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      The damn monkey suit was too tight.

      Clint tugged at his collar. “What the hell? Why does the top button have to be done up?”

      “Because you’re wearing a tie,” Kent replied calmly.

      “A tie! Are you kidding me?”

      “Clint, do I look like I’m joking?” Kent glared at him. “Now stop fidgeting, we’re supposed to make certain your suit fits properly since you wouldn’t have a final fitting.”

      “I haven’t got the time. I’ve got work to finish before we go on our honeymoon.”

      That was the one thing he was holding onto. A honeymoon. Two weeks. Just him and Charlotte. No damn suit fittings or Kent harping on about things like vests and ties and rings. Did he want to marry Charlotte? Of course, he did. He wanted to tie her to him every way he possibly could.

      But he wished he could do it without all this … this fluff.

      This is what Charlotte wants.

      It had kind of surprised him how much of a traditional wedding she desired. The church. The white dress. Him in a monkey suit. There was even a horse and carriage involved.

      “Can’t believe she wanted a horse and carriage,” he muttered. “I’m a respectable rancher not Prince Charming.”

      “Believe me, no one thinks you’re Prince Charming,” Kent said dryly.

      Clint had left the wedding details up to Charlotte. But the honeymoon was his area. He’d made reservations for them to spend two weeks in a house right on the water near Galveston. Where he was going to ensure that his baby slept and ate and got plenty of Little time.

      In between tying her to the bed and having his way with her. Yeah, he could see why men did this wedding stuff…it was all for the honeymoon. And the ability to proclaim that their woman was their wife.

      Clint was a possessive bastard, so he was going to enjoy the shit out of that as well.

      If he didn’t fucking shoot his brother and end up in jail first. Because he swore, if Kent didn’t stop poking and prodding at him…

      Clint blew out a breath. “Didn’t know you were so into fashion.”

      “I’m the best man. It’s my job to get you to the church on time. I also need to make sure that you’re dressed properly. It’s a lot harder than I’d thought it would be.”

      “Your job is a piece of cake.”

      “We’ll just see what you say when I get married.”

      “You’ve got plans to ask Abby?” He’d expected it. Kent’s girlfriend, Abby meant everything to Kent. And she adored him.

      “I have,” Kent said quietly.

      “How you gonna do it?”

      “Oh no.” Kent shook his head as he put the tie around Clint’s neck. “I’m not telling you. You can’t keep a secret to save yourself.”

      “You have to tell me because I’m gonna be the best man.”

      “Still not telling you.”

      “You’ve got to tell me because I’m your brother.” If it was possible for him to pout, he would.

      Kent shook his head. “Not happening.”

      “I’ll pay for the whole thing if you tell me,” he bribed.

      Kent just raised his eyebrows. “I can pay for my own damn wedding. And I’m still not telling you.” He tightened the tie until Clint could barely breathe.

      He reached for the tie, loosening it. “Hey!”

      “Sorry,” Kent said.

      Clint glared at him. He could tell he didn’t mean the apology. “Shouldn’t have let you play with my toys as a kid. It’s made you ungrateful.”

      Kent rolled his eyes. “You were a selfish brat as a kid. You didn’t share anything.”

      Clint turned to look at himself in the mirror. Black suit, cream vest and a black shirt and dark blue tie.

      “Well?” Kent asked.

      “Yeah, it’s okay.” He’d probably never wear this again. Unless…

      “Guess it will also work for when I’m best man at your wedding. Get more bang for my buck.”

      “Like you’re short a buck.” Kent shook his head. “You just offered to pay for my wedding.”

      “Because you won’t tell me how you’re gonna propose!” He hated not knowing things. “I still say we should have just eloped. All this fuss for one damn day. And I wouldn’t have to wear a damn monkey suit. Think about it, quick trip to Las Vegas, some Elvis look-alike then a honeymoon. Done.”

      Kent gave him an exasperated look. “I know you don’t really mean that.”

      “How do you know? These past few weeks, I’ve barely seen Charlotte even though we live in the same damn house. We’ve both been so busy. It’s crazy.” He couldn’t even remember when she last had some Little time. “I remember Bear warned me it was gonna be madness but I scoffed at him. Damn bastard was right.”

      He started pulling off the tie. These things should be illegal.

