could barely hold the cards I'd been dealt without my hands shaking. The first game with Garrison went smoothly, the man to my right winning. I knew Garrison. He could beat me, could beat all these men. He just wasn't going to do it from the first hand.

      Once the second hand's cards were dealt, he spoke. “You look familiar,” he said to me.

      I licked my lips, not sure of his intentions. “Oh?” I whispered. “Two cards, please.”

      The man to my left dealt me the new cards.

      “What is your name?” he asked. “Perhaps that will prompt my memory.”

      “Opal,” I replied, meeting his dark eyes. “Opal Banks.”

      His jaw clenched and he shook his head. “No, I must be mistaken. I was looking for a woman by the name of Dahlia Lee.”

      A lump the size of a piece of coal lodged in my throat and I was afraid I would cry. Garrison wasn't playing games. He didn't want the woman I'd pretended to be for so long. He'd said he could see the real me, could see through all of my antics. Could he see through me now? He'd come here for his wife, to find the woman he'd said he loved.

      He'd said the words. I love you. He'd said he'd loved me for almost forever. But I'd never said them back. Never. I'd been so focused on hiding my hurt, hiding my fear of loving someone and then having them leave me. But I'd done just that to him. Garrison had never given up on me, even asked me to marry him more than once. He'd told me of his love, even showed it. I'd been so caught up in my dream of living in the big city—of running away— that I hadn't paid any attention to what had been right in front of my face all along.

      I'd had two adopted mothers who'd created a loving and safe environment for eight scared little girls to thrive. I'd had sisters who pestered and griped but we were bonded by something even closer than blood. Love.

      Then there was Garrison. He'd been my rock, my strength and knew me. The real Dahlia Lenox Lee, not Opal Banks. Not the lost, driven woman who hadn't seen that my struggles had been for nothing because what I'd been searching for had been right in front of me all along. Ever since Garrison had stuffed that snowball down the back of my coat, he'd been there.

      And he was here now.

      I darted a glance over my shoulder at Mr. Crumb and he was not pleased. Would he shoot Garrison here and now and be done with it? With one shot his debt would be paid and his wife would be free. I stood abruptly, my chair scraping against the floor, then tipping over. The other men, while rough and seedy, stood as well. Garrison was a good several inches than either of them and his eyes narrowed, his shoulders tense.

      I spun and faced Mr. Crumb.

      “Don't hurt him. I will get you the money, just don't shoot.”

      I heard heavy footfall then a hard yank on my shoulder pulled me back. In the blink of an eye, I was behind Garrison's back. I couldn't even see Mr. Crumb until I stuck my head around Garrison's arm, but he shoved me back once again.

      “What the hell is going on?” Garrison growled.

      “Just playing a game of cards,” Mr. Crumb replied, his voice filled with nervous apprehension.

      “If you're going to shoot me, I want Miss Banks somewhere safe first.”

      “No!” I shouted, pushing at Garrison's arm that held me back.

      At the mention of the word “shoot”, the other men in the game backed away.

      “Look. I just need money.”

      Garrison's hand gripped my arm. “How much?”

      “One hundred dollars.”

      Grant reached into his pocket, pulled out some bills, grabbed the money that was on the table where I'd been sitting and handed it to the man. “There. Take the fucking money. Are you done with my wife now?”

      I was able to lean around and see Mr. Crumb. He was sweating and gripped the money Garrison had given him tightly. He nodded and took a step back.

      “I ought to kill you for this,” Garrison murmured.

      “No, don't!” I cried.

      Garrison' turned his cold and narrowed eyes to me. I stepped back but he reached out and gripped my arm again. “Why? Do you love him?”

      Oh God, I'd hurt Garrison so deeply that he thought that I loved another. He doubted my love for him because I'd never told him.

      “No! No, I love you.” My eyes welled with tears. “His wife. They're holding his wife.”

      Garrison looked to Mr. Crumb. “So you use my wife to save yours?” He moved quickly and punched the man in the face.

      “Garrison!” I shook my head and grabbed him, made him turn to me. “No! He used me to save you.”

      He frowned. “Me?”

