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Chapter One

 


 


Julie drove down the desolate road and
wondered if she’d missed the turn-off to her grandfather’s ranch.
She had called him when she got to Flagstaff to verify the final
directions but there had been no answer.

The email Gramps had sent said to stay
on Interstate 40 and then take the Route 66 exit but stay heading
north until it turned into Route 53. She did that and even made
note of the highway sign verifying that she was on the right road.
But Gramps didn’t say it was going to turn into a badly graded dirt
road. He didn’t mention that there’d be virtually no landmarks to
help guide her on her way. It’d been so long since she’d been here
she had forgotten how rough the road was.

She picked up her cell phone from the
passenger seat and saw the No Service at the top where the signal
bars would normally be. The cell phone was useless out here.
Checking her odometer she told herself to calm down. She hadn’t
even driven the thirty-two miles Gramps said she had to go to get
to the Fallon Ranch Road.

But the snow was worrisome. In
Flagstaff it had been nothing more than a few pretty flakes falling
softly and melting as soon as they touched the ground. On the
Interstate it had been a little heavier, but still beautiful. Once
she was on the state route road, the snow was coming down even more
and she felt like she was in a winter wonderland. In fact, she had
started singing ‘Let it Snow’ despite the fact that Christmas had
been almost two months ago.

Now that her visibility had dropped to
about fifty feet she began to worry if the snow would cover the
road to the point where she couldn’t tell if she was still on it.
What if she drove into the ditch that ran alongside the road?
Looking out the passenger window she could see that the bottom of
the fence line running along the road was just about even with
where the window started. If she used that as a reference, and if
the distance between the road and the fence was roughly the same
along the entire road, she believed she’d be safe from driving into
a ditch.

Glancing at the odometer again she saw
there was only about a half mile to go before she reached the ranch
road. What would normally take no longer than a minute to cover,
now took five minutes with the snow coming down more
heavily.

There it was! She put her blinker on
out of habit and slowly made the turn. She silently thanked Gramps
for putting up the barb-wire fence along the road. Without it she’d
have had no idea where the road was under the snow. The house was
three miles down after making the turn. Moving along at five miles
an hour, she calculated it would take her a little more than a half
hour to get there.

This road was even worse than the one
she’d just turned off of and she wished the snow could have held
off for just a little longer. Her hands gripped the steering wheel
as she strained to see where she was going. The music on her
satellite radio was driving her crazy and she looked away from the
road for a split second to turn her sound system off.

That’s when her front passenger wheel
found a protruding rock to run over. The clunk it made was loud and
she wondered what it was, but the car kept going so she figured
everything was all right. A few minutes later she started having
trouble keeping the car on a straight path.

Something was clearly wrong. With no
clue about what she might run into on the side of the road, she
looked in her rear-view mirror and seeing no one behind her, she
stopped where she was, figuring someone could still get around her.
She reached into the back seat for her parka and wiggled into it,
put on her mittens, and got out. Walking around the car, she looked
at the ground and her tires. Everything seemed fine until she saw
the flattened front passenger tire.

Having never had a flat before, she
had no idea what to do. If she were back in the city, she would
have called for road service. But out here her cell phone didn’t
even work. Not to mention she was in the middle of nowhere and road
service probably wouldn’t even come out here.

The temperature had dropped
considerably since she’d left Flagstaff, and she made her way back
inside the car where she turned the heater all the way up. Now
what? She didn’t think she could walk three miles in this
weather.

Opening the glove compartment, she
pulled out her owner’s manual and looked up how to change a flat
tire. She read through it three times and was pretty sure she could
do it. Climbing over the back seat to the rear compartment of the
small SUV, she piled her two suitcases and the box of other
paraphernalia into the back seat. Then she opened the cover to the
well where the spare tire and tools were located. She found the
jack and the tire iron and figured out how they work by trying it
while she read the directions. Better to figure it out in the
warmth of the car than on the side of the road.

It was time to go out and loosen the
lug bolts with the lug wrench. The manual said to loosen them
before jacking up the car. Once that was done, she planned to get
back in the car for a quick warm-up before attempting to use the
jack.

Taking the 4-way lug wrench that
Gramps had insisted she buy when she told him she had bought a new
car, she went out into the snow again. Fitting the end that was
painted black (another one of his ideas to keep from having to try
all four ends) onto a lug bolt, she gripped the cross bar—now
seeing what an ingenious device it was—and tugged. She tugged hard
and nothing happened. She tugged again with all her might and
nothing happened. Julie placed one foot on the left side of the
cross bar, gripped the right side with both hands, and while
putting her weight on her foot and tugging with her hands, it
finally moved a fraction of an inch. Barely a fraction.

She did it again and it moved more.
Her hands felt like blocks of ice and she ran to get in the warm
car. Holding her hands to the heat blowing out of the vents, she
waited until she wasn’t cold anymore and went out again. This time
she loosened the remaining four lug bolts before having to get back
in the car for another warm-up.

Julie read the directions again. She’d
have to find the flat spot under the frame of the car to place the
jack under, then start cranking it up with the tire
iron.

What if I can’t do it?
What if I do it wrong? She was more
creative than mechanically inclined, but she could follow
directions.

Stop thinking negative
thoughts. You can do this. What do you think women did before road
service was such a booming business?

Getting out once more, she
quickly found the flat spot and positioned the jack. Slipping the
tire iron into the crank, she began working it up and down and was
relieved to see the tire slowly lifting off the ground.
See there! You can do this!

When the tire had cleared the ground
by an inch or so, she took the lug bolts completely off and put
them in the pocket of her parka. Zipping the pocket for extra
safe-keeping, she wiggled the tire off the wheel and ended up
falling on her back in the snow with the tire on top of her
chest.

“Shit!”

She pushed the tire off
and got up, brushing the snow off the seat of her pants. Unsure if
it was safe to get in the car with one corner of it jacked up, she
skipped getting warm again and went to get the spare tire from the
rear. That’s when she realized she should have gotten the spare out
of the vehicle before jacking it up. Oh
well, too late now. I’m not gonna lower the jack and start over now
that I have the flat tire off.

Lifting off the cover of
the well, she reached in with both hands to grab the tire and lift
it out. It didn’t budge. She tried again with the same
results. Is this sucker bolted in or
something?

She looked for a lock but found
nothing. The tire moved within the well, she just couldn’t lift it.
She had no idea tires were so heavy. The tire she took off the car
didn’t seem that heavy.

That’s because you didn’t
have to lift it. You just jerked it off the wheel and then it threw
you to the ground.

Getting the tire iron, she wedged it
as far under the tire as she could, and using it as a fulcrum, she
leaned on it until the side of the tire was lifted enough so she
could get a grip underneath it.

But as soon as she let go of her
fulcrum, the tire sank back down into the well. She need something
to wedge in there once she got the tire lifted. But
what?

Looking around, she spotted the
flashlight that was tucked into the side storage space of the cargo
area. Leaning on the tire iron once more, when the tire was up, she
forced the flashlight under it. It worked! She could just get her
hands under the tire now.

But the damn thing was even heavier
than she thought previously. She managed to finally push it up and
out of the well. Then she had to crawl into the vehicle to push it
out onto the ground, hoping the jack would hold while she climbed
in.

Exhausted, she scrambled out, stood
the tire upright and rolled it to the front. Now she had to get it
up and positioned so the bolts on the wheel went through the holes
in the middle of the tire.

She tried to eyeball it and line up
everything so when she lifted the damn thing it would all line up
with no problem. Squatting down, she wrapped her arms around each
side of the tire and then lifted, using her legs so as not to hurt
her back. The smooth fabric of her parka caused her arms to slide
up and off while the tire remained on the ground.

She sighed mightily and tucked her
freezing hands into her armpits while she looked around for a
solution to this new problem. Maybe that fulcrum idea would work
again. If she could use the tire iron to get the tire lifted just a
bit, then she should be able to get her hands underneath it and
lift it the rest of the way up. If she could get her frozen fingers
to work.

Stomping around to warm up the best
she could, she retrieved the tire iron from the cargo area and
wiggled it underneath the tire. Keeping the tire balanced with her
hands, she slowly stepped on the iron and the tire promptly rolled
off.

“Shit! Fuck!”

She tried again and this time she
managed to get her hands beneath the tire. Just as she started to
lift by stepping further on the fulcrum, the tire fell into her,
knocking her on her ass again.

“Goddamnit!” She shrieked
into the wind.

Again, only this time the holes didn’t
line up and the tire fell to the ground.

“Arrrrrhhhhhhggggg! Why is
this happening to me?!”

 





 



Chapter Two

 


 


Seth saw a car in the middle of the
road up ahead and he wondered whose it could be. It wasn’t familiar
to him and he knew just about every damn vehicle in this area. The
closer he got, he saw someone was trying to change the
tire.

Damn, he’d have to get out in this
nasty freezing weather and do the Good Samaritan thing. It was the
last thing he wanted to do when he was on his way to check on Jason
Fallon. Jase was waiting on his granddaughter to show up in the
next day or two and Seth thought he should chop some wood for them
in case this storm knocked the power out.

Trouble was, when he called Jason
there was no answer. A half hour later, still no answer. So even
though it was nearly a full hour drive, Seth got in his truck and
headed over to check on the old guy. It was just what neighbors did
out here.

Pulling up behind the little SUV, he
watched the comical act going on. He was pretty sure it was a woman
trying to change the tire. Though he couldn’t see her face under
the scarf wrapped around her parka hood, she moved like a woman.
She wasn’t strong enough to lift the tire up onto the wheel and
kept falling down. Or rather, the tire kept tilting towards her and
knocking her down.

It’d be funny if he didn’t know how
damn cold it was out there. He got out of his truck, leaving it
running to keep the heat on, and sauntered over just as she was
giving it one more try.

“Why don’t you let me do
that for you, ma’am?” Seth drawled.

Julie spun around and gawked at
him.

“You just scared the shit
out of me!” she shrieked at him. “Where the hell did you come
from?”

He pointed to his truck, “From there.
Didn’t mean to scare you. Why don’t you move over and I’ll take
care of this for you.”

“The hell you will! I got
this far without help and I’ll damn well finish it without help.”
She turned her back on him and rolled the tire into place so she
could attempt another lift.

Seth wasn’t accustomed to women
refusing his help. Especially with a pain in the ass job like
changing a tire. He tried again.

“Ain’t no reason for you
to be messing with that. I can do it in a flash and have you on
your way in no time.”

She didn’t answer him, but she did
wind up sitting on her ass again in the snow. It was all he could
do to keep from laughing. He supposed some bug had crawled up her
ass making her think she had to do this all alone. Maybe she was
one of those women libbers who didn’t think they needed a
man.

He watched as she stood there
breathing heavily, and then she tried again. Lo and behold, this
time she managed to hook one of the holes onto a bolt. It looked
like it was about to slip off again, but she tightened her grip,
tilted the wheel back a little bit, and the tire settled into
place.

She turned around to face him, puffed
out her chest, and said, “See, I told you I could do it! What are
you still doing here anyway?”

She was sure feisty, he had to give
her that.

“Good for you. How about I
tighten those lug nuts for you? You’re looking chilled to the
bone—why don’t you go warm up in my truck?”

“Nope, I’ll finish this
job.”

Seth shrugged and said, “Suit
yourself.”

He crossed his arms and watched as she
began to tighten the lug nuts. She did the first one, then when she
went to the next one, he interrupted her progress.

“It’d be best if the next
one you tighten is across from the last one you tightened. It helps
to make sure the tire gets tightened evenly.”

She turned on him with a look in her
eye that might have felled a lesser man.

“I read the directions and
I know what I’m doing. You can leave now, you don’t have to stand
there watching me.”

He noticed though that she switched to
the lug nut he suggested to tighten next. She finished the job and
then looked confused for a second as though she wasn’t sure what to
do next.

“You could lower the jack
now.” Seth said helpfully.

Ignoring him, she went to the driver’s
side and he could see through the window she was quickly checking
the instructions in the manual. Then she came back around, inserted
the tire iron into the crank and started pumping up and down. The
tire lifted higher.

“You have to flip the
little switch to make it go the other way.”

With another look that could kill, she
said, “I know that, I’m not stupid!”

Putting his hands up, he said, “Whoa,
lady. I’m just trying to help. You don’t have to bite my head
off.”

“How many times do I have
to tell you? I don’t need your help!”

“Maybe not, but you sure
do need someone to teach you some manners.”

Julie pulled the jack out from under
the car and put it away. She was shivering badly and he watched her
flex her fingers. It was plain she could barely bend her fingers.
She put her mittens back on but he could tell it didn’t help much.
Next she took the flat tire and rolled it to the back of the car
where she tried to lift it, but again, it was too heavy.

He was done watching this spectacle
and he stepped over to her, picked up the tire and tossed it in the
cargo area.

“I could have done that
myself,” she told him. “I don’t need any help. I’m leaving now so
you can go on your way and quit watching every move I
make.”

“Like I said before;
someone needs to teach you some manners.”

He bent her over so her upper body was
inside the cargo area and gave her parka-covered ass three or four
hard swats. He knew they wouldn’t hurt with all that padding, but
he had enough of her rudeness. He didn’t mind a little sass from a
woman, but once it crossed over into rudeness, he felt it was time
to address the situation.

She threw an arm back to hit him but
missed. As soon his arm came away from her back, Julie straightened
up and turned to him with fire in her eyes.

“Touch me one more time,
mother fucker, and I’ll see your ass in jail.”

“Young lady, that wasn’t a
tenth of the spanking I’m gonna give you if you don’t start
watching what comes out of your mouth. Now I suggest you get in
your car before you get frost-bite and go on your merry
way.”

Her mouth opened and closed like a
fish looking for food. Apparently she couldn’t think of a retort or
sensed from his tone that he meant what he said.

“I don’t know where you’re
headed, but if you wait until I pull in front of your vehicle,
it’ll be easier for you to drive in my tracks.”

Finding her voice again, she said,
“Thank you, but don’t bother. I don’t need any help.”

“Of course you don’t,” he
said sarcastically. “For some strange reason you’d rather freeze to
death out here than take any help.”

Seth walked back to his truck and
warmed his hands with the heat coming out of the vents. Miss I
Don’t Need Any Help stood at the back of her SUV watching
him.

Is she just too stupid to
get in her car? Her lips are blue, her nose is a shiny red, her
pants are soaked through from all the falls she had into the snow,
and she’s just standing there watching me.

*****

Julie finally got in her car and
turned her heat on full blast. She felt like a block of ice. Her
toes were so cold they hurt and she wondered if they were
frost-bitten. When she tried to bend her toes, it was very
painful.

With some relief, she looked up when
the cowboy in the truck pulled out from behind her and got in
front. What he said made sense. It would be much easier to follow
in his tire tracks.

She didn’t know what had gotten into
her that she didn’t accept his offer of help. All she could think
of was that after so many attempts to accomplish each step of the
tire change, she felt she had to finish the job herself. That was
it, and she felt damn proud of herself for getting that tire
changed without any help. Considering she’d never changed a tire in
her life, she felt she did a pretty damn fine job of it.

But that stupid jerk had spanked her!
How dare he?

Looking up, she saw he was getting
pretty far ahead of her. While she didn’t want anything else to do
with him, she felt safer when he was nearby. She was sure it was
just because of the wide open space. Putting the car in gear, she
followed in his tracks.

It took about fifteen minutes to get
to the entrance to the ranch and Julie was relieved she recognized
it. She hadn’t been here since she was eighteen—ten years ago—and
wasn’t sure how things might have changed.

He turned in and she wondered how he’d
known where she was going. Sighing, she wished he’d just go on his
way. Parking next to him in front of the single level ranch house,
she got out and ran to the front door, excited about seeing
Gramps.

“Hey, were the hell do you
think you’re going?” Seth called out after her.

“To see my grandpa.” Julie
hollered back over her shoulder at the same time as she knocked on
the door. “You can go now, thanks for letting me follow your tracks
here.”

Instead of leaving, he walked up the
few steps to the porch until he was next to her.

“This is where you were
headed?”

“Yeah, obviously you knew
that since you led me right here.”

He shook his head and said, “No, I
didn’t know that. I assumed you would just stay on the road and
keep going to wherever. This is where I was coming.”

“You’re coming to my
grandpa’s ranch? Why?”

“Jason Fallon is your
grandfather? You’re the granddaughter he’s expecting?”

“Yes, but who are
you?”

“Seth Berrett. I own the
ranch to the south of here.”

He reached past her, turned the
doorknob and pushed the door open.

“Jason? It’s Seth and I’ve
got a little surprise for you,” he called out.

“You can’t just walk into
someone’s house!” Julie hissed at him. But she stepped inside to
get out of the cold.

“Grandpa, its Julie! Where
are you?”

There was no response and she asked
Seth where her grandfather could be.

“I don’t know. I came over
to chop some wood for him in case the power went out in the coming
storm. He didn’t answer when I called, so I was just coming over
when I ran into you and your flat tire. I’ll check the barn, he
might be there.”

“I’m coming with you,” she
followed him out, putting her mittens on again. She would love to
be rid of Seth, especially after he’d had the nerve to give her
that spanking, but she had to find Gramps first.

The barn was at least a hundred feet
away from the house and her face felt the icy snowflakes striking
her skin like millions of pinpricks. Seth went to the end of the
porch and picked up the end of a coiled rope before heading for the
barn.

“What’s that for?” Julie
asked.

“So we can find our way
back to the house if the storm suddenly gets worse. I’ll tie this
end to a big ring in the barn door.”

“It won’t get so bad that
quickly, will it?”

“It can, and even if it
doesn’t get that bad right now, it could be handy tomorrow. Better
safe than sorry.”

Julie thought he was overreacting; she
could see the barn just fine even with the heavy snow coming down.
He tied the end of the rope to the ring, and opened one of the barn
doors.

“Jason?” Seth called out.
“You in here?”