      “It will all be over soon,” Kent reassured him.

      Thank God for that.
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      She knew he didn’t mean it.

      Most of the time Clint was filled with bluster. He had the hugest heart. He took care of everyone on Sanctuary ranch like they were family. She loved him. He was everything to her.

      But it still kind of hurt to hear him say he’d rather elope than go through with the wedding she’d meticulously organized. The day she’d dreamed about for years.

      Her hands shook as she pulled on her jacket and boots and stepped into the cool, winter air. All her life she’d dreamed about the big, white wedding. It had gotten her through a lot of bad times. Growing up with an abusive aunt, she’d never received any affection or love.

      She’d only had her daydreams. Didn’t all little girls dream of the big, poofy dress, a carriage and handsome guy in a suit staring at them adoringly?

      But maybe most of them grew out of that. Perhaps she’d gone too overboard. She’d pushed Clint into something he didn’t want.

      Guilt swamped her.

      You should go tell him he doesn’t have to wear that suit if he doesn’t want to. That you don’t need any of it if it’s not what he wants as well.

      Did he even want any of it?

      She should probably tell him that she’d overheard his conversation with Kent. Then she’d likely get her butt roasted for eavesdropping.

      She deserved it.

      Turning, her mind made up, she was caught by surprise as her head spun. She leaned a hand against a tree until the dizziness faded. That was weird. She took some slow breaths to calm the nausea bubbling in her stomach. When she was certain it was under control, she looked around. Well, shoot.

      She’d walked off the path. Clint would kill her if she got lost. She wouldn’t need to worry about the wedding, because she’d be dead.

      Okay, she knew she could make her way back. This wasn’t like the time she’d gone chasing after that bunny and Jed had to rescue her. Rambo to the rescue.

      She grinned.

      She started walking back the way she’d come. She quickly found the path she’d been following earlier. Soon she found herself stepping out of the trees and behind the large barn. Thank goodness she hadn’t gone too far. She let out a relieved breath then moved around the barn, shivering slightly. The air was growing even colder. Was it going to snow?

      “Charlie?”

      She startled at the familiar voice, turning with a smile as she saw Linc, the ranch manager, coming towards her. But she must have moved too fast. Her head spun. Dark spots danced in front of her vision. She heard her name shouted just as the ground rushed up to meet her.

      Then nothing.
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      “What the hell is wrong with her? Is she sick?”

      Clint’s bellow stirred her.

      “Clint, shut up, you’re waking her,” Kent said.

      “Don’t we want to wake her up? We shouldn’t let her sleep, right? What if she hit her head?”

      “I don’t think she did,” someone else said. Who was that? How many people were here? “Think she just fainted. You’ve called Doc?”

      She groaned at that. Doc? Someone called Doc? She didn’t need him. She felt fine. Well, she was nauseous and she wasn’t that keen on moving just yet, but she was certain she’d be fine soon. Doc would want to examine her. Which meant things getting stuck up her butt.

      That sounded worse than it actually was. But Doc didn’t believe in taking temperatures the normal way. Nope, he had to use a rectal thermometer. He claimed it was more accurate. She wasn’t buying that baloney. She was certain he just liked sticking things up people’s butts.

      Okay, that sounded bad too.

      Only up Littles butts. He had a normal thermometer for when the men on the ranch were ill or injured.

      Then there were the vitamin suppositories that he liked to prescribe for Littles. Yeah, there was a lot of butt stuff. And she hadn’t even gotten to the things Clint liked to do to her backside.

      She could feel herself blushing at the thought.

      “She’s flushed. She’s ill,” Clint said worriedly. A huge, cold hand rested on her forehead and she jumped, letting out a startled cry.

      “Your hand is like an icicle,” she said, her throat scratchy.

      Oh shit. She wasn’t actually ill, was she? Nope, she didn’t have time for this. She had stuff to do. She needed to call the caterer. She had to check with the florist. Her bridal shower was soon.

      She reached up and lightly pushed Clint’s hand away. Then she opened her eyes, nearly gasping at the sight of three men staring down at her, concern filling their faces. She glanced quickly around, noting that she was lying on her bed, with a blanket over her.

      “Umm, hi.”