      “I have a gambling debt,” Mr. Crumb said, holding a hand over his nose. Blood oozed from between his fingers. “A debt that could be repaid by killing you. To ensure I hold up my end of the bargain, they've threatened my wife. If I don't kill you, or repay the money, they'll kill my wife. I'm not a killer and I don't want blood on my hands. I saw your wife. She's good at Poker. She could win back the money faster than I ever could. You wouldn't have to die and I can save my wife.”

      “I should kill you for using my woman like this.” Garrison took a step closer. This time, the man held his ground, was ready to take whatever Garrison would mete.

      “What lengths would you go to save your wife?” Mr. Crumb asked, his voice now rough with emotion.

      Garrison was quiet for a minute considering. “Who is it? I want to know who the fucker is that will hold a woman as collateral.”

      “Pringle.”

      I remembered him from the restaurant in Carver Junction.

      “You have your money now,” I said to Mr. Crumb. “It's over.”

      Garrison shook his head. “It's not over. Pringle wants me dead. If he doesn't do it—” he indicated with his chin toward Mr. Crumb, “—someone else will. As for you, get the fuck out of my sight. If I ever see you again, even walking down the street, I'll kill you for using my wife in such a scheme.”

      The man nodded and left, his steps beating a fast retreat.

      Garrison looked down at me. “Now, sugarplum, it seems we have some unfinished business. I want to know if I'm dragging Opal Banks or Dahlia Lee back to the hotel room to spank and fuck.”
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      GARRISON

      

      “Strip.”

      My words had Dahlia spinning on her heel to face me. We were back in the hotel room, alone. The threat that bastard, Crumb, had over my wife was gone. He had his money and could return to Pringle and hopefully get the hell out of town. If he were smart, he'd take his wife and start a new life… far, far away from any saloon.

      He wasn't my problem. The woman before me, my wife, most certainly was.

      “Garrison,” she protested.

      “Strip,” I repeated, my voice deep. She knew that tone, knew I was serious and she needed to obey.

      With shaky fingers, she undid the buttons of her dress as I watched. I observed silently and with a simmering anger until she was completely bare. I moved to sit on the side of the bed.

      “Over my lap.”

      With apprehension in her eyes, she did as I bid, positioning herself so her hands were on the floor by her head, her toes just touching on the other side.

      When I ran my palm over one lush ass cheek she stiffened.

      “Did you or did you not play Poker when I expressly told you not to?”

      “Garrison, I—”

      Spank.

      “That's a yes or no answer, Dahlia.”

      She fidgeted, for I was not being gentle. “Yes.”

      I spanked her once, twice more. My handprint rose quickly and in a very bright pink on three separate spots across her ass.

      “Did you go off with a man, a stranger, who threatened you instead of coming to me?”

      “He was going to kill you!”

      Spank.

      “That was another yes or no answer.”

      “Yes!”

      I spanked her again several times in rapid succession. She gasped at each one, but by the last a sob tore free. I felt her body quake as she cried. This was what I wanted, to get to the real Dahlia, to see her real emotions.

      “Do you have any idea what I thought when I saw your note? Your ring?”

      “Yes,” she cried.

      I spanked her again, then again. Just having her across my lap knowing she was safe had me spanking her once more.

      “What did I think, Dahlia?”

      “That I left you. That you'd think I didn't love you.”

      I placed my hand on her hot flesh and she stiffened, then relaxed. Grabbing her hips, I lifted her up so she stood before me between my open legs. Her teary eyes were level with mine, her breasts pressing against my shirt.

      “I love you, Garrison. I'm sorry I didn't say it sooner, but I do. I have. I knew you'd think the worst, that you'd hate me, but I'd rather you be alive and mad then dead.”

      I'd longed to hear her say those words to me and in this moment, I didn't doubt them.

      “You are the most irrational, illogical and harebrained woman I have ever met.”

      Tears dripped down her cheeks and she glanced down. I tipped up her chin.

      “But you are also the bravest and most loving as well.”

      Her eyes widened as she assimilated my words.

      “I thought you'd left me, just as my mother had, that you chose the city life instead of me. Instead of running off, my mother killed herself.”

      Her pretty pink lips parted. She would have been too young to remember my mother, but she'd known my father. Knew the bitter, miserable man he'd become after her death. “Garrison, I… God, I'm so sorry!”

      I pulled her into my shoulder and allowed her to cry, my shirt becoming quickly damp with her tears. When they finally subsided into sniffles, I pushed her back so I could look at her. “Why didn't you come to me?”