They heard a faint noise coming from
the tack room at the other end of the barn. Julie ran to see if her
grandfather was all right. Seth was right behind her when she found
Jason sprawled on the floor with a saddle blanket he’d dragged over
himself to keep warm.

“Gramps! What happened?
Did you fall?” Julie ran to his side.

His eyes lit up momentarily with
happiness before the pain came back into them. “I’m glad you’re
finally here, Julie. But I thought it would be a few days yet till
you arrived.”

“Me too, Gramps. I’ll tell
you about it later. Let’s get you back to the house.”

Jason saw Seth just then and said, “I
don’t think I can walk.”

“Oh, no!” Julie cried out.
“Can we get an ambulance out here?”

“No need for that, honey,”
Jason said. “Nothing’s broken, I think I’m just too weak to make it
back to the house.”

“I’ll carry you,” Seth
said and moved to pick up the frail old man.

“Damn it, I don’t want to
be carried!”

“But Gramps, how else will
we get you to the house?”

“Just help me up and let
me lean on you two. I think I can shuffle to the house with a
little support.”

“All right,” Julie looked
at Seth with a question in her eyes asking if that would
work.

“We’ll give it a try,” he
told Jason. Stepping over to him, he tossed aside the saddle
blanket and put his hands under Jason’s armpits. He jerked his head
to tell Julie to get to the side of him.

“When I get him up high
enough, stick your shoulder under his arm and I’ll do the same on
this side.”

Julie nodded that she understood and a
minute later, Gramps was on his feet with the support of Julie and
Seth.

“How you doin’, Jason?”
Seth asked.

“I’m okay, let’s get
moving.”

Seth carefully guided them out of the
tack room, through the barn, and out the door. Thankfully, the
house was still visible and they wouldn’t need the rope. The going
was slow, and Jason gasped in pain a few times.

When Julie looked at Seth helplessly,
he made up his mind the old man was just going to have to deal with
being carried. Scooping his arms under Jason’s knees, Seth picked
him up and in a few long strides was at the door Julie had run
ahead to open.

Seth set Jason down in his big
recliner and Julie hurried to do what she could to make him
comfortable. Slipping his coat off, she asked, “What happened out
there? You fell, didn’t you?”

“It was more of a dizzy
spell, I think. I didn’t really fall, just sort of slid to the
ground.”

“What made you dizzy?”
Julie’s voice was full of worry.

Jason patted her hand and said, “We’ll
talk about it later. I’m tired now and just want to warm
up.”

“I’ll make you some hot
cocoa right away.”

“That’ll be good. Even
better if you add a shot of rum to it.”

“Okay, I’ll be right
back.”

She went to the kitchen and found the
cocoa in the pantry. She noticed the appliances had all been
replaced since the last time she’d been here—which was nearly ten
years ago when Gram had died. There were a few other changes as
well.

While waiting for the milk to heat,
she looked out the kitchen window and saw Seth chopping wood. She
didn’t remember him so that meant the neighbors sold their ranch
and Seth was the new owner. When did that happen? Gramps hadn’t
mentioned it in any of his emails or when they had
Skyped.

Feeling guilty for not coming to visit
for so long, she wondered what else he hadn’t mentioned. She
stirred the cocoa into the milk, added some sugar, and then took it
off the flame just before it came to a boil. After adding the rum,
she went back in the living room where Gramps was dozing in his
chair.

“Here’s your cocoa,” she
gently said, torn between letting him nap and waking him to drink
his cocoa while it was hot.

“Ah, good. Thank you,
Julie.”

He took a sip and then asked her to
sit down. “There’s a few things I need to talk to you
about.”

“Okay, but first I want to
know if you’re okay. Why did you get dizzy and fall?”

“We’ll get to it. For now,
I need you to listen.”

With the ringing of the axe splitting
the wood out back, Julie sat quietly trying not to cry as Gramps
told her what was happening. He had cancer. It had spread
throughout his body and he didn’t have much time left. There was a
good chance he wouldn’t see the next month. His time was coming to
an end.

“Then you should be in the
hospital!” Julie cried out.

“No, there’s nothing they
can do. I want to die here—on this ranch, in my home.”

“But Gramps—”

“Now hush, and let me
finish,” Jason interrupted her protest.

He went on to tell her how Seth had
bought the ranch to the south about six years earlier and what a
good, helpful neighbor he’d been. With Jason unable to do as much
riding in recent years, he was about to sell off his entire herd of
cattle and possibly put the ranch up for sale.

“You hadn’t been out here
in so long, I didn’t think you were interested in the ranch. When
you talked about coming to help me run the place last year, it put
my mind to thinking. I’ve worked out an arrangement with Seth,
where we’ve combined our herds so he and his hands have been taking
care of my herd along with his. But, honey, this ranch can’t be run
by you alone so I thought I’d have to sell it. Seth wanted to buy
it, but I couldn’t in good conscience sell it to him unless I knew
you didn’t want it. When you brought it up last year, I talked to
Seth.”

Julie was confused. Did Gramps want to
sell to Seth? He wasn’t making himself clear—at least not to her.
What arrangement could he have worked out with Seth?

“Seth has been helping me
for the last five or six years and he’s expecting payment in a
reduced price for the ranch. Now that you want the ranch, I think I
have a way for both of you to be happy.”

“Gramps, I’m not
understanding what you’re saying here.”

He smiled at her and said, “I want the
ranch to stay in the family. Since you’re my only family, that
means I want you to have the ranch. But I owe Seth a debt for
helping me these past years while I’ve been sick. So I want you to
marry Seth. That way the ranch stays in the family and I can repay
Seth.”

“No! No way.” Julie shook
her head back and forth. “I don’t even know him, how can I marry
him?”

“You’ll get to know each
other. You’ll work together and I know the way you both love the
ranch, you’ll grow to love one another.”

Had her grandfather gone senile? There
was no way she’d even consider marrying a complete stranger.
Certainly not one who took the liberty of bending her over the
bumper of her car and spanking her. Okay, it hadn’t been much more
than a few swats and those were given over the padding of her jeans
and heavy parka. But still, it showed what kind of man he was, and
there was no way she was getting involved with a man who spanked
grown women.

“Close your mouth, honey,
before a fly flies in. You’ve got to understand this is the best
way for things to all come together.”

“Gramps, I can’t marry
that man,” Julie said once she was able to speak again.

“Give me one reason why
not.”

“Because I don’t know him
and…and…and he spanked me!”

“Oh, pshaw! You’ll get to
know him and I spanked your Gram’s bottom more than once in the
fifty years we were married.”

“What? You spanked Gram?”
Julie couldn’t believe she’d heard him correctly.

“When she needed it, yes.”
Jason paused a moment and then said, “Honey, just tell me you’ll
think about it. Don’t make up your mind right away. I’m not gonna
die today, so you have a little time to see if this is something
you can do for me.”

“Oh, don’t try guilting me
into it, Gramps. You know I’d do anything for you, but this is a
whole different sort of thing you’re asking.”

“I’m tired. Go unpack or
something now and let me have a nap.”

Julie put a soft throw over him and
tucked it in at his sides. She looked out the window and didn’t see
Seth still chopping wood, so she put on her boots, parka, and
mittens and went out to the barn to find him.

 





 



Chapter Three

 


 


Seth was stacking the chopped wood
near the door on the back porch when he saw Julie trudging through
the snow towards the barn. He knew Jason had most likely told her
of his plan and now she was probably looking for him to tell him
she wouldn’t marry him if he was the last man alive on
earth.

Based on her shrewish behavior when
he’d stopped to help her with her flat tire, he wasn’t exactly
chomping at the bit to get hooked up with her either. Then again,
taming the little spitfire might prove to be quite enjoyable. He
was looking forward to spanking her ass without any clothes to
protect her.

Shaking his head as if to get those
thoughts out of his mind, he knew they needed to talk about Jason’s
will and try to figure out how to deal with the demands he had set
forth in that will.

He finished stacking the wood and then
went to the barn where he found her talking gently to an old
mare.

“Julie, I think we should
talk.”

“I agree. I came in here
looking for you to do just that but got sidetracked by Buttercup
here. She was my first horse.” Julie held out a small green crab
apple and the old horse gently took it from her open
palm.

“I guess Jason spoke to
you about his plan?”

“He did, and I can tell
you right now that I have no intention of marrying anyone,
certainly not you. This ranch is my birthright and I have no
intention of sharing it with you or anyone else. We’ll have to come
to some other agreement so you can be compensated for the help
you’ve given my grandfather.”

Seth couldn’t help but wonder what
sort of bug had crawled up her ass that she already hated him when
all he had done was stop to help her with her flat tire. He had
given her that little spanking, but with all the clothes she had
on, he doubted it made any kind of impact at all.

“I’m not exactly ready to
run to the altar with you either, sweetheart. Especially after the
way you snapped my head off when all I wanted to do was help
you.”

Julie gave a defeated sigh and said,
“I suppose I owe you an apology for that, but I was just so
frustrated and determined to finish the job. I had worked really
hard and I felt I was close to being done, so I wanted to finish it
myself. Which I did, and now I can say I’ve changed a tire all by
myself.”

Seth scratched his head and replied,
“I could understand that at almost any time, but not when there’s a
blizzard brewing and getting to shelter is the number one
priority.”

“I was so focused on
reading the instructions and getting the tire changed that I didn’t
even notice how bad the snow was becoming.”

“Well then let’s put that
incident behind us and talk about your grandfather’s scheme. Do you
have any suggestions as to how we can work this out?”

“I don’t, other than
trying to make him see reason. Besides, I’m not really ready to put
the fact that you spanked me behind us. And I can tell you it
doesn’t help when I get home and discover that the asshole neighbor
is trying to steal my inheritance.”

“Hey, I’m not an asshole
and I’m not trying to steal anything. Your grandfather has been ill
for as long as I’ve known him. I’ve done nothing but help him out
and he’s the one that suggested that my payment be the opportunity
to purchase this ranch at a reduced price. You haven’t even
bothered to come and visit him in damn near ten years. How was I,
or Jason for that matter, to know that you would suddenly decide
you want the ranch? And one more thing, you had that spanking
coming and you know it.”

Ignoring his remark about her having
had the spanking coming, she said, “If he’s been sick that long,
how come he never mentioned it to me?”

“Because he didn’t want to
worry you. He knew you were busy and from everything you’ve ever
told him, you supposedly love your exciting life hopping from one
catastrophe to another.”

Her job as an adjuster with the
catastrophic division of a major insurer had kept her busy. A
hurricane in Florida, sudden floods in the mid-west, tornadoes in
Oklahoma, and mud slides in California—there was always another
catastrophe to hurry to. And when she did have a little down time,
she usually went to a hot vacation spot with her friends. She
always thought she’d visit the ranch at the next vacation, but it
just never happened and ten years had passed in what felt like no
time at all. She had to admit that it had been pure selfishness on
her part.

For some stupid reason she must have
expected Gramps to live forever. Now, at the mention of how long it
had been since she’d been to the ranch, Julie had the grace to look
chagrined. “I didn’t mean to stay away so long, the time just flew
by. We e-mailed almost every day and Skyped once a week or so. He
always said everything was fine and when I thought he looked tired
or like he was maybe coming down with something, he assured me he
was all right and I guess I just chalked it up to age.”

“So now, after being gone
all these years, you decided you wanted to come back and claim your
inheritance?”

“No! I wasn’t even
thinking about my inheritance. My exciting job turned out to be
more tiring than exciting and Gramps always said the ranch would be
mine if I wanted it. I was ready for a change and this is where I
wanted to be.”

“So now what? How do we
work this out? Or do I just chalk up six years of taking care of
Jason’s cattle to no reason other than out of the goodness of my
heart?”

“I don’t know. Just give
me some time to think about it. I’m going to go unpack and take a
nap. I’m pretty much exhausted from the drive.”

“Just don’t think for too
long, Julie. I don’t know whether you noticed or not, but your
grandfather is at the end of his days.

She’d already started walking out of
the barn and now turned around to look at him in surprise. “Is it
really that close? Or are you just in a big hurry to get this
settled?”

Seth took his cowboy hat off and ran
his hand through his hair. “I took him to the doctor the day before
yesterday and the doctor said it could be any time now. To be fair,
he also said it could be as long as a month, but he wouldn’t count
on it.”

Julie sat on a bale of hay and Seth
watched as she tried to blink back the tears. He sat down next to
her and put his arm around her shoulders. When she flinched, he
pulled his arm back and said, “I thought you knew how sick he
really was.”

It was obvious she couldn’t speak,
because she just shook her head back and forth. Seth waited for her
to say something and when she continued to just sit there he put
his arm back around her shoulders. This time she didn’t flinch. She
didn’t move at all.

After a while, her head seemed to
naturally lean on his shoulder and he could tell she was quietly
crying.

“Hey, don’t cry,” Seth had
no idea what to do when a woman started crying. Especially when it
was about something he couldn’t fix.

Julie sniffled and dug in her coat
pocket for a tissue. Wiping her eyes and her nose, she stood up and
said, “I’m going in now to check on Gramps and take a nap. I’ll
call you tomorrow and let you know what I come up with.”

“Okay, I normally come and
check on Jason in the mornings. The land lines work out here, but
cell phones don’t. So unless I hear from you before I leave my
house in the morning, I’ll stop by here around noon.”

She nodded and left him standing in
the barn. He looked around at the half dozen horses and noticed she
hadn’t thought to feed them. It would serve her right if he just
went home to his ranch and let her worry about the horses. But the
poor animals hadn’t done anything to deserve having to go hungry so
he fed them and even did a half ass job of mucking out their stalls
before he left.

*****

Julie checked on Gramps without
disturbing him. She stared at his chest and when she saw it rise
and fall with his not quite even breathing, she pulled her two
suitcases into the bedroom that always been hers.

Nothing had changed in her room. The
same white lace curtains and bedspread Gram had bought all those
years ago were still there. Julie had been born in this house and
lived there with her parents and grandparents. When her parents had
been killed in an automobile accident when she was ten, Gram and
Gramps had raised her.

While she put her clothes in the
closet and the dresser drawers, she almost wished she’d never left
the ranch. But she’d wanted to see the world and live the city
life. Not that she’d been unhappy with country life, it was just
that she wanted to experience more. Had it been a waste since she
was right back where she started?

Laying down on the bed,
she didn’t want to think about that. Guilt was eating at her for
all the vacations she’d taken with friends instead of coming here
to the ranch to see Gramps. She fell asleep and when she woke up it
was dark. Glancing at the old alarm clock, she saw it was after
nine o’clock. Gramps must be
starving, she thought as her stomach
rumbled. She got up, walked down the dark hall towards a faint glow
of light coming from the kitchen. It was the night light Gram had
always insisted on having on at night.

The recliner was empty but the covered
up shape on the sofa told her Gramps had moved himself from the
chair to the sofa. He must have been too tired to make it all the
way to his bedroom. Getting a glass of water in the kitchen, she
saw a rinsed out bowl in the sink. He must have scrounged up
something to eat. She felt a little guilty that she’d fallen asleep
and left him to fend for himself.

Trying to be as quiet as she could,
Julie pulled a couple of containers from the refrigerator hoping
there was something good to eat in them. When she turned around she
bumped right into an unexpected hard chest and dropped the
containers.

A hand clamped down over her mouth as
she opened it to scream and a familiar voice said, “It’s just me.
Calm down, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“What the hell are you
doing here? I thought you left hours ago,” Julie said once he took
his big hand off her mouth.

“I did leave, but when I
got to the end of the ranch road I decided the storm had gotten too
bad and I turned around. I called my foreman and told him I’d be
staying here until this blizzard lets up.”

Bending down to pick up the fallen
plastic food containers, Julie said, “Keep your voice down, Gramps
is sleeping on the sofa.”

Seth smirked and said, “That was me on
the sofa. Didn’t you make sure your grandfather was in his bed
before you went to your room?”

“No, I left him sleeping
in his chair. He looked so comfortable and restful I didn’t want to
disturb him.”

“He has medication he’s
supposed to take at night, did you give it to him?”

She rolled her eyes and asked, “How
the hell would I know he has medication to take if no one told
me?”

“Keep on with your
attitude, swearing, and eye rolling and you’re going to find
yourself over my knee getting your bare bottom warmed
up.”

Her eyebrows drew together in a frown.
“What are you? Some kind of Neanderthal? What is this thing with
you about spanking me?”

“No, I’m not a
Neanderthal, just a man who thinks people should behave civilly and
respectfully. That includes curbing your attitude, knocking off the
swearing, and no disrespectful eye rolling.

“Well I’ve got news for
you, cowboy. You’re not my father, not my husband, not anyone who
has any say in what I do or how I behave. Try to spank me again and
I’ll have your ass in jail on charges of assault.”

Julie had no idea why her ass tingled
and her pussy clenched. She could feel the wetness between her legs
but wouldn’t even consider that it might be due to the talk about
spanking. No, it had to be just because Seth was the best damn
looking cowboy she’d ever met.

She busied herself with scooping what
looked like beef stew into a bowl and put it in the microwave to
heat. She supposed the right thing to do would be to offer Seth
something to eat as well, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do
it after his threat of spanking her again.

As it turned out, Seth was quite
comfortable in her grandfather’s kitchen. He opened the cupboard
and pulled out a bowl, filled it with beef stew and then waited
until the microwave beeped before putting his bowl in
it.

Julie was tempted to take her bowl to
her bedroom and eat it there just to get away from Seth. But if she
did that, then she’d have to come out again anyway to rinse the
bowl and put it in the dishwasher. She’d just finish eating and
then go to her room for the night.

Seth finished before she did and after
rinsing his bowl and putting it in the sink he said, “I’m going to
go check on your grandfather now and then try and get some more
sleep.”

“You don’t have to do
that, he’s my grandfather. I’ll go check on him.”

“Do you even know what to
check for? Do you know how to tell if he’s taken his
medicine?”

She rolled her eyes upward once more
and said, “I may not know how to tell if he took his medicine, but
I’m not an idiot. I can certainly check and see if he looks
comfortable and is sleeping peacefully.”

