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		Chapter One

		

		“Ah, I’ve captured you,” Chase McMillian declared as he pulled Lacy Dalton into his arms. “You’re not going to get away from me now!” The husky blonde man’s broad arms went around the struggling Lacy, holding her fast to him. Her auburn hair once piled atop her head was falling loose about her flushed pink cheeks, as her green eyes flashed fiercely. There was little determination in her protest however, her captive state the beginning of a delightful trip into an evening of passion. “You fight me any more, and I’ll paddle your behind!” Chase said, his determination clear. That wasn’t an idle threat and Lacy Dalton certainly didn’t want it to be. These tussles with Chase were one of the best parts of their relationship. Somewhere in the mix of things, she needed freedom from her pressure filled life, and she found that in Chase McMillian, and often over his lap.

		“You just try and keep me here,” she cried as she tried again to wrestle away from his grasp. She wrenched hard and finally broke free, darting quickly toward the other side of the stables. Chase was after her, the pace brisk as she disappeared through the old wooden door into the night and the protection of the dark. Chase was at her heels, and while her hair flew behind her, now completely undone, and her cheeks caught the brisk evening breeze, she managed to stay just out of his reach. They ran between the paddocks out toward the meadow where they could hear the sound of the horses snorting and whinnying from the prickly excitement in the air. A storm had been gathering in the western sky about sunset. Now it loomed closer, ready to break free and grant the sun-parched earth some reprieve from a summer of endless dry days. The grasses were brown and brittle. Dust covered everything. The thought of a storm and its refreshing liquid splashing down to wash away the lazy doldrums of the season had made everyone and everything expectant and restless.

		Lacy raced far into the field toward the old oak, and then, knowing that Chase was still following close, backtracked toward the house and barns, running at full speed. The more she raced the more her blood began to surge. The wind whipping around her, the storm was on them. Before she could find shelter from the elements, the sky broke loose sending a torrent of heavenly water to splash against her face and drench her from head to toe. The feel of the cool water made her slow her escape from Chase’s pursuit; and her fiancé, not too happy with her impromptu flight, finally captured her again.

		“You really do want a battle,” he asserted.

		Though she struggled against his hold on her, her resistance was meager as he dragged her into the stable and the dim interior of an empty stall. There, he began to unfasten her wet jeans. Soaked to the skin, the garment was difficult to pull away, especially when she was doing nothing to assist him in the task. Still, they were playing out clearly established roles. Lacy would fight him, sometimes almost bitterly, until his sheer brute strength won out and her reckoning would result. The reckoning this time was over his lap. Once he had her free of her jeans, he sat down on a bale of hay, and pulled her over his knees. Seconds later, she felt the first blow as the palm of his hand connected with her wiggling derriere.

		“Ouch, that hurts!” she declared after the sting of the first smack registered.

		Chase connected again and again, laying the imprint of his hand on her white bottom cheeks, both sides. Even in the dim light of the stable, it was possible to see the red color that he raised on her silky skin. When a flash of lightening brightened the space around them for a split second, Chase was particularly gratified to see the result of his work.

		“Ouch, please Chase,” she protested.

		He peppered her bottom with a flurry of smacks, making this spanking particularly hard.

		“You’re doing it too hard!” she roared.

		“Oh, no I’m not, you rotten brat. You would have led me all over hell and back if the storm hadn’t hit.” He stuck again, harder still.

		“No, please, please,” she wailed. It was more than a sting; her whole body felt inflamed. It felt as if Chase were invisibly hooked to the lightening. The fire of his stroke stimulated her beyond her bottom. She was throbbing between her thighs, which made her entire backside wiggle erotically. Even though it hurt, the mounting sensations were sex- involved, just as they both expected they would be.

		“You could take much more,” Chase finally said, when he pushed her off his lap. “But I have other plans.” Still keeping her in his control, he thrust her against the prickly bale of hay and held her at the small of her back while he undid his own jeans. Breaking free his erection, he planted it in that soft warm place between her thighs as he listened to the sounds of Lacy’s heartfelt moans of pleasure. “This is what you wanted,” he purred to her.

		Lacy was beyond speaking. Her hot spanked cheeks and Chase’s deep thrusts were sending delicious shock waves through her loins and limbs. An occasional slap of Chase’s hand against her punished skin only made her own need more dear. Gyrating her hips into his fast moving groin, the rhythm, the rocking, the heat and the turbulent night brought the two to an ecstatic conclusion. Their orgasms arrived almost simultaneously, and when they were finished Lacy collapsed against the hay exhausted, while Chase pulled out of her and stood up looking down at her red, raw bottom.

		“You’re just going to leave me here?” Lacy said, peering up at him. She could hardly see his face, it was so cloaked in darkness.

		“Yes, I’m going to leave you here, brat. You deserved this one. Not that you didn’t ask for it.”

		“I thought maybe ...” She started to pull up.

		Chase smiled arrogantly, but refused to listen to her complaint. Turning on his heel he left her to herself.

		“Chase, please!” she pleaded, but it was too late to get him back. The far door opened and closed and she knew she’d been left alone.

		“Damn!” she whispered to herself under her breath.

		There was a rustling somewhere behind the stall, but with the wind still howling outside the stable she paid little attention to it, simply thinking it was one of the horses. Sitting on her naked rear, it hurt, the hay poking uncomfortably into her roughed up skin. She’d only stay there long enough to catch her breath.

		“My, my, that was quite a sight.”

		The sound of a man’s voice pierced through the sound of the rain. Lacy looked up, shocked to see a strange man standing just beyond the stall door, grinning at her lustily from his darkly handsome face. What she could see of him in the dusky light, he was of average height with broad shoulders and shoulder length brown hair that was fashionably feathered back to give him a look both rugged and polished.

		“Good god, what are you doing here!” she exclaimed.

		“Just getting acquainted, miss,” he said easily, as if looking at a half naked woman sitting on a bale of hay was nothing unusual.

		Lacy tried pulling down her shirt to cover her exposed groin. “At least you could have the manners to give me some privacy,” she snapped.

		“Certainly,” he said with a smile.

		As he turned away, Lacy pulled herself to standing and struggled to get her wet jeans back where they belonged. She expected the man to leave the stables, but then that wouldn’t explain why he was there at all. When she exited the stall, looking as poised and nonchalant as she knew how, she was forced to meet him face to face. Thankfully he wouldn’t be able to see the blush of embarrassment on her cheeks.

		“I don’t know when I’ve been so welcomed at a new job,” the man said.

		“And I don’t know who you are, or why you’re here,” Lacy said, “but I’d better get some explanation, and fast.”

		“I’m Travis, Travis Wills.” He held out his hand as if this meeting required the formal greeting. Lacy didn’t oblige him.

		“The new foreman?” she said, shocked.

		He nodded.

		It took some moments for Lacy to rein in her reaction. This man was hardly what she expected. The thought of working “intimately” with him every day made her heart race, her loins surge and a strange feeling begin in the pit of her stomach that was akin to nausea.

		“It’s regrettable that you witnessed that moment between my fiancé and me. I trust you’ll put it out of your mind. It was certainly not something that was intended for your eyes.”

		Travis nodded, seeming to draw in his glee. “I wouldn’t have dared walk in on your bedroom, but then . . .”

		“Yes, I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she went on. “So, now that you’re here, perhaps I should get you settled. You know we didn’t expect you until tomorrow.”

		“I drove straight through from Houston, Miss, it is Miss Dalton I’m speaking with?”

		“Yes,” she tried half a smile. “Lacy Dalton.”

		He nodded politely. It might have appeared that Travis Wills would honor her request and forget about the spanking he’d witness, but there seemed to remain an aspect of merriment in his eyes. She was afraid this night might come back to haunt her.

		

		The morning was one of those crystal clear ones, when after a storm all the dust and dreariness of the interminable season is for a moment washed clean. Lacy rose early. There was a mountain of work to be done. She hadn’t done a thing with the accounting for Skylark Ranch in over a week. With two pregnant mares, a renegade stallion, and two ranch hands short, she’d been spending most of her time in the barns and stables. She actually liked the hands-on work of the horse ranch better than the more mundane aspects of her family business, but her father was a disaster with the business side of it. If she hadn’t taken over the books three years before, she was sure that the aging patriarch would have bankrupted them. Skylark Ranch, sitting prettily in the foothills of California’s Sierra Nevadas should have been a model of the modern ranching operation. As it was, they still were cash short, pinching pennies and vulnerable to the seasons and the whims of nature, much like any ranch.

		As Lacy took a deep breath, she sighed heavily. Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad idea that she was staying away from the barns, even if it was such a glorious day outside. She couldn’t think of facing Travis Wills again. The more she thought about the night before, the more embarrassed she got. Not to mention the fact that he was hardly the kind of man she expected to take charge of her pride and joy. She wondered if this just wasn’t another of her father’s foolish mistakes. She’d be surprised if Travis Wills even knew how to mount a horse, let alone break one, let alone take over the management of their operation. She’d planned from the moment she first laid eyes on him to speak frankly to her father about this unexpected choice.

		

		Downstairs at six thirty, Lacy smelled the aroma of fresh coffee, bacon and eggs. Coming to the breakfast table in the kitchen, she was happy to see that most of the ranch hands had eaten and were out the door. Just her father remained, which was exactly what she wanted.

		“You’re looking lovely this morning,” her father declared, seeing the sight of his youngest daughter as she sat down in front of him and began dishing up scrambled eggs and toast.

		“Orange juice, please Cassie,” she said, looking up at the cook.

		“Quite a rain last night,” Jess Dalton said.

		Lacy smiled at him. “I love air this fresh.”

		Jess Dalton was a rugged man, still quite dapper in his late 60’s, with white hair, gentle blue eyes and a perpetual tan on his handsome, weathered face. Jess had once been the most envied man in six counties having the finest up-to-date ranching operation in the area, a stable full of fine horses, three breathtaking daughters and a vivacious wife. He ruled his entire brood with an iron will but with enough tenderness to claim their hearts. He would often use the palm of his hand to bring any misbehaving daughter back into line — a practice that he continued until they were eighteen. The treatment drove two of his daughters out of the house; only Lacy remained. Tougher than her sisters, she didn’t let her father’s hand, or belt, deter her from the life she loved, with the animals she adored.

		Jess Dalton’s kingdom had remained a staple fixture in the landscape of the California foothills for nearly twenty-five years. However when his wife died, just as Lacy turned eighteen, something changed in the man. A bit of his spirit was taken away with Corinne Dalton’s passing. It became Lacy’s task to make certain that her heritage was protected from her father’s sometimes capricious manner. He still tried ruling with his iron fist, but Lacy had her ways around him. Since his heart attack two years before, she was more wary of him all the time.

		“Have you met Travis yet?” Jess asked his daughter, just as they were finishing their meal.

		“Travis? Oh, yes, Travis Wills. Yes, I did meet him. Ran into him in the stables last night.”

		“Good. You talk much about the ranch?”

		“Actually no. But I’d like to talk to you about him,” she said.

		“Oh?”

		“Are you sure that this is the man you want? He hardly seems the type to fit in here.”

		“Why would you say that?”

		“I don’t know, just a feeling.”

		Jess Dalton studied his daughter’s expression carefully. “I may not do a lot of things well anymore. But I’m sure about this man. Knew his father, but then I’ve already told you that. You need to get to know him.”

		“Is there some problem?” Another voice interjected.

		Lacy jerked around, hearing the unexpected voice of Travis Wills. Her eyes shot darts at him.

		“Seems you really have a way of invading people’s intimate moments,” she remarked.

		“Sorry,” Travis said. He was just outside the door on the porch. Rather than wait for an invitation, he pulled the screen open and joined the father and daughter.

		“You’ll have to excuse Lacy. My daughter is afraid of any move I make with the ranch. Especially since my heart attack. She thinks it effected my mind.”

		“I do not!” Lacy protested.

		Jess smiled at her with a fatherly condescension that made her blood begin to boil. Still, she attempted to remain calm, having no desire to let Travis see the prickly side of the family relationship.

		“Time was, I could just take this one over my knee and paddle her behind for her impudence,” Jess said. “But at twenty-five, she should be too old for such things.”

		“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Travis said, calmly. He winked at Lacy, which made her angrier still.

		“Daddy, please.”

		Jess Dalton knew how to get the better of his high spirited daughter. “You will be working for Lacy and me, Mr. Wills, but don’t let her boss you around too much. She needs to learn to temper her opinions sometimes. And right now, you’ll temper your opinion of Travis here, until you actually get to know him.”

		“I’m sorry if you two feel I’ve jumped the gun on this, but I do have the best interests of the ranch to think of,” Lacy defended herself. “I hope I’m not offending you, Mr. Wills, but there were several candidates for the job that had better resumes than yours.”

		“You were looking at resumes?” Travis said.

		“This is the 1990’s, not the Wild West,” Lacy said.

		“I appreciate that,” Travis replied. “But I think you’ll find my references sound, my business sense acute, and my knowledge of this kind of operation perfectly adequate for your needs.”

		“You say you have an acute business sense?” Lacy queried.

		“Miss Dalton, in addition to my ranch experience, I have an MBA from Berkeley.”

		To that remark she sat back astounded. “I don’t recall reading that.”

		“No, you wouldn’t because I usually don’t think it’s necessary to mention.”

		“Well, why in heaven’s name would be you wanting this job?”

		“It’s not the money, you can be sure of that,” he said with a smirk.

		She wasn’t amused. “Then why?”

		“It’s my father’s occupation. I grew up on a ranch north of here, and the life is in my blood.”

		“And your father’s ranch?”

		“He sold it, when he thought I didn’t want it.”

		“You could buy your own?” she suggested.

		“My father’s illness used up any inheritance I might have had,” Travis explained. “And frankly, it wasn’t until a few years after his death that I realized how much I wanted to return to ranching.”

		“But why here?” she continued as if she fully expected to talk the man out of his job.

		Travis turned deliberately to Lacy with a worrisome expression. “I feel a bit like this is an inquisition, Miss Dalton,” he said. “Perhaps we got off to a bad start last night. I would hope however that you would give this a try before you pass judgment.”

		Lacy only looked slightly chagrined. She might have continued with her questions, but her father’s glance was definitely steely. He’d had enough of her reservations. The tension between the trio had mounted to a fine degree, so that she quickly excused herself from the table and went into the office and closed the door.

		Just a few minutes later, her father joined her there, his look still as stern as it had been in the kitchen. “I don’t know what bee you have in your bonnet today, little miss,” he said, wagging his finger at her as if he was scolding a child. “But you will work with Travis Wills. He’s a good man. You’ll be pleasant and cooperative. He’ll be an asset to Skylark ranch, I know that. And I won’t have you making trouble.”

		“Daddy, I wasn’t trying to make trouble ....” she started, but Jess Dalton wasn’t listening.

		“Maybe I should take to paddling your behind again. Might do your attitude some good.”

		“Daddy,” she droned.

		“I’ll expect you in the stable in an hour to get more acquainted with our foreman,” he informed her. He’d had enough. Saying no more, he left his daughter to stew in her juices, while he went outside.

		

		Lacy Dalton did her best to accommodate Travis Wills, even though she’d taken an instant dislike to the man. She couldn’t explain it even to herself, but she had to admit that he had qualifications as good as anyone for running the ranch. In this her father seemed to have made a reasonable decision. Knowing that, over the next few days Lacy put a smile on her face, and spoke to her new foreman politely, making sure that her father would be pacified that she’d adjusted to the new situation. However, when she was out of her father’s earshot, she was not so gracious.

		“Mr. Wills, I thought that you were going to work the stallion first thing in the morning?” she snipped lightly as she passed through the stable watching Travis rearranging tack.

		“I’ve changed the schedule,” he answered her, as he continued his work.

		Lacy stopped short. “Excuse me. There are some things at this ranch that are written in stone,” she advised him with a cool tone in her voice. Not unpleasant, simply cool.

		“Are there now?” Travis said. He turned and looked at her, not giving away his thoughts, though he seemed hardly willing to back down from the challenge.

		“You would doubt that?” she asked.

		“I’m doing my job, Miss. As I see fit.”

		“I’m sure you are, but the changes you want should be run by me first.”

		“I’ve already discussed them with your father,” he said.

		“If you don’t mind, it’s important to consult me on such decisions.”

		“I hadn’t realized that,” he replied. His mood was watchful, and on the verge of testy, but he was clearly keeping the upper hand.

		Lacy’s eyes flashed, her cool reserve turning hot.

		“Frankly, Miss Dalton, I think you’re looking for trouble,” Travis charged.

		“I beg your pardon.”

		“You’ve been irritable, spiteful and downright rude to me from the first day.”

		“I am running a ranch, not a social club,” Lacy snapped.

		“Ah, what a fire in your eyes.” He smirked.

		“I didn’t like you from the beginning. I like you even less now. I went along with my father’s decision because he’s an old man and needs to feel useful. But you can be assured that your days at this ranch are numbered.”

		“Is that so?” Travis laughed, as Lacy’s eyes grew hotter still. Her nostrils flared as though she were a stallion ready for a good fight. “You don’t like me, Miss Lacy Dalton, because I had a peek at your vulnerable side over your fiancé’s lap. As for firing me, you don’t have the power to do that. Don’t try to pull the upper hand with me, because it won’t work.”

		“Oh, you’re wrong about that,” she answered his vow, with a determined shake of her head. Her fists were clenched as if she were about to strike out at him.

		“Better watch yourself,” Travis said smugly. “I learned one thing about you from Chase McMillian. If I have to keep you in line with my belt on your bottom, I will.”

		“You will not!”

		“You want to try me?” he replied. “I can think of nothing I’d like better right now than to see your naked red cheeks bobbing up and down on my lap.”

		The remark was more than she could stand. Her temper blazing, a hand flew back without a second thought, and came forward to connect with Travis’s face. The smack of it seemed to send a sharp crack through the hot air in the stable.

		Travis’s eyes, to that point playful, if not a bit stern, suddenly went cold— a deep, blue hawk-like cool that frightened Lacy as much as it startled her.

		“Perhaps I should have given you my rules from the beginning, Lacy Dalton.” His voice was as icy as his stare. “You’ll pay for that one.” His arm reached out to grasp her wrist, and a struggle followed.

		There was no question of wrenching away from Travis Wills. He was as strong as his broad shoulders suggested, and his grasp was deadly.

		“Take your hands off of me!” Lacy roared.

		“Not on your life!” he roared back.

		With one arm he worked at the thick leather belt around his waist, with his other, he dragged the wiggling Lacy from the center of the stable to the ranch office, where he sat down on a bench and pulled her over his thighs.

		“Ouch! God no. Stop it now!” she blared.

		His fingers were deftly unfastening her jeans, as if he’d performed this ritual a dozen times.

		“Don’t you dare, you fuckin’ bastard,” she roared.

		“Ah, a foul mouth too!” he observed, as if her wild ejaculations were giving him all the more reason to punish her.

		With her pants down, there was just her thin panties keeping him from a full view of her naked rear cheeks. That, he took care of quickly, as he yanked down the cotton bikinis to find her jiggling bottom, a natural white like the first snow of winter. He hadn’t had the pleasure of viewing her bottom when he watched Chase paddle her. What fun this would be raising a crimson blush on what looked like untainted orbs.

		“You friggin’ ass!” she roared again, as her arms flailed and her legs scissored wildly.

		All her gyrations didn’t bother Travis. He was much too strong for her. And such steely strength! It matched Chase’s in intensity, and was perhaps more impressive since Chase was a much larger man than Travis. Inside her foreman’s compact form, he was formidable in his power to make her submit. Before even beginning his task his right leg pinned her flailing legs and his left hand captured both wrists and held them against her back.

		“You’d best let me do this without so much struggle, brat,” he warned her. “Because I won’t stop until your temper does.”

		With the doubled belt in his fist he drew the leather belt back and then down on her wriggling bottom. The sound of the first smack jolted her as much as the pain of it. The angered foreman didn’t stop with the first strike. This would be no easy spanking. Smack after smack of the belt peppered her skin, leaving an instant burn and a biting sting.

		“Ouch! Stop!” she cried.

		Travis answered her plea with a rash of quick smacks. Meant to be fast and cutting, he continued on without a moment’s pause until her bottom was glowing bright pink.

		“Gawd, no no, pleeeeeese!” she begged. There were tears in her eyes, and desperation in her heart. The pain was fierce, but followed only by more strokes that increased the hurt.

		“I’m sorry, please!” she finally wailed, thinking he would find her apology reason to quit.

		“Apology unaccepted,” Travis barked.

		“Please, stop stop,” she tried again.

		“Only when you calm down,” he roared.

		“I can’t!” she cried. How could he expect her to be subdued, with the cruel leather coming down over and over again on her hot cheeks? And now his words just made her anger rise again. “Stop it!” she barked at him.

		“Maybe never,” he vowed. And he smacked the belt another several times just to emphasize his point.

		“I hate you Travis Wills!” she wailed.

		“You’ll hate me even more then,” he said. The belt smacked her hard, the leather connecting with her bouncing flesh as its imprint turned her bottom a strawberry red. The impact of it left savage stripes. The beastly implement made a ruthless journey until there was not one place anywhere on her exposed behind that wasn’t raw, hot and scarlet.

		As the battle continued, Lacy hardly softened her yelling or stopped her struggle, but the emotional tempest seemed to pass for both, as their anger faded into exhaustion. The emotion subsiding, Travis finally stopped the spanking and pushed her unceremoniously from his lap. Lacy hit the floor to look up at him through her tear stained eyes and mussed curls. Though she hardly could muster a look of scorn on her flushed faced, they both knew her indignation would revive in time.

		“Don’t test me again, Lacy Dalton, or you might have the same result. And I swear, you flail around like you did, I’ll tie you down next time.”

		Her eyes, which were much softer than they’d been before their conflagration, sparked again, but only for a moment. In the brief stare down between them, there were feelings exchanged that she didn’t want to admit to. Her only thought was how fast she could get out of the stable.

		“I think you’ve said enough,” Lacy said, pulling herself to her feet, as she briskly pulled her jeans over her raw bottom. She refused to wince even though her ass cheeks hurt like crazy. She wouldn’t give Travis that satisfaction. One last cool glance at her ranch foreman, and she brusquely left the office. Only as she was crossing the yard on the way to the house, did the real humiliation of the moment sink in. How could she look him in the face again, she had no idea; but it was clear that she hadn’t heard the last of Travis Wills.

		

		***

		

		Lacy had a date with Chase that evening. It should have been a perfect night. The heat had cooled some, so that in their foothill ranchland, there was a breeze by the time the sun was setting. The two had had dinner at their favorite steak house in town, danced a little at the Moon Dog Saloon, and were on their way home in Chase’s old Jeep. Turning off the main road, Lacy could read her fiancé’s intentions clearly.

		“You don’t want to sneak up to my room?” she wondered aloud. “Sneaking” Chase into her bed was simply an accommodation to her father. He knew what went on between them, but then, really didn’t want to know. He wanted them to get married, which they planned to do, had planned for two years; though it had still not happened. Lacy wasn’t all that anxious. She was perfectly pleased to have the brawny blonde man as a lover, but to have him in her bed every night? Looking over her shoulder all day long? No, she wasn’t ready for that. She simply wasn’t ready for the constraints of marriage.

		“No, I don’t want to sneak in to your room,” Chase replied scornfully. “I want to hoot and holler all I like. And with what I have in mind, I don’t want you to worry about your making a scene.”

