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CHAPTER 1
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Danni’s heart was racing and her adrenaline pumping as she ramped up the speed on the Pantera snowmobile she was riding. The smooth growl of the engine and the swish of the runners on the mountain snow curled into her ears as she glided along. The sheer joy of her favorite sport filled her with excitement as she headed for the three-foot drop-off made by the snowplows on the mountain road. 

Quickly she glanced behind her to see where Darrell was. With great disgust, she noted her date was several hundred feet behind her. Why Eva, her well-meaning best friend, wanted to set her up with him for the weekend she didn’t know. Darrell Cox had no sense of adventure. Dismissing him from her mind, she concentrated on the jump coming up. And then she was airborne for several breath-stopping seconds before the Pantera hit the ground, still flying.

What a better than chocolate rush! 

Well, maybe not better, but it was pretty damn close. 

The curve that she knew was beyond the drop-off came up faster than she had expected. A jolt of surprise and fear blazed through her as a cross-country skier suddenly loomed in front of her. Recovering with lightning reflexes, Danni applied her brakes and slid into a hard-left turn, spraying out a wide curtain of snow and ice bits that covered the skier in a shower of white debris. She pulled the Pantera on around in a wide arc, coming back full circle and stopping in front of the snow giant. Her heart pounded out a rapid tattoo with the adrenaline rush of a near disaster.

“Are you okay?” Although she was breathless from the thrill of the close call, she was struck by a sudden desire to laugh as the man literally shook like a big dog, sending snow and ice flying everywhere. When he pulled off his ski mask and goggles, Danni had a sudden sense of impending danger as a pair of deep blue eyes pinned her in a furious stare. The man was mad as a mountain grizzly.

He was also very attractive, his white snowsuit fitting him like a glove. The red racing stripes down his sides from beneath his arm to his feet hugged well-developed muscles that any woman would enjoy. From the look of the white circles around his eyes and the dark tan color of his face, he obviously spent a lot of time with his sport of choice. 

“Do you make a habit of riding hell-bent for leather on that thing?” he gritted out while shaking his head and brushing snow out of his blondish, sun-streaked hair. 

Danni didn’t have a chance to reply before Darrell pulled up beside her, a concerned look on his face. Immediately the giant’s gaze zeroed in on him with distaste. 

“You need to take your little snow bunny in hand before she hurts herself or somebody else,” he snapped to the wilting Darrell.

Danni bristled indignantly. “You need to mind your own business,” she declared, her chin lifting defiantly. “What business is it of yours how I drive?” The man had insinuated she was nothing but fluff. 

Snow bunny...humph.

“You shouldn’t have been going that fast coming up on a blind curve. You’re just lucky you had enough room to pull out or you could have caused a serious accident.” His blue eyes were as icy as the surrounding terrain. “And it’s my business because I just bought into this resort and you almost ran me over. Anyone using equipment from my facility will exercise caution and good judgement when using it.”

Danni knew he was right but she wasn’t going to admit it. This must be Sanders Linson, the new owner her father had spoken about. Well, she didn’t care who he was, his whole attitude grated on her nerves. She glanced sideways at her date. Darrell? Take her in hand? It had taken all of two minutes to figure out that Darrell was a wimp in the first degree. 

“I was in complete control the whole time,” she sassed back, ignoring the storm clouds in his eyes. Throwing both men a contemptuous glance, she slammed the Pantera into reverse and went backward at a furious clip, then cut back to the right to spin around them. Then she gunned it and took off, the snowmobile whining as the RPMS accelerated at a heavy pace.

“You better get after her before she hurts herself,” instructed Sanders Linson to the embarrassed young man in front of him.

“No one tells Danni Oaks what to do,” complained Darrell. “She is too spoiled to her own way and her father lets her do whatever she wants. But he obediently turned his snowmobile around and headed after the disappearing Pantera.