As she stood up to rinse her bowl,
Seth got up, pulled his straight-backed chair out and sat down.
Reaching for her arm, he spun her around in a quick movement that
put her squarely over his knee and before she could screech about
being manhandled, he grabbed the back of her flannel pajama pants
and pulled them down to the middle of her thighs.

“What the…”

The shock of his palm raining smacks
on her panty covered butt left her speechless before she could even
finish what she was going to say.

“You will not roll your
eyes at me.”

Smack! Smack!

“You will speak to me with
more respect.”

Smack! Smack!

“Ow! Stop it! Let me up
right now, you fucking Neanderthal!”

He smacked her several more times
before asking, “Do you understand?”

“I’ll tell you what I
understand, you fucking cretin! Just as soon as this weather allows
for the sheriff to get over here, your ass is going to jail! You
can’t treat me like some misbehaving child! Do you understand
that?”

She kicked her legs and squirmed her
body, trying to get away from him before he could see the tell-tale
wet spot on her panties. She didn’t know why her body was reacting
in such a way to this brutal treatment, but Julie certainly didn’t
want him thinking it was arousing her.

It wasn’t. Not at all. She was just
over-tired and her hormones were probably out of whack. She gasped
as his hand came down on her rump four more times. Hard. Harder
than before. Then he let her up.

*****

Seth watched as she pulled up her
pajama pants and when she looked at him she glared with a glint in
her eyes that he was sure meant she’d follow through on her threat
to call the sheriff. It was hard not to smirk when he tried to
imagine how she’d react when she discovered the sheriff was his
brother.

He had seen the small wet spot he was
sure was caused by her arousal, but knew better than to mention it.
She would deny it and tell him it was just his imagination. He was
pretty sure she hadn’t noticed that his cock had become very hard
while she was squirming all over his lap.

Julie turned away from him and started
cleaning up the small mess they’d made heating up the
food.

“So when do you want to
get married?” Seth casually asked.

“What? Are you on drugs or
something? There’s no way in hell I’d marry you!”

“Be reasonable, Julie. You
need to be practical about this. Either we get married or the ranch
goes up for sale and we both lose.”

She turned to face him, “How do you
know that?”

“I’ve seen your
grandfather’s will. You get to keep the ranch if we get married.
Otherwise, it gets sold and I get paid at the sale for my services
in running things the last several years. It’s to both our
advantage if we get married.”

“I’ll sleep on it,” she
said and stormed out of the kitchen and into her room where she
promptly slammed the door shut.

Damn that temper of
hers, Seth thought to himself as he
marched down the hall to give her ass another tanning.
Didn’t she think of anything or anyone but
herself? Her grandpa was ill and asleep and she was slamming
doors.

 





 



Chapter Four

 


 


Julie stood by the window looking out
at the snow covered expanse between the house and the barn. She
could still see the rope Seth had run between the two buildings. It
was a damn good thing he did that otherwise it’d be tough getting
back and forth. Though she could see the rope about halfway to the
barn, she couldn’t see the barn through the snow and sleet that was
coming down.

She heard her door open and spun
around to see Seth filling up the space.

“What do you want
now?”

Without saying a word, he walked over
to her and put his hands on her shoulders. Turning her around, he
half pushed and half dragged her to the only empty corner in the
room.

“Get your hands off
me!”

Shoving her nose into the corner, he
pulled her flannel pajamas down once more and while keeping one
hand on her back to hold her in place, she heard the jingle of his
belt buckle followed by the sound of it being drawn through the
loops of his jeans.

Her belly quivered and she
pressed her thighs together as she felt her pussy contract.
Was it fear or excitement? It had to be fear,
didn’t it? He wouldn’t dare strike her with his belt, would
he?

“You need to learn a
little respect, young lady.”

Before he could start whipping her
butt, she turned around and slapped his face just as his arm was
swinging back to deliver the first strike. It was a hard slap and
her palm stung from the force of it. They both stood and stared at
each other, neither one of them sure what to do next.

Seth dropped the belt to the floor,
grabbed her wrists, and shoved her backwards into the corner. Her
eyes widened and she was sure he could see the fear in them. Yes,
she was afraid. Never had she had someone manhandle her like this.
But afraid or not, there was no way she was going to let him treat
her like a child. He could not spank her or whip her whenever he
didn’t like something she did.

He was leaning towards her and she
tried to get further into the corner, away from him. His face was
too close and she knew he was going to kiss her. She wanted to push
him away, but he held her wrists on each side of her head and she
was trapped.

“No,” she whispered. “No,
please let me go. Leave me alone.”

She may as well have been talking to a
post. He pressed closer. His hips were touching her hips and she
felt the rock hard length of him. His chest came in contact with
her still covered breasts and she inhaled sharply. His mouth
descended on hers while her lips were parted and his tongue slowly
entered.

Gently, ever so gently, he fit his
lips perfectly on hers and began to explore her mouth. He found her
tongue and the kiss deepened. Against her will—hell, she had no
will at this point—she melted into him and kissed him back. She
flicked her tongue over his and tasted him. She skimmed over his
teeth and then found his tongue again and sucked on it.

She realized her hands were free when
she felt his hands on her breasts. Breaking away from his mouth,
she turned her head to the side and said, “Please stop. I don’t
want this.”

“Don’t you?” Seth asked,
his voice husky with desire. “Your body is telling me something
different.”

“Please, I’m so confused.
This isn’t a good idea.”

*****

Seth stepped away from her and said,
“Maybe you’re right. We’ll talk in the morning.”

When she didn’t answer, he left the
room and went back to spend the night on the sofa in the living
room. He had a lot to think about. A lot to sort out, not the least
of which was his feelings. Not just the feelings he had for Julie,
but how he felt about getting married to her.

Jason’s will didn’t leave them with
much time to get to know one another. Even if the old man lasted
another month or so, was that enough time to know someone? Was it
enough time to make a decision as serious as marriage? He’d always
thought when the time came for him to marry, it would be someone of
his choosing and it would be someone he’d want to spend the rest of
his life with. Despite the ease with which people seemed to get a
divorce when things weren’t going their way, he wanted to be sure
the woman he married was as committed as he would be. Having an out
in ten years wasn’t a good enough reason to marry someone he didn’t
love.

Seth tried to figure out his
attraction for the little spitfire that was Jason’s granddaughter.
She was cute, though a little short, but he could work with that.
She was sassy as all get out and that was something he normally
didn’t care for in a woman. But somehow it just made Julie even
more intriguing to him and he wondered if that was because he
wanted to tame her or just because he hadn’t encountered a woman
quite like her before.

Sure, he found Julie
attractive and his dick woke up damn near every time he looked at
her, but he’d only known her for a day and already he knew she
would be more than a handful as wife. The thought of having her as
his to tame was very enticing. But was he
up to the challenge?

Was he really attracted to her? Or was
the prospect of getting his hands on Jason’s ranch, thereby
expanding his own ranch by more than double, clouding his judgment
as to how he felt about Julie?

The idea of marrying her was no longer
as abhorrent as he had first felt when Jason handed him the will
that dictated they would have to get married or lose the ranch. At
first, he’d been pissed off at Jason’s idea that he could force
Seth to marry Julie. But he knew it was just Jason’s way of making
sure Julie wouldn’t be alone on the ranch. If she was, she was sure
to fail and lose the ranch in the end anyway. He had the option to
not marry her and then just buy the ranch when it went up for sale.
But though he had the cash for a down payment, he wasn’t sure that
he could qualify for a loan.

He was glad she had shown up a few
days sooner than expected. He had seen a steady decline in Jason
over the last week or so and he was pretty sure the old man wasn’t
long for this world. Once he died, they would have thirty days to
get married or Jason’s lawyer would put the property up for
sale.

He smiled to himself thinking what a
time he’d have bringing her around to follow his lead. He could
just imagine her kicking, screaming, and fighting him every inch of
the way. When she’d turned around and slapped him tonight, he
should have thrown her over his knee and spanked the daylights out
of her. But there was something in her eyes.

A combination of fear and a
challenging look that had made him want to take her right there in
the corner of her room. He’d wanted to devour her. That kiss had
not only stirred him, but he felt she was about to give herself
over to him, when she pulled away and put an end to it. Knowing he
wouldn’t be able to find the answer to all his questions now, he
turned to his side and finally gave himself up to sleep.

When he awoke hours later and looked
at the window to judge the time, he knew they were in a complete
whiteout and the blizzard continued to dump more snow on the ground
while the wind swirled it into high drifts. A sound he wasn’t
familiar with came from down the hall and he tried to think what it
could be. Knowing the sound was what must have awoken him, he threw
the covers off, pulled on his jeans and socks, and walked down the
hall towards the noise.

The low sound led him to Jason’s
bedroom and he stood in the doorway watching Julie as she knelt at
the side of the bed, holding on to her grandfather’s hand while she
cried.

Jason was gone. His eyes were open and
staring blankly at the ceiling.

Seth walked over and put his hand on
her shoulder in a comforting gesture. He leaned over, and with his
fingers gently closed Jason’s eyes.

Julie stood up and flung herself into
his arms, sobbing loudly now.

“Hush now… Everything is
going to be all right.”

“No,” she cried.
“Everything is not going to be all right. I wanted to try and talk
him out of his crazy idea of us getting married. This ranch should
be mine, it’s my birthright, I shouldn’t have to marry you or
anyone else for it to be mine.”

He was surprised by the little finger
of hurt that pierced his heart to know that she definitely wasn’t
interested in marrying him. It was pretty clear that if she did
agree to marry him, it would only be so she could have the
ranch.

That wasn’t what he wanted. Having
come around to thinking that marrying Julie might not be the worst
thing in the world, he hoped to build a true marriage with her, to
have a partnership in running the ranch, and having a family, and a
good life together. He wanted to lead and guide his family in the
right direction. He had a feeling she thought all he wanted was to
control her and that wasn’t the case at all. What he wanted was to
help her become what she wanted to be and to be the best of what
she wanted to be. Would he be able to convince her that leading was
not the same as controlling? He intended to give it his best shot
in the thirty days he had.

*****

“Hey, we’re going to have
to get Jason to the barn. Do you think you can help me with
that?”

“I’m not putting Gramps
out in that cold barn!”

“Julie,” Seth said in what
he hoped was a soothing voice. “We can’t leave him here in the
house.”

“But I can’t leave him out
in the barn with the animals,” Julie whined even though she knew
Seth was right. The body would decompose rapidly in the warm house.
Still, putting Gramps out in the barn all alone just didn’t seem
right.

Seth gently led her from the room,
taking her to the living room and telling her to sit on the sofa
while he built up the fire. Once he had the fire blazing, he went
and sat down next to her.

“I understand it’s a hard
thing to do, but Jason loved the barn and loved the animals. He
spent a lot of time in there mending the tack as he became less and
less able to actually work with the animals. I think he’d be happy
if he knew that’s where his body would be spending the next few
days until we can bury him.”

Julie nodded. She hated that Seth was
right, but there really was no other option. Gramps could not stay
in the house. It was either the barn or outside in the snow where
animals could possibly get to his body.

They moved to the kitchen where Seth
started making a simple breakfast of scrambled eggs and bacon while
Julie put two pieces of bread in the toaster. She didn’t have much
of an appetite but managed to get down about half of what Seth put
on her plate.

“I can get him ready,”
Seth offered. “I’ll wrap the body in an old sheets and then cover
it with a plastic tarp before we take him out.”

“No,” Julie protested. “I
want to dress him in his coveralls first. He wouldn’t want to be
buried in just his boxers, nor would he like wearing his Sunday
best. He was most comfortable in his coveralls and I think that’s
what we should put him in.”

Seth agreed and he went to the small
storeroom off the kitchen while Julie went to the linen closet to
dig out a few old sheets. Back in Gramps’ bedroom, Julie found a
clean pair of overalls, a light blue denim shirt, and fresh socks.
She tried to push away the thought of his feet getting cold out in
the barn by reminding herself it was just the shell of his body. It
wasn’t Gramps; his soul was no longer a part of his
body.

Together they dressed the body, then
wrapped him in the old soft flannel sheets followed by the tarp.
Seth sealed the seam with duct tape and then carried the body to
the back porch where there was a sled to haul things back and forth
between the house and the barn. He gently tied the body to the sled
and then they grabbed hold of the rope between the two buildings
and pulled the sled to the barn

It was slow going, but once there Seth
put a couple of planks on top of two saw horses and they laid the
body on the planks in an attempt to keep any mice from chewing
their way through the tarp and the sheets. Julie put her hand where
she thought her grandfather’s chest would be on the
bundle.

Seth stepped away to give her some
privacy. He checked the animals and made sure they had food and
water and then he cleaned up their stalls. When he went back to
check on Julie, he saw her eyes were dry and he gently said, “We
should get back to the house now. I’m sure he’ll be fine
here.”

“It’s hard to leave him
here,” Julie said forlornly. “Even though I know his spirit isn’t
with his body any more, I worry about him being cold.”

He put his arm around her shoulders
and said, “Let’s cover him up with a few saddle blankets. Will that
make you feel better?”

Giving him a small sad smile, she
nodded her head and went to the tack room to find the cleanest
blankets for her grandfather.

With one hand on the guide rope and
the other holding Julie’s hand, Seth led them back to the house. He
wasn’t sure what to do now. Should he try and engage her in some
activities or should he just let her be in her grief?

Julie made the decision for him by
telling him she wanted to be alone for a little while. She went to
her room and shut the door. Rolling on her side, she softly cried
herself to sleep.

 





 



Chapter Five

 


 


They were stuck there for three days
before Seth felt it was safe enough for him to attempt to reach his
ranch through the snow. The time was spent cautiously tip-toeing
around each other. Julie didn’t want to do anything that would make
the Neanderthal cowboy go into spanking mode and Seth wanted to
show her she didn’t have to be afraid of him. All she really needed
to do was to treat him with respect and stay out of dangerous
situations.

He politely made suggestions on a
better way to accomplish certain tasks and she bit her tongue to
keep from telling him to fuck off and leave her alone.

They rehashed the terms of the will
over and over and tried to find some way to avoid getting married
and still have Julie keep the ranch. They could think of no
solutions and would have to wait until they were able to speak to
Jason’s attorney.

Seth looked at the sky on the third
day and felt it was time to go to his ranch and see how they had
fared through this latest storm. He didn’t want to leave Julie all
alone and suggested she accompany him. At first she protested but
when he asked if she was sure she’d be all right alone for what
could be more than a few days, she changed her mind and agreed to
go with him.

What normally was a two-hour ride on
horseback took them nearly twice as long. He took Julie into his
ranch house which was a little smaller than Jason’s but it was
newer and more modern.

Once he made sure Julie was settled in
the guest room, he made his way to the bunkhouse to talk to his
hands. The cattle were all in one large pasture and they were
planning to head out and check how the animals had gotten through
the blizzard. The horses housed in the barn were all fine. Seth
told them about Jason’s death and that he didn’t want to leave
Julie alone just yet so he wouldn’t be joining them to assess the
situation with the cattle.

Julie tried to keep
herself busy but it was difficult. Her mind kept turning to Seth.
She always found herself wanting to go to him. She didn’t
understand why, and she didn’t really care. She wished he would
just sit with her and talk. She was tired of the feeling she had of
walking on eggshells. It was that damn
kiss making her feel this way.

The first night she spent in the guest
room was nearly a sleepless night for her. She could not get the
kiss they shared out of her mind. How she had almost completely
surrendered to him. And since then Seth had not made one move
towards her.

The following day was a restless one
for both of them while they waited for the ranch hands to return
from checking the cattle. Even though she’d been given the guest
room, in the wee hours of the morning, after having no luck falling
asleep, she went into his room and climbed into his bed.

“Is something wrong?” Seth
asked when he felt her backside bump up against his
back.

“No, I just don’t want to
be alone.”

Flipping to his other side so he was
now spooning her, Seth asked, “Do you want me to hold
you?”

“I think I’d like that,”
Julie whispered softly.

Lying there with his arm around her
waist, Seth knew when she drifted off to sleep and hoped she hadn’t
felt his dick getting hard against her bottom as they spooked
together.

After that first night of sleeping
with Seth, Julie made her way to his bed every night. Always in the
early morning hours after trying unsuccessfully to fall asleep in
the guest room. And every night, Seth simply rolled to his side and
wrapped his arm around her waist. He was always careful not to make
any unwanted advances. He knew she just needed to not be
alone.

Four days later they were back at
Jason’s ranch and Seth was digging a grave using the tractor from
his ranch with a scoop attachment. The ground was hard and it was
slow going, but once it was done, Seth sent one of his hands to
town for the preacher and they had a small service. Some of Jason’s
old friends came and Julie was inundated with casseroles and stews
from the surrounding community.

It was time to look over the will and
talk to Jason’s attorney. Julie read the will first to make sure
she knew what she should ask questions about. It looked like Seth
was right. Jason had decreed that Julie would not inherit the ranch
unless she married Seth. It would be her sole property with Seth
sharing the proceeds of the ranch, but in the event they should
divorce, the ranch would belong to Julie. However, if they divorced
before their tenth anniversary it would have the same effect as
though they’d never been married. The ranch would be sold and the
proceeds split between Julie and Seth. Unless they had children.
Then the ranch would be held in trust for their offspring with
Julie and Seth as the executors until the oldest child was
twenty-five.

In other words, if she wanted the
ranch she would be tied to Seth for a minimum of ten years and if
there were children it would be for twenty-five years. Why on earth
would Gramps do something like this? She had always been under the
impression he wanted the ranch to remain in the family. So why make
it so difficult for her? And not just her, but Seth too. Why should
he have to be forced to be shackled to her for as long as
twenty-five years just to get paid for his services for the last
several years?

There was no choice. Unless the
attorney had some way to circumvent this crazy will, she’d have to
marry Seth and make the best of it for at least ten years. She made
an appointment with the attorney for the day after the funeral. He
would come to the ranch in the early afternoon and meet with her
and Seth.