		“Why would I be making a scene?” Lacy wondered.

		The Jeep maneuvered around the rocky back roads twisting a path toward a familiar clearing in the middle of nowhere. Chase stopped the Jeep within hearing distance of a babbling creek. Hopping out of the vehicle, he pulled a sleeping bag and blankets from the back and then opened the door for Lacy.

		“You haven’t answered my question,” Lacy noted.

		“You mean about the scene you’re going to make?” Chase replied with a sly grin on his face. In the sunset darkness, Lacy watched at Chase fumbled with something in the middle of the blankets, her fiancé finally pulling out an old-fashioned razor strop.

		“Good gawd!” she gasped.

		“Pretty, isn’t it?” he said, delighted with himself. He ran his hands along the cool leather. The hide from which it had been cut was thick. Two inches wide and two feet long, it was a formidable thing. “I found this in an antique shop in Sonora last week. Considering how much you react to getting spanked, I thought this might be useful.”

		“Oh! No you don’t,” Lacy recoiled from the thing. Not that it didn’t fascinate her, sending a wicked electric charge through her longing loins, but the idea of another punishment on her sore rear cheeks was horrifying. Travis’s belt and a razor strop, all in one day... Never!

		“Hey, you’ll love it and you know it,” Chase tried assuring her.

		“But tonight,” she moaned, sidling up to him seductively. “It really wasn’t what I had in mind.”

		“But it’s what I had in mind,” he said. “I like sex with you when you’re all fired up. Don’t you remember the night in the stable?”

		That was a night she’d never forget, not just the spanking, but the first time she’d laid eyes on Travis Wills. “Really, Chase, can’t we just make love, and maybe let the thought of a strapping inspire us.” She had her hand between his legs massaging his erection through his pants. Chase was inspired, all right. He was responding quite nicely to Lacy’s forward moves. He leaned down and kissed her lips. They opened for him, their tongues meeting tenderly. Dropping down to the scattered blankets and sleeping bag, they began tearing away each other’s clothes until there was nothing left to take off.

		It was dark, so there was no way that Chase would be able to see Lacy’s punished cheeks. She was thankful for that. Not only were they still sore, Travis had left little marks, not welts or cuts, or anything that severe; but there were places on her skin that were roughed up from the repeated blows of the belt. They would last a few days and then fade away as if they’d never been there; but right now, if they were in even a dimly lit room, Chase might have noticed. Maybe it was better that Chase had chosen this arena for their lovemaking.

		As it was, rocking about in his arms, Lacy had to hold back her desire to cry “ouch” when Chase’s hands grabbed at her rear mounds of flesh and squeezed hard. Once she let out a little shriek when he didn’t let go.

		“You getting soft on me?” Chase observed, just before he kissed her again. With Lacy on top of his erection, both of his hands were planted firmly on her bottom, kneading her eagerly. Lacy was half in agony, half in bliss. Her whole body had been electrically charged all day in the aftermath of Travis spanking her. She needed sex now. That it was savage lovemaking was almost righteous. Too bad it was Travis’s face and Travis’s arms that she imagined around her—something she never counted on. Could it be she had some sexual feelings for the man? The thought was ridiculous. But still, his face was etched inside her head, as if it had been put there with permanent ink.

		In the midst of the intoxicating bliss, Lacy was about to climax, when Chase suddenly pushed her off of him and felt around on the ground for the razor strap.

		“No, darling, please,” she objected.

		“Oh, yes,” Chase countered. “This is exactly the moment I want you.” Without further conversation, he poised himself, one knee on the ground, the other bent so that his fiancée could go over it. So close to the edge of satisfaction, Lacy struggled more than he expected her to, but she went over his leg nonetheless. With the strap doubled in his fist he began her second spanking of the day. All her worst fears were realized when the strap bit her skin from the instant the first smack landed.

		“Oh, gawd, please no!” she moaned from her gut. The feeling in her was so near the edge, the pain arousing even though it was difficult to bear. One moment she begged him to continue, the next, she was begging him to stop. Her body went wild. The wide leather warmed her, stung her skin and then with a softer blow, sent tidal waves of erotic passion moving through her. She might have gone on in the strange rhythm for some time, but Chase was intent on his own ends too. Finally dropping the implement, he pushed her to the ground on hands and knees and entered her wet home with a sharp thrust. That was all Lacy needed to soar over the edge. Even after the initial climax, her sensations continued on for some time. Chase rode her hard in an animal way, finally shooting his cum deep inside her pussy. Lacy was as submissive and yielding as he’d ever known her to be.

		They were lying snuggled inside the sleeping bag looking up at the stars that were peeking out from behind the nighttime clouds. The moon was just a sliver, so there was little light on them and the darkness of their meadow hideaway seeming to swallow them up.

		“I was right, wasn’t I? You loved it!” Chase said.

		“You want me to admit that?” Lacy said, dreamily. She really didn’t want to talk. The night was much too perfect to ruin with a recap of the event, especially when she could never reveal to Chase all that had been in her thoughts as they made love.

		“No. You don’t have to. I’ll be using the razor strap again, you can be sure of that. Though I have to admit, it packs more of a punch than I thought it would.”

		“Oh?”

		“Usually, unless of course I’m punishing you for real, you can take much more.”

		“Maybe it was just the night,” she explained. She closed her eyes and felt the comfort of Chase’s arms.

		“Maybe,” he mused. “I’ll tell you one thing, I can’t wait until you behave like a brat and I can really let go.”

		“Oh, you are a nasty man!” Lacy exclaimed, turning over in his arms. “But please, just be a love, let’s rest a bit. I don’t want to talk about spankings or brattiness or anything to do with leather and razor straps.”

		“Had enough so soon?” Chase asked with a chuckle.

		“For one day, yes,” she admitted.

		They closed their eyes to the night, letting the fresh air and the exhaustion send them into a dreamy sleep. Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, they returned to Skylark Ranch. In her half-awake state, as much as she might have wanted Chase to spend the rest of the night in bed with her, she pushed him back into his Jeep, giving him some barely plausible excuse. Mindful that in the light of day, he still might notice the marks that Travis left. She wasn’t about to take the chance of Chase finding out about her confrontation with the foreman.

		

	
		

		Chapter Two

		

		It was two days before Lacy saw Travis again. Those were well thought out days, when she organized her comings and goings to stay away from her ranch foreman. On the third day after their battle however, it was clear that she could not avoid the man forever.

		“You need to speak with Travis about the auction next week,” her father told her as they were discussing ranch business over a last cup of morning coffee; I expect you’ll both want to attend.”

		“I’d rather go by myself,” she countered. “I’ve done it before. I don’t see any point in complicating things with other opinions.”

		“He’s got valid opinions, Lacy,” he father explained. “You’ll go together.” Her look was exasperated, one her father had seen many times before. “Don’t get sassy with me, Lacy,” he said pointing a finger at her petulant face. “I told you to get along with the man. That little incident in the stable two days ago should have made a decent impression.”

		“You saw!” she looked at him horrified.

		“No, but Travis told me.”

		“He told you!” She was livid.

		“I suppose he thought he had an obligation to inform me when he’s disciplining my head-strong daughter.”

		“And you weren’t upset?” she asked.

		“Not in the slightest. I told him if you get out of line again, he has my complete permission to reign you in. I even offered him the old wooden paddle.”

		“You didn’t!”

		“Of course I did.”

		“And what did he say?”

		“I think it pleased him. Though he said he had plenty of ways to make you more civil. He’d only be using the paddle if he couldn’t get your cooperation any other way.”

		Lacy was seething. Her anger for her father was as rich as the anger that was brewing for Travis. The worst of it: the very fact that the two had discussed among themselves something so personal.

		“I am not going to be spanked by you again, or your ranch foreman,” she vowed indignantly.

		“Humph.” His sour expression was one she’d seen many times in her life. One she’d learned to dread. “That’ll only happen if you behave yourself and keep a civil tongue,” he said. About this, her father stood firm, his grim expression a reminder of the stormy relationship she’d had with the man when she was a teenager. Since that time, they’d been quite affectionate with each other. Why things were reverting back to the past, she didn’t understand. But she had no desire to make her behavior a matter of common talk and gossip.

		“Don’t worry, daddy. I have no intention of crossing your foreman again. But I will stay out of his way.”

		“Good.” Jess Dalton punctuated his comment with his hand at his belt, his fingers going around the leather as if he was about to pull it from his pants to use on her. This was Jess’s signature warning that she’d not forget. All the times he’d used it in the past, it still made her shiver knowing the determination behind it.

		Lacy had completely forgotten the way the morning had begun, with her father telling her that Travis would be attending the horse auction with her. It was still a matter to contest, but considering her father’s mood, she let her protest pass. When she finally saw Travis again, her father was at her side, walking toward the barn, Travis just outside waiting for them.

		“You and Lacy are going to auction together,” Jess Dalton announced to them both.

		“And when’s that?” Travis asked.

		“Two days.”

		“And I expect you to get along. We count on this auction to bring the ranch some fresh new blood. You both have keen eyes for it, let’s make it a good buy this year.”

		“We’ll do just fine, Daddy,” Lacy replied. “Now if you don’t mind, I want to work Bridgett.” Lacy started toward the interior of the barn, swishing by the two men brusquely.

		“Hold it a second,” her father called out.

		Lacy stopped in her tracks and turned around.

		“I just wanted Travis to know that you and I talked this morning. About how we agreed that you’ll be more congenial.”

		Lacy blushed, mortified that her father would bring up the subject in Travis’s presence.

		“That’s good,” Travis remarked. “I think we’ll be seeing eye-to-eye on things more often in the future, now that she knows what kind of consequences I’d wreak on her for being obstinate and bad-tempered. I never did tell her my rules.”

		“Rules?” Lacy repeated, her eyes wide and suspicious.

		“Yes, rules. It starts with mutual respect. As long as that exists, I’m a very pleasant man to be around. But let a woman think she can take charge ... well, you’ve already seen that I have my ways.”

		Lacy was not about to get into another conversation about the matter. “Don’t worry, I understand you perfectly, Mr. Wills,” she said with a pleasant grin. Looking at her father, she nodded respectfully. “Now if you don’t mind, I have a thousand things to do.”

		

		***

		

		The red pickup bounced down the dirt back roads. It was Travis’s decision to take the scenic route home. His flair for the unexpected seemed to be a character trait. He and Lacy had started out for the horse auction at the crack of dawn that morning. Lacy practically slept the entire hundred mile trek. She’d spent the night with Chase, into the wee hours, and found her lack of sleep a good excuse to ignore Travis for most of the two hour trip. While they were at the auction, they had gone their separate ways, looking at the available horses on their own, then coming back together to discuss their choices. Surprisingly, they were in agreement on just about everything, their selections seeming to match perfectly. Their only disagreement came when it was time for lunch. Lacy wanted to get away from the fairgrounds and have Mexican food at a little diner, where she’d eaten the year before. Travis, however, was adamant about hamburgers, and didn’t want to bother leaving the auction. An accommodating Lacy, relented. Not that she really wanted to give in, but it seemed like such an insignificant detail to get upset over.

		It was only after a relatively peaceful day, that the pleasant mood between them began to change on the way home.

		“Why on earth did you decide on this road?” Lacy asked Travis as they hit another bump in the road. She bounced a good six inches in the seat, her bottom landing hard. To that point, she’d hardly thought about sex the night before with Chase. However, taking this joyride on the “road from hell”, she was quickly reminded that he’d used the leather razor strap on her. The spirited erotic spanking had left her bottom cheeks much more sore than she realized. It had also lead to one hot night in bed, but at the moment, she wasn’t thinking that.

		“C’mon, Lacy. When can you see this kind of scenery without getting on back woods?”

		“But it’s going to take twice as long to get back home,” she complained.

		“And what’s so wrong with that? Have I been such bad company?”

		“No,” she admitted. “I was just planning to spend the evening with Chase.”

		“Ah!” he answered her. “So I’m going to ruin your date.” He sounded only a little chagrined.

		“Well, not really,” Lacy offered. It wasn’t a feeling that she’d planned; but the truth was, her long hours with Travis were not so unpleasant. The two drove on in silence for a while, Lacy having to admit that Travis had chosen a beautiful road. It twisted into the National Forest, and ran alongside a lovely stream.

		“You wouldn’t want to dip your toes in the water, would you?” Lacy suddenly suggested, the thought appeared to her out of nowhere.

		“Sure,” Travis replied, and within seconds he’d pulled the truck off the road. Lacy dashed out of the vehicle toward the steam.

		“I haven’t done this in years,” she shouted to Travis, who was just getting started down the steep bank. She waved him on after taking off her shoes and wading into the fast moving water. “Ooo, that’s cold,” she exclaimed. She waded in until her ankles were wet, and then to the middle of the rocky stream bed where the water came up to her calves. “You know I used to hike here as a kid,” she told Travis, as he approached her in his bare feet.

		“I did too,” he said. “I can remember sleeping in this valley, spending nearly a whole week here camping.”

		“Boy scout?” she asked.

		“Me? Never. No, I’m a more solitary woodsman,” he said. I like the solace. Tempers my spirit.”

		“Is that what you’re trying to do with me, bringing me here?” Lacy asked.

		Travis chuckled. “You are a suspicious one,” he observed. “And no, I’m not thinking about you and your moods all the time.”

		Lacy smiled, realizing that she was still obsessed with the more ticklish aspects of her relationship with Travis. For just an instant, she wondered if there was more to her feelings than just a gentle loathing of the man. Since she’d been with Chase, there had never been the thought of anyone else; but now, she couldn’t be sure that there wasn’t some bizarre attraction here.

		The two spent nearly an hour exploring the stream bed, watching tiny fish swim by and picking up interesting stones from the bottom. Travis skipped some across a waveless pool in front of the far shore. Lacy challenged him to a “skipping” match, and practically beat him at his own game. Then they splashed each other until they were both nearly drenched. In one awkward moment, Travis stared directly at Lacy’s chest, aware that her wet T-shirt was giving him a revealing outline of her generous unadorned breasts beneath.

		“Keep your eyes to yourself,” Lacy joked, and she turned around. The late afternoon sunshine nearly dried them both by the time they returned to the pickup and resumed the trip home. By then, the positive attitude between them had almost erased the memory of their first rough encounters.

		The truck bounced down the road for another three miles, this stretch of rock and dirt was worse than ever. “I think some storm washed out most of the roadbed,” Travis remarked, just when a miscue gave the truck a sharp jolt and the vehicle collided with a boulder on the side of the road. It came to an abrupt halt. Travis tried backing up, but the truck wasn’t budging. Several more frustrated efforts and he was outside, looking things over, opening the hood and peering inside to see what went wrong.

		Lacy stood by peacefully at first, but seeing his mounting frustration, she was becoming anxious too.

		“We’re going to have to walk for help,” he finally said, looking up at her.

		“Walk?”

		“Yeah, walk. You’ve got two healthy legs, and we have a long way to go.”

		“There’s no reason to be testy. Remember, this was your idea.”

		“Yeah, well stopping was yours.”

		“What does that have to do with anything?” she objected.

		Now both of them were aggravated. They set out together in silence, ignoring the breathtaking sights around them that only became more stunning in the long shadows cast by the setting sun. In an hour, they’d reached the intersection of a main road and their backwoods one. With the welcome sight of a tavern, there was no quarrel over where they’d go next. Inside the rough hewn building Travis called the ranch, and then the disgruntled pair ordered two frosty beers and sat down for a moment to rest.

		“It’ll take Chris a while to get here,” Travis said. But we should be home by nightfall.”

		Lacy sighed “So much for my date.”

		“Hey, don’t start,” Travis warned her.

		“Start what? Can’t I be disappointed?” she asked.

		“There are other things besides a roll in the hay with your boyfriend,” Travis replied.

		“Of course there are, and if I weren’t in this godforsaken place right now, I could be doing them.”

		“I said, don’t start. What I don’t need is your sass.”

		“You act like you’re the only one affected by this little turn of events,” Lacy asserted. “If you hadn’t been driving so damned fast, you wouldn’t have caught that stone and ruined daddy’s truck. We wouldn’t be sitting here now shooting darts at each other.”

		“We were having a good time, or perhaps you don’t remember that.”

		“Well, we aren’t now,” she lamented.

		“You know, you could keep your voice down,” Travis said, noticing the bartender and a couple of customers that were looking their way.

		“I don’t want to keep my voice down,” Lacy said. “If I want to bellow right now, I will. My feet are sore. I’m pissed as hell, and I really don’t care who knows.”

		“Can the attitude!” Travis whispered the order.

		“My attitude! Listen to yourself,” Lacy snapped.

		Grabbing his bottle of beer, Travis drew several bills from his pocket that he threw on the table, then he rose to leave.

		“Oh, no you don’t,” Lacy charged. “You’re not going to pay for mine. I’m not about to be beholden to you.” She fished around in her backpack and found a few bills that joined Travis’s money on the table. As it was, Travis wasn’t listening anymore; he was halfway to the door. Lacy caught up to him and flew right by, exiting the tavern before he could get out the door.

		Outside, Lacy waited several minutes for Travis to appear. Still inside, she assumed, he’d gone to the men’s room. A few minutes too long, she was more annoyed than ever. But knowing that she had nothing to say to the brutish and inconsiderate foreman, she started out on her own toward the truck. He’d catch up with her.

		“Where the hell are you going!” she heard Travis holler to her when she was nearly out of sight of the tavern.

		“To the truck,” she shouted back and resumed her hike.

		“Oh, no you don’t. You get the hell back here,” he hollered again. “We’re waiting for Chris.”

		Lacy ignored him. If he wanted to play his control games, that was fine, but she wasn’t planning to be controlled.

		Seconds later however, a panting Travis caught up with her, and grabbed for her arm.

		“I told you to come back,” he shouted.

		“And I told you I was going back to the truck. Isn’t daddy or Chris coming to get us?” she asked.

		“Yes, and they’re meeting us at the tavern, so they don’t get lost.”

		“Well, they can meet you. I don’t plan to spend another minute in your sight.”

		“Now, that’s about the most foolish thing I’ve ever heard,” Travis said. His steely eyes looked at her, while his hand still held her arm.

		“Let go of me; that’s hurting.” She tried to shake him off. And when she did, she turned on her heel and started toward the truck again. But Travis was close behind.

		“You don’t get it, do you?” he blared

		“Get what?” she asked.

		“I’m responsible for you and you’re staying with me.”

		“Oh, no,” she countered. “You are not responsible for me. Don’t pull that chauvinist crap with me.”

		“You know, you do have a foul mouth.”

		“Just like you’re a friggin’ asshole!” she exclaimed quite proud of herself.

		Travis’s scowl was incomparable, the way he could communicate his scorn in such a stern and domineering way. He wasn’t at all like Chase when he was angry. The feeling of his rage was like nothing Lacy had ever felt from a man. Strangely it infused her body with a heat she could only equate with something sexual, though at the moment sex was not what she had in mind.

		“You may not like it, Lacy, but right now I am in charge of getting you and the truck back to the ranch safely. Now you can abide by my decision, or I can take you into the trees and whip your behind until you behave. Which is it going to be?” “Ah, you’re giving me a choice, how sweet,” she answered with a biting ring.

		Travis’s anger peaked, and it took just this last of Lacy’s petulant remarks to put him over. “No, I’m not giving you a choice at all,” he said. “Not any more.” Grabbing her again, he held her so tightly she was sure she’d bruise. But there was no escaping her fate with the tenacious Travis. Dragging her only slightly struggling body into the privacy of the woods, he grabbed for several fresh sapling branches along the way. With a small bundle in hand, he stopped out of hearing distance of the tavern, sat down on a rock, and proceeded to tug at Lacy’s pants.

		“Oh, no! You’re not doing this again,” she shouted at him. She pulled away from his grasp and was standing several feet away, hands on hips, looking at him with an inferno firing in her lusty green eyes.

		“Oh, yes I am,” Travis assured her. He was surprisingly calm for the rage she could sense burning underneath the cool exterior. It seemed a pattern for the man to rage hot at the outset and then turn cold and steely once he’d decided to act. “And this time, Lacy Dalton, you’re going to cooperate with me.”

		“And what makes you think I’m not going to walk off and leave you here?” she offered.

		“Because you’re too smart for that, brat. If you do walk off, you can have your way,” he advised her. “I won’t touch you. But when we get back, I will take this up with your daddy. And if I’m guessing right, he’ll have me whup you good right in front of him with that old wood paddle he used to use on your misbehaving heinie. You can take it now, or take it later. It’s up to you; what’s it going to be?”

		“You ... you ...” she stammered. “You contemptible, vile, revolting man! You have no right, and you know that.”

		“I have the right, the permission from your daddy, and I even have your own desire telling me exactly what you want.”

		“My desire!” she blared.

		“I’d suggest you better hush, or the whole county is going to hear your words ringing through these foothills. Just tell me, Lacy, what’s it going to be?”

		Lacy stood before him in silence. She was breathing hard, her flushed cheeks were red as a beet, and her eyes continued to remain on fire, even as she tried to make some sense of the ridiculous predicament.

		“Your ass now, or your ass later?” Travis prompted her.

		She was a stubborn and unflinching woman, but she was also smart enough to know when she’d been beaten in a game she could never win. It was useless to battle more. She could just see the nasty welcome home. Travis would have a man-to-man talk with her daddy, likely in front of Chase, and anyone else that wanted to see her get the licking of her life. She’d be paddled hard, crying for mercy, and they wouldn’t give a hoot about her embarrassment.

		Lacy had no desire to be made a fool of like that. Once, just once in her past, she’d had just that kind of treatment. Her father had spanked her in front of six ranch hands after they’d had their nastiest row. She vowed it would never happen again. What had started out to be a fairly decent day had turned into this miserable mess. How this happened was beyond her understanding; regardless, she knew what she had to do.

		Without say a word, Lacy began to fumble with the button on her jeans. That undone, unzipping the fly, she pushed the denim over her hips and then off over her feet. Sauntering toward the waiting Travis in nothing but her T-shirt and panties, she watched the man’s expression turn into a smile. It was a fresh reminder of what a despicable brute he was.

		“I’m glad to see you’re thinking a little more clearly,” he said.

		“I swear, Travis Wills ....” she started.

		“Shush.” He put his finger to his lips. “Just get over my knee and we’ll get this over with.”

		There were a thousand nasty retorts coming to her mind, but she kept her silence. The whole idea of this was thoroughly repulsive. But as she shivered just seeing the mean looking branches in Travis’s hand, she knew there was no other choice. Letting Travis guide her over his lap, her bottom was right where he wanted it, ready and waiting for what was sure to be a nasty session.

		To Lacy’s surprise however, Travis once again did the unexpected.

		Instead of flailing her with the branches, he laid them down beside him, and with the utmost care began to finish unclothing her. Lifting the edge of her panties, he slowly drew them over her bottom. As the afternoon air hit her naked cheeks she was painfully aware of that Travis was viewing her behind with much more interest than she would hope him to have. When he finally finished with the ritual, it was not the branches that first hit her bottom. It was his hand instead that was doing the deed, the palm coming down on her rear with peppery hot smacks. More than just a bite however, there was a strange tenderness accompanying each spank.

		With every smack, Lacy felt the heat of it race through her body, as if it were Chase himself spanking her with the thought of sex motivating the moment. Without the thought of sex, this spanking took on all the aspects of a fatherly stern reproof, even though she’d never felt anything like this from her father. Something of a friend, guardian and protector, Travis wasn’t just spanking her because he was angry, he spanked her because she was behaving badly, and needed to be reprimanded. That fact rang through loud and clear.