***
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TEARS BEGAN TO TRICKLE down Danni’s cheeks as a reaction to the close call set in. Feeling her anger burn out after a few minutes, she guided the snowmobile into one of her favorite glades, winter or summer. As she took off her helmet, her long platinum hair cascaded down her back, looking beautiful on her maroon parka. Once disembarking from the Pantera, she walked to the summit and looked out over the valleys and mountain peaks all covered in snow. It was a view she never tired of. 

Sighing, she smoothed her hair back behind her small ear. She remembered the fury she had seen in Linson’s eyes a few moments ago. She tried to analyze her reaction to it. Her stomach had curled and her heart had leaped into her throat as she recognized his desire to meet out some type of retribution. And then there were his words to Darrell about taking her in hand. As if he were a man who would do exactly that in a heartbeat. The question is, what would he do? How would it be to have someone want to straighten her out and be worried about her? She pondered that as her eyes traveled across the magnificent, if somewhat lonely, panorama before her. 

Eva’s husband, Dale, was the nearest thing to a male with a backbone that Danni had come across yet. Eva was lucky she decided. Dale really loved her, and he showed it in every way possible. And she had to admit, Eva certainly seemed to pay attention when Dale told her something. She seemed hesitant to disobey him, even when Danni was cajoling her to come and play with her. 

Danni smiled to herself as she recalled the scene a few nights ago. She had invited Eva to go with her to the club where a new male dancer was supposed to be appearing. Dale had chimed in and said no, Eva would not be going. And she shouldn’t be going either. Her stomach had done a queer little flipping sensation at the commanding look on his face. She’d already known that he was super protective of Eva, and as her friend, that protective instinct had seemed to include her at times. Eva had started to say something, but he had arched his eyebrow and looked at her with a stern look and she had caved. Danni had laughed, but she had also respected his decision for Eva’s sake. She just wondered why her friend had given in so easily.

Restlessly she kicked the snow in front of her. Usually, the only emotion she inspired in men was lust—or frustration because she wouldn’t respond to their lust. Oh, she knew she was beautiful. She had been very blessed in that department, although sometimes she wished she wasn’t. Between her looks and her father’s money, men came on to her constantly. Or if they didn’t have the guts to approach her, they just lusted from afar. No one ever saw who she really was underneath. How she longed for someone who wanted to get to know her, not just get her into bed.

Danni broke a branch off a nearby scrub oak and started hitting the bush with it, knocking snow onto the ground. She heard Darrell’s snowmobile pass on by the glade without turning in. Another one bites the dust, she thought, knowing after the little scene that had played out, he would not be around when she returned to the lodge. She kicked out at a small rock, dislodging it and sending it flying. Brushing a stray tear from her cheek, she renewed her attack on the helpless bush.

“I can think of a far better use for that switch than beating a bush with it,” drawled a sardonic voice from behind her.

Danni whirled around to face Sanders Linson, the man she had covered in snow a short time ago. She gaped in astonishment when he released the catch on his skis and stepped out of them. Then he took off his goggles and ski mask as well, as if he were making himself right at home. Her senses screamed alert. 

“W-what are you doing here?” she stammered. She looked around her but there was no one else in sight. Leave it to dumb Darrell to take off when she might have actually needed him. Her gaze shot behind him to where her snowmobile was sitting. She would have to get around the mountain of a man to get to it. 

What did he want from her? 

Was he planning to “get a little on account” since the opportunity had presented itself? She’d dealt with associates of her father before, so it wouldn’t be the first time. Her gaze swung back to his stern face. The blond giant certainly didn’t look enamored of her though, he looked more like Dale did when he was mad at Eva. Still, Danni wasn’t used to that, she was used to getting her way. Her chin lifted and she stared insolently at him.

***
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SANDERS APPRAISED THE defiant girl before him. He had seen her date  on the snowmobile pass the glade, obviously ignoring the fact that Miss Oaks had pulled in. That meant he had left the girl on her own. As much as he hadn’t wanted to stop, it went against his grain to leave a woman alone. For all her bravado, she was probably shaken up by the close call they had both encountered. She needed a good spanking as far as he was concerned, and if she had been his date, that’s precisely what she would have gotten. 