She spent the morning
going through her grandfather’s things in his room. She filled two
lawn and leaf bags with clothes to be donated to a shelter. A third
bag was filled with things too worn out to be usable. There was a
small wooden chest on top of Jason’s dresser and when she opened it
she saw it was filled with letters. On the envelope of the top
letter was written To my beloved
granddaughter, Julie.

Julie plucked it out of the chest and
went to sit down on the worn-out upholstered chair sitting by the
window. She stared at the envelope for several minutes wanting to
open it and yet afraid of what might be in it. Sliding her
fingernail along the seal, she bent back the flap and pulled out
the single sheet of paper. It was written in the familiar scraggly
hand that his arthritis had reduced him to.

 


My dearest
Julie,

If you are reading this, I
am gone. Please don’t spend too many tears on my passing and
especially I don’t want you to feel any guilt about not spending
enough time here on the ranch. I wanted you to experience life in
the city and know something other than just this ranch.

But I also want the ranch
to be yours and to remain in the family. I want your children to be
able to grow up here or at least come here and ride horses, herd
cattle, and be comfortable in the country way of life. I suppose
that may be selfish of me and it may be far from what you want for
yourself and your children should you have any.

I know you love this old
place and I’m worried that you may decide to attempt to run it
yourself. It would be a hard life for a young woman alone and
that’s why I’ve written my will in the way I have. I’m sure you’re
aware of its contents by now.

You may think me a crazy
old coot for attempting to force you into a marriage with a man you
barely know. But Seth is a good man. He’s a hard worker and has
been more than kind and helpful in running this ranch. He’s never
asked for a dime and I’m deeply indebted to him.

Having the two of you
marry and eventually combining the two ranches into one will be a
great legacy to leave to the future generations of our family. Both
ranches are profitable in their own right and combined into one
could grow into something wonderful.

I know I’m putting you in
a tough spot, but should you choose to not marry Seth I will
understand. He will have the opportunity to purchase it when it
goes up for sale and my attorney has special instructions to help
Seth with that purchase in case he can’t qualify for the
loan.

Please consider my request
carefully and give yourself a little time to get to know Seth
before you dismiss him as a possible husband and the father of your
future children. Just know that I love you and I’m trying to make
sure that the ranch stays within the family if at all possible and
Seth is compensated for all his hard work in running the place so
profitably.

You have always been a
shining light in my life.

Your loving
Gramps

 


Julie was in tears by the time she
finished reading the letter and she pressed it against her chest as
memories of her grandfather raced through her mind. He’d been so
much more than a grandfather to her. After her parents had died, he
had become like a father to her. He had a way of making things much
less complicated than they seemed in her crazy teenage years. He
always knew how to put things into proper perspective and always
led her onto the right path.

She dozed off in the armchair and when
she awoke she saw it was almost time for the attorney to arrive. A
sense of peace had settled both in her mind and her heart and
somehow she didn’t resent the position her grandfather had put her
in with the demands of his will. She knew now what she wanted to do
and the first thing was to go and find Seth and talk to him before
the attorney arrived.

Pulling on her coat, boots, and
gloves, she went outside and grabbed hold of the rope connecting
the barn to the house. The blizzard had long since stopped and she
could see the barn clearly, but the snow was so deep it was nice to
have something to hold onto as she made her way following in the
footsteps Seth had left in the snow.

“Seth?” Julie called out
when she reached the barn. “Are you in here?”

“In the tack room,” came
his reply.

“The lawyer’s due here in
less than an hour and we have to talk.” Julie was out of breath
from stomping through the snow. “Are you busy? I mean, can we talk
now?”

She saw him glance at her and he gave
a one shoulder shrug. “Have you figured out how to avoid marrying
me?”

“No, of course not. Well,
maybe there would be a way but I think we should get
married.”

“And just exactly what has
caused your change of opinion on marrying me?” Seth continued
working on the halter repair and didn’t even glance her way
again.

“Gramps left me a letter
and I just read it. Then I dozed off and when I woke up it just
seemed like all the pieces fell into place and this is what we
should do. We should get married. It doesn’t have to be forever,
and who knows—maybe it’ll end up working out anyway.”

He looked at her and she thought she
saw a little bit of suspicion in his eyes. Something told her he
didn’t completely trust her. Who could blame him? After all, she’d
been quite adamant about refusing to even consider marrying
him.

When he didn’t say anything, she
asked, “Did you change your mind? You don’t want to get married
now?”

“I’m not sure. I wonder
what your grandfather wrote to make you change your mind so
suddenly. Let’s talk to the lawyer and we’ll take it from there.
Our thirty days is long enough for about three weeks of getting to
know each other, so let’s just take it slow before we rush into
anything we might both regret.”

Disappointed in his lack of enthusiasm
for her turnaround on the subject of marriage, she tried to sound
nonchalant when she said, “Sure, whatever you say. He should be
here in about a half-hour.”

 





 



Chapter Six

 


 


Seth watched her leave the barn and
wondered if there was any chance she’d let him read Jason's letter.
He put away the halter he was working on and went into the house to
clean up for the meeting.

The attorney spent more than half an
hour explaining the terms of the will and the only thing Seth
learned was that he had interpreted the will correctly when he had
first read it. He supposed he should be glad about Julie’s decision
to capitulate to the terms of the will and consent to marry
him.

The trouble was he didn’t want a
marriage based on an old man’s last will and testimony. He wanted a
certain type of marriage and if Julie wasn’t prepared to enter into
that kind of marriage then he wasn’t interested at all. Considering
they’d have to remain married for at least ten years he felt he
should at least have the sort of marriage he desired. If she
couldn’t agree to that, then he would just chalk up all the help
he’d given Jason as simply having been the neighborly thing to
do.

If Julie couldn’t accept him as the
head of the household and the one to make all final decisions, then
he would continue operating as he was until the ranch sold. He
would start taking steps right away to find out if there was any
way he could qualify for a loan and purchase the ranch. If they
were going to be married then he would just have to look at it as a
business transaction and move forward from there.

It wasn’t like she would be left
homeless. Hell, if the ranch were sold, other than what Seth would
get for his services for the last few years, Julie would get all
the proceeds as Jason’s sole remaining relative. She would most
likely just go back to her previous job and live in the city. They
had just over three weeks to decide and he thought the best thing
to do would be to spend that time getting to know each other and
finding out if they could be on the same page as far as what they
each wanted out of the marriage.

The lawyer finished his coffee and
forked up the last piece of apple pie Julie had served him before
saying, “I know these are unusual circumstances. But you don’t have
to decide today. You two talk it over—put some serious thought into
it—and let me know what you decide.”

When Julie came back from seeing the
attorney out, she sat across from Seth. “Well? What you
think?”

“I think we can’t make a
decision right this minute. I think we better get to know each
other a little bit better and find out what we each are expecting
out of the marriage. I do know that I’m not willing to spend ten
years of my life in the kind of marriage that I don’t really want.
I’d rather take my chances on trying to buy the ranch when it goes
up for sale or just content myself with what I have.”

Seth was glad to see Julie nod her
head and agree with at least that much. He’d been spending much too
much time here on Jason’s ranch and leaving his own ranch to his
hands. It was time for him to get back home and look after his own
interests. But he didn’t want to leave Julie here alone. With
Jason’s cattle taken care of, there wasn’t much for Julie to do
other than feed the few horses in the barn and milk the cow twice a
day.

“Look, why don’t we tie
the horses and the cow to Jason’s wagon and take them over to my
ranch? That way you won’t be alone out here and we can spend a
little more time together and get to know each other before we
decide what to do.”

When he saw her hesitate, he added,
“Don’t worry, you can stay in my guest room again. I need to see to
my ranch and we’re not going to have enough time to try and figure
out if this is something we want to do if we only see each other
for a few hours between now and our deadline. As Mr. Hastings
pointed out Jason died nearly two weeks ago. We only have a little
more than two weeks to make our decision.”

“Isn’t there still too
much snow on the ground for the wagon?”

“Probably, but I’ll get
Billy to hook the plow onto the tractor and clear things enough for
us to get through.”

She nodded again and said, “Okay. I
guess you’re right. What about the chickens?”

That was something he hadn’t thought
about. They didn’t require a lot of care with the coop in the barn,
so he said, “We’ll leave them here. Make sure there is enough food
for them for a few days and then we can come back every three or
four days. They should be fine.”

“Okay, you call Billy with
the plow and I’ll get a few things together to bring with me. While
we wait for Billy I’ll clean out the chicken coop and get them set
up with enough feed and maybe I’ll muck out the stalls so when we
do come back here they’ll be clean for the horses.”

“Sounds good,” Seth said
as he went to the land line to call Billy who spent most of his
time in the barn and should pick up.

Julie changed into her coveralls and
went out to the barn while he made the call. Once he was sure Billy
would be on his way soon, Seth followed Julie to help her with the
chores. Then he hitched up two of the horses to the wagon, tied his
horse, the remaining horse, and the cow to the back. Julie would
follow in her car.

The timing worked out beautifully. By
the time they’d done all the work they needed to do in the barn and
Julie had taken a shower to clean up, Billy arrived on the tractor
with the plow attachment.

He lowered the plow blade and cleared
out an area in front of the barn and then cleared a section to
Julie’s car. Once he cleared the way for both the wagon and car to
start on the journey to Seth’s ranch, Billy got busy clearing the
path all the way to Seth’s place.

At the slow pace they moved, it was
almost nightfall when they finally reached Seth’s barn and got the
horses settled in. They were both relieved when they got to the
kitchen and saw the housekeeper’s note telling them she left a
lasagna in the oven. With the blizzard, Mrs. Alvarez hadn’t been
able to get to the ranch in several days and it was good to have
dinner waiting for them when they arrived.

Julie dished the lasagna onto plates
while Seth pulled out two dinner salads from the refrigerator along
with some dressing.

"Looks like we have ranch dressing,
thousand island, and blue cheese dressing. What's your
preference?"

"I'll have whatever you have, I like
them all."

They sat and ate mostly in silence and
when Julie cleared the table, rinsed the dishes and put them in the
dishwasher, Seth said, "I think we’re too tired to talk tonight.
Mrs. Alvarez will have breakfast for us in the morning now that she
can get through the roads. How about you ride with me tomorrow
while I'm checking on things around the ranch?"

Julie nodded her agreement and said,
"That's fine, right now I just want to go to bed and get some
sleep. I need to go back out to the car and get my
suitcase."

"It's already in the guest room. I had
Juan bring it in for you."

"Okay, thanks. I'll see you in the
morning. Gramps was always up at five, will that be all
right?"

"Sounds about right if you want to
shower in the morning. Mrs. Alvarez will have breakfast ready about
six and I usually head out right after that."

"I'll see you in the morning
then."

When Julie entered the
guest room she found her small suitcase was on the window seat. She
hung up her shirts and put her folded jeans in one of the drawers
of the dresser. Her bras and panties went in another drawer along
with her socks. She only brought enough for a few days since she
knew they'd be going back to check on the chickens and clean the
coop. Grabbing her flannel pajamas, she padded down the hallway in
her stocking feet to the bathroom. She washed her face, brushed her
teeth and changed into her pajamas. Walking back to her room, she
ran into Seth who was heading to the master bedroom. Blushing at
having him see her in her flannel pajamas, Julie murmured a quick
good night and slipped into her room.

She fell asleep quickly and for the
first time in several nights, she did not go and crawl into Seth’s
bed. When she woke up she was surprised to find herself alone in
the guest room. She must have been very tired to be able to fall
asleep and not need to go to him.

After a quick shower,
Julie braided her hair into one thick braid that hung over her
shoulder. Knowing she'd be out in the cold for several hours, she
put on her silk long underwear and the matching top before pulling
on her jeans and a quilted flannel shirt.

When she entered the kitchen, Seth was
just finishing his breakfast. He stood up and held the chair out
for her to sit down and said, "Take your time, were not in a hurry.
I'm just going to go out and talk to the hands and see what's been
going on while I've been gone the last couple of days. When you're
done eating just come on out to the barn."

Rosita Alvarez put a stack of
flapjacks in front of Julie with a little pitcher of warm maple
syrup. Next came a plate of scrambled eggs with bacon and Julie
thought she’d burst from all the food. She was trying to be polite,
but when Rosita suggested some hot oatmeal, Julie said she had to
get going and made her escape.

Out in the barn she found her horse
saddled and ready to go. Seth was talking to one of the hands and
Julie waited until he was done before saying, “I could have saddled
my horse myself, you know.”

He looked at her with a frown and
said, “Most people would just say thank you. I’m sure you can
saddle your own horse, but I was out here and it was no
problem.”

She didn’t know why the troll bitch
inside her always came out when Seth was around. Rather than
apologize, she just shrugged and swung up on the horse’s back. She
was ready for a good ride; it’d been too long since she rode
regularly and she was looking forward it.

Seth led the way and they rode north
to the pasture he said the cattle were grazing. “The boys will move
them in the next few days a bit east, closer to Jason’s ranch. We
kind of rotate them around in a wide circle.”

“Do you ever have them
grazing on my ranch?” As far as she was concerned, the ranch was
hers until it was sold or she married Seth. If she married
him.

“Only in the summer. It’s
too far in the winter when we have to bring them feed.”

They plodded slowly through the deep
snow until they came to a big camp fire where the cowboys were
taking turns warming up. While Seth talked to the hands, Julie
looked around at the sea of cattle. With the snow so deep, there
wasn't anything for the cattle to graze on. In the winter, it was
common for them to keep the cattle in one area and bring the feed
to them. A movement in the tree line caught her eye and she glanced
that way. It looked like a young calf had wandered off.

Leaving the men to finish talking, she
turned her horse and headed to the calf. As she got close, the
animal became nervous and trotted deeper into the trees. Julie
followed, reaching for the coil of rope hanging from her pommel.
She had no idea if she'd be able to loop it around the calf's neck,
but she had to try so that she could guide it back to the main
herd.

After a couple of failed attempts, she
slid off the horse and tried to move closer, talking soothingly so
the animal wouldn't turn and run off. She finally managed to get
the rope around its neck and just as she turned to tie the other
end to the pommel, the calf turned and started trotting away from
her. She held on tight to the rope, but she was no match for the
calf. In very short order, she found herself being pulled faster
than she could run through the snow and then she was on the ground
facing down, clinging to the rope as if it were a
lifeline.

She cried out once, yelling,
"Stop!"

Of course the calf paid no heed to her
yelling and kept going. Julie could only be grateful that the deep
snow kept the calf from being able to run too quickly. It finally
occurred to her to let go of the rope before she ended up seriously
hurt being dragged along the ground. Once she did let go, it was
only a short distance before the calf realized there was no more
weight on the rope and stopped.

She sat on the ground trying to catch
her breath while debating if she should try and coax the calf to
come back with her. The noise of someone rushing through the brush
made her turn her head to look back the way she had come. It was
Seth and he sure didn't look happy.

"What the hell were you
thinking?"

"What does it look like? I was trying
to save one of the calves that had run off."

"You could have gotten yourself
killed! Why didn't you say something when you left?" Seth swung off
his horse and strode toward her purposefully making her, for just
one second, want to jump up and run. She couldn't decide if he
looked angry or concerned. Maybe a little bit of both.

"You were busy talking to the hands.
Besides, I don't have to tell you every move I'm going to
make."

 

He had reached her now and held out
his hand to help her up from the ground. No sooner did she take his
offered assistance then to find herself half bent over his hip,
tucked under his arm and suffering more than a few very hard spanks
from his hand.

"Stop it! What the hell do you think
you're doing?" Julie kicked her legs violently trying to get loose
but his left arm held her fast around her waist.

"You're damn lucky it's so cold out,
or I'd have your damn britches off and you'd be feeling my belt
across your bare ass."

He continued to spank her while
lecturing about the dangers of wandering off alone on a ranch
without telling someone where you were headed. Despite the layers
of her clothes, the spanking was beginning to hurt quite a bit and
it didn't look like he was going to quit anytime soon.

"Okay! Okay! I'm sorry, I just saw the
calf all by itself and thought I should come and get it. It wasn't
like you couldn't tell where I was going with my tracks in the snow
leading the way."

He gave her five more smacks before
grabbing both arms forcing her to face him and said, "You grew up
on a ranch and you know better than to run off by yourself. Now get
back on your horse and let's get this calf back to the rest of the
herd."

He hugged her close and
patted her back before letting her go so he could get the rope and
haul the calf back to them. What the hell
was that? A few comforting pats on the back after beating her
ass? She watched him slowly approach the
calf while speaking gently to it. Instead of turning and running
like it had done with her, the young animal just stood there and
watched him. She half expected him to spank the poor thing for
running off from the herd, but all he did was scratch behind its
ears, then he grabbed the rope close to its neck, and walked it
back to his horse.

Looking surprised to see her just
standing there, he said, “I thought I told you to get on your
horse.”

“Who the hell do you think
you are telling me what to do? I’ll get on my horse when I’m good
and ready.”

“You’re just itching for a
taste of my belt, aren’t you? You’re soaked through from being
dragged through the snow. We need to get you back to the house
before you end up with pneumonia. Now get on the damn horse or I’ll
put you on him myself.”

His voice was hard and she felt a
twitch between her legs when he mentioned his belt again. Somehow
she didn’t think she should test him right now. She rolled her
eyes, turned her back to him, and mounted her horse. Embarrassed to
ride to the fire and face the cowboys in case they’d seen any part
of her spanking, she turned towards the way they had come, planning
to follow their tracks back to the house.

That didn’t sit well with Seth who
soon was behind her demanding to know where she thought she was
going alone.

“Back to the house. For
all I know your cow hands saw what you did to me out
there!”

He reached out and grabbed the reins
from her hands to stop her horse.

“Do you really think I’d
spank you where everyone could watch?”

“How the hell would I know
what you’d do? The fact that you spanked me at all is more than I
can deal with!”

“We’re gonna talk tonight,
Julie. We’re gonna get a few things straight about how life is
going to be if we get married.”