      She tried to sit but Clint reached out and grasped hold of her shoulder, keeping her flat on her back.

      “Lie there, Charlotte. Don’t move.” Clint’s voice was so stern that she immediately nodded.

      She reached up and rubbed her throbbing head.

      “Charlie, do you remember what happened?” Linc asked. He was the other voice she’d heard. “Do you remember seeing me outside the barn?”

      She frowned, thinking. Bits of memories came back to her. “Ahh, yes. What happened next?”

      “You went all pale then you collapsed. I picked you up and brought you home.”

      “What were you even doing out there?” Clint frowned as he sat on the bed, facing her. “It’s freezing outside. You shouldn’t be leaving the house. Where were you going?”

      She cleared her throat. Hmm. This was going to take some explaining. And she wasn’t sure she wanted an audience for this chat.

      “What is everyone doing in here? Why are you all crowding over my patient? Can she even breathe with all the looming?” a deep voice barked grouchily from the doorway.

      Doc was here.

      She’d thought he might be less grumpy now that he’d found Caley. Both he and his brother, Archer, were involved with Caley, which had kind of surprised Charlie. Doc didn’t seem the sharing type. But it seemed to work well for the three of them. She guessed Archer’s smooth calm evened out Doc’s gruffness.

      But, unfortunately, he only seemed to soften when Caley was around. At least from what Charlie had seen. Then again, if he could get the room cleared of Kent and Linc she’d be grateful. She wasn’t really in the mood to be stared at.

      “Out. I have work to do and I can’t do it with all of you in the way.” Doc stepped into the room and made shooing motions with his hands.

      Kent sighed and glared at him. “You do know you work for me, right?”

      Kent owned Jensen Security International. His headquarters were situated on Sanctuary Ranch. While Kent ran JSI, Clint ran the ranch. Technically, Doc was employed by Kent although he looked after everyone on the ranch.

      “I’m vaguely aware of it,” Doc replied as he set his bag on an armchair in the corner of the room. “What of it?”

      “You’re not supposed to shoo me.”

      “I don’t remember that being in my employment agreement. I’m supposed to do what is in my patient’s best interests. And right now, what Charlie really wants is for me to shoo you, isn’t that right, sweetie?”

      Sweetie? That was new. He’d never called her that before. In fact, mostly he didn’t address her, preferring to bark orders at Clint, which she’d always thought was rather brave of him.

      Perhaps having Caley around was making him soften up.

      Kent reached down and squeezed her hand. “Feel better soon, Charlie. Let me know if you need anything.” That last part was directed at Clint who nodded in reply.

      “Hope you’re okay, sweetheart,” Linc told her, giving her a smile. She hoped he found someone special soon. She just knew he would make a great Daddy.

      “Right, now that they’re all gone, someone tell me what happened.” Doc reached for her hand, resting two fingers on her pulse.

      “I was outside for a walk and Linc called out to me. I must have turned too quickly or something. Because the next thing I knew, I woke up here.”

      “Right. Did you feel sick? Have a headache? Have you noticed any dizziness before this?”

      “Umm.” How much to tell him? She didn’t want him to think she was actually ill. She didn’t have time for that.

      “Charlotte,” Clint said warningly. He was standing at the end of the bed, his arms crossed over his wide chest, a scowl on his face. He’d changed back into jeans and a plaid shirt. She’d wanted to peek in on him in his suit earlier. Which is how she’d come to be outside their bedroom door, accidentally eavesdropping on his conversation with Kent, when she’d heard him talking about eloping.

      Guilt swamped her. He didn’t want any of this wedding. She’d pushed him into it.

      “Tell Doc the truth,” Clint warned.

      She licked her lips and glanced over at Doc. “Umm, well, I guess I felt a bit dizzy earlier today.”

      “All right, anything else? Headache? Sore throat?”

      She shook her head then winced. “I’ve got a bit of a headache right now.”

      Doc nodded. “Think you can sit up okay? I want to check your throat and have a listen to your chest.”

      “Yes, I can.” She put her hands down to push herself up. Suddenly, Clint was there. He moved pillows around so she was half-reclining. She gave him a small smile.

      “Thank you.”

      Clint’s face softened before he moved away so Doc could examine her. He looked down her throat, felt her glands. Then he peered in her ears, before checking her breathing with his stethoscope.