He walked over to her and took the branch out of her hand. “This would be much better applied directly to your bottom.” He swished the branch experimentally through the air. He was amused to see her back up, some of the defiance fading to be replaced by a wary pout.

“I don’t know what you want,” she replied in a sulky voice, “but you better not even think it.”

“I can do more than just think it,” he said evenly. He saw the tear trail on her cheeks and knew he’d been right. The whole incident had shaken her more than she would ever admit. Without her helmet, he could see that she was a very lovely girl, but he had known many beautiful women. Most of them were spoiled and vain. He hoped to eventually find someone with more to offer than a lovely face and body, and certainly something more than just a spoiled brat. Something about Danni Oaks appealed to him though, in spite of her attitude. There was something vulnerable about her, like a spitting kitten with claws that had no real scratch. He was intrigued, and that curiosity drove him on.

“What I want is an apology for starters,” he said briskly. “Then we’ll go from there depending on your attitude.” He smacked the switch lightly against his palm, testing its strength.

Danni stared at him suspiciously. Surely he didn’t mean...no...he wouldn’t, would he? She inspected his face carefully. His smooth brown jaw was set in a stern look, not unlike Dale’s at times, and the bright blue eyes looked very uncompromising. She glanced at the switch he was tapping against his palm and shivered. She’d seen her Aunt Mindy use a switch on her cousin once, years ago, and it had not been a pretty sight. Heidi had yelped and danced like it was killing her as her mother had laid stripes across the shorts-clad bottom and the backs of her thighs. It had left ugly red welts on Heidi’s bare skin. Danni had turned and ran like a rat, deserting her cousin to her aunt’s ministrations. Although Aunt Mindy had called her mother, no punishment had come her way. 

She bristled at his action and drew herself up to her full 5-foot 3-inch stature. There was no way she was going to let this man intimidate her. Especially since her father had hired him. If it had been anyone else, she might have considered an apology, but no one that did business with her father deserved her consideration. He had no right to even think about touching her with that thing and the sooner he was informed of that, the better. Her blue eyes flashed with anger and her mouth went into full throttle. 

“I don’t have to apologize to you, and you have no right to threaten me. I don’t scare easily,” she stormed at him, her chin jutting out. “So you can just put your skis back on and get out of here, Mister Linson.”  

Sanders’ eyes narrowed as he took in her insolent words. This young lady really needed a good lesson in manners, he decided. She was virtually asking for it. He hadn’t really planned on spanking her when he came in here, but he could make time for it if she didn’t straighten up.

“I’m the guy you nearly ran over and that’s all the right I need,” he replied smoothly. And you’ve got about three seconds to start apologizing or you and I are going to have a much more serious talk.”

“In a pig’s eye,” she spat at him.

“We’ll just see about that,” Sanders retorted. He started towards Danni. He had been so intent on their argument that he hadn’t noticed that one of his skis had slid sideways. As he stepped out towards Danni, he landed on the ski and it went sliding out from under him, making him lose his footing.

Danni took advantage of his predicament and raced for the snowmobile. She jumped astride it and turned the key. As the engine roared to life, she suddenly felt herself lifted bodily off the seat.

“Let go of me,” she shrieked as he dumped her face down over the padded seat of her Pantera. She fought wildly but she was no match for his strength. Apparently, the man intended to make good his threat. She couldn’t get up with the weight of his hand and body on her back. Panicked, her arms flailed uselessly, unable to grab anything that would pull her upright. Suddenly, she felt a hot streak of fire burn across her buttocks; even through her snowsuit. Then another and another. She yelped in pain as the switch continued to blaze across her wriggling backside. 

“Stop it,” she yelled, trying to kick him but failing to connect with anything.

“Let me know when you’re ready to start apologizing,” Sanders instructed grimly as he brought the switch down again and again on her rounded cheeks and the back of her thighs. He knew the thin synthetic material of her tight-fitting ski suit would be scant protection against the sting of the switch. And he was pretty sure he could last longer than her stubbornness would.