“Fine. But getting married
is looking less and less appealing.”

After taking the calf to the hands,
they rode in silence until the house came into view and then Julie
said, “You can go back to your cowboys now, the house is in sight
and I can make it.”

“I’ll ride with you to the
barn. No one would know where to look if you fell off your
horse.”

“Fell off my horse? I’m
not some greenhorn, you know.”

“Maybe not, but you don’t
have sense enough not to ride off alone.”

 





 



Chapter Seven

 


 


Julie spent the rest of the day bored
out of her mind trying to find something to do. There was no
housework because Mrs. Alvarez took care of all that and the
cooking. The snowdrifts were too high in the corral for her to take
the horses out and give them some exercise. She went into the barn
and spent a little time brushing the horses, feeding them some
carrots, and just killing time. There wasn’t a lot to do as there
was a ranch hand that took care of mucking out the stalls and
feeding the horses. She finally went back to the house where she
waited in her room, reading a romance novel that she had brought
along with her. She got out her laptop and spent some time on the
Internet. But she had no focus and was unable to concentrate on
anything.

She could think of nothing but the
spanking Seth had given her in the woods. In her mind, she compared
it to the spanking she received when her car had the flat tire.
This latest spanking was about ten times worse. It was longer and
he had struck her bottom much harder. He definitely was a spanking
cowboy and she wasn't sure how she felt about that.

Even though she had told
him she wanted to get married, she was having second thoughts.
Having her husband spank her whenever he felt she needed it wasn't
something she wanted. At least she didn't think so. And yet as she
lay there thinking about both her spankings, she couldn't help but
notice that wet feeling between her legs and the little flip-flop
her belly did way down low. What was that
about? Was it excitement? Could it
actually be sexual excitement? How could something that was so
humiliating cause her pussy to get wet and make her feel so…so hot?
It just didn't make any sense at all and she wondered what tonight
would bring when he came home.

What kind of mood would Seth be in
when he returned home that evening? She knew he would want to talk
and she wanted to as well, but she was afraid that she was going to
have to capitulate to his way of living if she wanted to keep her
ranch. Maybe she should just give up on the ranch and let it be
sold. She could go back to the city, find a job that didn’t require
so much traveling, and forget about ranching. There was just one
problem with that plan. She was discovering just how much she’d
missed the wide open spaces and how pleasant it was to breathe in
fresh air instead of the smog of city life.

Seth came home at dusk and they ate
dinner together with Mrs. Alvarez serving them. After she dished
out their desserts, she said, "I'm leaving now. When you're done,
please rinse your dessert dishes and put them in the dishwasher.
I’ll run it in the morning after breakfast."

Seth and Julie looked at each other
for a few minutes while they waited for Mrs. Alvarez to leave the
house. Julie got up and rinsed the dishes before pouring Seth a cup
of coffee. She found a small sauce pan and heated up some milk so
she could make herself hot chocolate.

"All right, you’ve dilly-dallied
enough. Come back to the table and sit down. Let's
talk."

She sat down and he took one of her
hands and started talking.

"You told me you wanted to get
married. I'm not so sure I’m as ready as you are. While it is to
both our benefit, we would be locking ourselves into this marriage
for ten years. That's a long time and I have a certain idea of what
I want my marriage to be. And I don't plan on spending the next ten
years being unhappy. No ranch is worth that.”

Julie was quiet for a few minutes, but
then she said, "I don't want to be unhappy either. But I'm going to
marry you because I want to save the ranch and because, even though
I hate to admit it to you, there does seem to be a certain
attraction. I just don't know if I can live with you spanking me
whenever you feel like it. Or making me stand in the
corner."

He smirked at her admission of being
attracted to him but made the same confession.

“I have that same
attraction and I don’t mind admitting it to you. I don't spank
whenever I feel like it. Each time has been because of your actions
or your attitude. Some may call me an old-fashioned man, but I
expect my wife to respect me, to obey me, and to be honest with me.
Above all, I expect her number one concern to be avoiding danger
and keeping herself safe."

"Obey you? What century are you living
in? I don't have to answer to you or follow your rules or obey you.
I've lived on my own and I've supported myself. The ranch is mine,
by birthright if nothing else. I understand why Gramps wanted us to
get married. I know it'll be hard running that ranch by myself, but
he didn’t even given me the chance to prove I can do it and I don't
think that's fair."

"I don't know if you've noticed, but
life isn't fair."

"So your idyllic marriage is one where
the wifey stays home and follows the rules laid down by the man of
the house? I don't want to be a housewife. I want to work on my
ranch. I may be a little rusty after spending ten years in the
city, but I know how to work with cattle. I know how to deal with
horses. I know far more than my grandfather is giving me credit
for.”

She was getting madder the longer she
talked. Gramps had just assumed she couldn’t handle it—that
cowhands wouldn’t take orders from a woman. “Even though it might
be hard to handle the ranch hands and get them to follow a woman's
orders, it's being done on other ranches and it can be done on my
ranch. I want that ranch and I will marry you, but I'm not going in
for those spankings or any of your stupid standing in the corner
crap."

Seth didn't respond for several
minutes and thought about what she said. Maybe they should just
have an open marriage. Nothing in Jason's will said that they had
to consummate their marriage; it only said they had to be legally
married. If that's what it took for them both to have what they
wanted with the ranch, maybe he could live with it. It might cause
a few scandalous thoughts in town if either one of them were to
start seeing other people but he didn't really care what the
townspeople thought about him. Maybe they were both being so
prickly because this marriage thing was being pushed upon them so
suddenly. There was attraction on both sides, but it didn't look
like they were going to have the chance to let it develop into
anything more before they had to marry. Maybe, just maybe, it could
develop into something more after they were married.

"How about this; let's take spanking
off the table. At least for the most part. Let's go ahead and get
married and see how it works out. I won't give you any rules; all
I'm asking is that you treat me with respect and you don't get
yourself into dangerous situations. I will spank you if you put
yourself in danger. And I will spank you if you are disrespectful
or if you lie to me. But you'll have no other rules and you can
work with me and the boys doing ranch work. And that includes all
ranch work—from riding and mending the fences, to herding cattle,
and helping out at roundup. Castrating, branding—the whole works.
Let's give it a shot. If it doesn't work, we can get divorced and
it'll be the same as if we never married. But we’ll at least know
we’ve given it a shot."

Julie thought for a minute or two and
decided he was right. They couldn't lose anything by giving the
marriage a try. She could speak to him with respect and she could
easily stay out of danger. There would be no reason for him to
start any spanking crap. There was one thing she did want to
know.

"When you say we’re going to give this
marriage a try, what exactly do you mean? Are you saying you expect
me to be in your bed? To sleep with you and be intimate with
you?"

Seth chuckled and said, "I wonder what
you’re more afraid of, making love with me or the possibility of
liking it? Well, I'm not going to force myself on anyone who
doesn't want to have sex with me. It's a trial, so let's just take
it a day at a time and see where it leads us."

"Okay. When should we get married
then?"

"So all of a sudden you're in a hurry
now,” he shook his head and gave a little grin. “But first I want
to hear you agree to treat me with respect and that includes
speaking to me with respect, and also the safety
issues."

"Yes, I suppose I could do that. Just
don't go thinking that you can order me around and make me follow a
bunch of silly rules. Respect and safety, that's all you're getting
from me."

He couldn't help but chuckle once more
before saying, "All right. Let's make this nice and quiet. We’ll
tell the ranch hands we’re keeping it all low key since your
grandfather just passed. I’ll contact Jason's attorney tomorrow and
see if he's willing to be our witness. That should be all we need
to go to the courthouse and get ourselves hitched."

“Okay, then it's
settled."

"Let's get to bed now, it's been a
long day and we need to be up early again. Dress warmly because
we’ll be out on the range all day long."

"I'll see you at
breakfast."

And with that, Julie stood up and went
to the guest room where she set her alarm clock for 4:30 so she
could take a long hot shower before breakfast. She fell asleep
thinking about tonight’s conversation. While she still had some
misgivings, she felt she had no choice but to give it a
try.

They both spent the early part of
being in bed the same way. Thinking about their agreement and
wondering how it was going to work out. Would it work out for ten
years? Eventually they both drifted off to sleep and met again in
the morning at the breakfast table.
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Three days later they were married at
the courthouse with Jason’s attorney standing as their witness.
Seth wore a suit with a bolo tie and Julie wore a simple blue
dress. With Gramps having passed such a short time ago, she didn’t
think it was right to dress up too much. Besides, it wasn’t like
this was a love match. Afterwards, the attorney took them out for a
celebratory lunch and promised he would have the deed to the ranch
recorded in their names on the following day.

Julie sat nervously throughout the
lunch and managed to barely do more than nod as the men talked. All
she could think about was the coming night. She’d been thinking
about sleeping arrangements ever since their talk.

How could they announce their marriage
and then continue sleeping in separate rooms? She would, for the
sake of propriety, have to move into Seth’s bedroom. If she didn’t,
Mrs. Alvarez would be sure to tell her husband who would then tell
the ranch hands who would in turn go to town with the information
and soon everyone would know their marriage was nothing but a sham.
But how could she ask Seth without it sounding like she wanted to
sleep with him? And while she’d never admit it to Seth, she missed
sleeping in his bed with his arm around her waist. Even though she
was sleeping well in the guest room now, it just wasn’t the same as
snuggling up to the cowboy for the night

Finally the lunch was over. The bottle
of champagne was empty—she and Seth had each had only one glass. It
was time to go back home. But to which home? They now had two
houses. Oh, it was just too damn confusing and she wished they
hadn’t rushed quite so much to get married. They could have waited
at least one more week and worked out all these details that were
driving her crazy.

At last they were in Seth’s truck and
on their way back to Seth’s ranch. Though technically it was now
half hers, she thought of it as his; just as she thought of her
grandfather’s ranch as hers.

*****

“Well, Ms. Berrett, how’re
you feeling?”

“I’m feeling just fine,
but my name is Julie Fallon. I won’t be taking on your
name.”

“You got a problem with my
name?”

“Not at all, it’s just not
my name. It’s yours.”

It wasn’t an argument he wanted to
have now. He’d rather discuss her moving into his
bedroom.

When they got back to the ranch they
entered through the kitchen door and were greeted with a loud,
"Surprise!" from all the ranch hands. Mrs. Alvarez had hung
streamers throughout the large kitchen, and prepared a small feast
for all the ranch hands to participate in a little wedding
celebration. Julie was completely dumbfounded, having not expected
anything like this. She was under the impression that their
marriage was a quiet affair but apparently everyone on the ranch
knew about it and felt it called for a party.

The ranch hands all clapped Seth on
the back and congratulated him on the wise decision he made to
marry such a beautiful girl. Mrs. Alvarez beamed her approval as
everyone helped themselves to the Mexican meal she had
made.

There was a huge stack of tortillas in
a covered warmer, a large skillet filled with chicken fajitas, taco
shells along with all the fixings to make tacos. There was beer,
wine, and soft drinks.

The party pretty much ended the day's
work, since most of the men had a little more to drink than they
should have. When everyone had their fill and the party was coming
to an end, it was past sundown. Seth sent his foreman and one of
the other hands to do the final chores of the day before letting
everyone call it a day. He and Julie thanked Mrs. Alvarez for
planning the party. Even though this marriage was basically meant
for nothing more than to give both of them what they wanted in the
end, to the rest of the people on the ranch it was something to
celebrate.

Once the house was theirs again, Seth
turned to Julie and said, "It’d be best if you moved into my room
tonight. If for no other reason than to keep Mrs. Alvarez gossiping
should she find you in a different bedroom when she comes in the
morning."

"I agree. Just don’t get any ideas.
We’re sleeping in the same bed just to keep any gossip from
developing.”

Giving her a lopsided grin, he said,
“Don't worry, I'm not going to force my attentions on
you."

Julie bit the corner of her mouth,
thinking of the possible ramifications of sleeping in the same bed
with Seth. She was just tipsy enough to not give a damn if he did
try something. Even though he’d been a gentleman when she came to
his bed in search of comfort, she wasn’t sure he’d continue being a
gentleman now that they were married.

"Okay, I'll get a few my things and
take them to your room."

"Good," Seth said and then turned to
head towards his room.

Julie dragged her feet gathering
things in her room as long as she thought she could. She hadn't
brought that much with her from her grandfather’s ranch, so she
couldn't take too long to get the job done. Her next stop was the
bathroom where she removed her make-up, put on her flannel pajamas,
and then finally went to his room.

The door was standing open so there
was no need to knock. She stepped inside and looked around but
didn't see him. The door to the master bath was closed and she
assumed he was in there getting ready for bed. She placed her small
pile of belongings on an empty chair, found an extra blanket on the
window seat and took it to the bed where she rolled it up and
placed it in the middle as a barrier between them. She didn't want
to give him any opportunity to take advantage while they were
sleeping side-by-side. Next, she crawled under the covers on one
side, curling up to feign sleep when he came out of the
bathroom.

The bathroom door opened and he said,
"What the hell is that rolled up blanket doing in the middle of the
bed?"

"I just didn't want you to get any
ideas or have you crawling all over me while you toss and turn
during the night."

“Did I crawl all over you
the other nights you came to sleep in here?”

“No,” she admitted. “But
now we’re married and I want to make sure you don’t get any
ideas.”

Seth walked over to the bed, grabbed
the offending blanket and yanked it off. Julie jumped up to snatch
it back from and Seth burst out laughing.

She looked at him and asked, "What is
it that you find so funny?"

"I think this has to be a first, the
bride wearing flannel pajamas to bed on her wedding
night."

"You can't really say this is our
wedding night. The whole marriage is nothing but one of
convenience."

"I know, honey. But it's still funny
as hell. I can't imagine how the boys would rip me apart if they
knew this is how we were spending our wedding night."

"Just get in bed and go to sleep. Can
you do that?" She rolled on her side and closed her eyes,
determined to put the rolled up blanket back between them once he
fell asleep.

"I sure can, honey.” He tossed the
blanket on the easy chair that sat by the big window.

She didn't answer him, again
pretending to be asleep. She felt the mattress sink down when he
sat on the edge of the bed. Then she felt him lift his side of the
covers and slide his legs underneath them. There was a lot of
movement as he jostled around getting into what she assumed was his
favorite sleeping position.

It felt like it was the first time she
was in his bed. All the other times had been right after Gramps
died and she had come in and crawled beside him just for comfort.
He seemed to know that and she wasn’t sure what might happen. She
lay awake for some time wondering if he was going to attempt to
make a move on her. Most of that time she also spent wishing he
would make a move but confused as to how she would or should
respond.

There was so much she admired about
Seth. She loved his easy manner with the other ranch hands. She
loved how he remained in control when dishing out orders to his
hands, but still made it sound friendly, like he was just one of
the guys. The easy laughter and joking during the party was a new
side of him that she hadn't seen before. So was how he swung Mrs.
Alvarez around the kitchen floor in an impromptu dance and then
gave her a quick kiss in appreciation for her hard work in setting
up the party.

She just couldn't wrap her head around
the fact that he thought it was all right to spank his woman. Then
she cursed her body for the flutter in her belly and the dampness
she felt between her legs whenever she thought about being spanked,
whenever she thought about the palm of his hand cracking down on
her ass. The first two times he spanked her she had on clothes.
Both spankings had been done outdoors so he hadn’t pulled her pants
down, but he had threatened to. Then there was the spanking when he
pulled down her pajama bottoms and spanked her naked ass. He had
been about to use his belt on her when he had shoved her in the
corner. If she hadn’t slapped him first, he would have used it. And
the thought of that put more flutters in her belly and she felt
more wetness between her nether lips.

*****

Seth lay on his back and stared at the
ceiling wondering if she was just waiting for him to touch her. She
certainly hadn’t minded the previous times she’d been in his bed
and he held her while she slept. Now he heard her breath quicken
and it made him wonder what she was thinking about. He wanted to
rip off those ridiculous flannel pajamas, and pull her close to his
body so he could keep her warm and safe. But she was still fighting
him, still fighting the attraction, and she was still refusing to
admit that there could be something more than a business
arrangement to their agreement.
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The sound of the bathroom door closing
woke Julie up. She glanced at the bedside table and saw that it was
five o’clock. She stretched like a cat and then got up. Gathering
her robe and clothes for the day, she padded down the hall to the
other bathroom so she could shower and get ready for the
day.

A half hour later she was
in the kitchen where she joined Seth for
breakfast.

"I expected you to sleep in," Mrs.
Alvarez said. "After all, it is the day after your
wedding."

"That may be, but there's still a lot
of ranch work to do. And most of yesterday's afternoon work didn't
get done since we had that party."

"That's right, Mr. Seth. Blame all the
work that didn't get done on me. The party was my idea so it's all
my fault."

Seth could tell she was joking, so he
just chuckled and said, "Well, someone's got to take the blame, it
might as well be you."

The housekeeper made a tsk tsk sound
and went back to her stove to bring more food to the table. He
helped himself to a stack of pancakes and looked over at his
wife.

"How about we go on a tour of my ranch
and I show you where the two ranches come together? I’ll tell about
some of the ideas I've had if we could be successful in combining
them both into one very profitable ranch."

Mrs. Alvarez interrupted saying, “The
news says another blizzard is coming this afternoon; you shouldn’t
go too far from a shelter.”

“Damn,” Seth said. “I was
hoping we were done with blizzard weather for a while. What do you
say, are you game for exploring the ranch?”

"I think I'd like that," Julie
answered as she munched on some delicious breakfast
sausage.

"Come on, let's take our breakfast on
the road with us. Let me show you how I do this."

He poured just enough maple syrup on a
pancake so it would soak in without dripping, then he held up a
sausage link, planted it in the center of the pancake, and folded
it in half. Mrs. Alvarez came to the table with a shallow plastic
storage container and a box of toothpicks. Seth grabbed a toothpick
stuck it were the two sides of the pancake met to hold them
together, and placed it in the container. He made five more and had
them all tucked into the container.

