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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.