“Damn you,” Danni yelled. “Stop it.... now! You have no r-right to do this.” Her voice was starting to break as the relentless crack of the switch turned her buttocks to fire. A sob caught in her throat. She tried desperately not to give in. 

“You are one stubborn young lady,” Sanders told her. “Maybe I need to up the ante a little.” Her parka had slid up her back enough for him to realize that her ski pants were not a jumpsuit...that meant they could come down. Putting the switch in his teeth, he grabbed the back of the spandex waistband and whipped them down below her buttocks in one smooth motion. Her legs flailed helplessly

“What are you doing?  No, you can’t do that,” Danni sputtered, horrified. But he had done it, and she’d been powerless to stop him. The lashing continued over her “barely there” bikini’s, causing her to howl in pain. Her bottom and thighs were a raging inferno. “I’m sorry!” she finally yelled, the admission grudgingly given. “Please, stop!”

“It’s about time,” Sanders replied, surveying the job he had done on the stubborn girl. “You just missed losing those panties too.”

“Let me up,” Danni demanded, barely controlling the sobs threatening to burst forth.

“Not just yet. We need to have a little discussion first.”

Danni had to bite her tongue to keep from lashing back at him. She knew she was in no position to argue at the moment, and that threat about the panties was not lost on her.

“Now then, about this snowmobile,” he began firmly, making her eyes roll at his autocratic tone. “You were riding it entirely too fast for existing conditions. And your manners are atrocious.” 

Sanders lectured her for a couple of minutes, letting his message with the switch sink in. He knew it was humiliating for her to be in this position, which is why he left her in it. He intended that she would remember this lesson for a while. 

Amazingly enough, Danni did listen to his words and guilt began to gnaw in her stomach. She actually could have killed one or both of them. She had been reckless and rude, but no one had ever challenged her right to do so before. Men let her get away with anything because of her looks, and she had secretly scorned them for it. As a result, she had taken advantage of it. 

“And this is just to make sure you have a reminder for the next few days. Whenever you ride this thing, behave yourself and slow down.” Sanders added, making her ears perk up in dismay. Then he brought his hard palm down over and over at the base of her buttocks and upper thighs, burning his message into her sitting space.

That was when Danni finally lost it completely and gave in. She cried hard as his merciless hand slapped the message into her sore cheeks and thighs. Nothing in her life had ever hurt as much as this spanking, and she vowed she would never cross this man again. If she survived. Shamelessly she begged to be let up, all thoughts of defiance totally gone. 

Satisfied at last that he had made his point, Sanders lifted the sobbing girl. He slid her pants back up and took her in his arms, holding her close until her sobs quieted and she relaxed against him. 

As Danni’s hiccupping sobs melted away, she felt strangely at peace and thoroughly comfortable in his arms. So, this is what it’s like when a man finally stands up to you, she thought in amazement. She began to get an inkling of what Eva and Dale’s relationship must be like. She sighed wistfully, feeling connected to this man in a way she didn’t understand. She should be fighting mad and threatening to sue him but she couldn’t conjure up the energy. It was the first time, she mused, that she had finally inspired something besides lust or greed in a man. 

“Now then, little snow bunny,” he said, as he held her against his broad chest. “Are you going to behave yourself? Or am I going to have to turn your bottom red every time I see you?”

Suddenly shy, she looked up at him and saw warmth in his blue eyes and a smile on his chiseled lips. “Am I going to be seeing you?” she asked, a catch in her voice. 

“You can count on it, Miss Oaks,” he said firmly. “I’m here to stay now that I just became part owner in this ski lodge. If you’re going to ride here, you will have to follow my rules.” 

“How did you know my name?” she asked, suddenly suspicious. Had her father instigated this? He was always trying to steer her into business deals with her as the added sweetener. 

“Your date told me,” he replied drily. 

“Well, I’m afraid I’m not very good at following rules, Mister Linson. I know your name because my father said he had sold off part of the lodge to someone named Sanders Linson.” She backed up slightly, slipping out of his grasp. “Just so you know, I’m not part of the deal, no matter what he may have told you.”