      “Because he was going to kill you!”

      “Your protectiveness if very appealing, but I can easily keep both of us safe from the likes of Crumb.”

      “It's over now,” she replied.

      I shook my head. “That man was like you, desperate to protect a loved one, but not thinking clearly. He was lucky I didn't kill him for what he did to you.”

      “He didn't hurt me, Garrison. He didn't even touch me.”

      That was irrelevant. “What man pulls a woman in to do his dirty work? What man forces a woman to leave her husband? Just because he's already ten miles out of Cheyenne doesn't mean the danger's not over. If Pringle wants me dead, he'll keep trying.”

      “I… I didn't think of that,” she replied, her voice laced with worry. “What are we going to do?”

      “We are going to do nothing. I will take care of it, of Pringle, when we get home. Do you trust me to do that?”

      “Yes, Garrison.”

      “Good. Now tell me, why the hell did you leave your ring behind?”

      She looked down, licked her lips, then met my gaze. Her eyes had a wary look. “You didn't want me to play Poker anymore. I knew you'd think I left you, that I chose Cheyenne over you. Poker and gambling over you. I knew you wouldn't want me anymore.”

      I flipped her back over my legs, settling her in the same position I had for spanking her ass.

      “Garrison, no! Please, I said I was sorry!”

      Her ass was red still and probably smarted something fierce. When I cupped her hot skin, she flinched again, but I did not spank her. Instead, I nudged her legs apart with my foot and slipped my hand in between to cup her pussy. It was as hot as her ass, but wet. She hissed out a breath at the contact.

      “I'm not going to spank you, sugarplum. I'm going to fuck you. I'm going to fuck you until you know I will always want you, that I will never leave you. Never give you up. Since you don't know that by now, after all the times I've taken you since Carver Junction, I'll have to step up my attention.”

      I stroked over her slick folds, dipped into her pussy with two fingers and felt her wet and creamy with my seed from the night before. My seed remained within, even after all these hours. Coating the digits thoroughly I let them slip out, the circle her clit before moving back to her pretty little asshole. The furled opening tightened as I slicked it with her essence.

      “Garrison!” she cried, her hips shifting and lifting into my fingers.

      I did spank her then, a light swat to still her.

      “You are mine, Dahlia. Your pussy, your mouth, your ass.”

      Because of playing with her there, filling her with various sized plugs, she flowered open for me easily, first one finger and then two, stretching and accepting me beyond my imaginings. My cock pulsed against her belly, ready to take my fingers' place.

      “Oh God, I'm so full,” she moaned, her body now pliant over my thighs as if she'd given herself over to me to do as I wished.

      “Not yet, sugarplum, but soon enough.”

      I continued to finger fuck her, to stretch her open. I reached for and grabbed the small jar of lubricant I used with her plugs and worked some into her. Deeper and deeper my fingers went until a wet slurping sound along with her cries of pleasure filled the room. Her pussy was wet, so wet that it dripped down from her thighs and onto my pants. I could see every perfect inch of her stretched ass, her pink pussy, her hard little clit.

      “I haven't shaved you yet. After I claim your ass, I'll get your pussy nice and bare. You're mine, sugarplum, to have and to use as I want and you're going to love it.”

      “Yes,” she gasped.

      With my fingers still deep within her back entrance, I brought her back to standing, but facing away from me. With one hand on her back, I pushed her forward slightly so I could continue to work her, her ring of muscle continuing to clench down and squeeze. I knew she was going to be so tight that I knew I wouldn't last long once I got balls deep in her. From this position, I watched as her breasts swayed, her nipples tighten.

      With my free hand, I tugged open my pants and freed my cock. Carefully pulling my fingers from of her, I collected more lubricant and liberally coated my cock. Dahlia began to turn around but I stayed her with a hand on her hip and my voice. “Don't turn around. Sit on my lap.” I pulled her back and down, her thighs on mine. I held my slick cock in one hand and shifted her, moved her so that it aligned perfectly with her ass. She'd closed up tightly once again, but as I pulled her back toward me, my broad head pressed against that tight opening.

      “Press back, sugarplum. I've got the perfect view of you fucking yourself down onto my cock. Take a deep breath, let it out and push back. Good girl. Oh look how you're stretching for my big cock head.”