"Six little pigs in the blanket. Three
for me and three for you. That should hold us till
lunch."

"I can’t eat three of those, I've
already had eggs and sausage for breakfast. You better leave half
of them here."

"Nah, they’re never as good when
they're reheated. It'll just be four for me and two for you. If you
can’t even eat two of these, then I guess I'll have to eat five and
you'll get just one."

"You sure can put the food away, I'll
give you that."

“Ranch work is a hard
business. Takes a lot of stamina to get through the day. I bet it
won't be long before you start eating more, especially if you're
going to be working with us."

Mrs. Alvarez put the lid on the
container while Seth and Julie put their jackets on and got ready
to deal with the outdoors.

"Great idea turning on the engine and
letting it warm up while we ate breakfast. There's nothing I hate
more than getting in a cold truck and having to wait for everything
to warm up."

"I turned the seat heaters on too, so
your bottom won't be cold. Though as you know, I do have other ways
of warming up your bottom."

Julie blushed at his mention of her
bottom and then blushed even deeper when she thought about what
that other way might be. Obviously he was talking about spanking
her.

What was this obsession he
had with spanking?

At first Seth didn't say much, he was
too busy munching on his pigs in the blankets. They stuck to mostly
flatlands because of the snow and Julie slowly relaxed. She hadn't
slept very well the night before. She woke up several times, and
once her leg had been draped over the rolled up blanket she had
crept out of bed to retrieve and put between them. Her leg had been
very close to touching Seth's leg. She had quickly pulled it back
to her side of the bed and turned over so she was again facing away
from him. It seemed even in her sleep, her body was attracted to
Seth and pulled her in closer.

"You're mighty quiet this morning,"
his comment startled her out of her thoughts.

"I guess I'm just tired," she
answered.

"Yeah, I didn't sleep well,
either."

"I didn't say I didn't sleep well. I'm
just tired."

Why do I always contradict
everything he says?

"The only reason you should be tired
is if you didn't sleep well. And how the hell could either of us
sleep well after you sneakily put that damn blanket between us
again? It was in the way."

"In the way? In the way of
what?"

He glanced at her with a
smirk but didn’t say anything more. The rest of the morning
was pleasant as they drove around the ranch with
Seth pointing out different landmarks and things he would like to
accomplish. He wanted to fence off areas of pasture and turn them
into feedlots so he could increase the amount of cattle on the
ranch.

“Did you know it takes
twenty-five acres of land per head of cattle? With feedlots I won’t
need that much land so it’d be easy to increase the size of our
herd.”

“Don’t they need enough
room to roam around and get exercise?”

“Have you ever seen cattle
doing jumping jacks or calisthenics? No, they mostly just stand
around and munch on the grass. They’re not really into
exercise.”

She laughed at his silly notion of
cows doing calisthenics and said, “I know, but still it seems like
such a hard life for the cattle. Just all milling about in a big
lot where there’s never any fresh grass to chew on because they
would have trampled it all so much it would never grow again. I
like the idea of cattle spread out over huge pastures of lush green
grass where they can walk around and find the best blades of grass
to dine on. And aren’t grass fed animals more desirable when they
go to market?”

“We’re trying to run a
ranch here, not a resort for cattle. But we would rotate the
feedlots so we would have a combination of grain fed and grass fed.
Also, I never buy the genetically altered grain.”

He talked about building another
structure to put the pregnant cows in as they came close to their
delivery time. It would make it easier on his hands if they had a
designated area for the cattle giving birth. He pulled up near a
small lake that was frozen over with ice.

"This is a great lake to take a quick
swim during the summer. It's not too deep and it's usually pretty
clear. When the weather warms up we can come over here and do a
little skinny-dipping."

"Skinny-dipping? I don’t think I'm
going skinny-dipping with you."

"You know Julie, I think you should
stop fighting everything so much. We went ahead and got married.
Now don't you think it would be smart to see if we can make
something of it? What if we find out that we can both be happy with
this arrangement?"

"It's all good to say that, but I feel
like I've been pushed into something that I don't want. It’s not
that easy for me to just say maybe we can make it work. I always
thought marriage was supposed to be based on love and trust. We
don't know each other well enough for that. But yet here we
are."

Seth shook his head and gazed out the
windshield, trying to think of what he could say to make her
willing to give it a shot.

"Look, I didn't want this anymore than
you did. But I'm willing to give it a try since we went ahead and
got married. What’s wrong with seeing if we can get
along?"

"So you want me to just fall into your
arms and pretend that everything is hunky-dory?"

"No one said anything about falling in
my arms. I’m just saying let’s try to get to know each other, see
if there's something—anything that we can build on. Do you think
you can at least do that much?"

Julie turned away from him to look out
the passenger window. It was beautiful with everything covered with
snow. The boughs of the trees were bent low, heavy with the amount
of snow on them. He was right, she needed to stop fighting this so
much. She'd been out with guys in the city that she hadn’t been as
attracted to as much as Seth, and she would've already been
thinking about hopping into bed with them instead of fighting it
every step of the way like she was doing with Seth.

Turning back to him, she stuck out her
right hand and said, "Okay, let's give it an honest-to-goodness
try. You want to shake on it?"

Ignoring her outstretched hand, he
curled his arm around her shoulder and quickly pulled her in
clothes for a kiss. And what a kiss it was.

As he plundered her mouth, she tried
at first to resist, but then she gave in and melted into him. His
tongue skimmed along the seam of her closed mouth and probed to
gain access. She opened just a tiny bit, and that was all he
needed. His tongue slipped inside her mouth, exploring and
searching every little crevice he could find.

His arms tightened around her
shoulders and pulled her even closer. She offered no resistance.
Her hands crept up his chest and rested on his shoulders, gripping
the sheepskin jacket he wore.

She gave herself over to the delicious
sensations. Sensations that were winding their way down between her
breasts, past her belly, and to her very core. There was a little
flutter low in her belly that seem to send tiny electric charges to
her pussy. With no further urging, she scooted closer to him across
the bench seat. She heard the zipper of her parka being pulled down
and then she felt his hand inside her jacket. She was wearing a
pullover sweater and his hand slipped down to the bottom and under
it, where he found a quilted flannel shirt. He began working the
buttons on the shirt, getting them undone and this time when his
hand slipped underneath he found the thin silk material that he
knew was the top of her long underwear. Again he had to skim down
to the bottom of the shirt to reach underneath this layer. Finally,
he touched her warm bare skin. He slowly worked his way up only to
be stopped again by her bra. Not one to take defeat easily, he
reached around her back and deftly, with just one hand, unhooked
the bra, at last getting through the final piece of clothing. When
his hand found its way back to her front side, he shoved the
loosened bra cups up and out of the way to gently squeeze her
exposed breasts.

She let a gasp into his mouth and
heard the deep rumbling in his throat. She wanted more, and she
wanted it now. Pushing away from his kiss, she began struggling out
of her jacket. When he realized what she was doing, he took his
hand out from under the layers of clothing and helped divest her of
not just her jacket, but the sweater, flannel shirt, the silky
underwear, and pulled the bra off her arms. Then he bent down and
took a nipple into his mouth. It had already become hard and erect
from the cold air. He sucked on one nipple while massaging the
other with his hand. Julie's hands were in his hair, her fingers
grabbing clumps of it as she held his head to her chest, not
wanting him to ever stop.

When he finally did come up for air,
he looked at her and said, "There's a lineman's shack just down the
road. It will be cold until we get a fire going really good, but
there is a cot and there should be some coffee we can make. Honey,
I hope you feel like I feel. Right now, there's nothing I want more
than to make love to you."

He looked at her, waiting for her
response. She didn't say anything, but she did give a nod of her
head.

Shoving her shirt back at her, he
said, "Keep warm, we’ll be there in just a couple of
minutes."

He put the truck into gear and true to
his word they were at the shack in just a few minutes. He ran
inside to start the fire and Julie remained in the truck which was
still running and heated.

Was this what she really wanted? She
didn't know. All she knew was that he stirred feelings within her
that she wasn't sure she had ever felt before.

He was back at the truck before she
could do any more serious thinking. Pulling open her door, he
reached in to turn the engine off. He covered her still bare torso
with her shirt and jacket, then picked her up and carried her
inside.

The shack was still cold but Julie
could feel the fire heating up the place. The wood burning stove
was directly across from the cot and would keep them warm enough.
He set her on her feet and pulled away her shirt and parka. She
stood there topless and thought she must be a sight with just her
lower body all bundled up for the cold weather.

Lifting her hands, she began to
undress Seth. His jacket was already unzipped so she just slid her
hands inside and up to his shoulders to push it off. Like her, he
wore a quilted flannel shirt. She unbuttoned the shirt and skimmed
it down his arms, letting it fall to the ground. Next came his crew
neck T-shirt which she grabbed at the bottom hem and pulled over
his head. She tried to hide the giggle that was trying to come out
but in the end she couldn’t.

“What’s so funny?” His
hand brushed the hair from her face and tucked it behind her
ear.

“I was just thinking how
we’re both naked from the waist up.”

“Well maybe we should do
something about that," he said.

"And just what do you think we should
do about it?" Julie asked in a whisper

"Well the obvious thing would be to
shuck the rest of our clothes off." He reached for the button of
her jeans at the same time that she reached for his.

In just a moment, they were both down
to their long underwear. Hers was silky like the top he had removed
earlier, but his was thermal and she briefly wondered which was
warmer; the thermal or the silk?

She had other things to think about
and didn't dwell on the question for long. Their clothes were
bunched around their ankles, unable to come completely off because
their boots were still on.

He led her to the narrow cot and they
sat down on the edge and finished undressing. He was done sooner
than she was and with her lacy white panties still on, he gently
pushed her backwards on the cot. Then he covered her body and put
one hand behind her head to grab a hank of her thick hair. He
kissed her again, deeply and passionately. He came down her
jawline, leaving feather-light kisses as he skimmed the length of
her neck, along her collarbone, to her breast with its hard nipple
just begging to be suckled. He took it in his mouth and laved it
with his tongue for just a moment before he continued his way down
her torso, past her belly button and then grabbed the side of her
tiny panties with his teeth and pulled them down on the right side.
He repeated the motion on the left side.

When they were halfway down to her
knees, he moved her to her side and yanked them off the rest of the
way with his hand. Scooting down between her legs he pushed them
further apart, up and over his shoulders, exposing her sex. The
light aroma of her arousal made his dick stand straight up at
attention. For now, his cock would have to wait. He wanted to taste
her first with his mouth.

He dropped little kisses along her
inner thighs and when he reached the apex, he flicked his tongue
over her clit and fastened his mouth onto her slit, causing her to
gasp in pleasure and she grabbed handfuls of his hair to make sure
he didn't stop what he was doing.

She came suddenly and unexpectedly.
Her hips bucked up and she nearly pulled Seth’s hair out as the
orgasm ripped through her. Seth lapped up her sweet creaminess and
then slid up her length until his cock was poised to enter her. She
opened her eyes when he paused and he raised his eyebrows in
question.

There wasn’t anything in the world
right now that he wanted to do more than sink himself into her, but
he needed to be sure she wanted it too.

“Please,” she begged in a
low throaty voice. “Fuck me now.”

He plunged inside her and withdrew
almost completely before plunging in again. Julie bucked her hips
to meet his thrusts and then put her hands on his ass and pulled
him in deeper until he was fucking her hard and fast, building her
up to another explosive orgasm. He bent down and took a stiff
nipple into his mouth and sucked hard making her come just as he
poured himself into her.

After Seth caught his breath, he
rolled off her and shifted them around so they were lying side by
side, spooning with his arm draped over her waist and cupping one
breast. They barely fit on the narrow cot, yet neither one seemed
to mind.

Julie marveled at how warm and good
she felt. She felt like everything was right and the way it should
be. Surprisingly, she felt like she was right where she
belonged—wrapped in Seth’s arms.

“You okay?” Seth
asked.

Julie smiled and answered, “Better
than okay. You?”

“Oh yeah. I’m just
fine.”

They dozed off for about a half hour
and when Seth woke he looked at his watch and saw it was early
afternoon. Mrs. Alvarez would start worrying if they didn’t get
back to the ranch house for lunch. He gave Julie’s ass a light
smack.

“Time to get up and moving
before they come looking for us.

 





 



Chapter Ten

 


 


After lunch, Seth pulled out the
snowmobile and they bundled up once more and rode out to where the
men were keeping an eye on the cattle. Julie climbed on behind him
and wrapped her arms around his waist. She turned her face to the
side, leaned against his back and adjusted her hood to keep her
face as warm as possible.

Seth pulled his ski gloves on, gunned
the engine a few times, yelled, “Hang on,” and took off. He’d
already explained to Julie that once they were at the herd, he
would search in the culverts and arroyos for any calves or other
cattle that may have wandered away from the main herd. It was
easier to do on the snowmobile with this much snow than on a horse.
With the snow so deep there was no telling what a horse might step
into causing it to fall and injure itself.

It was an exhilarating ride, and every
now and then Julie lifted her head and peeked over Seth’s shoulder
to get a view of where they were going. The biting wind always made
her quickly duck her head back down behind the protection of Seth’s
broad shoulders.

When they reached the herd they
stopped at the fifty gallon oil drum that had a constant fire
burning. The men took turns coming back to the fire to warm up.
There was a metal plate covering about a third of the top of the
barrel with a pot of coffee on it.

“Hey, boss.” Justin, the
foreman, greeted the new arrivals. “I just made a fresh pot of
coffee if you want to warm up your innards before searching for
strays.”

“Yeah, that’d be great.
I’m sure my bride would like to get off this thing and stretch her
legs a little bit.”

Julie got off the snowmobile and
watched as Justin wiped out two used coffee cups with some clean
snow and a not too clean looking rag that hung from the corner of
the metal plate on top of the barrel. He handed them each a cup.
The niceties of cream and sugar weren’t used out here on the range.
The coffee was strong and bitter, but Julie drank it down so she
could warm up before they got back on the snowmobile.

A few of the other men came to the
barrel to greet Seth and Julie and congratulate them again on their
nuptials. She couldn’t help but wonder what they would think if
they knew how the morning was spent at the line shack. She was
still in a bit of a daze about it. After spending her wedding night
with the rolled up blanket between them who would’ve expected the
consummation of their marriage vows to take place on a narrow cot
in a line shack?

Back on the snowmobile, they skirted
around the herd of cattle and slowly drove along the dips where
cattle may have become stuck.

“Keep an eye out for any
strays; it’s easy for me to miss them when I have to keep my eyes
on where we’re going too.”

“Okay, I’m looking
out.”

Sometime later, Julie bounced up and
down on the seat, pointed up ahead and to the right, saying, “Over
there! I think I see something, a cow and her calf. Can you get us
there on this thing?”

“Yeah, I can. Just hang
on.”

She gripped his waist tightly as he
maneuvered them down into the shallow gully. Afraid the strays
would get spooked and run off, Seth stopped the snowmobile and
turned the engine off about fifty feet away from them. He walked
slowly towards them, speaking softly with a rope in his hand. If he
could snag the cow, he knew the calf would docilely follow its
mother.

Julie saw movement out of the corner
of her eye and turned to look. There was another stray. It was
mooing plaintively and she started walking towards it. Like Seth,
she spoke softly so as not to startle the animal as she approached
it.

She wasn’t sure what to do since she
didn’t have a rope. Even if she had one, she didn’t have the
strength to make this cow move. That had already been proved when
the calf had dragged her through the snow the last time she’d tried
to get a stray. She decided she would just wait until Seth came to
help her. But then the cow turned and started slowly ambling
away.

Without a thought, Julie began making
her way down the snow covered incline to stop the cow from going
anywhere. She lost her footing and fell on her butt before sliding
down the rest of the way. When she saw she was headed for a tree,
she bent her knees and tried to turn to avoid crashing into it. She
was almost successful. Her shoulder slammed into the tree and she
fell backwards, hitting her head on a snow covered tree root hard
enough to knock her out.

*****

Seth finally lassoed his cow and
turned around to tell Julie to drive back up the incline to tighten
up the slack in the rope. She wasn’t there.

Where the hell had she
gotten to now?

He looked around and not seeing any
sign of her, called out, “Julie! Where are you?”

There was no answer. Standing still,
he tried to concentrate and listen for any sounds. Maybe she went
behind a tree to relieve herself. But all was quiet. All he heard
was the breathing of the cow and its calf.

Stomping over to the snowmobile, he
made sure the rope was securely fastened to the steel loop under
the seat, then followed her tracks. While he plodded through the
snow, all he could think of was how he was going to put a burning
on her cute little ass.

Didn't she know better
than to take off on her own? Hadn't they already had this
discussion?

She sure wasn't showing any signs of
being able to handle the chores and work that went along with
ranching. For somebody who claimed she knew what to do, that she
had grown up on a ranch doing the work, she sure put herself in a
lot of risky situations.

When he got to the area where she had
to climb down, he saw just a few more footprints before they
vanished. Looking out over the land, he tried to spot her but
didn't see a thing. What he did see was another stray way up ahead.
Bringing his gaze back to take a closer look at her tracks, he saw
it wasn't that her tracks had ended, it looked like she slipped and
fell. There was a wide swath of disturbed snow going downhill and
his eyes followed it until he saw what could only be Julie laying
in the snow at the base of a tree.

With his heart suddenly in his throat,
he tried to call out to her. But all that came out was a low
croaking of her name. He descended down the steep incline stepping
with his feet sideways for better balance. He swallowed hard and
called her name out again.

"Julie! Julie, are you all
right?"

There was no answer and when he
finally reached her he saw her face was almost as white as the
snow. Ripping the glove off one of his hands, he put two fingers on
her neck and sighed in relief when he felt a strong
pulse.

He stroked her cheek gently and said,
"Wake up, honey. Come on back to me."

Her eyes fluttered open and she looked
at him while blinking a few times, "I think I fell."

"You did, what the hell were you
thinking?" He tried not to let too much of his worry—or
anger—show.