Sanders looked into her wary eyes and saw that something more he’d been looking for. Something special, hidden away like a treasure glimmering inside a beautiful box. He wanted to be the man that opened that box. “I can manage my own love life,” he growled. “I don’t do deal sweeteners like you’re talking about.” And then unable to help himself, he bent his head and claimed her lips again. 

“Just so you know then, I’m afraid I’m not very good at following rules,” she whispered, breathless when he released her. 

Danni really hoped he was telling her the truth. The hurt she’d endured wouldn’t allow her to take his word on blind faith. Time would tell, though. She found herself really wanting to trust him.

“That’s okay,” he grinned wickedly, “I’m a very good enforcer.” His hand slid down the swells of her buttocks, warning, massaging, exploring. 

He certainly was, she reflected, her bottom still burning and aching. The imp in her personality climbed out, and she suddenly grinned mischievously. With an impulsive wild hair, she placed both her palms against his chest and shoved. The unexpectedness of the attack took him off guard and he fell back. Losing his balance, he landed on his ass in the snow once again. 

Like a flash, Danni leaped astride the already running snowmobile and gunned it, making it leap forward. Once she was several yards away, she looked back and grinned wickedly, her eyes flashing. He was just getting up, a wry grin on his face and a clear warning in his eyes.

“You’ll have to catch me first,” she taunted, feeling totally vindicated for the spanking he’d given her.

“Oh I always catch my quarry, no matter how fast they run,” he promised laconically. “No one escapes my retribution forever.” He began to put his gear back on, snapping his feet into the skis and adjusting his goggles. Then, grabbing his ski poles he began sluicing towards her.

Danni’s heart pounded with delight and trepidation. She was pretty sure he couldn’t catch her, but the intimidation of his determined figure coming towards her, and the deadpan promise in his words sent chills through her body and straight to her feminine center. She laughed again and gunned the snowmobile, heading for the lodge. 

Wincing as her bottom bounced on the seat of the Pantera, she knew she would be too sore to ride tomorrow. His words echoed in her mind though. It was almost as if he were talking about more than just catching her. She shook off the uneasy feeling, it was probably just this entire incident weighing on her mind. If she had any sense, she’d charge him with assault, but she found she didn’t want to. Figuring him out would be so much more fun. Time to hit the hot tub and get primed for her next encounter with the first man to catch her interest in forever.

Behind her, Sanders watched Danni as the snowmobile carried her away, her pale hair flowing behind her. She was trouble all right. He should write her off and put her in the waste bin in his mind, but he didn’t want to. No doubt things were going to get more complicated, but the sight of her pale bottom in those bright red scraps of lace had given him a hard-on that still hadn’t receded. 

It was her eyes though, that had really done it. Whatever Danni Oaks was hiding behind that mischievous gleam was hurting her. They were so welcoming on the surface, but the ice behind the gaze meant a really cold dip if you pushed very far. That’s okay, he was used to polar plunges, he’d done quite a few. Plus, she made it plain that she didn’t like her father. He didn’t like John Oaks either, so they had that in common. This entire situation was going to be very interesting. 

Then he smiled. 

The little snow bunny had forgotten to put her helmet on. He would have to address that, he decided. 
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Back at the ski resort, Dale and Eva watched as Darrell checked out and left in a huff. They returned to their ski lodge in silence, which didn’t last once the door was closed.

“Dammit, Eva, Danni can’t keep treating people this way!” he snapped angrily, glaring at his pretty young wife. “I have a good mind to bust her butt for this reckless escapade.”

Eva’s eyes narrowed. “While I admit Danni needs turned over someone’s knee, I don’t want it to be yours.”

Dale ran his fingers through his hair, his eyes softening. “I know how you feel about that, we’ve discussed it before. I don’t want to either, and it’s not something I’ll be doing, unless she challenges me. I won’t put up with her disrespecting you or me, Eva,” he warned.

Eva nodded as they took their outerwear off to hang them on the stand by the door. “Fair enough, honey. She won’t do that though, you’re my husband.”