      She groaned as I helped her lower down, using my hand to pull her onto me. Wider and wider that pale skin stretched until all of a sudden I slipped through. Seeing the top of my cock embedded inside her was such an erotic sight, I almost came. The feel of her clenching and trying to expel me had my balls drawing up. We were both panting, Dahlia's skin was slick with sweat. I gently circled around my cock at the tender flesh, soothing it, adding lubricant to it as I thrust my hips up just a touch for her to take a bit more of me.

      “That's it, sugarplum. Feel that? It's time for you to take me into you. It's your job to fill your ass with my cock. Sit down all the way. Get your thighs onto mine and I'll be all the way in. Yes, good girl. More. Now back up a bit, good, now down. Oh, yes. God, that's so good.”

      I wasn't going to last. She was so tight, so perfect that I could feel my pleasure tingling at the base of my spine. Slowly but surely, she took me all the way in until she'd done just as I'd instructed and she sat in my lap, thigh to thigh.

      Sweat dripped from my brow and I clenched my teeth at the intense need to rut, to fuck her and take her hard. “Now ride me.”

      “Garrison, it's, I'm… oh.” The groan that escaped came from deep in her chest, a primitive sound that had me gripping her hip.

      “Move, Dahlia. Make yourself come because you're going to make me fill you with my seed.”

      She began to lift and lower and she learned the dark decadence of a good ass fuck. Her nipples tightened and her skin flushed pink as she began to ride me, her breasts bouncing with her movements.

      I wasn't going to last so I reached around and flicked her hard clit. She began to cry out, little mewls at first and then louder and deeper until I pinched her clit between two fingers, sending her over the edge. She screamed so loud I worried—through my lust filled brain—that someone would bang on the door and complain. Her ass clenched down on my cock so hard I let go, the need to come so great that I shouted, too. The pleasure spiked through me like a white-hot knife, almost blinding me in its intensity. I came, thick jets of seed shooting deep into her ass, filling her.

      When her own pleasure ebbed, when her muscles stopped clenching me in a strangle hold, when she sank down onto me completely and her head dropped forward, I carefully lifted her off me, my cock slipping out with an audible pop. My seed seeped out directly after. I stroked up and down her back, kissed the little bumps of her spine before I picked her up and laid her out on the bed.

      She was soft and pliant… and silent. It seemed the only way I could get her to submit completely was to fuck her and do it well. By the look of her, all flushed and sweaty and limp, she was well satisfied, that ass fucking was something that she enjoyed. Hell, she'd screamed.

      Going to the washbasin, I wet a cloth and cleaned my cock thoroughly. With a well-fucked look on her face, she watched me. I'd only opened my pants to free my cock; otherwise I was fully dressed. After I washed myself, I stripped off my clothes, wet a second cloth and climbed on the bed. Grabbing one of her ankles, I spread her legs and cleaned her as well, doing it slowly and gently. I leaned down and kissed her scarred side, then met her eyes. I stroked over her clit with the cloth.

      “Whose pussy is this?”

      “Yours,” she whispered, her back arching.

      “And who am I?” I didn't look at her face but gazed at her pussy.

      “My husband.”

      Stepping back, I collected my razor and other supplies and a clean cloth to shave her bare. She didn't close her legs, her modesty fucked completely from her.

      “That's right. I'm your husband. I'm the one that fucks you. I'm the one that protects you. I'm the one that gives you your pleasure or spanks your ass. I'm the one who loves you.”
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      DAHLIA

      

      Our trip home was different. I was different. While I worried about Mr. Pringle and his plan to harm Garrison, I had to trust that he would tend to the problem. I no longer dreamed about moving to the city. I only wanted to be with Garrison, for where he was, I belonged. I realized I shouldn't have been searching, for I'd just been waiting for Garrison. I'd been adrift and lost until he'd married me. I loved that he was bossy and demanding. Once I relented my control to him, let him be the man I loved, I'd found a happiness I'd never known before. I wasn't even contrary with him, except when I wanted a spanking.

      Garrison was more relaxed as well, perhaps relinquishing the fear that I would choose Cheyenne over him. With this, he actually became more imposing, more controlling… and I loved it. While I chose my own clothes, he was adamant still about no drawers. Every morning I parted my legs for him and he inspected my pussy, ensuring that it was completely bare of any hair, for we both loved the sensitivity of my skin that way. He also slipped a finger inside me, either my pussy or my ass or both, to feel his seed within. It always got him hard and he always took me again.