      “Right, Clint, can you help her lie on her side and pull down her pants. I’ll take her temperature.”

      She groaned. See? Here came the butt stuff.

      “Did you just say here comes the butt stuff?” Doc asked, raising an eyebrow.

      She could feel herself going bright red. Whoops.

      “Umm, maybe?”

      Doc turned to Clint. “Butt stuff?”

      Clint shrugged as he moved the blanket off her and reached for her jeans.

      “There’s always butt stuff with you, Doc,” she muttered.

      Doc rolled his eyes.

      Clint leaned in to whisper in her ear. “There’s plenty of butt stuff you like.”

      Oh dear Lord.

      He slid her jeans and panties down, taking them off entirely. Then he rolled her so she was facing away from Doc. She knew the drill and pulled her legs up to her chest. Clint placed the blanket back over her, rubbing her back gently as he sat on the bed, his thigh brushing up against her back.

      “Good. Raise the blanket and part her bottom cheeks for me.”

      She buried her face in the pillows as she felt Clint following Doc’s orders.

      “Here’s the thermometer, Charlie,” Doc said quietly, slipping the cool, glass rod deep into her bottom.

      Jeez, with how often she had this done you would think it would get easier.

      It did not.

      Clint rubbed her back, knowing this wasn’t fun for her.

      Doc pulled the thermometer free moments later. “Keep her covered with the blanket. Charlie, you can roll over.”

      She moved onto her back and looked up at Doc as Clint rearranged the blanket.

      “Charlie, when is the last time you ate?” Doc asked.

      She blinked. Then she forced her mind to think.

      Doc made a noise of displeasure. “I’m guessing if it’s taking you this long to remember then it was too long ago.”

      “Charlotte, what did you have for lunch?” Clint asked.

      Lunch? She glanced over at the clock on the bedside table. Shoot. How was it two already?

      “I think I forgot. Sorry. But I ate breakfast.”

      “Really?” Doc asked. “And what did you have?”

      “Ahh, Lucky Charms.”

      Clint groaned. “Charlotte, that is not a proper breakfast.”

      “Sorry,” she whispered. “I was in a rush and I wasn’t very hungry. There’s a lot going on at the moment.”

      Clint ran his hand over his face. “This is my fault. I haven’t been around much lately. You think she fainted because she didn’t eat enough today?”

      Doc reached out a hand and gently grasped hold of hers. He examined her nails and fingers. “When was the last time you drank some water?”

      She licked her lips. “I’m…I’m not sure.”

      Doc sighed. “Her temperature is up slightly and she has a bit of a red throat. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s coming down with a cold. But what really worries me is that she seems rundown. She appears to have lost weight. She isn’t eating or drinking enough. How about sleep? Is she getting regular naps?”

      Clint’s jaw was tight as he shook his head. Poor Clint.

      “Right. Since this is not the first time we’ve run into this issue and because we want you to be fully well for your wedding, I’m grounding you and putting you on bed rest.”

      Her mouth dropped open. Grounding her? Could he do that? She looked over at Clint, who was frowning. Was he going to object?

      “For a week?” Clint asked.

      Wait. He was going along with this? Were they actually serious?

      “Let’s make it five days. Depends on how quickly this temperature disappears. You’ll need to put her back on the suppository vitamins again.”

      Clint just nodded. Crap. This kept getting worse and worse. She didn’t want those damn suppositories again. And she definitely didn’t want to be grounded or on bed rest. Whatever the hell all that entailed.

      “What? You can’t ground me.” She looked from Doc to Clint. “Can he?”

      “He’s Doc. Of course he can, if he thinks that’s what’s best for your health.”

      “What does being grounded mean?” she asked. It was a first for her, surprisingly.

      “It means you’re not leaving the house,” Doc told her, pointing at her. “You’re staying in bed for at least two days. I will visit again then to reassess. It means no phone. No computer. You can watch T.V. or read if you’re bored. But I want daily naps.”

      She was expected to not only lie around in bed but be able to nap and sleep? What the hell? And she could watch T.V. or read? She was going to go insane. She had so much to do. She needed her phone. She had things to organize. And her bridal shower was in four days.

      “I can’t do that,” she croaked. “The wedding is in ten days. I don’t have time to lie around in bed.”