His lips thinned tightly. “I think she’s come close before, and don’t bother denying it. I’ve done my best to be a friend to her, but I don’t like the influence she has on you. That girl desperately needs a keeper. Darrell wasn’t a bad young man for her to date, why does she have to be so wild and irresponsible?”

“You just don’t understand her,” Eva argued. “You know she is very suspicious of men, and her father hasn’t helped any with the awful way he has treated her mother. Their marriage is just convenience only and always has been. He wants to use Danni to sweeten his business deals for him, and I for one agree with her.” 

Eva’s blue eyes flashed fire as she defended her long-time friend. She was far more aware of what John Oaks wanted Danni to do for him than Dale was, but it was Danni’s business and not something that Eva felt she could divulge, even to her husband.

Dale stared at Eva in consternation. “Are you saying she was right to treat Darrell with such contempt?”

“No, of course not!” Eva hastily replied, noting the storm clouds gathering in Dale’s brown eyes. “I’m just saying I understand where she is coming from a little better than you do, that’s all.”

“Well, why don’t you enlighten me then,” replied Dale, his eyes narrowing.

“I really can’t say, honey,” protested Eva, her heart sinking as she saw the stern set of Dale’s jaw. “You know I can’t tell you anything about Danni that she doesn’t want anyone to know. Surely you can understand that?”

“Are you keeping secrets from me, Vee?” Dale asked smoothly as he sat down on the sofa and pulled her between his knees.

Nervously, Eva bit her lip and shook her head vigorously back and forth in a negative gesture. She slipped her hands into the back pockets of her jeans in an unconscious gesture of covering her bottom. Gazing down at her handsome husband as his stern gaze searched her face for any signs of duplicity, her heart was racing. The stray lock of blond hair on his forehead always gave her the itch to tuck it back into the rest of his wavy mane every time it slipped out. She stilled the urge and waited with bated breath.
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AT 28, DALE GRANGER was a young, successful stockbroker on his way up. He owned a ranch just outside Park City, and he loved being able to run his business from his home. At six foot three inches, his outdoor heritage was quite obvious in the tanned coloring of his face. He loved most winter sports and enjoyed horseback riding, winter or summer. He was strong in mind and body, and very much in charge of his young wife. They had been married for two years now and he loved her more every day, but he was also very strict with Eva, and deplored deceit. It had been the first thing he had ever spanked her for, and she had been clearly shocked. He studied her face, watching her emotions play across her expressive features as he remembered back to the night she and Danni had deceived him.

Eva and he had been dating for several months and had set a wedding date. The beautiful young girl had captured his heart the first time he saw her. Eva had been brought up in a Christian environment and had been taught that the man was the head of his home. Which coincided with his intent to be the one in charge of his home, regardless of how old-fashioned society might find that to be in this day and age. And for him, that included turning his wife over his knee and soundly spanking her bare bottom when he thought she’d earned it.

They had even joked about it a little, but unfortunately for Eva, she hadn’t realized how serious he was until she and Danni had taken off to Reno for the weekend without telling him they were going. 

A business trip to Los Angeles had him flying out on a Friday morning and not returning until the following Tuesday. 

Eva’s best friend, Danni Oaks, was always planning some harebrained scheme that usually included dragging Eva along with her. On this particular weekend, Danni had decided she needed some excitement and had made on-the-spur arrangements to go by car from Salt Lake City, Utah to Reno, Nevada. She had quickly pressured Eva into going with her, protesting all the way. And because of Danni’s insistence, Eva had not seen fit to tell him what they were up to.

As luck would have it, his meetings had been shortened, and the conference was over on Saturday, so he’d flown home on Sunday morning. When he’d arrived and gone to Danni and Eva’s apartment, the girls weren’t home. Besides not being home, Eva hadn’t returned his calls on Saturday, as he’d expected. Upon checking the answering machine, he realized his messages hadn’t been picked up. 

Quickly he’d called both girls’ families and found that neither set of parents knew where they had gone. Danni’s mother had assured him that it was not unusual for her to not hear from Danni for weeks at a time. She always turned up when she was ready. Eva’s mother was a little more worried than that, but she also knew how Danni was since the girls’ had been best friends for years.  She wasn’t inclined to be desperate yet. 