		Once Lacy’s bottom was hot from end to end and top to bottom, the intensity of the hits increased, and the awe of her feelings began to subside. The threat of sheer pain was becoming the first thing in her mind.

		“Oh, please, haven’t I had enough,” she wailed at last. “This hurts so much!” She wiggled her fanny, but it was hardly enough to escape Travis’s grasp.

		“Ouch, ouch, oh my gawd, no!”

		The steady smacking continued.

		“Ouch, please!” she tried again.

		The repetitious staccato beat resonated through her like a firestorm.

		“Good gawd! No more!”

		It was then that Travis paused. Having said nothing to that point, Lacy hoped the interlude signaled the end, but it did not.

		“You know for a regular brat, who’s used to this treatment, you really don’t have an appreciation for a good sound punishment.”

		“Oh, please Travis, not anymore!” she cried. “I don’t deserve this.”

		“Deserve it! Threatening to run off on your own, just as night’s coming on. Don’t tell me that’s not foolish!” he declared. “You’ve only gotten half the message, Lacy Dalton. It will be days before you’ll be forgetting this punishment.”

		Changing his tone altogether, Travis suddenly stood up, while hanging on to Lacy at the same time. With little ceremony, he flung her bare-bottomed over the rounded rock where he’d been sitting and picked up the branches.

		“Oh, please no!” she cried out, when she realized what he was doing.

		“Oh, yes, brat,” he countered.

		Wasting no time, he drew back his arm and brought the bundle of thin saplings down on Lacy’s hot red behind. There was a defining swish, then a threatening snap, then a wicked thwack as the branches landed on her flesh.

		“Yeeeawww!” she screeched. The first cut bit like nothing she’d ever experienced — not from belt, or strap, or wooden paddle.

		Swish, snap, thwack. The branches struck again.

		“Yeeeeawwwwww!” her cry lasted longer.

		Swish, snap, thwack.

		“Yeeawwwww!” Forgetting where she was and who might hear, she let loose with another wild cry. “Please, please, please, no more!” she managed to frame a real plea.

		But Travis ignored her. She didn’t know it, but there would be ten swift cuts before he would finish.

		Swish Thwack.

		“Yeeeeawwwwwwww!” she wailed.

		Travis repeated the process five more times, seeing that Lacy’s bottom looked as if it was torn to shreds the way the red marks were so distinctly etched into her once white skin. It was only an illusion, the “shreds”. The skin was not broken; and once the burning color had faded there would only be the faintest lines. But for a thrilling sight, and the effect, he was satisfied with the job.

		For the final cut, Travis paused so that Lacy thought he was done.

		“Hold it,” he said, noting that she was about to rise.

		“No, no, not more,” she pleaded with him.

		“Just one, brat,” he informed. “But for this you’d better grit your teeth.”

		“Oh, Travis, please,” she protested sincerely. But the deed was already being accomplished, with the horrible swish and snap, followed by a treacherous sharp pain in her bottom that ignited every atom in her body with a flaming charge.

		“Now you’re done,” he announced. “And I’d suggest you’d better get yourself together. Chris shouldn’t be too far from the tavern by now.”

		On another occasion Lacy might have leapt to her feet after a thrashing, but this time, she felt more broken and weary than she’d felt in some time. Pulling herself up slowly, she finally found her way to her feet. She was surprised to find herself taking Travis’s arm for assistance, surprised as well to bear him no ill-will for this happening.

		Once she was on her feet, her crying over, she walked with him chagrined, head down as they returned to the road.

		

		In the tavern a second time, they were drinking beer, just as they had before; except that now, Lacy’s bottom was burning through her pants. Her feelings for the man opposite her were as muddled and confused as they’d ever been. Something happened between them in the woods that threatened the way she thought about her relationship to men, and especially this one. Thankfully she didn’t have to ponder her dilemma for long. After their beer, Chris showed up, followed shortly by Chase, who’d decided not to wait for his fiancé until Travis brought her home.

		“You all right?” Chase asked her as he put his arms around the weary young woman.

		She nodded, not knowing how she was going to get through this night with Chase, but somehow she’d put on the good act. She was certainly thankful that he was whisking her away from this nightmare, and she could put the whole amazing day out of her mind. The sooner she put some distance between her and Travis, the happier she’d be.

		

	
		

		Chapter Three

		

		“Oh, my god no!” Lacy shouted in her sleep. She bolted upright in bed and opened her eyes to end the nightmare.

		Lying next to her, Chase was drawn from a sound sleep by his fiancée’s shouts. “You all right?” he asked.

		“No, no I’m not all right,” she exclaimed. She shook her head confused. “Or maybe I am. I guess it was just a dream.”

		Chase pulled her back to him, and she put her arms around his warm body, snuggling back under the sheets.

		“You remember the dream?” he asked. He could feel her heart still beating fast, though it was beginning to slow.

		“No, I don’t. You know how they fly away.”

		“Well, it was nothing, I’m sure,” he assured her, as he stroked her hair and kissed her forehead tenderly. “Nothing but a dream,” he murmured softly.

		Chase was already falling back to sleep while he hung on to the scared young woman. Lacy, on the other hand, was not so quick to drift off, her mind was wide awake as she recalled in vivid detail the essence of her nightmare.

		...Over Travis’s lap, she felt his hand coming down to meet her bottom as if he was really there. She saw the picture, like watching a movie, complete with lifelike detail, how she looked draped submissively, her bare bottom cheeks a scarlet red from having been well spanked, and Travis’s hand with ever efficient swats continuing on as if there was no end in sight. Brisk, exacting, even to the point of being harsh, the scene went on in her mind, with one astounding exception to reality. This spanking, rather than causing her pain, was as arousing as each jolt of a man’s healthy erection prodding her welcoming interiors on the way to a climax. In the dream she was aroused, and the picture of her arousal made the longing in her loins intense. She’d made love to Chase that night, though it was not the mind-blowing experience of terrific heat like she was feeling in her imagination with Travis. The feel of Travis’s hand, the utter tenderness of his stern and abiding control of her was unparalleled in her real experience. She tried to put Chase’s face in the picture, replacing her ranch foreman’s, was completely useless. Her mind, body and loins required Travis, and Travis alone to generate the sensuous rush.

		It seemed like hours before she fell asleep, even as the remembrance of Travis played like a broken phonograph record, over and over and over in her inner mind.

		

		“You sleep okay?” Chase asked, the next morning, remembering that somewhere in the night she’d awakened screaming.

		“After a while,” she answered him, though she didn’t fill in any details. She quickly put on a pleasant smile, as if that could cover up the odd feeling that lingered after sleep. “I think you’d better sneak out,” she advised him. “You know how daddy grumbles if he sees you here this early.”

		“You know, Lacy, we wouldn’t have that problem if we got married,” Chase reminded her.

		“Yeah, I know,” she said. “But I’m not ready.”

		“Why not?” he pressed. They went through this same discussion every month, always with the same outcome. “What more could you have to decide? We know we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together.”

		“No, we don’t,” Lacy replied, saucily.

		“Well then, what can I do to convince you?” he said. “I’m tired of waiting.” The look on his face mirrored his frustration.

		“And I’m tired of you asking,” she shot back. “It’s a woman’s prerogative to be careful.”

		“Careful!” he exclaimed. “It’s not like you don’t know every damn thing about me.”

		“Maybe that’s the problem. I know you too well. I need more mystery.”

		Chase shook his head. He’d never figure out Lacy Dalton, not in a million years. The only thing he knew was that she was supposed to marry him—that’s what he’d always planned—and he would stick it out with her until the bitter end or longer to have her. Not that he hadn’t thought of breaking off their engagement and going elsewhere. He’d thought of it a lot. But no other woman had her spunk, and no other woman had given him such a good time in bed. In the back of his mind; he was giving her another six months, then he’d have to lay it on the line. Until then, they’d have the same conversation monthly with the same conclusion, just to remind her that he would eventually demand she make up her mind.

		Lacy was out the door and off the to the barn before he could press her further, and he was left half-dressed in her room, required to tiptoe downstairs and pretend he’d slept on the couch.

		

		“Hi!” Lacy heard Travis’s pleasant voice behind her and she turned about.

		“Oh, hi,” she said, with a smile, as the memory of her nightmare—if it was a nightmare at all—came fresh to mind.

		“You’re looking lovely today,” Travis observed.

		“And since when are you giving me compliments?” she asked.

		“Since when is that a crime?” he asked.

		“I just wonder if there’s some ulterior motive,” she stated.

		“Absolutely none,” he replied, annoyed that she was maintaining a cool distance.

		“I wonder,” she said. She walked toward the far end of the barn to grab some harnesses she’d left there for one of the ranch hands to repair.

		“Lacy,” Travis’s voice startled her, the timbre more resonant than she was accustomed to, as if he meant serious business.

		“What?” she spoke with the same icy tone.

		“Don’t you think we could get along? I mean, after the other day, on the way back from the auction, we did share some reasonable moments.”

		Lacy looked at the handsome man, realizing that she was reacting to him with a school-girl kind of flutter in her stomach. Travis bridged the distance between them, stopping just a foot from her. She shivered but remained in her place as though she was unable to move even an inch.

		“Get along? I thought we were getting along.”

		“We enjoyed the scenery, and the dip in the stream.”

		“Yes, and if you hadn’t been so dammed pig-headed, we might have enjoyed the rest of the day,” she reminded him.

		“Me, “damn pig-headed”,” Travis repeated back.

		It seemed they were destined to spar, even when they tried to be civil. The attempt was lost once the first fresh barb had been thrown.

		“Yes, you,” she swore. Her jaw was firmly set; her hands were on her hips and that nasty flare he’d seen often enough in her green eyes was lighting once again.

		“You know, I don’t know why I try,” Travis said.

		“Try what?” another voice joined the scene, surprising them both. Travis and Lacy turned toward the door to see Jess Dalton standing in the doorway. They could make him out by the stunning stature of the man, since they could hardly see his features with the bright light behind him. Sizing up the scene readily, it was clear he was irritated by what he’d interrupted. “I don’t have to take your pants down and paddle your behind, or do I, young lady?” he queried.

		“Daddy, enough spanking talk. We were just having a healthy disagreement,” Lacy said. “Nothing serious at all.”

		“Is that right, Travis?” Jess asked.

		Before Travis could reply, Chase appeared, standing next to Jess Dalton, his hulking body looming even larger than Lacy’s father.

		“Is there something going on I should know about?” Chase asked, his expression both perplexed and worried.

		“No, darling, not at all,” Lacy said, moving forward to take her fiancé’s arm.

		“You might want to reign in your fiancée’s flippant attitude,” Jess said. “And lay your hand on her bottom for good measure.”

		“Sir?”

		“We’re just having a gentle war,” Lacy said with a jaunty smile. “You know Daddy.” With that she was off, dragging Chase along with her.

		

		“What’s going on with you and Travis?” Chase asked, when they were out of earshot.

		“Travis?”

		“Yeah, Travis.”

		“Nothing.” She shook her head, as if it was bizarre of him to ask.

		“And what about that crack about my laying a hand on you?”

		“Oh, you know Daddy. Anytime I upset him, he threatens to spank me like I was still a kid.”

		“Really? Does he know that I spank you?”

		“You think I’d tell him? Good gawd, it’s hardly the same thing, what’s between you and me and how he punished me as a kid.”

		Chase smiled slyly, as if he was thinking of a spanking right that instant.

		“Maybe I ought to talk to your daddy...” he mused.

		“You will not!” she said. “I don’t need another man talking about my derriere.”

		“Another man? Who else is discussing your bottom?”

		“It’s all a joke, Chase. And I don’t like to be the butt of it, if you know what I mean.”

		“Well, let me tell you, Lacy Dalton,” Chase said, suddenly turning serious. “If another man spanks your behind, I damn well better know about it.”

		“Oh?” She was surprised by his little fit. Was he jealous? “Now when do you suppose that’s going to happen?” she asked him, innocently. They were at the Jeep; Chase climbing in.

		“Remember, I’m flying to San Diego this afternoon,” he told her. “But when I get back, we’ll finish this conversation, you can be sure of that.”

		“There’s nothing to finish,” she said. She gave him a warm wet kiss on the lips, trying to end the discussion. Touching his thighs, high between his legs, she gave him something else to think about. “I’m going to miss you,” she said sweetly.

		“Don’t worry, I’ll be back tomorrow. If you need your bottom warmed, I can do it then.”

		“I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” she assured him.

		With a wave of her hand, he was off. And as she watched him leave, she decided that she was really going to have to stop all this spanking talk, or she was going to end up in real trouble for sure.

		

		***

		

		At dusk, Lacy was making a late dinner in the kitchen. The cook’s night off, it was her turn to make the evening meal for her father and whoever might be joining them. She planned for just the two that night. The other ranch hands including Travis were headed toward town on Friday night, getting an early start on the weekend.

		The sky outside glowed red from the sunset, so red that it changed the hue of the world around her in a strange, somewhat ethereal way. She loved this kind of day’s end. It was so rare, she was treasuring the feeling. Daydreaming happily, she was suddenly drawn from her pleasant reveries, by a strange agitation. Something had gone awry. Instinct, intuition, a damn strong churning in the pit of her belly, she went out to the back porch and gazed toward the barns. To her utter shock there were wild flames leaping toward the sky, the crackle and smoke hitting her ears and nostrils in the same panicked instant. She ran to the barn yelling loudly for anyone’s help. No one answered her. And by the time she got to the barn door, she found that the metal handle was too hot to touch. From the inside she heard the coughing sounds of someone in distress, and looked about for some way to pry loose the red hot door.

		It was both her misfortune and her luck that the aging barn was a firetrap. Misfortune, since it had been only a matter of time before this would happen, and her luck, since it meant that the door gave way without much of a battle. The end of an old rake quickly pried open the decaying wood.

		The sound of some man coughing was worse yet, but she could hardly see inside the smoky structure. It was a risky business trying to enter the barn, knowing the flames were just beyond the entrance, but she had to try. Just as she was about to move into the hot interior however, she found someone at her back throwing her feather light body aside as he dashed beyond her. Travis. It was her foreman’s fleeting form she recognized fumbling about inside. She didn’t see him for several seconds. When he finally emerged, he was carrying in his arms, as if he held a broken the child, the body of Jess Dalton.

		“Oh, my gawd.” She dashed toward her father, as Travis laid him on the ground.

		“Stay with him,” Travis said. “Artificial respiration,” he called back to her, as he fled toward the house and a phone.

		Jess coughed and coughed again, while she tried to revive him with mouth to mouth resuscitation. Methodically, efficiently, just as she’d learned, she tried to keep the heart alive and his breathing free. Tears of desperation streaming down her cheeks, she continued on, until Travis returned and took over for her. The steady assurance of his presence, however, did nothing to change what she knew in her heart would happen.

		It was a ten minute drive at a reckless clip from town to the ranch, through winding terrain. A medic would simply have to fly to be there in time to save her father.

		“We should have taken him ourselves,” Lacy cried as it looked certain that Travis’s efforts were failing. Her father’s body looked lifeless, his spirit fast fading from the sagging bones. Where he looked vigorous when he was on two feet, she realized how frail he really was.

		“It would have been worse, Lacy,” Travis said. “He took a bad fall inside. I never should have moved him, but I had no choice. His neck, maybe even his back . . .”

		That was why he was lying all funny, Lacy thought to herself, as she stared down at her father’s face. He seemed so peaceful. The world for that instant stopped as she made her last connection with Jess Dalton. And then, everywhere around her things were spinning. The noisy blare of fire trucks and ambulance sirens, people rushing around her, and uniform clad men lifting her father’s body away.

		By the time help arrived however, the results were clear. Travis and Lacy stood clear of them while the paramedics worked feverishly on the old man. She imagined they would take him with an oxygen mask affixed to his face; that she and her foreman would follow behind in the Bronco. There’d be a race to the hospital, and they would wait patiently outside closed doors. The scene so familiar from a hundred movie epics flashed quickly through her mind. And yet, when the medics at last backed away from her father’s limp body, it was another story altogether.

		“I’m sorry, Miss Dalton,” a compassionate voice said.

		Standing stock still for some moments waiting for the message to register, Lacy finally collapsed weakly against Travis, as his arm went around to comfort her.

		She looked up to the barn. The firemen from town were watching the blaze just as she had done. How many times she’d discussed with father the need to replace the old monument. And it was her father that insisted that it was a waste of good money.

		“It killed him,” she said wearily, unable to stop the flood of tears that had begun to stream down her red flushed cheeks.

		“Killed him? No Lacy,” she heard Doc Case interject. He’d arrived moments after the paramedics and examined Jess Dalton’s body, pronouncing him dead.

		Lacy looked to him and then at her father, as if somehow the man might have performed a miracle that no one else had managed. But Jess still lay lifeless on the rolling gurney.

		“Heart attack, Lacy. It was another heart attack. I’m sure of it. We’ll do an autopsy when I get him back in town, just to make certain. But with the smoke, the fall, there wasn’t much chance . . .”

		“No, no!” Lacy stammered. She shook her head violently. “No, this can’t be!” she cried. “Please, God no!”

		She was adamant, something for that instant slipped totally out of joint. Nothing made sense, not her life, her father’s death, everything was askew. She shivered nervously, the agitation seeming to take over her body. And then without warning, she jerked free of Travis’s arms and raced wildly toward the house.

		“Lacy stop!” Travis called to her.

		She ignored the demand.

		“Lacy!” his voice was stern.

		“Let her go,” Doc Case advised. “She’ll be all right. It’s just the shock.”

		“I’ll go to her,” Travis said to the company that watched. His sense of duty and care for her was obvious.

		“But let her cry,” Doc Case said, as the foreman moved away from him. “She needs to.”

		“Yes, of course,” Travis agreed. “But I will be with her.”

		

		***

		

		“Lacy! Lacy!” Travis called, as he entered the living room of the house. “Lacy.” He wasn’t sure where she would be, but he would find her. She was in shock, something he remembered once from his own past. He remembered well the agony of losing a loved one. “Where are you?” he called to her. She didn’t answer.

		Creeping from room to room in the eerie dark house, he called to her all along the way, but there was no response. When he got to the staircase, he was about to mount the steps, when he thought he heard the sounds of a snuffing nose. He stopped.

		“Lacy?” he called once again.

		He heard the snuff again, and waited for some reply.

		“Don’t hide, hon. It’s gonna be okay.”

		He waited longer, then realized that Lacy Dalton was under the stairs, sitting in a chair in the dark, acting like a mouse frozen by the sound of something terrifying coming her way. Moving around the staircase, he found her, barely making out her tear stained face, dimly illuminated in the inky black space.

		“Lacy, come on out. It’s gonna be okay.” For a while, her gaze was frozen forward, but then she slowly turned toward him. “C’mon, hon, it’s going to be okay.” He reached out his hand.

		She shook her head, the same passionate gesture she’d used outside. “No, no,” she cried. “It’s not okay at all. It will never be. It’s all my fault. I knew that barn should come down. I knew he should stop working. I knew that. I knew it all and I didn’t put my foot down.”

		“Since when has anyone put their foot down with Jess Dalton?” Travis asked her. He motioned her with his hand. “C’mon. It’s not your fault.”

		“It is!” she blared at him, her anger rising. “And don’t you dare be kind to me!”

		“Lacy, stop!” Travis roared at her. “You come out of there right now before I have to drag you out.”

		She remained in her seat.

		“C’mon,” he urged her more gently, though his patience was wearing thin.

		His gestures of comfort were falling on deaf ears, but his insistence won her over, since she knew he’d stay there until she complied.

		“I did it, Travis,” she said taking his hand. “I sometimes hated him so much, I wanted him dead.”

		“No, you didn’t,” Travis countered.

		“Yes, I did! I kept thinking about how easy it would be without him screwing things up all the time.”

		“That’s natural, just a daughter’s frustration.”

		“I could have done so many things.” She was crying again. Inconsolable.

		“Lacy, stop, you’ve got to stop this,” he insisted. She was in his arms, but feeling no comfort from his warmth. The only thing in her mind and on her lips was her self-reproach for twenty-five years of a troublesome relationship with her father.

		“No, no, I don’t have to stop,” she said backing away from him. She was thrashing about, not as though she wanted to get away, but intent on venting a wrathful anger. Her movements were erratic and as irrational as her thinking.

		“Lacy stop!” Travis roared once more, as he tried to contain the flailing young woman. But she wouldn’t be contained.

		Seeing no other solution, Travis’s instincts took over, as he found himself moving her toward the living room couch, where her struggling body went over his lap. She was too senseless to know what was happening, and too far gone to stop on her own. Without wasting a second, Travis proceeded to spank her behind with hard quick strokes, hoping to stop her confusion with a good dose of reality. Smack, smack, smack, he bore down on his task with a ferocity that he’d rarely employed so well. He needed to get through to her inner pain with a physical one that would bring her back to her senses. The powerful smacks reigned down hard until Lacy’s once furious form began to stop the violent rage. The treatment was paying off. The more Travis smacked her bottom, the more her fitful behavior subsided, soon replaced by a sorrowful weeping over her loss.

		After a time, there was hardly an ‘ouch’, hardly a protest. Lucy Dalton seemed to realize that getting spanked was knocking some sense into her. She welcomed the pain, even though it was not as painful as it could be with Travis’s hand hitting over top her denim shorts. What pain there was brought relief, and release, and, oddly, arousal as well. On the night of her father’s death, in a strangely curious turn of events she found herself more turned-on than she’d been in days. An incredible feeling soared through her. And with everything pent-up being released, she allowed the feelings to simply be.

		Travis went on spanking her for sometime. His strokes were as harsh as ever, his mood as dark and sure. And only when he knew that he’d exhausted most of the young brat’s emotional caldron, did he even think of stopping.

		“Oh, gawd, I’m so sorry,” she cried as he finally lifted her from his lap at last.

		“I know,” he said, holding her against his chest. “You just went a little over the edge.” He was so sincere and so kind. The affection in him flooded her, just as the wild warmth of her hot ass end was sending the most lovely erotic feelings through her body. Holding her close for comfort, she felt his hands caressing her hair, and knew that his lips were kissing her, just as a fond parent might when comforting a broken-hearted child.

		“You want me to call Chase?” he asked her softly, when her crying began to end.

		She shook her head, no. “He won’t be home,” she said. “He flew to San Diego this afternoon. And I don’t know how to reach him until morning.”

		“Well then, I’ll stay here as long as you need me,” he offered. “You want to go to town? You know they’ve taken Jess’s body there.”

		“What good’s that going to do now?” she said. “His body’s nothing. It’s his spirit that was everything. And that’s somewhere else beyond this.” She looked up to the ceiling above her, as if she might see his face shining down on her.

		“He expects you to be strong, I know that,” Travis said.

		“I know that too,” she said.

		Lacy remained in Travis’s arms, cuddled on his lap. He was like a best friend taking good care of her and she had no desire to let go. It made no sense when they’d been wary friends at best, and most often downright enemies. Then again, maybe it was just the circumstances that drew them together. In the shock and sorrow and savage moment of passion, something merged in them, rising up around them as if the moment was pre-ordained, and what was to follow was written in the stars.