      This was the kind of control I savored, that I submitted to willingly. Had I known I would submit to Garrison in anything before I married him, I probably would have fled to Cheyenne on my own. But now, riding in the stage on the last leg of our journey, our new horse tethered to the back, I reveled in his command.

      “Lift your skirt and show me my pussy.”

      Sitting across from him, I did as he bid, pulling the long hem up to my waist. I knew what he wanted next, for this was not the first time he'd demanded this. I slid down lower in my seat and put my feet on his knees. He widened them, which only presented me to his gaze. I bit my lip and waited for his next instruction.

      “Who knew you'd be so biddable?” he asked, one eyebrow arched. He smiled and my breath caught in my throat at the sight of him. So handsome, so virile and so…. mine.

      He pulled a plug from his pocket. My body heated and softened knowing he'd put it there just for this moment. While he'd trained my ass for his cock quite thoroughly, I hadn't known what it would be like to have his cock deep in me. Now I did and my pussy dripped in anticipation of just playing. I knew a plug was always a precursor to a good ass fucking.

      “I can see my seed still dripping from your pussy. I either was overly copious or I took you too many times last night.”

      I shook my head. “Neither. I love feeling you in me, on my thighs.”

      He groaned and handed me the plug. “Get it nice and slick with all that seed, then work it into that tight ass of yours. You'll ride the rest of the way just like this so I can look at how beautiful you are.”

      “How long will the plug remain in?” I asked.

      He cocked his head to the side. “Do you need your ass fucked now, sugarplum?” He tsked me. “So insatiable.”

      I slipped the hard object into my pussy, getting it nice and slick before moving it lower to my bottom. I loved the feel of my ass being opened, with Garrison so deep inside of me. I'd had no idea I'd find such pleasure in it, that I liked the hint of pain that went with it. Garrison had known.

      “We should arrive in town in about ten more minutes and then we will go on to the ranch where I will take it out.” We weren't going home. We were going to the Lenox Ranch where I would stay with my family while Garrison saw to Mr. Pringle. I would have heartily complained before, but not now.

      “I'll let you decide if you want me to fill up that sweet pussy of yours and work on that baby you're going to give me or if you want my cock in your greedy ass instead.”

      It had been almost four weeks since our wedding and in that time my monthly hadn't come. I knew from that alone I was most likely with child, but the way my breasts were fuller and the nipples more sensitive than ever, I felt confident that Garrison's seed was very potent and had taken root.
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      Miss Trudy forced Garrison to remain for dinner before he left to find Mr. Pringle. Before he went, I dragged him to my old room and leaned over the bed. As he shut the door behind us, he avidly watched as I tossed my skirt up to reveal my pussy and the end of the plug. I wiggled my bottom back and forth and looked over my shoulder at him. This was a familiar position for me, Garrison often having me do this in the various hotel rooms we'd stayed in on the journey home. Often times he would fuck me, others just giving me my pleasure with his fingers, other times just look his fill then put my skirt back down. This was the first time, however, I'd assumed this position without being prompted.

      He was already undoing the front placket of his pants and pulling his cock free.

      “I've decided. I want both,” I murmured.

      He took a step closer as he stroked himself.

      “Oh?” he replied, eyeing my pussy and ass on display.

      “I want you to fuck my pussy while the plug stays in.”

      He tugged at the plug then stroked over my already wet pussy. “You want it nice and snug?”

      I nodded and licked my lips.

      He moved even closer and lined his cock up. I was more than ready for him. I'd been eager for him ever since we were in the stage.

      Thankfully, he didn't tease either of us and slid in to the hilt in one smooth stroke. “Undo your blouse and tug your breasts free.”

      As he held my hips, his cock deeply embedded, I quickly did as he bid, working the blouse off entirely and then tugging down on my corset. I lifted my breasts up and out but they were still covered by my chemise.

      Garrison plucked at one thin strap at my back and ripped it, then the other so the material hung down to the bed beneath me, my breasts exposed. He reached around and cupped them in his large palms. I gasped, then bit my lip to keep silent.

      Finally, finally he began to move in and out, the plug making him so tight. He fucked me as quietly as possible and I pushed my hips back to meet him. He tugged at the plug and pulled it free which made me come in a hot, hard rush, surprising me. It was quick, but no less intense.