Dale had proceeded to pace the floor with worry and anxiety. He’d gone home and kept checking back by phone every hour to see if they’d come in.

He’d been furious when he’d finally received a call from Eva about 11:00 pm that evening, and she told him they were home from Reno. Determined to see that his errant fiancée understood the error of her ways, he’d driven immediately to their apartment and brought her back to his ranch home.

Eva had been very quiet and said little all the way to his house. Once inside, he had taken her coat and hung it in the closet. When he’d turned to face her, he could see the apprehension and worry in her pretty blue eyes. The brown curly cap of hair framed her anxious face, making her resemble a cute little sprite. In spite of his irritation with her, she was totally adorable as she twisted her fingers and bit at her lip. 

Taking her firmly by the elbow, he’d marched her into his living room and sat down on the sofa, then pulled her onto his lap. When she was settled comfortably, he began to talk.

“Now then, young lady, would you like to tell me just what you were doing leaving town without calling me and not even letting your family know?”

“Well,” she hedged, “Danni wanted to go to Reno at the last minute and she didn’t want to go alone. I didn’t want to let her go alone either, so I just grabbed a bag and went with her. I figured we would be back before you got home. My mom is used to Danni and me taking off sometimes, so I just went.” She shrugged her shoulders helplessly as if some demon imp had taken possession of her and she’d had no control over her actions.

“Yet you knew I’d be calling with the name of my hotel and the room number so you could get me if you needed anything. Why would you just blow that off? You didn’t think that I, as your fiancé, had any need to know where you were going to be for two days?”

“Um...I-I was going to take my cell phone so I could check my answering machine and get your messages,” she explained, “but...I-I forgot it at the last minute.” 

Eva gulped as she watched Dale’s eyebrow arch ever skyward. It was amazing how high they could actually go, but this had to be a record. 

“So that explains why you didn’t answer that either,” Dale replied grimly, already realizing that she hadn’t intended to let him know she had gone to Reno at all. He called her on it. “You weren’t going to tell me were you?” 

Her guilty look confirmed his question. 

“And you thought this was okay?” He looked at her bent head. Tucking his hand under her chin, he brought her head up to look him in the face. “Were you?”

“No,” she admitted in a whisper, her eyes staying downcast, her body beginning to tremble.

“Why not, Eva?”

Something about the tone of his voice made her finally look up at him. It was in that instant that Dale was pretty sure he was going to spank her. From the guilty look on her face, even she knew she had done wrong.

Eva licked her lips, her pretty blue eyes pleading with him to just understand and not be mad, but Dale was having none of that. He intended that she should explain her actions so she herself could fully understand why he was upset with her.

“I’m waiting, Eva.”

***
[image: ]


DALE’S IMPLACABLE TONE told Eva that she was not going to get out of this without explaining, that is if she expected his forgiveness. Why had she listened to Danni? She should have been more respectful of his feelings. Tears pooled in her eyes as she worried her bottom lip with her teeth. 

Finally, she bit the bullet and tried to explain about Danni and her capricious ways, her spur-of-the-moment plans. Sometimes Danni just needed to throw caution to the winds as if something was chasing her, and she had to outrun it.

Her childhood friend was complicated at best. At worst she was confused and hell-bent on trouble. 

Seeing that Dale didn’t seem particularly impressed, she finally admitted that she had known it was wrong, that she had intended not to tell him, hoping she could keep it a girls’ secret. The last fling if you will, while still single, and that she should have let someone know where they were.

“I’m really sorry, Dale,” she finished, dropping her head again.

“So, what do you think I should do about this Eva?” he asked gently.

Startled at his choice of words, she looked up at him. “Do about it?” she replied doubtfully.

“Yes Eva, do about it. You know, as in consequences for your actions? To hold you responsible for willfully doing something you knew was wrong from the beginning?”

“I...I don’t know, Dale,” she whispered nervously. “Were you
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