		She felt his large warm hands through her blouse, holding her arms tightly. Her head had been tucked in his chest so tight she could hear his heart beating. She felt something more than affection, a tingling through her whole body. Pulling away enough to look at his sympathetic face she saw something more than sympathy. Not realizing how close their lips would be, it surprised her that they almost touched. Just millimeters away, it took no effort at all for them to meet, at first tentatively and then with the roar of their emotions taking over. Pressed together, the kiss grew from something innocent, to something full bodied and passionate. With one hand, he held her warm ass and massaged her with his palm. Reaching bare skin up under her shorts, he ignited a tempest of steam and heat. The kiss went on and their mouths opened. Then Travis fell to his side with Lacy still locked tightly in his grasp. Body to body, they felt for flesh, his and hers. Anywhere they could find bare skin, they sought to find more. Unbuttoning buttons, undoing zippers, pushing, tugging, pulling away extraneous garments, they remained fused tightly the entire time. And when they were nearly naked, when their loins were free of all encumbrances, Travis pressed his erection into Lacy’s mellow soft cunt. She was ready for him, opening her legs wide to experience the “leap for joy” sensation of that first rash thrust.

		Kisses, more kisses, with each stroke of his shaft, each gentle and savage movement, and there were both.

		She moaned, cried more, listened to his guttural exclamations, rocked purposefully against his thrusting thighs and squeezed tight from deep within. He was large in her, different ... soft and powerful, taking charge of everything, but letting her respond too. Again and again, the thrusting lasted longer than she could imagine, so she was hitting a wild peak, and then another, all the while he was climbing to the pinnacle of his own mountainous lust.

		At last.

		She cried loudly.

		He groaned from deep within.

		They were pressed together so fast, there was no telling one from the other.

		For an instant, an eternity — there was no way to measure. They remained clenched in mutual orgasm. And when the sensations died away, they clung like summer vines that would have to be torn away to be removed.

		There, on the couch in the ranch house they spent the night, until Lacy, coming to at the first light of dawn, pulled Travis with her up the stairs and invited him into her bed.

		

		Morning came quickly. Lacy woke to a putrid scent of burnt smoke wafting through the open window. She remembered the fire, and snuggled close to the warm flesh beside her. Travis. Not Chase, but Travis lay next to her.

		He felt her approach, coming out of his sleep enough to plant his morning erection between her legs. She was as compliant as she was the night before. Some inner knowingness remained at the back of her mind, that this was wrong when she was pledged to another man. But just once more, just another moment of comfort from this kind soul. She needed that, that anonymous feeling of release, the unconditional no-strings variety of compassion that Travis Wills brought to her bed.

		She felt a climax begin to mount, then the delicious spasms take over. She needed this in the morning, especially on this morning. Once she was out of bed, the world would get ugly again, and there would be more sorrow to express and more strength required. She needed this mindless holiday of weakness, before she could face the new day.

		They came to their mutual ends at nearly the same moment. It was the event, her father’s death that made them so close, she was certain of that. She relished the feel of him, the hard muscles of his chest and thighs, the tight compact feel of his sexy rear end and sensuous, manly flesh. She relished it all, before she finally pulled herself from the bed, and donned her bathrobe.

		One longing glance back at him, Travis only smiled, as though he too knew that there were no words to explain this moment, or the last several hours they’d spent together.

		“I’ll make breakfast,” she told him.

		“Sounds good,” he replied and she left the room.

		

		Lacy was out the bedroom door and on her way down the stairs when she stopped short at the midway landing.

		“Chase!” she gasped, seeing her fiancé there.

		“Lacy?” he looked up at her warily.

		“Oh, good God, Chase!” she exclaimed, running toward him, flinging her arms around him.

		“Darling, darling,” he murmured as they remained arms locked tightly. “I’m so sorry.”

		“It was horrible. The worst night of my life!” she cried.

		“I wish I’d been here,” he said softly, “I wish I’d been here.”

		She let his arms hold her, his hands caress her tenderly. It didn’t seem to be necessary, not after she’d already been consoled. This she did for him, until she finally backed away.

		“I was just going to get some breakfast. I don’t think I ate last night,” she said, trying to remember.

		They heard a creak on the upstairs landing and looked up at the loft above.

		“Travis?” Chase questioned, as he saw the ranch foreman coming from down the hall, tying one of Jess Dalton’s bathrobes around him.

		“Chase, I’m glad you’re back,” Travis said.

		“You stayed the night?” Chase asked.

		“Lacy was pretty distraught. Doc Case didn’t think it was a good idea to leave her alone in the house all night.”

		“Sure,” Chase agreed. He looked skeptical, but he nodded his head as if he agreed.

		“We all need breakfast,” Lacy interjected into the tense moment. Then she led the way to the kitchen, where the remnants of last night’s dinner remained on the kitchen countertops. Sweeping it all into the trash, she started over, while the weight of this new twist in her life was beginning to catch up with her.

		

	
		

		Chapter Four

		

		The salvage company had cleaned up the burnt-out barn. Lacy ordered it demolished, torn away, every trace of it hauled off. All except the old stone wall, that three weeks after her father’s funeral, was harboring the old vine that for years had crawled up the stones and wound its way about the aging edifice. Otherwise, when Lacy looked to where the barn had been, she saw nothing but sky beyond the rise. There would be no reminder of the night she’d gazed at the blazing building where her father met his last hour.

		“They’ve done just as you wanted,” she heard Travis speak, approaching her from behind.

		“Yes, yes they have,” she said turning around to answer him.

		“You planning a new barn here?” he wondered.

		“No.” She looked back to the mound where bulldozers had just smoothed the rocky ground. “Grass. Just grass and maybe I’ll transplant some vines for the other side of the wall. Plants some flowers.

		“You still might need a new barn, or at least a shed.”

		“Yes, well, but it won’t be here.” She didn’t know why she was so adamant about this. But then, she’d been working a lot of gut feelings for three weeks, an automatic-pilot steering her course. She could only hope that the decisions she’d made were wise. Chase had been there to listen to her, act as a sounding board, but he was not one to mess with her decisions. He knew her too well to offer advice he was certain she wouldn’t take. Besides, he’d been more concerned about comforting her than anything else—those times when she’d suddenly fly off the handle with rage that would turn into tears. He’d spent as much time with her as possible and still keep his own job in town.

		In three weeks she’d moved some distance in her grief, but she still had some ways to go. For the most part, she still wasn’t ready to address the emotional loss of her father. That was a pain that she nurtured deep and kept to herself. To guard against it, she threw herself into the ranch’s business with an enthusiasm that others would marvel at.

		“I was wondering, Lacy,” Travis continued in a serious tone, “if now might be a good time for me to leave.”

		Hearing Travis’s suggestion, she turned about brusquely and eyed the foreman with a look of surprise. She was shocked. “Leave! What gives you the notion to do that?”

		“Perhaps you’re forgetting how we fight all the time? How you vowed to fire me, before your father’s death? I don’t want to stay past my welcome.”

		The conversation was totally unexpected, and she was almost too flustered to speak. “I don’t know what to say, Travis. But I’m not even thinking of your leaving. You don’t have another job do you?” she asked worriedly.

		“No. I haven’t gone that far.”

		“But you’re thinking of it?”

		“I just assumed ...”

		“But no. Not now. I was rash and temperamental before, but things have changed. And though I’m perfectly capable of running this ranch, I do need help.” She blushed a bit. “It’s difficult to admit, but you do know what you’re doing here. I need you now. Please stay on.”

		Travis smiled. “All right.” He nodded his head. “You know I love this place. I loved your father.”

		“My father has nothing to do with this,” she shot out sharply.

		“Excuse me?” he said, unaware that she’d be so sensitive about the subject.

		“I want you to stay, but only, if you want to,” she managed to add. “Not out of some silly sense of duty to Jess Dalton. I won’t tolerate that.”

		“Lacy, I do love this ranch, and my work. I can’t say it any better than that.”

		“Good. Then it’s settled,” she said satisfied. “Though there is one thing ...” she started again.

		“What’s that?” he asked.

		“The night Daddy died ...” She paused a moment.

		He looked at her waiting for more, not about to lead the conversation anywhere.

		“I thank you for caring for me that night. But I didn’t want you to think that it meant there was anything special about it. I love Chase. We will be married. And I’m dreadfully guilty about what happened. We should never had taken it that far.”

		Travis nodded as if he understood.

		“We need to put it out of our minds, and get on with things the way they should be. You do understand?” she asked earnestly.

		“Certainly,” Travis agreed.

		“I’m grateful for your ...” she wasn’t sure what to call it, “for you concern. But we can’t make that night anything that it wasn’t.”

		“You’re saying you have no real romantic feelings for me?” Travis suggested.

		“Yes. Exactly.”

		He nodded his head.

		“You do understand, don’t you? I mean, we can’t let this get in the way of doing our jobs. And Chase must never know.”

		“I would never tell him.”

		“No. I don’t imagine you would,” she acknowledged.

		“I suppose it was only the grief,” he offered.

		“Yes, I’m sure that’s all,” she said hesitating. There was that gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach, one that had been there every time she thought of being in bed with Travis. But so closely associated with the grief surrounding her father’s death, it was an unwanted memory, no different from all the other memories from that dreadful night.

		

		Three months after Jess Dalton’s death, the ranch was running more smoothly than it ever had. There was no erratic Jess to interject his off-the-wall ideas, no sparring between father and daughter and, in Lacy’s mind, there was a clear vision of the ranch’s future — one that was hers alone. In many ways it was so much easier than it had been with her father alive—something she knew would be true. It was another thing to feel guilty about. How many times had she envisioned these days without the man? Now to have them upon her so abruptly. It wasn’t quite what she planned.

		Travis was working out well, so she thought. They were both much too busy to fight anymore. Perhaps it had been her father’s presence that sparked their wars. With Chase around a good deal of the time, Travis seemed happy to stay clear of Lacy, and Chase was perfectly content with that. Lacy wasn’t sure that the two liked each other, though they had little reason not to. As much as Chase was around, however, Lacy was not completely content with the situation. She was an independent woman, who had no desire to allow any man to control her. It seemed the more time that passed since her father’s death, the more Chase felt it his duty to be at Skylark Ranch. Liking time to herself, she had become annoyed with his sometimes obtrusive presence.

		“Darling, would you do me a favor?” Lacy said one evening, as the two stood together looking out on the sunset.

		“Anything. What do you need?”

		“Well,” she hesitated, “what I really need now is nothing.” She said it realizing that her comment sounded silly.

		“Nothing?” He didn’t understand.

		“I need some space, some time alone. You’ve been a dear to stay so close these past three months, but I need more time to myself.”

		He looked at her suspiciously. “What are you trying to say?” he asked.

		“Only that I’m used to my being on my own. I realize it must sound strange, but having you here so much, well ....” she could already see a trace of hurt in his blue eyes ... “I want you to be here, but more like it was in the past.”

		“In the past when your daddy was looming over our shoulders?”

		“No, that’s not what I mean.”

		“You know, Lacy. I was about to suggest that we get married. After all, it seems like now’s the perfect time.”

		“If I were ready, maybe.”

		“But you’re not? I’m beginning to think you never will be,” he said, getting agitated.

		“In time,” she said kindly. She could see the pain in his face as she put him off again.

		“What would have to change?” he asked.

		“I don’t know. It’s just that with daddy’s death and the added responsibilities of the ranch, it’s so much to get used to. I want us to have some room to breathe, a fresh start. As soon as I feel comfortable leaving the place in Travis’s hands for a few weeks, then perhaps.”

		“So, it depends on Travis Wills?”

		“No, not really. It depends on my getting everything done I want to do.”

		“The work never ends, Lacy, and you’re working yourself like crazy. Getting married could be just the vacation you need.”

		“I can’t afford a vacation. I’ve got too much to do,” she said, annoyed.

		Chase pulled away from her, looking out to the yard. He watched a dog scurry across from the barn to the new shed. “Listen, I’ve got to go,” he finally said with a shrug of his shoulders.

		“Chase, don’t walk away angry.” She quickly changed her attitude, when she saw his peeved expression.

		“I’m not angry,” he said, as he hopped off the porch. “I’m just giving you your time alone.” His smile was sarcastic, and he was definitely angry. But by then he was too bruised to soothe wounds that only a few days time would heal.

		“You’ll call tomorrow?” she asked as he was climbing into his Jeep.

		“Yeah. If that’s what you want,” he said brusquely. With the engine roaring, he drowned out the sound of her “I love you.” And not looking back, he drove away.

		

		***

		

		The evening air was as prickly as the conversation between Chase and Lacy. There were thunderheads building over the mountain, threatening to burst forth with a torrent of rain. Just as Chase’s Jeep disappeared from view, the wind began to whip around in bigger gusts, and a dreadful heaviness made it difficult to breathe through the humid heat.

		Lacy heard the sound of the horses in the far stable making a racket that sounded strange. Deciding to check on things, she jogged out into the yard and flung wide the old creaky stable door. Most of the animals seemed content enough, but a few of the spirited ones were whinnying and pawing at the ground. Reaching the far end of the stalls, Lacy was surprised to see that several stalls had opened, and the horses had wandered into the paddock area. A quick count, it seemed that they all were there, and she began to coax them back where they belonged. Just as she was finishing the task however, a young filly, Venus, bolted toward to the far end of the ring.

		“Get back here,” she shouted to the honey colored palomino, but the animal simply snorted and pawed the ground. The storm was getting closer, the sound of thunder crashing and the lightning filling the air made the filly jittery. Walking slowly toward Venus, Lacy was nearly upon her, when the animal lurched back further still, running off toward the other side of the paddock. The closer Lacy came to her, the more it seemed that Venus was baiting her. Almost as if she knew exactly what Lacy was doing, and was playing a game of cat and mouse.

		To Lacy’s surprise, she noted that the far gate was undone, (just the latch open). She worried that the spooked animal might run to it and then out into the night.

		“Come here, Venus,” she tried coaxing her with a little sweet-talk. She wished she had a lump of sugar, a rope, something to aid the capture, but she hadn’t counted on having a problem. Just when she thought the young animal was about to come to her, a sudden a burst of wind tore through the paddock and the gate swung open on his its creaking hinges, startling both Lacy and the filly.

		The filly ran. Lacy ran after her. And while the sky darkened with the approaching rain, the two raced one after another through the pasture. Thunder boomed in wicked clashes, as the sky hurled lightning bolts earthward. A stupid mistake to run through an open field with the storm breaking, but Lacy was thinking only of retrieving the escaped animal. By the time she reached mid-pasture, she knew she’d foolishly made this rash move. The rain began pelting her, soaking her to the skin. Tripping over a pothole, she fell to the ground in the mud, not having any luck reaching the runaway horse, which was so far from her now that she couldn’t even make out the vague outline of her wild form.

		“Dammit,” she exclaimed. Her ankle was twisted, feeling hot as she tried to move it. With the rain and wind giving no sign of letting up, she crawled to a boulder and tucked herself up under a small overhang to wait for the storm to stop. When it seemed that the rain was finally letting up, she emerged from hiding, and began her search again, afraid the young Venus might be lost. It was an ill-advised and senseless trek, yet she’d never lost a horse before, and she was obsessed with getting this one back. The farther she went away from the ranch, the more she was compelled to continue. She wouldn’t come back without Venus in tow, even though she had no way to coax the animal back.

		Limping along on her twisted ankle, she was cold from the rain, tired, hurting and angry, but she went on. Reaching the trees across the river bed, she was certain that Venus was hiding in the wooded area. Though just as she was about to enter into the dark shadows of the trees, she heard the sound of a man’s voice calling to her.

		“Lacy!” It was Travis. On the buckskin, Ginger, he was just a short ride from the stables. “What the hell are you doing?” There was still the sound of rumbling thunder which made it hard to hear, but there was no mistaking Travis’s irritation. His voice shot out in anger; and when he was on her, she could see his eyes flashing dangerously. “Good God, you could have been killed!”

		“Venus escaped the paddock!” she exclaimed.

		“Well then, Venus can spend the night in the open,” Travis said.

		“She will not!” Lacy shouted over the rumble of noise behind her.

		“You get up on the horse, dammit!” Travis roared.

		“We’ll bring her back,” Lacy countered.

		“Give me your hand,” Travis ordered. “Give me your hand!” his voice boomed again when she failed to comply.

		“She’s in the bushes, I know she is,” Lacy informed him.

		“Take my hand. We can’t find her with you limping like that.”

		Travis had a point. Allowing her foreman to pull her on to the animal, Lacy settled behind Travis’s warm body, and let her head rest on his back. Thinking that he’d turn into the woods, she was shocked when Ginger was pointed toward home, and the two were flying together to the stables.

		“Turn around, damn you!” Lacy shouted, jerking up.

		She couldn’t hear what Travis said, though she knew it was some stern rebuke.

		She cried at Travis the whole way back, but either Travis wasn’t listening, or her cries were drowned out by the raging tempest around them. At the stables, Travis slipped off the horse first, and tied the animal to a post, before he pulled Lacy to the ground. She was about to fight him when she hit to the dirt, but to her surprise, Travis had plans of his own.

		“I don’t know what the fuck got into you, Lacy Dalton, but running off in the middle of a thunderstorm was about the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen you do. I don’t care what animal is missing.” The way he looked at her, she thought his eyes would bore right through her.

		“How dare you! You have no right to tell me what I can and can’t do, Travis Wills!” she lashed back at him.

		“Oh, yes I have. You may think you run this ranch, but you’re not going to put your life in danger.”

		“I wasn’t in any danger.”

		Travis’s eyes flashed angrily, this latest test of wills was only making him furious. Pulling her along with him through the stable, he grabbed her father’s old wooden paddle from where it hung next to the ranch office, and flung the young woman over a bench.

		“Oh, don’t you dare,” she exclaimed, jumping up as soon as Travis’s let go of her.

		But he pushed her back with a forceful shove, and reached around to take down her jeans. Lacy struggled with him, her bold shouts raising a commotion to match the wild night. Not able to accomplish his task with any ease at all, Travis began with the paddle on her denim covered rear end, the unforgiving implement smacking her behind with a mighty stroke, while an unmoving hand held her down.

		“You friggin’ SOB,” she roared.

		The paddle smacked her hard with repeated strokes. Travis seemed to be laying it on especially severe, as if he thought he had to make up for the protection of her jeans.

		“Ouch, gawd dammit!” she blared. She wiggled and twisted, but Travis’s resolve made certain that she took the full brunt of his attack.

		“Stop it now!” she roared. “Ouch, stop!” Her cries were fierce, but so was his determination. And finally seeing that she was relinquishing, likely out of sheer weariness, he took another stab at pulling off her wet clothes.

		“Oh! No you don’t,” she roared, once she realized what he was doing. But Travis was too quick for her this time. The button loose, the zipper down, he tugged the denim until it was at her feet and there was just a pair of nylon panties clinging to her wet skin. Lifting those away from her pink cheeks, he pulled them off, so that there was nothing but a naked posterior ready for the rest of her spanking. Happening within mere seconds, Lacy had no defense and no protection from what was to follow. With her naked ass as his target, Travis began again, laying the paddle on her behind. Breathing new life into their battle, Lacy’s fury was renewed.

		“I hate you, Travis Wills!” she roared.

		“Doesn’t matter to me what you feel,” he roared back. “You’re not going to behave like a reckless child.”

		“I’m not a child,” she swore.

		“Well then you’d better stop acting like one!”

		“I was saving my horse!”

		“Your horse didn’t need to be saved!”

		Between each barked exclamation and pointed remark, the paddle hit again. Lacy was much too angry to feel all the pain, at least at first. But as time went on, she stopped her vehement tirade. Her bottom was too hot, her emotions too spent, and the pain was becoming just too much for her to even think with reason.

		Travis might have continued for several minutes more, but he was at last tiring. Seeing the fiery raw state of Lacy’s behind, he stopped and laid the paddle down, knowing that he’d punished her enough.

		“You deserve much more,” he charged, “but I’ll let you go this time.”

		“What do you mean, you’ll let me go,” she snapped at him as she quickly retrieved her jeans and underwear and wiggled into the wet garments.

		“I think you’d better hush, unless you want my belt too,” he advised her.

		“You will not!”

		“Oh, yes I will,” his steely eyes bore down on her without wavering.

		“I was saving my horse, don’t you understand that!” she blared again.

		Travis put his hands on Lacy’s shoulders and looked straight into her eyes.

		“Lacy, you’re going over the edge. You’re becoming obsessive about this ranch and everything in it. You’ve got to stop or you’re going to wear yourself out. There’s no reason why you couldn’t have come to me. We’ll find the filly, or she’ll find us. But running out into a driving rainstorm for no good reason is not rational.”

		Lacy looked at Travis, seeing his genuine concern. It wasn’t anger anymore, but something much softer passing between them. It was enough to calm her down, to make her heaving chest subside and the roaring heat in her head begin to cool. Her bottom was not cooling much, however. She felt a fire generated there, something akin to the night her father died when he’d spanked her. There was lust welling up inside her—more turbulent than anything she’d felt since that fateful night. Not once with Chase in all this time had her sexual desires been so raw.

		“Perhaps you’re right,” Lacy admitted at last. At that moment, she wanted Travis to take her in his arms. She wanted to feel that warmth, that curious consuming passion that had leapt out boldly on that horror-filled night. But just as she was about to offer herself to him, they were startled out of their intimate exchange by the sound of the stable door opening.

		“Lacy,” she heard Chase’s voice, and turned toward him. “What’s going on here?” It was hard not to figure. Her pants were still open, and there was the paddle adjacent to them lying on the bench where Travis had held her down. By the looks of it, it had either been a spanking, sex or both.

		“Chase, please,” Lacy said. “I have something I have to finish with Travis. Go to the house and I’ll meet you there.”

		“You want me to go to the house?” He looked at them dumbfounded. “You’ve got your pants half down, Lacy Dalton. I want an answer!”

		“Chase, please. I’ll explain when I get there. I just need to talk to Travis.

		“You’d better have a damn good explanation, Lacy Dalton.” His was temper rising. “And you’d better stay away from my girlfriend,” Chase leveled the comment at Travis.

		“Listen, I don’t want a confrontation between you two,” she declared, giving Chase a pointed glare. “I’ll join you at the house. In a minute.”

		The scowling blonde man gave his fiancé one last glance and then retreated to the house leaving Lacy and Travis alone.

		

		“You’re going to tell him I spanked you, you know that?” Travis said, as soon as Chase had closed the door.

		“I will,” she said. “But maybe he figured it out himself.”

		“But you will tell him the whole story,” Travis emphasized.

		“Why’s that so important to you?”

		“I don’t want a war with the man over you, since there’s nothing between us.”

		“No. I wouldn’t want that either,” she agreed. “Since there’s nothing between us.” There were things she’d wanted to say to him but somehow the words just weren’t coming out. The effect that Travis had on her was daunting. Confused, muddled, aroused and submissive. It was a mix of feelings that she wasn’t accustomed to. With Chase, she always maintained the upper hand, even when he was subduing her. With Travis, there was a different kind of relationship, one that scared her as much as it turned her on.

		“You’d better go,” Travis finally said when she wasn’t moving.

		“Yes, you’re right,” she replied, and darted out the door and back to the house.

		“Where does that bastard get off spanking you, Lacy Dalton!” Chase roared as soon as she’d made her complete confession. She’d never seen Chase quite so overcome with anger, real anger—not just manufactured anger for a sexual purpose, which was what usually fueled their spanking sessions.