"There was another cow, and I thought
I would go get it for you."

He looked at her sternly and said, "Do
you think you can sit up?"

"Yeah, I think so."

She sat up and suddenly gripped his
sleeve for support. He looked at her sharply and asked, "Are you
dizzy? Are you gonna pass out on me again?"

She nodded her head slowly, "Just a
little dizzy. I don't think I’m going to pass out
again."

"Can you stand up?"

"I think so, if I hold on to
you."

He put one arm behind her and helped
her to her feet. She clung to him for a second or two while she got
her balance.

"I'm a little dizzy and my head
hurts." She put her hand on the back of her head and felt a good
sized lump.

Seeing her wince when she touched her
head, Seth put his hand on the bump to feel it for
himself.

"You got a good goose egg
there.” He stepped behind her and took a look. “There’s no blood.
Let's get you up this hill and we’ll get Justin to come and collect
these strays."

He squatted down in front of her and
told her, "Put your hands around my neck and get on my back. I'll
carry you up the hill."

"That's not necessary. Really, I'm
okay. I just want to move a little slowly, but I'm sure I'm
fine."

He gave her a look that made him seem
almost angry and said, "Just this once, would you please listen to
me and do what I ask you to do? If you fall again you could get
seriously hurt. Now get on my back or I’ll have to just toss you
over my shoulder. Your choice."

"You're being a little overprotective.
Please, if you just let me hang on to you, I know I can get up this
little hill by walking."

He sighed and said, "I guess you
decided the over my shoulder method."

As he bent slightly to scoop her over
his shoulder, she cried out, "No! I said I would walk."

She took a step back to put some space
between them and almost fell again. He reached out and grabbed her
arm, and using that voice that told her he meant business, he said,
"One more time. Either you let me take you up on my back or I'm
tossing you over my shoulder. Those are the only two choices you
have. Which will it be?"

"Fine! I'll get on your
back."

He turned around and squatted down in
front of her again and this time she did as he told her and got on
his back. Leaning forward slightly for better balance, he stood up
and started climbing out of the gully. It didn't take long, she
hadn't made it very far down before she was stopped by the tree.
When they got to the top, he slid her off his back and said, "The
snowmobile is barely a quarter mile up ahead, can you walk or
should I carry you?"

"I can walk." Her voice was stiff with
her anger at the high-handed way he thought he could just order her
around and make her do whatever he said.

"Let's go then," he said as he took
her hand in his.

Halfway to the snowmobile Julie
stumbled and Seth didn't say a word. He just put one arm under her
knees, the other behind her back, and picked her up to carry her
the rest of the way.

When she opened her mouth to protest,
he said, "Don't even start. You're in enough trouble now. We’re
going to go tell Justin where the strays are and then I'm taking
you home."

“What do you mean, I’m in
trouble? How the hell can I be in trouble from falling? That’s not
my fault.”

“It’s your fault that you
wandered off without telling me where you were going. We already
had this talk the last time you did that.”

“For Pete’s sake, I didn’t
wander off! I saw another cow and went to see if I could coax it
into coming back to the snowmobile. I am not in
trouble!”

“You are in trouble and
we’ll talk about it later. Right now, I’m going to put you on the
snowmobile and tie the rope to a tree until Justin can come get
this cow and her calf.”

 





 



Chapter Eleven

 


 


Mrs. Alvarez made an ice-pack to put
on Julie’s bump and gave her three aspirins for pain. All the while
she muttered about silly young girls these days thinking they could
do a man’s job.

“Why you not let the men
do the work? Women shouldn’t be working with cattle.” Her accent
was heavier than normal as she bustled around to make Julie
comfortable.

“Because I have my own
ranch and I don’t want to do housework,” Julie said, gritting her
teeth and trying not to be rude to Seth’s housekeeper.

“You’re a young wife now.
You should make babies for Señor Seth.”

Julie chose not to answer and was
grateful when Seth changed the subject and said, “I have to get
back to the men. You lay down and rest and do what Mrs. Alvarez
says. She’ll take care of you. We’ll talk tonight.”

He gave her a stern look and she had a
sneaky suspicion that when he said they’d talk, it was some kind of
code that meant she was getting spanked.

Julie spent the afternoon watching TV,
and letting Mrs. Alvarez bring her ice packs and hot chicken noodle
soup. She dozed on and off all afternoon, unable to stop thinking
about the “talk” Seth planned to have with her that
night.

At 6:30, the housekeeper
came into the living room and said, “I am leaving now; there is a
big pot of chili on the stove and some warm bread in the oven. It
will stay warm until Señor Seth comes home.”

“Okay, thank you for all
your help today.” Julie replied sleepily from the sofa.

Glancing at the television, she saw
the weather alert telling local residents about a second wave of
the blizzard that had already started hitting the area. She was
glad to be safely in the house and figured Seth would be showing up
any minute. She dozed off again and this time when she woke up, the
television was off and the house was in complete
darkness.

Pushing herself up into a sitting
position, she realized she felt much better. Her headache was gone
and she was more rested than she’d been in a long time. Not since
Gramps had died had she had this much rest.

Picking up the remote, she clicked the
on button and nothing happened. She had the fleeting thought that
it was odd that Seth hadn’t left some kind of light burning for
her. And why the hell wasn’t the television working?

Her eyes had become
accustomed to the darkness and she could make out the shapes of the
furniture. She looked towards the table that held a small digital
clock and saw nothing. Power
outage, she realized.

She fumbled on the coffee table until
she found her cell phone and turned it on. It wasn’t working
either, which was no surprise. She had hoped she might get at least
the time. Where was Seth?

Thinking he must be in bed, she got up
and slowly made her way out of the living room, down the hall, and
into Seth’s bedroom. Their bedroom now. It was darker in there and
she felt her way towards the bed with her arms stretched out before
her. When her legs bumped against the end of the bed, she put her
hands on the mattress and made her way to the side. Sitting on the
bed she reached her arm over to nudge Seth awake but found only
empty space.

Now what? The only other place she
could think where he might be was in the barn. She walked to the
window which had a faint glow to it and pulled aside the thin
curtains. What she saw made her gasp and her hand went to her
chest.

Total, complete whiteout. She couldn’t
see the barn, she couldn’t see anything at all other than the dark
gray color telling her they were in a complete whiteout.

She stood at the window
for several minutes thinking about what she should do. What
could she do? She
thought about the rope that was tied from the porch to the barn and
then remembered that was at Gramps’ ranch, not here.

Fumbling in the nightstand drawer, she
found no candles and no lighter. With her hand guiding her along
the edge of the bed, she walked around to the other side and
checked the nightstand on Seth’s side of the bed. There, on top of
the nightstand, she found a low candle holder with two tea lights
on it and a book of matches next to it. Apparently Seth was
prepared for a power outage.

She lit the candles and waited a few
seconds for the faint light to spread as far as it could across the
room. On the floor next to the nightstand she found a lantern and
quickly picked it up and shook it to determine how much white gas
was in the small tank. It sounded pretty full and she lit it,
pleased to see it filled most of the room with soft
light.

She blew out the tea candles just in
case she might need them later, and left the bedroom. She went down
the hall to the guest room and saw that everything seemed all right
there. She spotted another lantern next to the nightstand in this
room. It was full of fuel too and she took it back to the master
bedroom, lit it and put it in the window just in case anyone was
out there trying to find their way back to the house.

Her next stop was the kitchen and her
stomach growled when she smelled the chili sitting on the stove and
thought about the bread in the oven. Dinner would have to wait just
a little longer. She opened the pantry door and just inside on the
floor were four more lanterns, each one filled with fuel. Julie
picked up two of them and brought them to the kitchen table before
going back to the pantry and getting the last two. She lit two of
them, put one in the window and one on the kitchen table. She left
the two remaining ones unlit, not wanting to risk having all the
lanterns on and end up running out of fuel.

Back in the living room she found two
more lanterns and lit one of them, keeping the other one in
reserve. Sitting down on the sofa, she turned out the lantern she
had been carrying through the house. The one in the window gave
enough light so she could see what she needed to.

What should she do next? It would be a
fool’s errand to try and make her way to the barn under these
conditions. And if Seth wasn’t there, then what? Her stomach
growled again and she went back to the kitchen and filled a bowl
with chili. Then she pulled out a slice of the warm bread wrapped
in foil. She ate the food sitting at the kitchen table with only
the dim light from the lantern in the window.

Other thoughts were rushing through
her brain now. What if Seth was in the barn? What if he was trapped
in there? What if he was hurt? What if he was still out on the
range with all the men and they couldn’t get back to the house? She
damned the lack of cell phone service on the ranch. There was no
way to get in touch with anyone. And even if there was cell
service, would it work under these conditions?

Maybe he did run a rope
from the porch to the barn, she thought to
herself. If he’d done it at her grandfather’s place, then surely he
would have taken the same precaution here. She'd be safe if she
stayed on the porch and just felt along the railing for a rope. She
wouldn't get off the porch unless there was a rope. Pulling on her
boots, parka, and gloves, she went out the back door thinking that
would be the most likely place for him to run a rope to the barn.
The small back porch faced the barn and it would be a shorter, more
direct route.

Making sure she didn't lock herself
out of the house, she stepped out onto the porch and was almost
blown back against the door by the force of the wind. She made her
way to the railing and held on tight as she inched her way across
the right side of the porch. There was no evidence of a rope and
she made her way back to the stairs and continued to the left
searching for the rope. There was nothing. But it was more probable
that he tied the rope to the post at the bottom of the stairs. She
made her way back to the staircase again, and then holding on to
the railing, she went down the five steps and felt along the whole
length of the post. Again there was nothing. The steps were only
about five feet wide and she could stretch out and reach the other
one without having to go back up the few steps and then cross over
and come back down on the other side. When her fingertips touched
the rail she let go with her other hand from the left side of the
stairs and fell when a gust of wind slammed into her.

She almost panicked for a moment, but
then told herself she didn't have time for panicking. She turned
very slowly, doing her best not to roll further away from the
stairs. With one hand waving around her front and side searching
blindly for some part of the stairs to hang on to, she managed to
stand up by pushing herself off the ground with her other hand. The
hand of her searching arm brushed against the hard post of the
stair rail and she grabbed it and hung on tightly pulling herself
to it. She felt down along the post and almost missed the rope, but
it was there, tied under the banister section of the rail and
looped twice around the newel post. Relief flooded through her and
she climbed back up the five steps to collect her
lantern.

With the lantern in her left hand, she
wrapped the rope around her right arm twice and gripped it tightly
with her gloved right hand. Going slowly, holding the lantern up
for light, she made her way to the barn. It took her nearly fifteen
minutes to cross the few hundred feet and when she pulled open the
door, she knew by the darkness inside the barn that no one was in
there. The horses neighed softly and the milk cow mooed when she
entered. She released the rope and closed the door tightly behind
her. The cow mooed again as though she were in distress, and Julie
went to check on her. It didn't take long to discover the poor
thing was very uncomfortable from needing to be milked. Julie put
the lantern down in a safe area and went to get a milk
pail.

Once she was done with milking, she
made sure the horses had enough feed and she talked to them all
soothingly knowing they would be safe in the barn. But she needed
to get back to the house.

By the time she finally bundled up
again and got out the barn door, the storm had gotten worse. If it
weren't for the rope, she wouldn't dare try to make it back to the
house. Again she wrapped the rope around her arm and held the
lantern in her other hand and began to fight her way back to the
house. Not twenty feet into her short journey she stumbled and
almost fell. She was so determined not to let go of the rope and
lose that lifeline, she ended up dropping the lantern into the snow
and the light was snuffed out. She picked up the lantern so the
fuel wouldn't leak out and went the rest of the way to the house in
the dark.

She stomped the snow off her boots
when she reached the back door and let herself into the house. It
was as dark and quiet as when she had left nearly two hours
earlier. Seth had not come home. At least now she knew he wasn't in
the barn, although he could be anywhere. He could be lost in this
horrible weather. Hell, all the men could be lost in this weather.
Only time would tell her if they were safe.

She knew there was nothing
else she could do at this point other than wait it out. She checked
on all the lanterns that were in the windows and found they all had
plenty of fuel left in them. She couldn't go to sleep worrying
about Seth and the other men so she sat in the big recliner chair
and waited. And waited. And waited some more.

By now it was after midnight and she
eventually dozed off in the chair. She woke intermittently and
finally at about two in the morning she got up and went to the
windows. One at a time, she peered out and tried to spot anything
at all in the blinding snow. Putting her boots and parka on again,
she went out onto the front porch with the lantern, hoping she'd be
able to see more than she could from just looking out the window.
But there was nothing to see. The wind was driving the snow in an
almost horizontal path and she could only see a few feet in front
of her. She went back in the house to continue waiting.

 





 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


Six cowboys didn't exactly fit in a
line shack that was meant for two men. When it became evident
another wave of heavy blinding snow was coming through, Seth had
the men all head for the shack. It was shelter, and that's what
they needed. The shack had two cots, a small table with two rickety
chairs, a dry sink against one wall, and a six pack of pork and
beans and another six pack of chili. Half a case of bottled water
was in a corner under the dry sink. The canned food and water had
come from a monthly trip to Costco. Seth worked hard at keeping the
line shacks stocked with at least a little bit of food and water
just for this kind of thing. A one-pound bag of ground coffee was
also part of the line shack staples.

Justin, the foreman of the hands, sent
Billy, who was the youngest, outside to get some clean snow they
could use to make coffee and to collect some firewood from the pile
that was stacked on the side of the shack.

Once they got the fire going in the
wood-burning stove, they melted enough snow to make a pot of coffee
and heated up two cans of beans and two cans of chili to split
between the six of them. It was a meager dinner, but they didn't
know if they'd be able to leave in the morning. The smartest thing
to do was to save a little food in case they were stuck there for
more than a day.

It was mostly a sleepless night for
the men. They took turns resting on the cots for a few hours at a
time. Two men sat at the small kitchen table and managed to catch a
little sleep resting their heads on their folded arms. The final
two men sat on the floor or stretched out and tried to sleep. There
was one extra blanket but staying warm wasn't a problem with six
men in the small space and the fire going in the stove.

In the morning Seth went out to check
on the horses and found they were fine. They had huddled together
on the side of the shack that gave them the most protection from
the wind. Food for the horses was going to be a problem if they
couldn't get out sometime today.

According to the weather radio that
all the line shacks had, the blizzard conditions had slowed, and
while it was still snowing, it wasn't nearly as much as during the
worst of it in the night. The best course of action would be for
the men to stay together. They would go together to check on the
cattle and then half of them could return to the ranch house for
some much-needed sleep before returning and relieving the rest of
the men. It would probably take over an hour plodding through the
heavy snow drifts to get to the cattle. From there, it would be
three or more hours to get back to the ranch house.

He wasn't overly worried about Julie
or Mrs. Alvarez. The housekeeper should've left before the blizzard
really started and she should've made it home safely. If she had
stayed late to take care of Julie, hopefully she had enough sense
to spend the night in the guest room rather than try and get home.
He knew Julie would be fine, she'd grown up on a ranch. There was
plenty of food at the house and every room had at least one gas
lantern.

He did wonder if she'd be worried
about him once she realized he wasn't going to be home for the
night. He chuckled to himself when he thought how the blizzard
managed to help her avoid the punishment he had in mind for her.
Little did she know, it was only a temporary reprieve.

*****

Julie woke up at dawn with a stiff
neck. She'd fallen asleep on the sofa and she sat up now and looked
around. It looked like the power was still out and she got up and
went to the window. The lantern had run out of fuel while she was
asleep giving her a little pang of guilt. What if someone had been
relying on that light to find their way back?

It was still snowing, but not nearly
as much and it looked as though the wind had subsided. It was cold
in the house and she rubbed her bare arms to try and generate some
heat. She went to Seth's bedroom and put on a sweater. She had two
choices for warmth; the oven in the kitchen or the fireplace in the
living room. She decided to go with the fireplace since it would be
more comfortable sitting in the living room. There was plenty of
wood on the back porch and more on the side of the
house.

She had put the chili and bread away
last night after loading her used bowl in the dishwasher. She was
hungry and tried to think of what was in the fridge before she
opened it and let the cold air out. Eggs, milk, and cheese would
make an omelet and she’d have a piece of last night’s bread with
it. That meant she also had to pull out the butter and
jam.

Opening the fridge door,
she quickly found the items she needed and pulled them out. When
she took the portions of each item, she quickly returned them to
the fridge and set about making her breakfast.

Six o'clock came and went and there
was no sign of Mrs. Alvarez. Julie hadn't really expected her to
show up this morning. She suddenly wondered if Mrs. Alvarez had
made it home without any difficulty the previous night. She had
left just shortly before the worst of the storm started. There was
no way for her to find out now though.

She sat in the living room dressed in
her flannel pajamas, a sweater and the throw from the sofa wrapped
around her shoulders. At eight o'clock she thought she should
probably go out to the barn again, milk the cow and make sure the
animals were all right and had enough food. She should probably
muck out the stalls as well. It would give her something to do to
pass the time until she heard from Seth or Mrs. Alvarez.

After bundling up to brave the
outdoors once again, Julie went out the back door, grabbed the snow
shovel and cleared the stairs. The snow was heavy and by the time
she finished, she thought she was ready for another nap. But she
grabbed hold of the rope and made her way to the barn. It took her
nearly 2 hours to clean the stalls, feed the animals and milk the
cow. She was ready to go back into the house and heat up some of
last night’s chili. All her work in the barn had given her an
appetite.

Stamping the snow off her
boots before entering the house, the door suddenly opened and Mrs.
Alvarez started with the questions, "Where is Señor Seth? What were
you doing in the barn by yourself?"

"How did you know I was in the barn by
myself?"

"I see only one set of
footprints, and they’re two small to belong to Señor Seth. Where is
he?"

"I don't know. He never made it home
last night. I'm hoping he spent the night in one of the line shacks
and that we’ll see him soon."