      “Good girl,” he crooned. “These breasts, sugarplum, are getting bigger. Your nipples, they're more sensitive. Everything about you is more sensitive. Your breasts are going to be heavy with milk and your belly round.”

      He pulled out of my pussy and I groaned. He slipped upward and to my back entrance. He didn't linger, but pushed himself in slowly, but easily. “Give it up, sugarplum. Open for me. Yes, just like that. I don't need to put my seed in my pussy anymore, do I?”

      I shook my head as I breathed deeply, moving my hips as he slowly claimed my ass.

      “I'm going to go find Pringle and get him behind us. I'll be back for you and the baby soon enough. Now, push back and fuck my cock. Make me come so I can leave and come back to you. You'll be filled with my baby in your belly and my seed in your ass.”

      He tugged on my nipples and I clenched down on him. He was as eager as I, for he came quickly and I followed him right over.

      Perhaps it was the baby or the long journey or it being later in the evening, but I was too tired to leave my bed. He tucked me beneath the covers and kissed me. “Sleep, Dahlia. Sleep and I'll return to you sooner.”

      I drifted off to sleep knowing he'd filled me up—my body and my heart.
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      GARRISON

      

      It felt strange taking off my shoes at the back door of the Lenox house and tiptoeing through the darkness and quiet up to Dahlia's room. I felt as if Miss Esther would step out into the hallway at any time with her shotgun cocked and loaded. Neither she nor her weapon appeared as I crept to Dahlia's room, slipped inside and shut the door behind me. I was her husband and this was where I belonged.

      Finding Pringle had been easier than I'd expected. The sheriff had been monitoring the man for crimes completely unrelated to his interest in my demise. The lawman had been more than happy to lead me to him at a saloon not in Carver Junction but just at the other side of town. He'd been arrested without much effort and would await the circuit judge. There'd been no gunfire, no bloodshed. It had been surprisingly boring and easy. I had been given the opportunity to break the man's nose before I rode back to the Lenox Ranch and that soothed my anger a bit.

      It had taken one wild woman, easily tamed by my cock, to make me see my future clearly. It wasn't about fixing the wrongs of my father. It wasn't wondering why I wasn't good enough for my mother to remain alive. It was about Dahlia and now our baby.

      I'd suspected for about a week that my seed had taken root, but I didn't know how Dahlia would take to the news, or that she had even been aware of the differences in her body. I knew. I knew every inch of her, and if her nipples were extra sensitive, I wouldn't miss it. I only used that delicious perk to my advantage in taming her.

      Since Cheyenne, Dahlia had changed as well. She didn't really need that much taming, for she readily and happily submitted to my every demand. If I wanted her to suck my cock in the stage, she did it and contentedly licked her lips when she was done. If I wanted to tie her to the bed and take my time eating her sweet pussy, she most certainly didn't complain. When I pressed her up to the hotel window in Buffalo, Wyoming Territory, and fucked her where anyone passing by may have caught a glimpse of her perfect body, she only cried out her pleasure.

      Her sexual appetite was as insatiable as mine and the baby growing within her was a very viable indication of that. I would spend the rest of my life proving to her, whether by protecting her from men like Pringle or planting a baby in her belly, that I loved her more than anything. More than my ranch. More than the Montana Territory.

      I shucked off my clothes and slid into the narrow bed beside her, pulling her into me so we were curled together like two spoons in a drawer.

      “Garrison?” she murmured sleepily.

      “Shh, I'm here. Go back to sleep.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      My hand cupped her breast, noticeably larger in my palm, then slid down over her still flat belly and over her hot mound. “Everything's fine.”

      “Pringle?” she asked.

      “He's all taken care of. You don't have to worry about a thing but making this baby and pleasing my cock.”

      She rolled over so she faced me. By the light of the moon through the window, I could just make out her face. As her hand ran down over my belly, I realized she wasn't as sleepy as I thought. Her hand gripped my cock and it hardened instantly.

      “I'm already making the baby, so how can I please your cock?”

      I loved the soft lilt to her voice, the tight squeeze of her little hand, the press of her breasts against my chest. I was exactly where I wanted to be. Well, almost, for a minute later, when I slid into her slick heat, I knew I was truly home.
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