		“I was acting irrational, Chase. I ran out to find Venus, completely forgetting myself. The rain, the wind, the thunder and lightening. You would have spanked me too, if you’d caught me.”

		Chase fumed as he paced the floor, giving her a side-long scowl as he moved passed her. “You’re damn right I would,” Chase agreed. “What the hell has gotten in to you lately?” he asked.

		“Gotten in to me?” she paused to consider his statement.

		Chase stopped pacing and stared at her, waiting for an answer.

		“Yeah, maybe you have an explanation, or maybe Travis Wills has one?” he shot at her sarcastically.

		“Travis has nothing to do with this, Chase. He just happened to be the one there.”

		“Wasn’t that convenient?”

		“You’re sounding jealous,” Lacy said. The very thought surprised her, since she’d given him no real reason to be jealous, at least not one he knew of.

		“Maybe I am jealous. I come back to say I’m sorry and there you are all cozy with Travis Wills.”

		“It was hardly cozy.”

		“Funny, it looked that way to me. You wonder why I’m jealous? You’re with Travis all day long. And now when I talk about us getting married, you put me off. I understand where you’re coming from Lacy, but I don’t like it. And I really don’t like Travis Wills spanking your behind. That’s my job, and it better not happen again.”

		“Really, Chase. I hadn’t planned it that way. It was hardly different than something my daddy would have done a few years ago.”

		“Well, you don’t have daddy in your life anymore, and I’m the only one that’s going to spank your butt. You understand?”

		“Yes, I understand.” Lacy couldn’t figure how she’d stop Travis if he was in the mood to paddle her, but she agreed with her fiancé to get him off the subject.

		“That’s good, now come here.” Chase had moved to one of her father’s winged-back leather chairs in front of the massive fireplace. The chair gave any man who sat in it a look of authority, and it had that effect on Chase.

		“Come there?” she wondered what he was thinking.

		“Yes, come here,” he said.

		“I thought you weren’t going to stay?” she reminded him.

		“Oh, I’m not staying, you don’t have to worry about that. I’ll respect your need for distance, as soon as you let me have your ass.”

		“What!”

		“You heard me.”

		“But Travis just ...”

		“I don’t care if Travis Wills left welts on your behind. My hand’s the last one that’s going to be on your bottom tonight. And it’s going to be the one that you’ll remember.”

		“You’re going to spank me?”

		“You’re damn right,” he vowed.

		It seemed that to pacify her fiancé there was no other way. And yet, she dreaded another spanking so soon after the last. She seemed almost destined to play this kind of game with the two men. Travis getting his way, and then having to bow to Chase, just to keep him happy. She knew something was wrong about the whole ritual, but she wasn’t yet sure what it was.

		“Chase, you’re being cruel,” she tried a simple plea.

		“Maybe, he said. “But maybe next time, you’ll think about the consequences first when you screw around like you did tonight. Not only did you deserve to get whipped for running out in a storm, but you deserve it for letting another man do what’s my right, not his.”

		It was very strange logic, but it was the way Chase was thinking. Deciding that she had no other choice, she gingerly obeyed his summons.

		“Off with the jeans,” he said.

		“You’re not going to take them down?”

		“No. I want you naked.”

		“Naked? Everything?”

		“Everything,” he confirmed.

		His impenetrable expression would not change no matter how she begged and pleaded with him. It was not something that Lacy was inclined to do: be this willing with any man including Chase. But she’d do it anyway. Unbuttoning the top button of her damp jeans, she wiggled them off over her bottom, taking the panties with them. Out of her shoes and socks, and then off with the jeans, she stood before her fiancé in nothing but her plaid work shirt.

		“That too,” Chase confirmed, when it looked like Lacy was stopping there.

		“You really mean that?” she implored him sorrowfully. It seemed so demeaning to have to strip away everything— right here in the living room, in the middle of the evening. Why not in the privacy of her bedroom, like it was a prelude to sex? That seemed much more reasonable... but then Chase wasn’t being reasonable.

		“Take if off, Lacy. And the bra too. I want you naked. Naked, quivering and obedient. I think it’s time we set a few things straight between us.”

		“Chase, please,” she tried to object.

		“The blouse, Lacy, or ...” he stopped.

		“Or what?” she asked.

		“Or I leave,” he asked flatly.

		“Leave?”

		“Leave like in ‘it’s over’. You and me. You say you want a forceful and stern man, well then, that’s what you’re going to have and nothing else.”

		For an instant there was quite a rush flooding through her system. The sexual heat that had begun in the barn with Travis, seemed to be transferred to Chase. Undoing her blouse as he’d ordered became the strangest thing. Something sexual and something yielding, all in the same instant. With the blouse tossed to the floor, she reached back and undid the clasp of her bra, letting loose the only thing left that kept her from being completely naked. Chase had seen her dozens of times in the buff. They’d swam together in the stream, sunbathed nude, made love and he’d even spanked her without a stitch on. But never, in all the time they’d been intimate with each other, had he dared to demand she strip down to nothing for a real, or what seemed to be a real, honest corporal punishment.

		She shivered as she stood before him, feeling oddly self-conscious as Chase inspected her from head to toe. He seemed to be deliberately prolonging the moment, and her agony.

		“Turn around; let me see your ass,” he said.

		Obliging him, she found it easier to turn around than stare into his eyes. With her back to him, Chase reached out and stroked her bottom with the most gentle gesture. The shiver along her spine tingled all the way up and down. Enough so Chase couldn’t help but notice, but he said nothing of it.

		“He left a few raw spots, like he spanked you with the paddle,” Chase observed. “He didn’t use his hand?”

		“No,” she said.

		“That’s good.”

		If he only knew about the other times, she thought to herself.

		Taking her wrist, Chase pulled her toward him, and with a gentle gesture maneuvering her over his thighs, her already punished bottom cheeks were in position. Then, as if he might wipe away all that had happened that night, he began to spank her bottom with his hand.

		His stroke was methodical, the smacks were resounding. The paddling was like something her father might have done, with such ritual precision. In ritual fashion he covered her ass end at last three times over, in every place where he could raise a righteous red sting. While Lacy often howled and fought off a spanking, she accepted this as a well-earned fate. Her cries, while impassioned, were not so much filled with pain, but the realization that she’d hurt her fiancé with what he considered a degree of infidelity. That hurt her too , and so she sobbed with honest tears.

		Maybe she did deserve this; she would consider that long after it was over. One thing she knew for certain however, as much as she was aroused and clamoring for a sexual interlude thereafter, she was glad when Chase didn’t oblige that need. Oh, she acted despondent when he left her with a cold retort. “You wanted to be alone tonight, Lacy; you get your wish,” he’d said as he left.

		She was grateful that he left her wanting, so afraid that it wouldn’t be Chase that she was thinking of while she made love, but Travis. And that would be infidelity; something she couldn’t stand in herself.

		Lacy spent the night alone in bed, nursing her worn out bottom cheeks. They’d been roughed up by Travis and the paddle. But it was the wounds on them she couldn’t see, the ones inflicted by Chase that hurt most.

		

	
		

		Chapter Five

		

		“So, Lacy Dalton, you going to run out looking for runaway horses in thunderstorms today?”

		Lacy bristled.

		“Hummm, cat must have your tongue,” Travis said. He was unusually cheery. A mood she couldn’t understand. As he brushed by her, his hand went to feel her bottom, which was still sore from the day before.

		“Just because you spanked me, Travis Wills, gives you no right to fondle my behind.”

		“Ooops!” he laughed. “The big brute must have gotten to you last night too. The way he left, I thought for sure, your love fest was over.”

		“It certainly is not over!” Lacy exclaimed. “And how do you get off calling him the ‘big brute’!”

		She was furious! Just when she’d been having second thoughts about Travis.

		“So I guess you got in trouble for misbehaving?” he wondered.

		“What happens between Chase and me is none of your business.”

		“Sorry, but didn’t I hear the sound of love taps wafting into the night air?”

		“You eavesdropped on us!” She was livid.

		“No way. It’s not all that hard to hear your carrying-on when your window is open. I could hear you all the way to the stables. You must be mighty sore.”

		Her face was beet red. “Why are you doing this to me?” she blared in frustration.

		“Just looking for answers.”

		“What answers?”

		“That’s for me to know.”

		“Well, I know one thing for sure,” she exclaimed. “I don’t have time to listen to any more of your prattle. I have work to do.”

		She sped by him before he could land another barb.

		

		It was nightfall before she saw Travis again, sauntering toward her from the barn. She was taking a brief rest on the porch.

		“My don’t you look unusually relaxed,” he observed.

		“Is there something you want?” Lacy asked him.

		“Maybe a little peace between us,” he suggested.

		“Well you certainly didn’t start out that way this morning?” she reminded him.

		“I’m sorry,” he said, hardly looking apologetic.

		“Yes, I can tell,” she answered sarcastically.

		“Hey, I am, really.” He sounded more sincere this time. “I was honestly thinking that things with Chase finally ran their course.”

		“Ran their course?”

		He shrugged. “I can’t believe you’d keep up the facade forever.”

		“What facade?” Travis was beginning to annoy her, though she was still curious to know what he meant.

		“You don’t love him Lacy. If you did, you’d be married by now. What’s holding you back?”

		The observation stung her so much that she found it hard to reply. “I love him deeply,” she finally said. “It’s just that...”

		Travis smiled kindly. “You don’t have to admit anything to me. I just hate to see you with the wrong man.”

		“Oh, I see,” she said. “And who would be the right man?”

		“I don’t know. But certainly someone more like me.”

		“Well, thank you for your opinion. But I think Chase and I are suited for each other. I’m not sure what you’re trying to gain making this your concern. But you can be certain, that things will work out with Chase. We will be married, and there’s really nothing else to discuss.”

		“You’re sure?”

		“Yes, of course.” She didn’t convince herself, or Travis with that comment, but she did want to end the conversation.

		“Well, then, I’ve got some things to do.” He turned away, but before he got too far, he turned back. “Oh, I almost forgot...” He moved up on the steps.

		“Venus came back this morning.”

		“Yes, I know.”

		“But Charger is missing.”

		“Missing?” She was instantly anxious.

		“He was out in the pasture with the other animals this morning. Didn’t come in this afternoon. Bret went out to look for him.”

		“He must be hurt,” Lacy speculated, about the sandy colored colt, one of her favorites.

		“Either that, or stolen.”

		“Stolen. Why would you say that?”

		“I’ve been listening in town. There have been a few other horses taken from the county this month. I think we have a real thief here.”

		“Good God!”

		“We’ll keep our fingers crossed that we can find Charger. But until then, we’ll need to keep the animals close to the stable.”

		“Absolutely,” she replied, as she rose from the chair. “Have you called the sheriff?”

		“Spoke with him this afternoon, just after Bret came back.”

		“And...”

		“Nothing to report right now. But I’ll let you know.”

		“That’s not good enough. I’m calling Jud right now. He damn well better have something.”

		“Lacy, get a grip. You don’t try to solve a crime you don’t even know has been committed.”

		“Well you sure as hell don’t sit on your ass and wait,” she said.

		Travis shook his head, and smiled. “I was afraid of this. Go ahead and call him, but he’ll tell you the same thing, he told me.”

		“And that was?”

		“He’ll look into it.”

		Lacy disregarded Travis’ advice. She was on her way to the kitchen to get on the phone. She’d call the sheriff and every rancher in the county if she had to; and she wouldn’t let the matter rest until she was done.

		

	
		

		Chapter Six

		

		It was another lonely evening. Two days since she’d seen Chase. He was ignoring her, giving her the “alone” time that she’d asked for; not even a cheery phone call. She figured that he was probably pouting, though she refused to let it bother her; he’d be back soon. In two years they hadn’t managed to stay away from each other for more than a few days. Deciding not to worry about his absence, Lacy planned to spend the evening reading, allowing the day’s aggravation to rest—even if her mind was drawn back to horse thieves, Sheriff Jud Herscock, a missing colt, and Travis Wills.

		In the middle of a page from her paperback, she found herself reading the same paragraph three times. Then resting her head against the pillow on the couch, she closed her eyes. Her mind spinning a fantasy, her body was engaged the instant the first thought emerged. Though she couldn’t see faces, she could hear the sound of his voice: firm and controlling like her father, though it was not her father. He had a belt in his hand, standing in a doorway. She made out only his silhouette, because there was a light shining brightly behind him. She could see no more. There was a sense of something wrong, very wrong. The wrath that exuded from his powerful presence forced its way inside to her bones, making them shake like dry rattling sticks in a burlap bag ...

		“Lacy,” the voice of the man roared. He shook the belt at her, and she knew what he wanted: her bare behind. But though try as she might, she couldn’t budge from where she sat.

		“Girl, your ass over the bench,” he commanded, referring to a bench that appeared in her mind, rough hewn and sturdy, as if it had existed for centuries, and had for centuries been the whipping post for many a naughty bare ass.

		“But I ...” she whispered as if she were protesting.

		“Over the bench,” he ordered her again. He was an immovable man, his command absolute.

		Chagrinned, she complied, knowing that it was senseless to argue or run in fright. She’d been hauled back to the bar, or the stool, or the bench enough times—after her fear had sent her scurrying—to know that stronger forces than she would dictate the course of this confrontation.

		Over the bench she waited for the man to approach and complete the preparation. An old-fashioned moment in her mind, she was wearing a long muslin dress and not a stitch underneath. With a sweep of his hand the skirt flew up, practically covering her head, her ass feeling the cool dampness of the air hitting bare skin and all her “privates” down below now conspicuously within view.

		She clung to the front legs for dear life, her thighs clenched together tightly, as she awaited the command that she feared the most. Sometimes she was lucky enough to begin her punishment at this point. Though this was not one of those times.

		“Part your legs,” she heard the dreaded order.

		It was the demand she expected, but not one she easily complied with.

		“Part your legs.” It was barked this time by an angered voice, and she hastened to obey. Her knees beneath her on the crude floor inched their way to either side of the wide wooden bench until her entire rear cleft was parted. Her puckering anus and the soft pink vulva became as vulnerable to attack as the rest of her quivering skin. The Lacy over the bench waited breathlessly for the first strike, even as the Lacy in her “out-of-body” fantasy watched from outside herself as the man prepared himself for the whipping.

		Raising his sleeves above his elbows and gripping the belt with purpose, he would begin the assault with all due speed, though not before he outlined her crime.

		“I’ll teach you, girl, to mind your manners with me. You disobey me, I’ll be leaving your ass burning every time, you hear?”

		His threatening voice struck a mean chord in her so she wished she could have sassed him back, but he didn’t give her time to reply. The belt whirred down with a quick thwack, backed by all the force of the powerful arm behind it. When it hit, Lacy could see a pink stripe appear against the background of white skin, fresh and defined, as if someone had etched it on the surface of a canvas. The pain of the strike made Lacy shudder in her daydream, even as the Lacy over the bench felt the strike as acute and resonant pain. The Lacy, daydreaming the scene, tingled to her bones, feeling as if atoms were bursting in her bright and hot.

		The second strike of the belt was not as easy an experience for the Lacy over the bench. Laid on with the same sharp snap of the leather, it paralleled the first, overlapping that one, so that the sting burned into her skin. The pink stripe on her behind became wider still.

		The executor of her punishment was a methodical disciplinarian. There was not one beat missed between the strokes. His measured attack laid ribbon after ribbon of red on her skin, until there was a raw blotch of some size painted on her bobbing orbs. And still the belt struck.

		“You defy me again, girl, I’ll whip you again,” the man charged.

		The belt hit once more, and she jerked surprised because it hit her thighs where the skin was new and uninitiated. With the furious sting, her eyes began to tear, she gripped the bench feet tightly, and bit her lip hard enough that it might bleed. She wanted to plead for mercy, but she knew it would serve no purpose.

		“You can cry, but you won’t get any reprieve from me,” her tormentor barked, as if he were reading her mind. “You obey me, you hear?” He framed his words as a question, but he expected no answer, especially when there was no possible way she’d be able to speak the way her back side burned, and each new lash of the belt only increased the distress.

		Another snap hit on her thighs, and then, as if he was inspired by the way she shrieked and jiggled her fire-hot orbs, he laid the belt fast and hard on her upper thighs for several seconds. Seeing the vivid stripe in that tender place, he then returned to his measured pace, laying the smacks on the center of her ass.

		“Yeawwww!” her wails were more rash. “Please let me up,” she cried at last. “I can’t take anymore!” She shivered and shook, but he spoke with the leather laid on in repeated snaps. No tears, no pleas, no quivering naked behind had any influence on his plans.

		“You’re a saucy brat to plead,” he said with disgust.

		“But I am so sorry,” she sputtered.

		“Too bad, girl,” he said, shaking his head, a dreadful gleam still pouring from his eyes. “I’m whipping you so you won’t forget. Howl all you want, but I’m not gonna listen.”

		Fast, ferocious, cutting more deeply into the places of pain within her, the pictures had the Lacy over the bench churning madly against the unforgiving wood beneath her, just as the pictures had the daydreaming Lacy churning against the hand between her legs, as she masturbated to the inner sights and sounds of the grueling scene. The force that swept through both brought a dreamy, mind-boggling, ass rocking, pussy throbbing climax...

		For a brief instant, the daydreaming Lacy was out, having rocked her way into another land. Her toying fingers, now passive, began to massage her crotch again as she was waking up. When she opened her eyes however, to her utter shock, there was Travis standing in the doorway looking directly at her.

		“Good gawd! What are you doing here?” she exclaimed. She jumped up from the couch letting her robe cover her naked loins.

		“Watching a beautiful sight,” he said without apology.

		“Get out!” she shouted.

		“I’m sorry,” he started to say.

		“Get out!” she roared again, as her arm pointed to the door. “Get out! And don’t you ever enter this house without an invitation!” She might have beat on him, pounded him with her fists, slapped his face, spit in his eye, but she managed to stand her ground without such theatrics. He nodded, not saying a word, and left the house, while Lacy stood up hoping that this wretched scene was just part of her daydream and not reality. Unfortunately that wasn’t so.

		On Travis’s part, he played the gentleman, not speaking of the incident in the days that passed. Lacy desperately wanted to know what he’d seen, but she’d never ask. What bothered her most was how the man seemed to show up at all the wrong times. He’d done that since the first day he came to the Skylark Ranch and it seemed that was a trademark of his employment.

		

	
		

		Chapter Seven

		

		Charger didn’t return in a day or a week. It was feared he’d been taken on the sly by the most cunning thief in years to terrorize the local ranchers. The hope was that the man would be smart enough to know that he couldn’t get away with the crime forever and that he’d soon move on to fresh pickings.

		As long as they feared the man might still be in the vicinity, Lacy was cautious, Travis was cautious, and for the long month of August, the horses were hardly allowed to stray from the close pastures. Like shepherds tending their sheep, the ranch hands guarded them with shotguns in hand, whenever the animals were outside the stables. No one felt safe. Lacy lived with a prickly feeling at her neck, day to day. Travis was watchful to the point of being obsessive. And they both were growing short-tempered. The August heat hardly helped. It burned the dry grass dryer still, making the risk of fire intense in the California foothills. The days were too long and the nights too short. Everyone was humorless and moody.

		Chase was around less, and when he was, there was an edge to him that had not been there in all the time that he and Lacy had been engaged. Their conflagrations were more tempestuous than ever, and so too was the sex that followed. Still, in all their interactions there was something missing for them both, something neither one wanted to admit.

		On the day that Bret came into the stable with the news that yet another new colt was missing, Lacy’s response to the message with nothing short of an inferno of rage. The sun was high in the sky, straight above at noontime, burning holes in the day. There wasn’t a breath of air. Travis was in town, Chase was due to arrive shortly; but in her anxiousness, Lacy wouldn’t wait for either before beginning her impatient search for the missing animal.

		“You stay here; while I look,” Lacy told the ranch hand. She was furious with the man for having lost the young colt in the first place.

		“Hadn’t I better go with you?” Bret asked timidly, as he watched Lacy saddling her horse, Thumper.

		“No, you’d better not. You can stay here and keep tabs on things. Lord, I don’t know why no one’s here when there’s a crisis!” she exclaimed. Mounting the horse, she turned sharply inside the stable, and made her way out of the barn and into the open.

		Lacy rode out to the grazing land where they’d been feeding and exercising the horses for the past six weeks. Perusing the open spaces she saw quickly that the young colt wasn’t in sight. A search of the underbrush near the steam that meandered through the property also revealed no hiding animal. Not intending to give up, Lacy rode for some distance south along the stream, and when she’d had no success, she waded across, and began the trip north, beyond where she’d started. Still, there were no results.

		Her throat was parched, and her supply of water was gone within the first hour. Filling her canteen in the stream, she set out for the far pasture, almost certain that she’d have no luck finding the colt there. But she had to try. Lacy knew this country well. Having lived there all her life, she was aware of every fissure, every rock and boulder. She looked for the colt as well as for signs of human activity: a freshly dug fire pit, cigarette butts, something telling that might have been left by an unwanted guest on Skylark land. There was little that was traceable, but she kept up the search. After another hour with no results, she decided to head to the north end of the ranch in an area they rarely used because the terrain was not easily negotiable on foot, let alone horseback. She was thankful that she’d chosen the mare to ride, since Thumper was as sure-footed as any horse she owned. She rode deep into a narrow canyon where she and her sisters had often played when their father was working nearby. The out-of-the-way spot might be just the place for horse thieves or a stray animal to hide. Seeing no colt however, she was about to turn back, when she spied something unexpected. Jumping from the horse, she walked some distance toward the darkened place in the sandy ground. Although there’d been attempts made to cover the fire pit, it was clear that someone had used this spot as a camp site. By the look and smell of it, she guessed it had been just a few days since this area had been occupied. For the first time since she started her impulsive journey she felt a tingling dread. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end, and she shivered as if she were walking into the worst punishment possible.

		Hastily returning to Thumper, she bolted from the canyon and rode at a fast gallop toward home. She didn’t stop her pace until she was well away from the canyon. After a three hour journey at midday, the afternoon sun was beginning to change the look of the terrain around her with long shadows. She shuddered. The spooky feeling remained with her until she was nearly home. Only when she was within a half mile of the stable, did she begin to shake off the ominous feelings. Now it actually seemed a little silly getting so scared. Chances were the fire ring was from a hiker passing through the property and nothing more. Horse thieves? Good Lord, in almost six weeks there had been no sure sign that any existed, at least not on their ranch.

		Tired and certainly weary, and having dispensed with her foolish fears, all Lacy could think of was home, something to eat, a bath, her bed, and a long night’s sleep. As she approached the last fence in sight of the stables, Lacy spotted someone riding toward her. It took just seconds for her to see that it was Travis.

		“Where the hell have you been?” he shouted, when he was nearly on her.

		“Looking for the colt. Didn’t Bret tell you?”

		“He said you left four hours ago,” Travis said.

		“Yeah, it’s probably been that long,” she said wearily. She could tell Travis was angry with her, but she wasn’t about to make an issue of her excursion. Riding right past him at a reasonable gallop, she prevented any further conversation. Keeping a short distance ahead of Travis, she prevented him from casting his reproving glance at her.

		Finally back at the stable, however, all hell broke loose. Chase was there, having just ridden in from the other side of the ranch, also looking for the missing Lacy. Jumping off his mount, he was on his fiancé in seconds, pulling her off Thumper and handing Travis the reins.