"Nobody is in the bunkhouse, either. I
saw no tracks, so no one came home last night. I hope everyone is
well." She gave the sign of the cross in a quick prayer that all
the men were safe.

"How did you get here?" Julie asked.
"There's too much snow for your little car to make it."

"I drive my husband’s four-wheel-drive
truck. He not need it today."

"Well I'm glad you're here, though I
didn't expect you to show up today."

"Sit down, we will eat lunch and then
we will make food for the men. They will be hungry when they come
home. There's nothing to eat in those line shacks except beans and
canned chili. No good food."

After eating, they spent the next few
hours making a large pan of beef enchiladas and another one of
chicken enchiladas. Mrs. Alvarez made her homemade version of
refried beans, Mexican rice, and then kept everything warm in the
oven.

Once the cooking was done, there
wasn’t much else left to do other than wait. Julie was tempted to
get on a horse and head towards the area she and Seth were the day
before. She was sure the cattle were still there and there’d be
some men there that could possibly tell her where Seth was. She
might even run into some of the men coming home. The one thing that
kept her at the house was her lack of confidence in knowing exactly
how to get back where they were the day before. She hadn’t paid
that much attention and though she was fairly sure she could find
it, she wasn’t positive and she wasn’t willing to risk getting lost
in this kind of weather with so many landmarks hidden by the huge
snow drifts.

Why did she care
anyway? She’d asked herself that question
more than once since she realized Seth wasn’t going to make it home
last night. It wasn’t like she was in love with him. Sure, she
cared about him. But only to the degree she cared about any other
human being. She had so special feelings or attachment to
Seth.

Then why do you keep
thinking about the time you spent in the line shack with
him? Like the proverbial conscience
sitting on her shoulder, she couldn’t get that out of her
mind.

She’d been keeping herself from
thinking about that interlude. It had been the most wow sex she’d
ever had. Not that she was all that experienced when it came to
sex, but she’d had a few relationships. Enough to know what
satisfying sex was. What she’d experienced in the shack with Seth
went far beyond satisfying sex.

Julie didn’t want to get all mushy on
the subject, but it had been as though they had become one. It
sounded corny to her, but she didn’t know how else to describe it.
It wasn’t just that they had become one in the physical sense—no,
their beings, their souls had become as one. There hadn’t been any
of that awkwardness that so often comes with the first time you
have sex with someone.

There had been nothing tentative about
the things Seth did to her body. He had just dived right in—no pun
intended she told herself—and done the things he wanted to do. He
didn’t pause at any time in his actions and verify that she liked
what he was doing. No, none of that. Either he’d been so arrogant
that he knew she liked what he was doing or her own actions had
told him she liked it.

She told herself now that
it didn’t matter which one it was. Sure, she had liked every minute
they’d spent on that narrow cot in the line shack. But that didn’t
mean she cared about him. All it meant, or so she told herself, was that
they had had a really great physical connection.

She walked to the living room window
and gazed out at the stark white landscape. The snow had lightened
up considerably and she could see quite a distance away. There was
a speck out there, too far away for her to tell what it was, but it
did seem to be moving. Moving closer.

She felt her heart skip a beat in her
chest, but didn’t think anything of it. She stood there and watched
for several more minutes until the speck divided itself into three
separate and distinct specks. It soon was clear that three horsemen
were headed towards the ranch house.

“Mrs. Alvarez! I see three
riders coming!”

The housekeeper rushed into the living
room and peered out the window.

She lifted her hand and
gave the sign of the cross before muttering, “Mother of God! Do you
think it is Señor Seth?”

“I don’t know. I can’t
tell yet. They’re still too far away.”

“Whoever they are, they
will be hungry,” she said as she hustled back to the kitchen to
make sure the food was hot.

As the riders drew closer, Julie could
tell by the way the lead writer was sitting his horse that it was
Seth. She rushed to the back door slipped into her boots, grabbed
her parka and shrugged into it as she ran back to the front door.
Ripping the door open, and forgetting to close it behind her, she
ran down the front steps in a rush to get to Seth

She saw him grinning at her and she
smiled back at him. When they were close enough, he swung down from
the horse, wrapped his arms around her and twirled her around in a
huge circle.

“I’m so glad to see you,”
she gasped.

“Baby, it is sure good to
see you!” Seth said at the same time.

So this is love.
The fleeting thought barely registered in her
mind as she tried to make sense of everything she was feeling.
Happiness was at the top of the list. Relief and the feeling of a
heavy burden being lifted followed. It was more than she was
willing to analyze right now.

Looking up at him, she asked, “Where
are the rest of the men?”

“Making sure the cattle
are all right. We want to eat something, grab three or four hours
of sleep, and then we’ll go and relieve them. It’d be really
helpful if you could make sure they’re fed when they come
in.”

He walked beside her with his arm
around her shoulder and his other hand on his horse’s lead. A warm
feeling came over her, the feeling of belonging. She liked being
tucked close to him and feeling safe.

“Of course I’ll see that
they are fed. Mrs. Alvarez made enchiladas and there’s a lot of
leftover chili from last night.”

He kissed her temple and said,
“Thanks. That’ll help a lot if they don’t have to worry about
making their own dinner at the bunkhouse.”

When they reached the stairs, he told
the other men to take his horse and put them all up in the barn
before coming back to the kitchen and getting some chow.

 





 



Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Mrs. Alvarez went home once the two
ranch hands were fed and had gone to sleep in the bunkhouse. Seth
took a shower and fell asleep as soon as he hit the bed. Julie lay
down next to him and tried to sleep since she would have to be
awake when the other three hands came in for chow. It was now early
evening, and Seth planned to be on his way no later than ten
o’clock. The snow had all but stopped, and even though they’d be
riding in the dark, he knew every inch of his land and would have
no trouble getting back to the herd and the other men. The men they
were relieving would probably show up at the house somewhere
between one and two in the morning and they’d be ready to
eat.

Sleep didn’t come easy with all the
thoughts running through her head. Had she actually fallen in love
with a spanking cowboy? Was he in love with her? How would she cope
with his proclivity towards spanking? So far, thanks to the
weather, she had avoided the talk he’d promised her. The talk that
she was sure meant a spanking. And he’d promised her next spanking
was going to be on her bare bottom.

With that thought, she felt her butt
cheeks involuntarily squeeze together. What would it feel like to
be pulled over his knee, her bottom exposed, and his big calloused
hand coming down in hard smacks across her flesh? She was sure it
would be far different from the two spankings she’d had with her
clothes on. It would even be different from the spanking where he’d
pulled down her pajamas and gave her several swats.

Her pussy tingled and clenched
tightly. She slid her hand under her panties and sure enough, she
was wet. When her finger brushed against her clit she would swear
she had a mini orgasm. If just thinking about spanking caused this,
what was going to happen when her daydreams became a
reality?

The sharp high-pitched tone from the
alarm clock startled her into wakefulness. She slapped her hand on
it to still the racket and only then became aware of Seth’s body
spooning hers with his arm around her side and his hand gently
cupping her breasts.

“We need to have our
talk,” Seth said lowly into her ear.”

“Okay,” she mumbled, still
half asleep and somewhat confused over her body’s reaction to the
thought of being over his knee.

He swung his legs over the edge of the
bed and sat up. Then he pulled and tugged her until she was sitting
next to him.

“I want to make sure you
understand about the dangers of heading off to somewhere on the
ranch without telling anyone where you are going. There are so many
things that could happen to anyone—not just you—out there alone.
Even a simple fall could cause a broken bone rendering you unable
to get on your horse and ride back home. I know you know better
than that, having been raised on Jason’s ranch. Yet, even though
you know better, even though I warned you the first time you did
it, you went ahead and did it again.”

“Sometimes I just act
before I think and when I saw that other stray, I thought I’d be
helping by trying to go after it.” She hoped he’d accept her excuse
since it had been some time since she’d actually worked on the
ranch.

Seth nodded his head and said, “I
know, and that impulsive acting before you think has got to stop.
And that’s why I’m going to spank you now. I want to be sure that
you get the message and don’t repeat that behavior.”

Julie was sure as soon as she heard
him say the word ‘spank,’ she felt her pussy getting wet again. Her
thighs squeezed together and she felt the faint moisture on her
panties. Her head was bent and her eyes closed, but she nodded her
head. She didn’t want to nod, but she couldn’t help herself, her
body’s reaction made her want to feel what a real spanking would be
like. And truth be told, she knew she had it coming. As much as she
hated the idea of being spanked like a little naughty girl, Seth
was right. In many ways, life on a ranch could be far more
dangerous than life in the city. She did need to slow down and
think before acting impulsively.

She swallowed hard at the realization
that this time she was agreeing to being spanked. Even knowing this
spanking was not going to be the same as the few swats he’d
delivered the previous times he’s spanked her, she was actually
giving her consent. It was hard for her to believe.

“All right then, just put
yourself over my knee and let’s get this over with.”

It was awkward, but Julie did what he
asked. He was naked, having fallen into bed straight after his
shower. She wore a tank top and panties. His left hand skimmed down
her back and settled at her waist and held her firmly. She could
feel his penis growing harder against her hip and something told
her once he was finished spanking her, she would be feeling that
hard cock inside her.

Her head jerked up suddenly when he
yanked her panties down with his right hand.

“No! I want to leave them
on.”

“This isn’t about what you
want.”

“But…but…”

“You’re right, this is all
about your butt,” and with that, his hand came down in a stinging
smack.

“Ouch!”

He ignored her and smacked her several
more times. She moaned and groaned. She let out exclamations of
ouchiness. She gasped at the unexpected extra sharpness of some of
them. Her legs kicked and he caught them in a scissor of his legs.
When she reached back with her arm in an attempt to protect her
bottom, he caught the arm and held it to the small of her back as
he covered every inch of her ass and the very top of her thighs
were they met her butt.

Even though her squirming and
wriggling required him to concentrate on what he was doing, he
managed to keep up a running lecture of the dangers of being on a
ranch and not letting anyone know where you were going.

Finally, when she thought he must have
smacked her ass at least a hundred times, he stopped and asked, “Do
you understand the dangers about ranch life?”

She nodded her head in
reply.

“I need to hear it,” he
said and then emphasized it with another smack to her
backside.

“Ow! Yes!”

Feeling as though she were on the
verge of tears, when he started rubbing her ass she dropped her
head to the bed while he launched into horror stories of what could
happen out alone on the range.

It felt so good to have him rub her
heated rear. She loved the way his hand grabbed a chunk of her butt
cheek and squeezed it gently. Sometimes the squeeze was not too
gentle. Slowly she relaxed and her legs parted a little
more.

His hand caressed the back of her
thighs all the way down to just above her knees. On its return
trip, he slipped between her legs and skimmed along her inner
thighs. She let out a sigh and her legs opened up further. His hand
came out from between her legs and lightly ran along the soft
crease where her bottom met her thigh.

"Hmmm."

"Does that feel good?"

"Hmmm... It does. Especially after you
must've smacked me a hundred times."

He gave a chuckle and said, "It was
twenty-five spanks, not a hundred. No, make that twenty-six
counting the last one to get you to answer my question."

"There's no way that was only
twenty-six spanks, that was at least a hundred. Maybe even
more."

"I counted and it was twenty-six. Keep
on arguing with me and we just might get to a hundred."

His hand fell between her legs again
and this time his finger slid along the length of her wet slit just
before it slipped into her.

"You’re wet. Hot and wet and
ready."

She suddenly became aware of his stiff
cock pushing against her hip. A second finger joined the first one
inside her and she squirmed on his lap.

"Oh God, fuck me, Seth. Please, fuck
me now."

He flipped her up off his
lap and onto her back. She opened her legs wide, gazing at him
while running her tongue across her lower lip. With his arms placed
at either side of her head, he positioned his cock at her entrance.
In one swift motion he plunged into her and lowered his head to
capture her mouth. His tongue found its way inside, matching the
thrusting of his hips. She grabbed his head with her hands and
returned the kiss, meeting his tongue with hers, sucking on his
lower lip while her hips frantically kept time with his hard and
fast thrusts. Harder and faster, they moved in perfect unison. She
felt the building pressure in her core and she knew she was about
to explode. She hooked her ankles tightly behind his back and
pulled him deeper into her. With every thrust he gave she pulled
him in tighter and deeper. Her thighs squeezed him and then she
felt the pulsing of her muscles contracting as she shivered from
head to toe in a shuddering climax.

He collapsed on top of her but quickly
rolled onto his back, taking her with him so now she was on top.
She was completely spent and hoped he didn't expect her to move
because she was completely incapable of anything other than just
lying there. Besides, he had dragged her on top of him so if she
was too heavy for him, that was just too bad.

Minutes passed before Seth said, "As
much as I'd like to stay in bed with you, I’ve gotta relieve the
other hands."

"I know, but I can't move just
yet."

"Come on," he said as he gave her
bottom light slap "I'm going to take a shower and get going. Why
don't you sleep two or three more hours? It'll be at least that
long before the other guys show up looking for chow."

She crawled back to her side of the
bed without saying a word and he covered her up with the blankets.
After leaning down to kiss her, he reset the alarm clock to go off
in another two hours and then went and took his shower.

 





 



Chapter Fourteen

 


 


When he came out of the shower, Seth
saw Julie was sound asleep. She was snoring lightly and he smiled
at the gentle sound of it. The covers were half off and he could
see a small portion of her pink bottom. It had been a much deeper
color right after the spanking, but it was fading
quickly.

She had surprised him when she had so
docilely gone over his knee for her spanking. He’d expected much
more fight from her. So was it a case of realizing she had the
spanking coming or did she just want to see what it was like? He
planned to ask her later, when he got home again. He hoped it meant
she was coming around to accepting him as the head of the
household.

For now, he had to get the men at the
bunkhouse and ride out to relieve the others who must be exhausted
and starving by now. He’d seen the light of a lantern in the
bunkhouse, so he knew the men were up.

Better get a move
on, he thought as he bent to kiss his
wife. His wife. Yeah, he liked the sound of that. Maybe Julie didn’t realize
it yet, but this marriage wasn’t going to last ten years. Nope,
he’d made up his mind. No way was it going to last ten
years.

*****

The power was restored the following
night and things slowly got back to normal. A few days later, Seth
and Julie rode out to Jason’s ranch and found no problems. Seth had
left the water running on a slow trickle to prevent the pipes from
freezing and he was glad he did. At the time, they hadn’t expected
a second blizzard to hit them.

The house was cold from the power
failure and they built a fire in the living room. Once it was going
good and strong, Seth pulled Julie over to the sofa and sat
down.

“We need to
talk.”

“Why? What did I do
now?”

He kissed her and said, “You didn’t do
anything. We just have to decide where we’re going to live and what
we’re going to do with the house we don’t live in.”

“Oh, okay. I was afraid
for a minute that you meant the other kind of talk. You know, the
one where your hand does the talking.”

Chuckling, he said, “I’m sure my hand
will have to speak to you again, but not this time. For now, let’s
figure out where we want to live. Do you like this place or the
other?”

“I don’t know. Do we have
to decide right now?” She walked two fingers up his thigh and
across the bulge that was growing at the front of his
jeans.

He growled at her and said, “Keep
doing that, and there won’t be any talking at all.”

“Really? Why whatever do
you mean?”

“I mean this,” he gently
tossed her on the soft rug in front of the fireplace and began
undressing her as he straddled her hips.

Smiling, she returned the favor and
started to unzip his jeans. His cock sprang free, hard and ready.
Pushing him back, she sat up and took him in her mouth. Swirling
her tongue along the ridge on the underside of his shaft, she came
back to the tip and licked around the head. The little humming
noises she made in her throat made him feel vibrations dancing
along the length of his shaft. He felt his balls tighten and knew
he wouldn’t last much longer if she kept it up.

Pulling away from her hot mouth and
tongue, he stood up and quickly got rid of the jeans that were
bunched around his knees and the rest of his clothes. Kneeling
between her legs, he grabbed the waistband of her jeans and yanked
them down and off her legs, turning them inside out in the process.
Her shirt and bra were already off. Lifting her legs high and
holding them apart, he rested them on his shoulders and in one
smooth motion he entered her and buried his face in her breast,
suckling on a nipple and making her throw her head back in total
abandonment as she surrendered to him.

His weight was fully on her as he slid
his arms down and cupped one ass cheek in each hand. His long
fingers pulled moisture from her pussy and brought it to her tight
little hole, lubricating it as he gently set the sensitive nerve
endings to tingling before inserting a finger into that tight
channel. Every muscle at her core seemed to contract as she came
with a low keening sound erupting from deep in her throat. He came
as her pulsing pussy milked him with wave after wave of strong
contractions.

Later, still lying on the rug, he
nudged her and asked, “You okay?”

Smiling into his neck, she murmured,
“Yeah, more than okay. But I could lay here forever.”

“Hmmm…that’s good. Because
there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

“What.”

“You know how Jason
insists we stay married for ten years?”

“Yeah…” Something in his
tone suddenly made her wary.

“Well, I don’t see this
thing lasting ten years.”

She couldn’t believe he was telling
her they’d never make it to ten years. After the way he’d just made
love to her? After she’d conceded and consented to live his
spanking lifestyle? Her heart gave a little lurch and felt like it
was shriveling up into a tiny ball.

Before she could think of what to say,
he said, “It’s just gonna have to last more like fifty
years.”

He was leaning over her to kiss her,
and the relief she felt was washing over her. She couldn’t help but
smack his shoulder at the way he had teased her.

“Hey, hitting your husband
will get you spanked,” he teased. “Maybe it’s time to spank you
with my belt.”

“You had that coming after
you scared me when you said you didn’t see this lasting for ten
years.”

“I’ll love you forever,
Julie. You didn’t let me finish,” he bent down to kiss her
passionately again.

“I was going to say this
will last more like fifty years,” he amended when he came up for
air after kissing her.

“You don’t plan on
spanking me for all those years,” she kissed him back, sucking on
his lower lip. “Do you?”

“You bet your sweet ass I
do.”
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