		“You want to tell me what you were doing out there for four hours?” he exclaimed. “No, don’t tell me, I’m so pissed right now, I really don’t care about anything but spanking your butt!”

		“You will not!” Lacy blared at him.

		“Oh, yes I will,” he countered.

		“We’ll go to the house,” Lacy said, trying to take control, but Chase would have none of it. Instead, he hauled Lacy bodily into the stable, and looked about for something to use on her bottom. Travis, who’d tied the horses up outside, followed close behind.

		“What do you think you’re doing?” Lacy asked.

		“What does it look like?” Chase replied. His eye spotted the old paddle hanging near the stable office and he moved toward it, pulling it from the wall.

		Lacy with one brisk jerk pulled herself away. However as she turned to escape the stable, she ran smack dab into Travis.

		“I’m afraid, Lacy Dalton, this is one time your boyfriend and I agree,” he scolded, as his arm went around to recapture her. Dragging her struggling body back to Chase’s side, he let go of her only when her fiancé had taken control. “You wiggle like this much more, and I’ll tie you down!” Chase barked.

		Either Lacy didn’t hear the warning, or she didn’t care. In her fury, she wriggled and kicked and fought with him all the more. “Dammit, Chase, get your hands off of me, I’m not going to take this any more.”

		“Oh, you may think so, but you will take it this once. I’m sure of that.”

		An errant boot-clad foot on an angry impulse kicked Chase in the shin.

		“Ouch! You little bitch!” he seethed.

		“You want me to do it again?” she barked as her eyes flashed. She was about to kick his other shin, but Travis intervened.

		“Nothing doing, Lacy,” he said calmly. “You’ll take your due this time.” Travis had several lengths of leather in his hands, and before she knew what was happening to her, he had her hands behind her, being bounding tightly together.

		“Good God, you’re hurting me.”

		“Just like you did me,” Chase said.

		He’d taken a second length of leather from Travis, and was at her feet, making certain that they wouldn’t kick him again.

		“You friggin’ bastards!” she shouted.

		“You want me to gag you too?” Chase answered her wail.

		She was instantly quiet, and instantly conquered. Carried to an empty stall her bound body was flung over a bale of hay.

		“You can do the honors,” Chase said, pointing to her wiggling posterior. “I’d suggest you quit your struggling, Lacy, because I will bind you to the hay.”

		On cue, Travis reached under her to undo the button at her waist. Setting it free, he tugged at the jeans, until he had them over her bottom and down her legs, where they remained at her ankles.

		“I hate you both!” she blared loudly.

		“Hush!” Chase barked at her. His turn. He grabbed the waistband of her panties and with one swift jerk, they were off her fanny and bunched at her feet along with her jeans.

		With his target fully bared, Chase wasted no time with sensuous glances he might have used if it was just a playful game. This time it was serious business. And if Lacy wasn’t mistaken, there was something more that Chase was punishing her for beyond the highly debatable crime of searching for a lost animal. Unfortunately, she was powerless to protest anything with two angry men attending to her.

		Standing back, Chase took a deep breath, as he gazed at his fiancé’s naked rear. And then with the paddle feeling like a righteous extension of his hand, he drew it back and let it fly. The sound of the smack rang nastily in the tepid afternoon air.

		“Yeeeeeaw!”

		“Don’t wear yourself out too soon yelling, Lacy. We’ve got a long way to go.”

		“What did I do?” she blared unhappily.

		“What did you do? Good God, you petulant little brat. What do you suppose we thought, with you gone for hours? Do you have any idea how dangerous it might have been for you riding alone! Do you have any idea what’s out there!”

		The second smack of the paddle suddenly cracked against her ass.

		“Yeeeeawww!” she cried again, though this time, Chase had nothing left to say.

		With Travis looking on, Chase continued peppering Lacy’s bottom with quick, snaps of the wood.

		“Yeeeeawwww!” she wailed when it felt especially harsh, and for an instant Chase paused to let her catch her breath. He planned to go on with this for a long time, so he could afford to be patient. Once her plaintive cries were replaced by a sad sob, he began again, leveling a half dozen strikes before she could even think to venture another wail.

		“Oh, gawd please!” she finally cried with the pain hitting a threshold beyond her imagination. “Stop, please.”

		Chase answered her plea with another round of nasty thwacks! The paddle flew like lightening, centered mostly on one raw place on her behind. It had to be positively in flames with heat and pain, and still Chase went on.

		“Good God, please. I don’t deserve this,” she wailed, when he’d stopped long enough for her to speak.

		“I disagree,” he spoke. Then he whacked her again with the paddle, landing it in the same place it had before.

		“Please, oh please,” she tried again.

		“Do you have any idea how worried we were?” he said.

		“I’m sorry Chase, I really am.”

		“Yeah, I bet you are, doing anything you damn well please.” Smack! “You think you can screw with me, and my feelings.” Smack! “Well, as far as I’m concerned, that’s it.” Smack.

		“Chase, no!” She was in too much agony to really understand his words, but the intent was clear. She felt that in her heart.

		Chase, mustering every bit of pain he was feeling on the inside, for all the grievances he’d suppressed, let the paddle land a last few times. And then, in a unexpected turn of events, he stopped abruptly.

		“That’s all I’ve got to give you, Lacy Dalton. And that’s all you’ll get.” Tossing the paddle to the ground, he gave her one last scowling glance. “She’s yours,” he said to Travis, and he turned around and left.

		The quiet in the stable was as deafening as a thunderstorm. The bound, subdued Lacy lay over the hay too bewildered and in agony to even sob, though there were tears just waiting to be shed. The startled Travis stood to the side for that long moment of silence, trying to fathom all that Chase McMillan meant with his lecture and his hasty departure. Eyeing Lacy, he saw her crimson ass cheeks, looking raw and painful. They barely moved, but when they did, they jiggled slightly, the look of them quite a spectacular sight. The only thing that would have been more satisfying for him, would have been to do the deed himself; but even watching, he’d gleaned quite a thrill. It was a reckoning this brat had surely earned.

		After a time, Travis approached the red-haired beauty, and laid a hand on her bottom. It was warm and sensuous, moving just slightly as if she were unconsciously begging him to fondle her.

		“I suppose I should let you up before I decide to continue the punishment myself,” he said, drawing his hand away.

		“Oh, Travis, please,” she pleaded quietly.

		“I have a good notion to leave you here to the flies and whoever manages to find you.”

		“Travis, don’t. Haven’t I been punished enough?”

		“Probably,” he replied. “But it’s such a pleasure. You know that?”

		He was making her suffer the only way he could. At the same time, she detected some affection from him, as if he knew this was more painful because of Chase’s parting shots.

		“Maybe if you get going fast enough, you can catch him,” Travis finally suggested, as he began untying her hands and feet.

		“Catch him, good Lord, what good would it do?” she wailed. No colt, no fiancé, no self-respect. It was quite an afternoon. And suddenly not able to remain in Travis Will’s presence a moment longer, she pulled up her pants and escaped the barn, moving rapidly to the house.

		Lacy found Chase upstairs in her bedroom. He was packing the few things that he’d been keeping in her room for when he slept over. When she arrived at the doorway, he looked up at her briefly, then went back to his work.

		“You have a nice time finishing off with Travis?” he asked.

		“Finish off?” She shook her head. “Nothing finished off.”

		“Oh! That surprises me.”

		“Chase please, can’t we talk?” He didn’t answer. “Please, I don’t understand what’s going on. I don’t know what you want.”

		“You don’t understand running off all afternoon?”

		“I wasn’t running off, and if it means anything to anyone, I found signs of someone camping on our property. I’m sure of it.”

		“Is that so?”

		“Yes, that’s so.”

		“Well, that’s just great, Lacy. I bet it was the guys that the sheriff rounded up this morning. Found three of them with your colt, trying to make a quick exit on the north road.”

		“That would be near the camp I found,” Lacy said. “The colt’s okay?”

		“Seems to be. Travis brought him back this afternoon, so your inspired trek was for nothing.”

		“I guess it was. But what I don’t understand is why you’re so angry, and why you’re leaving. Can’t we talk about it?”

		“No, Lacy, we can’t. In fact, I don’t know why you’re having such a problem letting it go. You don’t want this relationship, that’s pretty obvious. You say one thing and you do the opposite. You say you like being submissive, but your behavior tells me something else. Nothing’s been the same since Travis Wills arrived. Maybe it’s him you want. But I’m not going to stick around to find out. Have your freedom. Have your independence. Have Travis. I really don’t care.”

		“I know you do,” Lacy said. Moving to his side, she put her hand on his arm, hoping she might keep him from putting the last of his things in the cardboard box.

		“Yeah? Well, maybe I do. But I’m not going to get hurt again. Maybe it sounds crazy, but I’m not all that fond of having my heart ripped apart.”

		“Chase, please,” she pleaded with him. “When has that happened?”

		He shook her off.

		“Every time I look at you. Every time you’re with him. There’s something between you two, whether you like it or not, it’s there. As far as us, I guess I just got tired. Maybe it’s the heat, and horse thieves and all the other strange things this summer. Whatever it is, I know I don’t want to wait for you any more. I know you’re not ready to marry me.” He shrugged. “Look at it this way; it was a good try,” he said. He attempted a smile, but it was only fleeting.

		Lacy watched as Chase moved past her to the door. She followed him out of the room to the landing on top of the stairs.

		“You’re free to have Travis,” he said to her at the top of the landing. “I’m sure that’s what you’ve been waiting for.”

		“I don’t want Travis Wills,” Lacy cried to him desperately.

		He was already scrambling down the staircase, and not about to turn back. “That’s too bad,” he said as he moved on, “I guess that’s who you got.”

		

		***

		

		Lacy cried in her room until it was dark outside the house. Never in her life had she been so angered, mortified, heart-broken and anxious, all at the same time. So soundly spanked, in such a humiliating way, she wasn’t sure if she could ever face Travis again, though she was sure she would. Strangely however, there was that ever present arousal accompanying the very thought of the act. Two men, two dominant men, taking control of her. Even in the middle of her woeful moment, she found a quick escape in the thoughts that seemed to suddenly pour into her brain. With her hand at her crotch, she repeated what she’d done just days before — masturbated to the thought of yet another spanking from that mysterious dominant with a mysterious face, who appeared out of nowhere in her mind. Such an odd mix, such feelings. After she’d climaxed, she fell into a sound sleep and didn’t wake until morning.

		

	
		

		Chapter Eight

		

		There was a slight breeze in the air at dawn, something to take away the heat, though by noon, the breeze was simply hot, not refreshing. By evening the air was without a fresh breath. It was September however, and other smells filled the air with autumn perfumes. Out of habit, Lacy thought of returning to school, even though it had been several years since she’d made that autumn ritual. In California it was as hot a time a year as any could be, but there was still that subtle change of seasons that always made her sad. Lacy had more reason than ever to be sad. With Chase gone and no word from him, she knew she missed him by the fourth day and was practically going mad by the seventh. But why? Did she miss the man or just the idea of their relationship? It had been a long time since she’d felt desperate, but there was desperation brewing in her now.

		Walking out to the back porch, Lacy stared into the evening, thinking of her life. Oddly her mind rested on Travis, not Chase. Since her break-up with Chase she’d ignored Travis completely. Other than conducting ranch business, she spoke with him little, and did nothing to acknowledge his kinder moments, when he’d asked her something more direct such as what the feed requirement for the week would be or if the grain been ordered. She even felt a little guilty giving him such a cold shoulder, but then he deserved that too. The rake, the perpetual bastard, the scoundrel that he was, all the times he’d whaled on her, dominated her, taken her with such a skilled disciplinary hand. Even so, with Chase out of her life, she was free to remember the night her father died, when she’d run away into Travis’s arms and they’d so passionately made love. He’d taken her from a sniveling, whining, traumatized weakling back to herself. Oddly, it hadn’t been Chase that offered her solace at that terrible hour, but Travis. Without even being aware of it, they’d created a love-hate relationship between them that was difficult to ignore. For all she’d denied it, and vehemently protested even to Travis, perhaps there was something to their spirited alliance. She’d have to take her lumps to admit it to him, but it was a possibility.

		Lacy thought of Chase’s absence and the distance she put between herself and Travis. Now, along with the sadness of the season, she was lonely. Staring at the stable from the back porch, she looked at the far end of the long building, where in the second story, the ranch hands had their quarters. Travis bunked at the very end of the building next to the outside staircase. At this hour, his light was on. She could see that through the shade, though she could see nothing else.

		She wondered about him. What he was doing on a night like this. In spite of the intimate moments they’d shared, she knew very little about him personally. If there was a time to mend fences, perhaps the time was now. It couldn’t hurt and she might even be pleasantly surprised.

		Happy with the thought, she skipped down the porch steps and made her way to the stables. Something in her spirit was renewed just making this impulsive decision. She was nervous, but it was a good nervous, like going on a first date, or accepting an award. Mounting the bunkhouse stairs, she opened the outside door to the ranch hands quarters and knocked on Travis’s door. Odd sounds came from inside, and when there was no immediate answer, she knocked again.

		“Travis?” she called to him. “Are you there?”

		More rustling sounds made her certain he was inside, but still there was no response.

		“Travis, please, I need to talk,” she said louder than before.

		More sounds beyond the door, she finally heard footsteps approach, and the door swung open wide. To her shock however, rather than seeing Travis’s face peering at her from the other side, there was Kit Dowd standing there, dressed in one of Travis’s shirts and nothing else.

		“He’s not here, hon,” she said. The voluptuous blonde had a pouty face, vivacious eyes and a body that might have been voted “most looked at” in the county, if there’d been such a contest. She wasn’t a bad sort; had her own beauty shop in town, but she was not someone Lacy knew well, and her presence at the ranch was an instantaneous irritation.

		“Not here?” Lacy repeated, hoping she hadn’t heard right.

		“No. He took the truck for some beer. We ran out.” Her smile was pleasant enough, so pleasant Lacy thought that the woman might actually invite her inside.

		“I see. Well I’m sorry to disturb you,” Lacy said. “I’ll catch Travis later.”

		“He should be back in a few, if you want to wait.”

		“No. I’ll see him when he drives in,” Lacy said.

		“Suit yourself. Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t answer right away. I kinda fell asleep.”

		“Then I’m sorry to wake you,” Lacy said in return.

		Kit shrugged, and Lacy retreated from her door, while Kit watched. At the bottom of the outside stairs, Lacy heard Travis’s truck coming up the drive, the old red Ford stopping just a few paces from her.

		“Hi. Something you need?” Travis asked, jumping out.

		“You’ve got Kit Dowd up there,” Lacy said. Her eyes spoke volumes that her lips did not. She was pissed with him.

		“Yeah, I sure do,” Travis replied. “You got a problem with that?”

		“I certainly do. I don’t expect my ranch hands to be using these quarters as a brothel.”

		“Brothel?” he repeated, dumbfounded.

		“You heard me. She’ll have to leave.”

		“Oh, now you wait a minute,” Travis said, getting clear what Lacy was asking.

		“I said I want her gone.”

		“And who appointed you den mother?” Travis snapped.

		“It’s my ranch, Travis Wills.”

		“Damn right it’s your ranch. But in that room, it’s my life, and I’ll do whatever I want.”

		“I have standards.”

		“Like sneaking your boyfriend into the house whenever you damn well please?” Travis asked.

		“I said, it’s my ranch; they’re my standards.”

		Travis was pissed, but calm enough. He stared at Lacy for some time before he replied to her. “I don’t know where you get off acting high and mighty, but you know damn well that we bring women in here when we want. There’s never been anyone that had the gall, or the right, to tell us otherwise. Not your daddy, and certainly not you.”

		“Well, I’m telling you now,” Lacy said adamantly.

		“Too bad, Lace,” he said shaking his head. Intending to ignore her, he moved to the stairs.

		“Don’t you dare walk away from me,” she bellowed.

		“I’ll do whatever I damn well please,” he retorted.

		Lacy’s temper raged beyond control, as she suddenly found herself with her palm across Travis’s face, connecting with a hot, sharp smack. The second time Lacy Dalton slapped Travis Will’s was met with the same quick response as the first time, months before. His hand caught her wrist and held on tight.

		“You’re making a mistake, brat,” he warned her. “Perhaps you’re missing my hand on your butt. Though I can certainly take care of that.”

		“No you won’t,” she exclaimed.

		“Yes, I will,” he answered her.

		Lacy was about to go into an all out raging fit, but by then, it was too late for theatrics, or for begging and pleading. Nothing would change what was about to happen. Dragging her bodily to the stairs, Travis sat down on the third stair, and quickly pulled Lacy over his lap.

		“You’re nothing but a lonely, petulant and hot-headed brat,” he charged and he began to spank her denim covered bottom.

		“You stop it now!” she roared.

		He laughed, as the palm of his hand came down on her bottom with a flurry of strikes that she felt right through her pants.

		“You’re lucky I don’t take your jeans off and do it right,” he advised her.

		“Travis, no!” she blared. The feel of his hand connecting with her bottom was not so painful as it was humiliating. There was no one in the vicinity at the moment, but any second someone might come around the end of the stable, and find her there, getting walloped like a child.

		“No, Lacy Dalton, you deserve this, just like you’ve deserved all the others. It’s in your blood to love it, and it pisses you off because you’re not getting it anymore.”

		His hand felt as bad as any belt, paddle or strap. And the sting of it shot through her with a wicked erotic surge that she knew so well. She struggled as she had before with him, but just like before, she had the same frustrating results.

		“Stop this now!” she tried one more time, giving her body a hefty jerk.

		She remained where she was; however, Travis’s strong arm holding her tightly to him.

		“I will not stop,” Travis answered her. “Not until I’m satisfied.” His hand connected with another hard smack, the sound of it ringing off the trees in the distance. “And you know what? I know exactly why you’re behaving like this.” He smacked her hard, so she howled again. “You’re jealous,” he charged. “You want to control me just like you controlled Chase. Any move that boy made, he couldn’t do without your consent.” Smack!

		“Ouch! That’s not true!” She squirmed angrily, hoping to catch Travis off guard, even if it was only for an instant.

		“Oh, I’m right on target, brat,” he spoke right through the spanking. “You may have controlled one poor pup, but you’re not going to control me.” Smack!

		“Damn it! I hate you!” she roared, but her comment was only greeted by the smack of Travis’s hand.

		Exhausted with her efforts, Lacy could tell that she was getting nowhere with her devilish foreman. She was weary, but Travis seemed as inspired as when they started. He’d go on forever if she didn’t give in, so out of sheer defense Lacy let her anger subside.

		Travis, feeling her finally relent, was kind enough to stop. However, he had no intention of letting her off his lap until he was completely finished with his lecture.

		“Now, you listen to me, Lacy, and you listen well. You may own my hours in your employ, but you don’t own my love life. I’ll date whomever I want, and I’ll make love to them in my own bed. That is one place you don’t own. If you want me to quit, I’ll quit tonight. But otherwise, Miss Sassy Britches, you keep your nose out of my personal business, and your opinions to yourself. You understand that?” he asked.

		“Yes, I understand,” Lacy replied. She started to rise, but Travis still wasn’t letting her, not yet.

		“And one more thing,” he began, “don’t you ever, and I mean ever, slap my face again. Is that clear?”

		She didn’t answer right away and his hand came down on her bottom one more time.

		“Yes, yes that’s clear,” she said. She was hardly peaceful, but she wasn’t going to protest again.

		“Good. Now you can get up,” he said, removing his left arm from its steel tight grasp around her waist. On her feet again, her attention was immediately draw to the top of the stairs. Just as she was afraid, there was Kit Dowd leaning against the door post looking down. In the same short shirt, Lacy could almost see her panties — if she was wearing any.

		“My, my that’s quite a sight,” Kit acknowledged with a broad grin.

		Lacy was about to bolt from embarrassment, but Travis caught her arm and pulled her back to him.

		“Get in my room, Kit,” Travis called to the blonde, while he held Lacy tight. “I’ll be right up.”

		Lacy, unable to look at the woman again, stood seething, eyes lowered, as she heard the door above her open and close.

		“You spank her too?” Lacy asked.

		“If she deserved it I would. But then that’s none of your business, is it?”

		“No, it’s not,” she admitted. She took a deep breath trying to gather her runaway emotions. “I suppose I was out of line,” she finally confessed. “But I know one thing, I am not jealous of Kit Dowd, and I was not asking for that spanking.”

		Travis’s smile mocked her. “Oh, I have to disagree on that,” he said. “That’s something I have no doubt about. You want sex a certain way, and if for no other reason than that, you created this night as nasty and harrowing as it was.”

		Travis was likely right, but Lacy wouldn’t be admitting it, not to his face. In fact, she would have slapped his face again, but that would certainly have been stupid. There was little choice but to keep her cool, or she’d only earn another spanking if she tried to defy him again.

		“Why don’t you get back to the house now,” Travis suggested. “I’ve had enough of you for one night, and there’s a woman who’s waiting for me in the sack.”

		That remark stung, but she didn’t let on. Instead, she gave her foreman one last testy scowl, and walked back to the house.

		It didn’t seem to matter what she wanted; having a relationship with Travis seemed doomed to run into roadblocks. Here, she’d gone to him in hopes of mending fences and sharing some honest feelings, only to find him happily shacked up with another woman, hardly interested in her at all. And yet, with another woman to contend with, Lacy was even more determined to make this man turn her way. She didn’t know how she was going to accomplish this feat, but she’d do her damnedest to try. Even if she hated Travis Wills with every bone in her body, she still wanted him. This last incident only made that more clear.

		

	
		

		Chapter Nine

		

		It seemed like years since Lacy had been out as a single woman. Indeed, it had been at least two since the night she’d found the hunk Chase McMillan eyeing her in the Whiskeytown Tavern. For a while it seemed that Chase was all she wanted in a man, but then things had changed. Chase was probably right, that the change began when Travis Wills showed up. But now Chase was gone, and her bizarre relationship with Travis was turning into a real drag. As much as she might pine for him in a weak moment, they were both keeping their distance from the other. Neither one wanted a repeat of their last nasty battle.

		When her friend, Tammy, suggested to her that she needed to get away from the ranch, Lacy heartily agreed, and she decided to put her relationship blues aside for one night. This was going to be a night to remember, her re-entry into the social world. She planned a triumphant event.

		Dressing for the evening, Lacy was more mindful of what she was wearing than she’d been in some time. She took great pains with her make-up, dolling up her eyes to accentuate their green color. Teasing her auburn hair a little higher than she was used to wearing it, the voluminous curls dangled seductively about her exotic-looking features. She added long silver earrings that hung from her ears and intertwined with her tresses, creating a certain sparkle about her face. Donning blue jeans, freshly polished leather boots and a fringe leather jacket thrown over her skimpy purple top, she looked like a woman looking for a man. That’s exactly as she wanted it.

		“Wow, do you look great!” Tammy exclaimed, when Lacy drove the truck up to her friend’s door. “You must have plans. I haven’t seen you looking so fuckable since ...” she thought a moment, “since, well, since we used to go out dancing before Chase took you over.”

		“Good,” Lacy said, with a smile. She didn’t have to say more, being satisfied with the way she looked and felt that night.

		Tammy climbed in the truck alongside Lacy, and the two roared off to the Sassy Slipper, a new country dance place, just outside of town.

		“You ever been here?” Tammy asked her when they were getting out of the truck.

		“No. Have you?” Lacy wondered.

		“Yeah. It’s terrific. The band’s hot. You’ll love it.” But Tammy suddenly stopped in her tracks. “Just one thing,” she said turning back to her friend. She cocked her head, as she spoke, her red curls moving softly about her made-up face. “You might find Chase here. You prepared for that?”

		Lacy thought a moment. “Yeah, sure. Prepared, maybe not. But I’m not going to let him stop me from having fun. He doesn’t want me, I don’t want him, and if he’s here tonight, he’ll know that.”

		“Even if he’s dating another woman?” Tammy ventured carefully into what might be dangerous waters.

		“Especially if he’s dating another woman,” Lacy answered haughtily.

		“Damn, you’re a rude one,” Tammy said, admiring her friend’s spunk. “I can get over them, but not that fast. Not if I was engaged the way you were.”

		“Well, I’m not you, Tammy. And tonight I feel like a new woman ready to test my new wings.”

		Without waiting for another comment from her friend, Lacy marched to the big oak double doors and threw one open to walk inside. Tammy, dressed in a short, short mini-skirt, boots and a bright green halter top, followed close on her heels.

		It wasn’t but a half hour later that Lacy was alone again. Actually, it was just what she wanted. Tammy wasn’t the kind of woman to sit and drink all night. The way she was dressed, she was an open invitation to every man in the place. Lacy knew it wouldn’t be long before Tammy was on the dance floor and she could get on with her own agenda for the night. Lacy had heard that the guys at the Sassy Slipper were especially cute. If she had her way, she’d find exactly the one that looked the hottest, and would be dancing in his arms long before midnight. She wasn’t even beyond an “anonymous” screw, if that’s where it led. It was a night to let everything go but her own sweet moment of pleasure.

		Unlike Tammy, who let the first guy that asked her take her to the dance floor, Lacy turned down several requests with a pleasant smile as she waited for the right man. That right one finally approached the table about ten o’clock, just as the place was really getting warmed up. He was tall and rugged, without any of the earthy polish of Travis, or the boyish friendliness of Chase. She imagined he drove cattle by the authentic look of his clothes. They weren’t gritty, but they’d seen lots of washing and lots of wear. His boots were dusty, and though he smelled of a fresh shower, there was a dark manliness about him that immediately ignited her loins. He wasn’t the kind of man to “make love” to, not the kind to love; but he was the kind to fuck in the strictest sense of the word. And she imagined that if she asked him to strap her ass just because she loved the feel of it, he might think it odd, but he’d oblige.

		The crude cowboy introduced himself as Lyle Candy, He usually worked up north. That was about all he said of himself, and that was all that Lacy cared to know.

		The two danced and drank. The man could laugh, but only under his breath. In his eyes, she noted his lust, and she transmitted hers to him without reservation. Despite the fact that they didn’t take much time getting to know each other, she found herself trusting him. That made their mating dance all the more fun.

		By the eleven-thirty the music in the tavern was blaring and the dance floor packed with bodies tightly crowded into the small space. It was too late for fancy dancing, it was just “get down” time, when the booze kept pouring and the moving was a little looser than it had been earlier in the night. About that time, Lacy spotted Chase. He might have been there for hours, though she hadn’t seen him. But with just one look, she was suddenly drawn from her wild hurrah, into a little pang of sadness. A smiling young woman was gazing up into her ex-fiancé’s blue eyes with an adoring look, nothing like she would have ever given Chase. Chase loved every second of the adoration.

		“You got a problem with him?” Lyle asked.

		Strange that he would even notice, Lacy thought. “Was going to marry him,” she answered honestly.

		“But not now?”

		“No, not now,” Lacy admitted.

		“Then ignore him,” Lyle said easily. With a steady hand he guided Lacy to the bar and ordered her another drink, a double vodka tonic that she downed with a smile. Just after, she laid her first wet kiss on Lyle’s lips, and the man responded with a muted enthusiasm. He had a reserve she liked, reminded her a little of Travis—though she wasn’t going to dwell on that.

		On the dance floor again, with more booze in her system, Lacy found herself floating by Chase, smiling at him like they were old friends. Later, she moved off with Lyle, her hips pressed against his hips as if they were already in bed with their clothes off.

		“You spending the night with him?” Tammy asked her, when she met up with Lacy in the bathroom.

		“I don’t know, maybe,” she answered.

		“That’s my girl,” Tammy gave her the thumbs up. “He’s hot.”

		The acknowledgment was good for her ego. It had been a long time since she’d really let loose like this. “I know,” she answered her, and the two split again.

		

		Just after midnight, the oblivion in her head made it spin so much, Lacy hardly even reacted to seeing Travis and Kit. Out of the blue, they appeared on the dance floor looking like they came together, but not all that cozy. Lacy gave them a grand smile, as if to say she was on feet again and wouldn’t been needing any confrontation at his bedroom door. Maybe she was even free of Travis Wills? She certainly hoped so, but it was hard to tell when she was drunk.

		By that time, Lyle was beginning to fondle her breasts without much reservation. The sensation was terrific. Moving down her to her ass, he squeezed her there roughly with his rough hands. Then, without bothering to be cagey or discreet, she found the palm of Lyle’s hand pressed meaningfully against her crotch. Moving against him erotically, it almost felt as if his fingers would just slip inside her cunt, even though that was impossible.

		“These jeans are too tight,” Lyle purred in her ear, as he ran his hands along her hips. “How about let’s take them off.”

		“Where?” she whispered back, as interested in his suggestion as he was. Her own hands moved down to feel the rising cock in his pants. She’d been feeling it with her groin all night long, imagining it, measuring it, wondering what the head would look like just before her lips went down to cover it.

		“Somewhere outside,” Lyle answered. Taking her hand, he lead her into the cool of the night. The fresh air did nothing to bring Lacy back to reality; she was far too gone. Consumed by lust, she spiraled downward into the inevitable sexual encounter, happy that her drunkenness was taking her there.

		“It’s private by those trees,” Lyle said, pointing to ones in the distance Lacy could barely see. She considered his suggestion, though she instinctively knew that if they opted for a quick screw, the night would be over too soon. She wanted much more.

		“I’ve got a better idea,” she said. Taking his hand, she pulled him to her truck. “You drunk?” she asked him.

		“Not much,” he said.

		“Good. Then you drive.” She pulled the keys from her pocket and handed them to him. With a grateful nod, he got her message.

		Speeding out of the parking lot, Lacy directed Lyle to the ranch. She wouldn’t have been able to tell if he was sober or not, considering her own inebriation, but she assumed that he’d have more control of the truck than she would have. She was almost too drunk to care. For the last half mile, Lacy fondled Lyle’s cock through his pants, making sure that it would be hard and ready for the main event.

		When they drove into the ranch and down the road toward the house, she told him where to stop.

		“You live here?” he asked looking around. The incandescent light on the stable shone enough for him to see that he was on quite a handsome spread.

		“Yeah,” she replied. She jumped from the truck.

		“That yours?” he asked, nodding to the main house.

		“Uh huh,” she answered dreamily.

		Between words they groped each other, letting their hands roam flesh at will. Lyle might have screwed her right there in the open, except that Lacy suddenly had the most delicious idea come to her. Instead of leading Lyle to the house, to her room and bed, she led him up the outside stable stairs to the bunkhouse and Travis quarters. When the door didn’t open with a turn of the knob, she fished in her pocket for the keys Lyle had handed back to her. She used the master to let herself inside.

		Inside Travis’s room, there was no lamp burning, but by the light of the moon shining through the window, Lacy could see her foreman’s neatly made bed with its blue chenille bedspread. It waited for her as if she had an open invitation to dive right in and have sex.

		For a few moments, Lacy and Lyle resumed their intimate groping. He pulled up her top and caressed her breasts with one hand, while the another tried to get inside her jeans. Knowing exactly where they were headed, Lacy suddenly stopped, and pushed him away.

		“Hey, what gives?” he asked.

		“Nothing, nothing at all. I just want something else,” she said. “I want you to spank my ass.”

		“Spank you?” He looked a little surprised.

		“Yeah, I want you to take this beautiful belt of yours and lay it against my backside,” she purred to him. Her hands were already working the buckle, in seconds drawing the smooth leather from around his waist. She stopped just for a second to feel his rising cock beneath his pants. The thought of him with all his fierce masculine energy subduing her this night was an aphrodisiac so rich it was driving her crazy.

		“So you like your ass laid out?” Lyle said with a sneer when she handed him the leather piece.

		“Ooo yes,” she purred to him, as she worked the button on her jeans, and then pushed them down.

		“Hummm. Nice cheeks,” Lyle observed, seeing her fair-skinned back side. She hadn’t worn panties to obstruct the view and he got quite a sight as Lacy crawled up on the bed and began to sway her naked rear for him.

		“Spank me, please,” she moaned. With fingers at her cunt, she played as best she could, though she knew it wouldn’t be easy once he began his assault. But then, that didn’t matter; she wanted it anyway.

		Lyle, surprised, but pleasantly so, took the belt in his hand and doubled it as he might have seen his father do some years ago, before he was punished. And then rearing back, he let the thing fly. Smack! The first crack landed in the center of his date’s ass cheeks, and she squirmed and moaned like a bitch in heat. The whole idea was quite a hoot. Another smack and she squirmed again. By then Lyle wasn’t about to stop.

		Smack!

		“Gawd, that’s it ...” Lacy groaned happily.

		Each cut of the belt was laid on with a good firm power behind it. As the whipping went on, she could sense that Lyle was getting more enthusiastic, just as she hoped.

		“Oh, harder,” she begged him.

		And he smacked her harder. A few strokes at that level of pain, she would cry again for him to strike her harder yet. Each round of smacks sent the most exhilarating pain deep into her groin. Hot, wild spasms of energy shot through her system. Her fingers, playing with her puss, found her juices flowing free. Two, three, then four inside, opened her wide, though hardly wide enough. She counted on Lyle’s cock to do the rest.

		“Harder, please,” she begged him again. She was just about to the edge of her climax, though she held back, waiting for the right finale.

		For Lyle, the bobbing red bottom was a lewd sight. He’d never had such an experience, and it was making his cock rock hard. He could tell that his raunchy date was about to cum. He could feel it too, the way he seemed connected to her outrageous display. Letting the belt fly free for a few moments, he sent the luscious slut into a wicked frenzy. As hard as he was hitting her behind, it had to be painful. So red, so raw, it amazed him; at the same time it excited him, that any woman would like having her ass whipped.

		When his cock was too hard and throbbing to contain any longer, Lyle finally dropped the belt to the floor and unzipped his jeans. In seconds, he moved against Lacy’s hot, hot thighs, and began to fuck her between her legs, slapping and squeezing her punished cheeks, because it made her hotter still.

		“Ah yes!” she shouted. “Good gawd, harder!”

		Lyle’s own cries were loud too, the guttural sounds of satisfaction rising with Lacy’s into the sultry night heat. The two banged against each other until they’d nearly exhausted themselves. Then in one quick burst, they came, Lacy first, and Lyle following closely thereafter. In reply to the deep spasms of Lacy’s inner muscles, she milked his prick of every drop of cum.

		

		***

		

		It was hot for a summer night in the mountain foothills. Usually, they could count on the Pacific breezes to have some affect on the evening air. It was nearly two o’clock when Travis pulled into the ranch yard in his Chevy. The windows of the old car were open wide, so the air was blowing in around him and Kit. It smelled fresh enough while there were moving, but it was hot and tepid when they stopped.

		The pair was about to take a walk to the stream. A few kisses between them and they thought they might even make love out of doors. But their plans were abruptly interrupted by sounds they heard coming from the second story bunkhouse.

		“Good gawd, can’t they close the door?” Kit exclaimed, knowing exactly what the noise was about.

		“I wonder who it is?” Travis said, looking up with a puzzled expression.

		“One of the guys?” Kit speculated.

		Travis shook his head as his mind perused the possibilities and could find no one that would have been in the bunkhouse screwing on a Saturday night. He knew his ranch hands well enough to know their sleeping habits with the opposite sex. And curiosity too much for him, the two moved up the stairs to find out what was going on.

		

		***

		

		Lacy was letting go her last enthusiastic wail of pleasure, as Lyle Candy groaned deep one more time. However, into the midst of the raucous erotic finale came a third, and totally unexpected bellowing voice.

		“What the fuck!”

		The sound of Travis Will’s exclamation hit Lacy’s ears like thunder rolling through the valley.

		Finishing their fuck, the raunchy pair had collapsed to the bed and looked toward the open door to see the figure of an angry man standing in the opening. A woman stood behind him, but it was only Travis’s face that they could see. A beam of moonlight hit the surface showing the grim expression.

		“What the hell is going on?” Travis asked.

		“How long have you been here?” Lacy said, slurring her words as she spoke.

		“Long enough,” he shot back. “What are you doing in my bed?”

		Lacy, from her drunken oblivion, smiled with a devilish joy. “Your bed?” she purred to him in a sweet sing-song.

		“Yes, my bed,” Travis retorted.

		“Oooo, I beg your pardon, darling, but I think you’re wrong.”

		“Get out!” he ordered her, his voice even more vehement.

		“When I’m ready, Travis dear,” she replied. “This is my bed, you know. No matter what you say. I just wanted to stake my claim.” For a drunken woman, her smirk was purposeful, as if for that split second she’d sobered up to deliver her message.

		“If I have to drag you out bodily, you’ll get out!” Travis roared in reply. He charged for the two, and the not-so inebriated Lyle jumped quickly to his feet.

		“Hey, man, I’m not part of this. Let’s go,” he said, pulling Lacy with him.

		“That’s right; you’re not part of this,” Travis agreed. He made Lacy stop beside him, his hand holding her arm tightly, while Lyle moved to the door where Kit still stood gaping at the whole wretched scene. “But you,” Travis said, his eyes bearing down at Lacy, “this isn’t over, you ornery bitch.” His lips were close enough to her face that he could feel the fire from them. He could smell the booze on her breath, which almost knocked him down. He could also feel from her the most intensely sensuous heat that mixed dangerously with his anger. If they’d been alone—of course they weren’t alone—he might have blistered her ass, fucked her himself, and left her for good. As it was however, he already knew this was just the beginning of their last, best battle. Lacy had declared war, and it was war she’d get.

		

	
		

		Chapter Ten

		

		The morning light blistered Lacy’s heavy eyes. Her lids would hardly open, and there was the most horrid taste in her mouth. Her belly churned with a sour sensation that forecast her trip to the bathroom. She lost everything that was still remaining inside her stomach.

		She took a shower, brushed her teeth, and walked slowly through her morning, trying not to upset her insides again, but the nausea had hardly waned, when she went downstairs to the kitchen. Somewhere, in the middle of her muddled mind, she recalled the previous night. She remembered well the lust for Lyle, the country tango in the Sassy Slipper and especially the wicked burn he’d laid on her bottom cheeks. With her hand, she felt her behind. A gentle squeeze and a sensuous soreness recalled the good thrashing he’d given her before he’d taken her from behind. All the memories were pleasing enough, including the oblivion necessary to have made the whole night happen. Most vivid of all however, her mind brought back the picture of Travis’s angry face and the sound of his voice when he discovered her in his bed and ordered her out. She had to admit that her spontaneous fuck in her foreman’s bedroom was a nasty trick. But is was a devilishly delightful one as well.

		Remembering those incomparable moments with a clear head, she knew she’d set a dangerous plan in motion, and she was just a little afraid how it would play out. One thing for certain, she hadn’t heard the end of it. She was sure that at some time in the not too distant future her bottom would be burning again, as Travis’s wrath would have its say.

		Lacy was making coffee, her back to the door. She nibbled on toast and sipped a glass of juice hoping that she could keep a little food down and settle her stomach. In the middle of the simple morning routine, she was suddenly aware of the tingling at the back of her neck, and she jerked around to see Travis standing at the porch door.

		“May I come in?” he asked.

		“Sure,” she answered. Seeing his face, her heart was immediately engaged, pounding so hard that blood rushed to her face and she could feel the thumping inside her.

		“So what happened to your boyfriend?” Travis asked.

		She looked around as if she expected to see Lyle, but then she remembered that he wasn’t there. She wasn’t sure what happened after she’d left Travis’s room. “I guess he got a ride back to town with one of the guys this morning. I didn’t see him when I got up.”

		“Oh, no passionate night between the sheets?” he asked.

		“You know I was drunk,” Lacy reminded him. She could see the conversation getting testy, but had no way to prevent that. Travis was obviously angry, and she didn’t blame him.

		Travis laughed darkly. “I know. He high-tailed it out of here with Chris as soon as he could get a ride.”

		“Oh.”

		“But, I don’t suppose that matters now,” he said.

		“I guess not. There’s no way to undo what’s done,” she agreed.

		“No, there’s not. Well,” he cleared his throat as if he was reluctant to say what came next. “I just came to give you my resignation. I’ll be out of your hair by nightfall.”

		“What?”

		“It’s what you want, Lacy,” he said.

		“No, it’s not what I want!” she gasped. She slumped down into a kitchen chair, the nausea beginning again. Then suddenly, before Travis could say another word, she bolted for the bathroom to dump what little was sitting unhappily on her stomach. Running a cold rag over her face, she looked in the mirror realizing how terrible must look. So far, she had considered the night before an inspired, but harmless prank. Obviously, Travis saw it differently. She was hardly able to handle such a crisis given the lousy way she felt, but she had no choice but to rise to the occasion. Trying to get a grip on herself, she returned to the kitchen glad to see Travis waiting for her.

		“I’m sorry, Lacy, this isn’t going to work out between us,” Travis continued where he left off. “I thought about it a lot last night. I thought about how I’d punish you, how I’d lecture you and take you over my knee and paddle your inconsiderate ass end. Yeah, I had it all figured out.”

		As he spoke, Lacy wished Travis would do exactly what he was talking about, but so far he was all talk.

		“The longer I thought about it, the more I realized that it’s just never going to work between you and me, as employer and employee, or anything else. If we can’t be civil with each other, if every conversation ends up in a confrontation, if all we do is bitch, moan and shout at each other, and pull foolish crap like last night, well... I don’t want any part of it.”

		Lacy looked at his face, noticing how firm his jaw was set, and how appealing that look was to her.

		“I don’t know what to say,” she answered him. “But I didn’t think what happened last night would lead to this.”

		“Well, it has.”

		“And an apology wouldn’t make a difference?”

		“No,” he said. “Even if I accepted an apology, it doesn’t change things between us. Even if I had the right to spank your sorry ass, you’d still be irascible, hot-headed and unmanageable.”

		“I’m supposed to be manageable!” Lacy shot back, instantly finding her temper engaged.

		“See. There you go again. You fly off the handle at the least little thing, and I immediately start to think how great it would be to paddle your butt. The problem is, I don’t want this kind of relationship with any woman. I don’t want you upset about everything I say. And I don’t want to think I have to manage you with the palm of my hand. Yeah, it can be fun, but not the way it’s been.” He cleared his throat, and stared for seconds at her. His expression was as sad as it was stern. “So. I’ll be out of your room some time tonight.”

		“That’s it?” Lacy asked. She’d calmed down, realizing how serious Travis was.

		“Yes, that’s it.”

		Taking a deep breath, she promised herself she’d stay in control. As she stared into his eyes, there were a million things she could have said, but she didn’t have the courage for any of them. She couldn’t imagine him leaving, but she had no idea how she could make amends and retain any sense of pride.

		As it was, standing squared off in the middle of the kitchen, the pair looked like two stubborn mules, neither one was able to budge. It seemed after all this time, there was nothing to cut through the miserable impasse.

		“All right,” she said at last. “If that’s what you want, then I’ll have your check by 5:00.”

		For just an instant, there was a flicker in Travis’s eyes, almost as if he were surprised that she was giving up that easily. But with no more to say, he nodded his head and walked out of the kitchen, leaving Lacy with a horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach that was much more than just her hangover.

		Lacy watched as Travis walked down the back stairs and into the yard. The longer she watched the more nervous and agitated she became. A bite of toast and then another, she tried to settle the raw feeling. But it didn’t seem to be going away. She watched in disheartened fascination as he reached the stable, then turned toward the back stairs, and mounted them one by one. With each step it seemed that a piece of herself was walking away, and the desperation in her rose so high she thought she would burst. Finally, unable to bear it any longer, she threw down her remaining toast and raced out of the house to the stable. Running up the stairs, she burst through the door to find Travis in his room, his suitcase out. He was pulling things from the chest of drawers and tossing them inside.

		“Don’t leave,” she gasped, out of breath.

		He looked at her surprised.

		“Don’t leave,” she repeated. “Please.”

		“I told you, Lacy. It’s just not working.”

		“I know, and I think I know why.”

		“Oh?” He looked honestly curious. “Why’s that?”

		She was afraid that she’d stumble over the words because she was so afraid to say them, but instead her message came out loud and clear, “I think I love you,” she said.

		The impact of her admission was enough to make Travis stop his packing.

		“Love?”

		“Yes, love. Since the first time I saw you there’s been something between us that I couldn’t understand. I didn’t know until just now. I’ve been confused, with Daddy, and Chase and everything else that’s happened, I wasn’t sure until just now. And I...I couldn’t let you go without telling you.”

		“You love me?” Travis considered the words carefully, as if he really didn’t believe she was telling the truth. “But you let yourself get screwed by an absolute stranger? It doesn’t make sense, Lacy.”

		“But it does,” Lacy said anxiously. “If you think about it Travis, it makes perfect sense. I was trying to make you jealous.” She looked longingly at the bed, thinking of the night before with Lyle, and then the day she’d found Kit lounging in Travis’s shirt. Travis stared there too, but said nothing. “Maybe I’m too late,” she went on when he didn’t speak. “I know you’re tight with Kit, but, well...” she fumbled for words, hoping he’d say something, anything to break the tension. Without a response, she was beginning to blush, wondering if this admission hadn’t been a stupid mistake. “It’s love; I can’t explain these feelings I have any other way.”

		“Well, for someone that loves me, you certainly have been behaving like a loose tramp and an unruly brat,” he finally acknowledged. “You have any idea how you looked last night?”

		“Last night, when?” she wondered exactly what he meant.

		“Oh, on the dance floor, in the parking lot, in my bed,” he added special emphasis to the last.

		“It was an amazing night.”

		“Amazing? Yes, I suppose you could call it that. You have any idea how I felt seeing your naked red fanny waving in the breeze, on my bed, some stranger’s erection planted between your legs? You think that’s what I wanted to see?”

		“I wasn’t thinking much of anything, except perhaps how much I wanted your attention.”

		“I’ve been waiting for you to come to me,” he said.

		“And I tried,” she jumped right in.

		“Oh, and when was that?”

		“You weren’t here, but Kit was, dressed in your shirt, looking pretty sexy.”

		“Humph.” His eyes looked so dark, his mane of hair brushed back from his face, so that his distinct features stood out in all their handsome boldness. “I guess we’ve both hurt each other,” he suggested.

		She nodded, desperate to know what he was thinking.

		“So, you must have asked for a good tanning last night,” Travis said. “At least by the sounds of things when I got home.”

		“Asked for it?”

		“That’s what happened, and don’t deny it. That cowboy you commandeered had a pretty loose tongue, telling Chris all kinds of stuff when he took him back to town.”

		Lacy started to blush again, thinking of the embarrassment that was likely to follow her for some time.

		“Funny how you’ve never asked me for the same thing,” Travis said.

		“I guess I never needed to.”

		He chuckled at her response. “And so you want me to stay?” he mused.

		“Yes, I do,” she answered sincerely.

		Travis was quiet for a time, as though he was mulling over this new information. Lacy could hardly stand the waiting, but there was little choice.

		“So what does it mean, ‘you think you love me’?” he finally asked.

		“Just what I said.”

		“But what does love mean to you? You want me to throw over Kit for you, join you in the ranch house, get married perhaps, or do you just want to string me along like you did Chase?”

		“Travis, please. I’m trying. This is really hard.”

		“Well, what do you want?”

		“I’m not sure I have an answer. And if you’ve got something permanent with Kit, I’ll just forget about loving you.”

		“And what if Kit isn’t important?” he asked. “What if I did want a relationship with you?”

		“Well then, I guess we get real with each other, I mean really honest. Not pretend so much, and then see what happens.”

		Travis looked her, lips pursed, his thoughtful expression hard to figure out. “I’ve got to admit, Lacy Dalton,” he finally spoke, “you are one difficult woman. But for some ridiculous reason I want to believe you. I know it’s probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, but ...”

		She smiled. “You won’t leave, then?” she asked him cautiously.

		“Likely not.”

		She smiled again, feeling slightly relieved. “So what happens now?” she asked. She was nervous, at the moment feeling wide-open vulnerable, like she was hugging a bear that was suppose to be soft, though he had claws and teeth that bite.

		Travis considered her question for sometime, his impenetrable eyes boring holes through her, so that she couldn’t move and she could hardly breath for the anxiety.

		“Well first, there’s the matter of last night to consider,” he said.

		Of course, she thought to herself. She knew she wouldn’t get by without some consequences for that rude performance.

		Travis was deep in his thoughts, his ever vigilant gaze resting squarely on her, so that she was shivering with fright. “I suppose what would serve me best,” he finally began, “is to have you take off your clothes so there won’t be any obstructions when I blister your ass.”

		Lacy gulped. She was afraid of this, deserved though it was, she was certain that her bottom, still sore from the night before with Lyle, was going to burn like hell by the time he was finished. The very thought of it caused her to stand frozen before him, unable to move.

		While Lacy shuddered nervously, Travis sat down to wait. He didn’t say a word; didn’t offer one bit of encouragement. This was adult to adult, not adult to child. He expected compliance without the tantrums. And given the circumstances, there was nothing to discuss. It was their relationship to play out their disputes this way, both of them knew it. And though Travis had said otherwise, she supposed that was a fact that wouldn’t change. The truth was, unlike other situations where she might have protested when he rushed to take her over his lap, this time he had good reason, and a very personal one. Even she couldn’t quite believe her gall, flaunting her sexual dalliance in front of his eyes.

		All thoughts considered, Lacy stood motionless in front of the contemplative Travis for the longest time. No matter how she tried to will her body to respond, she couldn’t get it to act.

		“It’s not going to go away, Lacy,” Travis finally spoke. “This stands between you and me and everything else.” He spoke without a trace of scorn or anger, his temper as even as a clear pool of water on a still day. That only made it worse. Finally realizing that there was no way to change the inevitable, Lacy took the button on her jeans and began to undo it. That undone, she tugged at the clasp of the zipper and it slowly descended. Pushing her jeans over her hips, they were at her feet and then off as she struggled to free herself.

		“Keep going,” he said, nodding for her to continue as he sat back and stared. She felt as though she was on stage. Even though it was still morning, there was not a breath of fresh air, and the sun steaming in the window felt like a floodlight, lighting her performance.

		Taking a deep breath, Lacy put her fingers inside her panties and pulled them away from her perspiring skin. With a gentle tug, they fell to her feet, where she kicked them away. All that remained was her snug blue sweater. Her ass behind her and her pubis mound in front were exposed to Travis’s eyes in a way they’d never been before.

		“Now the sweater,” he said.

		“That too?” Her eyes grew wide.

		“Naked, Lacy,” he confirmed.

		As if there were a chilling wind rushing through the hot room, she suddenly felt goosebumps rise on her skin. Stripping naked for a punishment from Chase had been bad enough, but this time with Travis it stirred something akin to the thrill and fright of the most exhilarating rollercoaster ride.

		The buttons of her sweater came loose easily even though her fingers were nervous. Pulling the knit away from her skin, she kept her head bowed, half embarrassed by what she was about to reveal. At last with just her bra remaining, she reached around and undid the hooks, the last article of clothing finally dropping like all the others in a heap beside her.

		The perspiration made her body glisten. At her pubis the signs of arousal were obvious, her silken hairs were wet with female dew. The goosebumps hadn’t faded away; each tingling erotic shiver only brought them back again.

		“Come here,” Travis ordered her.

		There were tears in her eyes already, though it was useless to try arousing his compassion. Making the reluctant journey to his side, Lacy wished she could close her eyes but he liked meaningful eye contact. She was sure that he’d never let her gaze waver from him, even for a second.

		“You know why I have to punish you?” he asked.

		Taking his question seriously, she thought for a moment. There were lots of reasons she could give, but in the end it came down to just one. “Because I asked for it,” she said.

		He nodded. “You screamed for it, Lacy. Your bawdy debauchery in my room last night told quite a tale.” Lacy waited for him to go on, having the distinct feeling that he would hit the mark with his comments. “It told me how deep your lust to be spanked goes, it told me how much you wanted my attention, and it told me that you really wanted another stormy confrontation. Do you deny any of that?” he asked.

		“No, I don’t,” she replied.

		“Love? Well, I hadn’t counted on that.” For a moment his eyes softened. “I love you too. I have for a long time, though I gave up on you, never thinking you’d return my feelings. Now, perhaps this is the most loving and honest thing I can do for you: give you exactly what you need.”

		Lacy shuddered hearing the words, not knowing if she should be happy with his confession. This certainly didn’t feel like love, but perhaps when it was over, when she’d paid her dues and the pain had died away, other loving acts would follow. She could only hope.

		“So you asked your cowboy to spank you last night?”

		“Yes, I did,” she replied.

		“Well then, you can ask me the same thing,” he said. “And I want you to mean it.”

		Ask for a spanking, when she was stone cold sober, when her bottom was still sore, when she knew the man that would spank her would perpetrate the deed with a severity that would be second to none? It was a cold thing to require, a sublime punishment in itself, and Travis knew it. Naked, exposed for the woman she was, before a man that was not yet her lover, who was hardly a friend, and whom she had the power to hire or fire—to ask for his rough justice required of her a submissive attitude that plumbed her depths. Deserved it was, but to ask for it?

		Her heart beat fast, her thighs quivered, and even as she waited for the words to form in her mouth, the sexual arousal was at such a peak, she thought she might spontaneously orgasm.

		“Having trouble?” Travis inquired. Each tick of the clock seemed an eternity, but Travis had eternal patience, sitting so nonchalant in his chair as though he had all day and the next to wait her out.

		“This isn’t easy,” she answered.

		“Was it hard to ask your stranger last night?”

		“No, but I did it without thinking,” she replied.

		“And then of course you were drunk,” he reminded her.

		“A little drink wouldn’t hurt now,” she admitted.

		“It probably wouldn’t,” he acknowledged. “But you will do this sober.”

		With the small hope of some reprieve, some little mercy from Travis just a foolish wish, Lacy finally took a deep breath, “Whip me, Travis, please,” she whispered to him. “However you see fit. I’m yours.”

		He asked for sincerity, and that was what he got, likely more than he ever expected to hear. For an instant he waited, appreciating the depth of feeling that went along with her request.

		“Well, then, let’s get on with it,” he said, as he began to rise from the chair. “I imagine your bottom’s still sore from last night?”

		“Some, yes,” she admitted.

		“That’s good. I’m sure the signs of this one will last, so that you won’t forget it for a long time.” Standing, Travis took charge. It seemed that he towered over her. Just his stature with its flare for the dominant had the ability to take her breath away. This time, he seemed more daunting than ever, the way he went about his work with such purpose.

		Moving behind her, Travis drew from a closet a leather piece several feet in length and narrow as a rope. Moving to the bed, he cleared it of suitcases and clothes, then ran the long piece through the top of the headboard. He wrapped it enough to hold it firm then retrieving both ends, he motioned Lacy to his side.

		“Crawl up on the bed,” he ordered her. Obliging him, Lacy, in all her naked glory, climbed to the center of the mattress on hands and knees, and waited for his next command. Her ass end jiggled, her voluminous breasts swayed beneath her, and as if to confirm her arousal, her nipples drew up into tight little knots. Her arms shook nervously as they held her body in position.

		Swiftly, as if he’d enacted this ritual before, Travis shoved a bolster and pillows under her torso and groin so that when he pushed her down on them she rested against them, her ass end raised high. Taking the length of rope that was looped around the headboard, he then joined Lacy’s wrists and tied them together.

		“Spread your legs and leave them that way,” he ordered her.

		Lacy opened her thighs so that they were at either end of the bolster, her knees entrenched in the depth of the soft bed.

		“Wider,” he said, not satisfied.

		“I don’t think I can,” Lacy said, struggling to part them wider.

		“Of course you can,” he answered her objection with a stern rebuke. “If I have to stretch them apart, I’ll bind them.”

		“Oh, please no!” she gasped.

		“Then keep them wide. There will be no part of your hind end that will not feel my belt. You start to clench your cheeks together, I’ll start over with them bound. Have you got that clear?”

		Once before in her fantasy, she’d felt this physically exposed, but that daydreaming moment couldn’t hold a candle to this real life one. Never, in all her life had she desired anything as much as she was desiring the punishment about to take place. It was the extremes of it, the bondage, the leather, the way Travis’s cool reserve spoke to her insides where all the fantasy and desire for this had been captive. In the past, such desire had surfaced only a little piece at a time. It appeared that now, Travis was pulling out all the stops. He was so deliberate with the preparations, unlike those times when his wrath had burned like a brush fire through their endless feud of wills.

		“You can cry and wail all you want, Lacy, but it won’t change what’s going to happen. The very best you can do for yourself is accept your fate, and move with it. And by all means, keep your legs just as they are now.”

		Travis moved about the room, so that she could see him when her head rested to one side. As she watched, he removed his shirt revealing his brawny tan shoulders. They too were glistening with a heat that seemed almost unbearable in the small closed room. There was just a flutter of a breeze to disturb the stale air, and that only for a split second before it died away again. Moving with a sense of purpose, he drew from his pants the belt he’d use on her bottom. She could be thankful that he wouldn’t be using the paddle that was hanging in the stable below, but this thought brought only momentary relief.

		“Once I’ve strapped you,” he informed her, “I’ll use a cane to finish you off with a little old-fashioned discipline.”

		“Travis, no!” Lacy found herself jerking instinctively, her legs drawing up exactly as Travis forbid.

		“‘fraid so,” he countered, looking down at her frightened face. He stared at her clenched ass cheeks. “You have just as long as it takes me to get the cane, to get your ass back where I want it,” he said sternly. “If you can’t comply willingly, I’ll take care of them myself.” As if he needed to confirm his intent with a visual image, he pulled out another two leather straps and laid them before her eyes on the bed. Then he left the room while Lacy struggled to obey his orders.

		When Travis returned, she was back in position: her ass end raised, her thighs stretched as widely as they could go, and her hands outstretched in front of her, her head tucked down into the sheets.

		He didn’t speak, not a word. There was no acknowledgment of her efforts, except that Lacy could tell by his movement that he’d picked up the belt and was positioning himself at the foot of the bed, ready to strike.

		Smack!

		The first strike was a rough jolt.

		Smack!

		A second followed, laid atop the first. The sting of the second added to the first, but the third strike was the one that burned the most. As the whipping proceeded, fire added to fire, burn to burn. She howled, cried and sobbed, only to hear yet another vicious smack as Travis raised the belt again and laid on the hearty blow.

		“Oh, please!” she gasped, as the belt made its swift journey about her buttocks. Her flanks were red, the top of her thighs were bright pink, but most of all, in the center of each round, fleshy orb there was a frightful looking patch of crimson, so raw it seemed that he well might break the skin, though he did not.

		Though those centers burned beyond belief, the effect of having her thighs so widely spread, caused the greatest torture to happen along the tender inside places that Travis demanded she expose. When the belt, the tip or the edge, struck there, she struggled beyond reason to keep to his orders and not clench tight that vulnerable place. She howled most then, deep from her belly, and found that the administrator of this horror had compassion enough to back away and resume the punishment in another place.

		Delivering the punishment, Travis bore a firm set jaw and a cold look, at least at the beginning. As time went on however, there was something more to the execution of his task. As though he was becoming one with his suffering subject, there was a curious bond created. Even though she seemed to be in agony, and her cries were often desperate, they both knew she was surrendering to him. And in that place of surrender, once adjusting to one level of pain she was almost in a state of bliss. At such a moment, Travis would draw back the belt and lay it on her raw behind even harder. There’d be more frantic wails, until that level of pain was also accepted, and she was ready to reach further still another harsh degree of agony.

		It seemed an endless passion between them both, but there was a point when Travis stopped. When Lacy was exhausted and he was tiring as well, he knew it was time to move on. Laying the belt down beside her on the bed, along side the unused straps, he drew the cane from somewhere in the room that Lacy couldn’t see. Moving so that she could view the implement for herself, Lacy was surprised to find her response to it totally different than expected. The shudder was real, the fear was real, but there was the wanting too. The long thin rod conjured submissive feelings she hardly expected to have. To feel his mark on her flesh, to experience it days after as she looked at her bottom in the mirror, that was a level of surrender that she’d never allowed herself before. But now with Travis, she desired it more than she ever believed she could.

		“There will be ten,” he informed her. “Where it’s most raw. If the skin should break, I’ll treat it later, but regardless, I won’t hold back.”

		Her tears flowed all the more, her body quaked frightfully. Her spread out thighs and exposed rear flesh, feeling hot and charged right then, waited in nervous anticipation of what would complete this awesome event. Seeing Travis with the cane clutched in his hand, his bronze tanned skin grasping the thin implement with such a firm grip, made her think that this was a role he might have played before with a woman. He performed it so naturally.

		Lacy saw him sweat, the way his arm muscles flexed, the way when he squeezed the cane tight and then released, then squeezed again, how all the tiny muscles in his hand contributed to the grim effect. This was power to her, raw masculine energy focused in a strangely erotic way. He, the perpetrator, she, the submissive. It took them both to enact this confrontation, both required to do so willingly. She was willing to the end.

		Travis positioned himself behind her as she waited breathlessly. At last she heard the first cruel swish, and then she heard nothing at all. There was nothing in her consciousness but pain. Her voice cried out plaintively from her gut though she didn’t hear the sound. All that she could hear at that moment was the sound of the next anticipated swish when the cane cut through the air.

		Pain again, and she squirmed her punished target without thinking that Travis would object. Three sharp cuts one after the other in rapid succession, wrath, tears and anxious venom poured from her.

		“Travis, nooooo!” she roared when paused a second..

		“It’s almost over, love,” he said almost kindly. Though there seemed to be compassion coming from him, he still wasn’t stopping. The next cut of the cane landed at the base of her bottom, right where her thighs meet her derriere.

		“Eeeeeawwwww!” she screeched.

		“Just four more,” he told her.

		Another cut, and it was below the last, deep into the fleshy tenderness of her upper legs. “Ah gawwwwwwwwd!” She squirmed again, her ass cheeks wanting to clench in natural defense.

		“Don’t do it, Lacy. You’re almost done,” he advised her. “Keep your thighs wide, you falter now, I’ll start the caning over.”

		“Oh, no, please!” she wailed as her body struggled to comply with his wishes.

		Travis laid the final cuts in a swift series, the first cutting vertically across the previous horizontal lines of one ass cheek. The second following suit on the other ass cheek, and the last deliberately tore down the center where it struck the flesh of both sides, hitting the edge of her anus and below where it was wet and anxious for that harsh bite.

		

		Lacy cried for sometime, her tears making the sheets below her wet. She cried so that she didn’t at first feel Travis’s tender affections on her sweet punished cheeks. Without thinking however, she found herself moving against his hands as they played with her, as they moved up and down her hips, as what was once the instrument of her torture became the instrument to bring her pleasure. He stroked her with mild caresses, and then more vigorously, bringing up pain in delicious bursts, that sometimes moved through her in waves, and then at other times like lightning.

		For a time, he fastened his lips to her vulva and the places surrounding it. His tongue lapped at her juices, spreading it all along the cleft. Drawing the bolster and pillows away, he finally had her consumed in his arms, kisses covering her face, while his hands still combed her agitated body.

		As much as she wanted to respond to him, he kept her tied for a while, unable to reply to his attentions. “I want you submissive like this,” he whispered in her ear. “Your body belongs to me.”

		Lacy said nothing in reply, there was no reason to because she knew he’d subdued her. He’d made her yield. He’d tamed the spit and fire, and at least for a while, had molded her hot energy into a ravishing sexual beast that willingly gave and gave and gave. When at last he let her hands free, she was on him so zealously he thought he would orgasm in the first few seconds. When he’d wanted to hold off as long as he could, she efficiently had him at his peak. The peak subsided when she backed off for a time and carried on more gently. She teased him with sassy smiles, and tortured grimaces, and little words of tenderness.

		“I love you, Travis, please don’t go from me,” she murmured.

		Her kisses traversed his chest, to his belly, finally finding his penis standing at attention in anticipation of her loving lips. In her mouth, deep into her throat, she played the organ, until he was reaching that rising peak once more. Then, by mutual consent, she backed off so she could climb on him like she was mounting a horse for a long ride. They bucked and thrust and rode all the rough terrain of Travis’s bed, until both were ready for the finish. And when the climax came, it was only the prelude for another that followed swiftly on its heels.

		Something was settled between them, something satisfied. Rough justice won in the end. It was their first honest confrontation of spirits, but certainly it wouldn’t be the last. And in the wake of that day, a honest truce prevailed.

		

	
		

		Chapter Eleven

		

		Just after barbecued ribs, cornbread and coleslaw for dinner, Lacy and Travis were drinking beer on the porch relaxing. The two had spent nearly three days in bed together—Travis’s bed, getting everything they possibly could worked out of their systems. It was a tough ride, Travis taking the belt and the palm of his hand to Lacy’s perpetually sore bottom twice again, just to keep her in line. She hadn’t really complained, liking the attention; but her disposition could hardly stand two hours in a row being sweet to him. Travis resolved before they left the bunkhouse room that she would be as tame as a new lamb. As it was, he had to be satisfied with the job half done, and lots of sincere promises that he knew Lacy Dalton would eventually break. He also knew however, that their relationship had changed forever. He was under her skin, inside her head, and grappling with her groin almost constantly. Knowing that, he was certain that she couldn’t easily hurt him or herself again.

		

		“Now, Miss Dalton, you’re going to learn the rules,” Travis said, looking back at Lacy as she was sitting in the rocking chair drinking her beer from a frosty mug. He was leaning on the porch railing, a bottle of Bud in his hand, a gentle smirk on his lips.

		“Rules, what rules?” she asked him.

		“Rules of our warfare.”

		“You think this is warfare?” she asked, a little surprised.

		“There will always be a war between us, as long as you’re sassy and headstrong and stubborn.”

		“Me? What about you?” she retorted.

		“I know, I’m domineering, arrogant and stubborn. It’s what makes you love me.” Lacy couldn’t deny that. “But what’s true is, one of us has to turn out the winner, so that we both can win.”

		Lacy cocked her head, not quite figuring what he meant, though she was sure that Travis would explain, especially since he was sounding so serious.

		“One of us has to submit. I look at it this way. As long as I have to take orders from you about ranch business, you can take orders from me about everything else. That way we both know who’s boss and when.”

		“So those are the rules?” she asked.

		“Just about,” he answered.

		“So what happens if we have a disagreement about the ranch?” she inquired further.

		“About business you have the last say.”

		“And if you think I’m doing something dangerous?” she wondered.

		“If it’s dangerous to business, I’ll speak my mind, but I won’t stop you. But if it’s dangerous to you physically, that’s another story.”

		“So that’s not business then,” Lacy said. She was trying to get this all clear, not that she wouldn’t forget the next day. Besides, she wasn’t so sure that she liked following any man’s rules.

		“Right, that’s everything else,” he said. “And when you defy me, I get the belt out if necessary to keep you in line. It’s the way it’s going to be Lacy, those are the rules.”

		“I suppose I can accept that,” she said, almost as if she was treating the whole issue lightly. She smiled sweetly. “So, now that that’s settled, you can move into the ranch house,” she declared happily. She was beginning to think that everything in her life was working out just as she wanted it to.

		“No,” he countered her suggestion. “I’m not moving into the ranch house.”

		“No?” she wondered, a little crestfallen.

		“No. Not until we’re married. I won’t come to your bed, I won’t sleep in the ranch house, I won’t even screw on the couch, until we’re married. Until then you’ll have to wait until I invite you into my bed.”

		“What!” she was shocked. In three days, in his room, in his bed, she felt that it was as much her home as his. To wait for an invitation to rejoin him there, that was not something she had counted on.

		“That’s the way it’s going to be,” he said with a happy smirk.

		“You devil, you arrogant SOB of a devil!” she retorted as if she were mad.

		“Hey, I could spank you right now, for your foul mouth,” Travis said. “But I’m really a little too tired.”

		“Good,” she answered. There was a petulant pout on her face as she considered the entirety of his message and his rules. She eyed him in all his handsome sternness. A man of such rough inclinations and such tenderness, she could see the disasters between them lurking in the future. She could feel the pain on her bottom, and the embarrassment that would no doubt occur, but she could also feel the love that moved between them. That wild exhilaration was everything she wanted. It wouldn’t be an easy ride, but it might be fun, she thought. She guessed that she’d just have to marry him to get what she wanted. And she guessed that would happen pretty soon. And yet, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of telling him right away. That would be too easy and so unlike the Lacy Dalton that Travis loved.

		

		That night, the two drank beer and looked into the sunset until it was late and dark. About midnight, Travis finally kissed her good-night and then crossed the yard to retire to his room for the day. Lacy, though a little miffed that he didn’t invite her along, put on a happy smile and let him go without so much as the tiniest complaint.

		Yet even as she watched him mount the flight of stairs to the second story bunkhouse, she was in the midst of planning how she’d sneak into his room later. She’d get the invitation she wanted to spend the rest of the night, even if it meant another nasty paddling and another sore bottom come morning.

		

		

		More Hot Spanking Novels . . .

		

		The Barmaid & The Blacksmith

		The Spanking Version

		A Seventeenth Century Romance—After a murderous incident leaves the high-spirited Fiona to fend for herself, she is rescued by a handsome and secretive blacksmith, Joshua Kane. Falling under his dominant spell, the lusty red-head gives up her virtue to have his love, only to find herself often at war with the controlling man. To her dismay, the sometimes gentle, sometimes ruthless Joshua, has his own way of handling her stormy tantrums. The palm of his hand or the taste of a leather belt are always ready to tame this volatile brat.

		

		Old Affairs & New Found Lovers

		A mystery filled with suspense and lots of red-hot over-the-knee spanking and punishment! A loving couple, detectives Kyle and Brett, attempt to unravel the mysterious disappearance of a valuable pendant while they attend a weekend spanking party at posh Heath Manor. A host of fascinating suspects include the ruthless dominant, Victor, and his timid wife, Patricia; the saucy vamp Cassandra—who’s always looking for a new spanking lover; and Jenny who’s spanking past haunts her every move!
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