      “You’re doing what Doc says, Charlotte,” Clint told her firmly.

      “But…at least…can’t I have my phone? I can do most of it from bed if I have my phone.”

      “Nope,” Doc said. “I want total rest. You’re grounded because you haven’t been taking care of your health. If you’d told Clint that you were feeling dizzy or tired or ill then I would have just prescribed some vitamins and rest. But since I know you would keep going until you collapsed again, you’re grounded.”

      “This isn’t fair. How am I supposed to get anything done? There’s still so much to do. I can’t manage it all if I don’t…have…access…” She suddenly found it harder to take in a breath. Her throat tightened, the room spinning dizzily.

      “Whoa, little darling. It’s all right. Don’t panic. Hey. It’s okay.” Clint moved around on the bed so he was facing her, he took her hands in his. She felt so small. His big hands dwarfed hers.

      “Calm down. Everything will be okay.”

      “It won’t…it won’t be. It will all be a mess. I’ve got so much to do. I don’t…I don’t…”

      “Easy. Just breathe. Just breathe, Charlotte.”

      “Nice deep breaths, Charlie,” Doc coaxed calmly. “In. One. Two. Out. One. Two. That’s it.”

      “Good girl,” Clint added, his gaze steady on hers. “I’m here. You’re fine. There’s no need to panic.”

      Her breaths started to come more easily and the room steadied. A wave of exhaustion washed through her and she slumped back against the pillows behind her.

      “Everything will work out all right, little darling,” Clint reassured her.

      “How? How will I get it all done?”

      “You won’t,” he told her simply. “I will.”

      “What?” She gaped at him. What was he trying to say?

      “I’ll take over organizing everything. Write me a list with details and I’ll do it all.”

      “But you don’t even want any of this! You don’t even want the wedding!”

      

      Clint reared back at her words.

      Behind him, he heard Doc clear his throat. “I’ll get going. I haven’t brought any suppositories with me. I’ll bring some down. I’ll also grab some of the nutritional shake that Caley takes. Might be a good idea for Charlie to have it as well. Especially if her throat gets sore and makes it harder for her to eat.”

      “Thanks, Doc,” Clint said quietly. He stared at Charlie, who was watching him with wide eyes. Tears welled and she blinked. They dripped down her pale cheeks, nearly breaking his heart.

      “Little darling, what are you talking about? What do you mean, I don’t want this wedding?”

      “I overheard you talking to Kent,” she told him with a sniffle. She reached up to wipe at her cheeks and he grabbed a couple of tissues from the bedside table, wiping her cheeks. “I know I shouldn’t have been listening. I just wanted to catch a peek of you in your suit. I heard you tell him how we should just elope. That you didn’t want any of this. Clint, I’m so sorry.”

      He stared down at her then gathered her onto his lap as she started to sob in earnest. Shit. She’d heard him say that? He hadn’t really meant it. Well, he sort of had. But he’d never have said it had he known she was there. She knew better than to eavesdrop in on conversations. Part of him wanted to scold her. The other part wanted to get down on his knees and apologize for making her feel like he didn’t want this.

      Damn it. He’d fucked up.

      He rubbed her back. But her tears didn’t slow. Poor little darling.

      “Charlotte, I need you to stop crying now. Come on, this isn’t good for you.”

      No response. He knew her reaction was partly due to exhaustion. She’d worn herself out. He should have seen it before now. Bear had warned him. Fuck, could he have messed this up anymore?

      How to get her to stop and listen, though? Well, he could think of one way. And it was probably something they both needed right now. For him to take control.

      “Little darling, listen to Daddy.”

      Instantly, he felt her paying attention.

      “I want you to stop crying now, baby. Daddy is going to make everything better. I promise. First, though, you need to calm down.”

      She sniffled and he grabbed some more tissues, wiping her cheeks then helping her blow her nose. He placed her back on the bed so she was reclining against the pillows and he was facing her, his hands on the mattress as he leaned into her.

      “Charlotte, I am so sorry.”

      She blinked, staring at him like he’d grown a second nose or a really hairy mole.

      “What?”

      “You said sorry.”

      He frowned. “I know how to say sorry.”

      “You never say sorry.”

      He sighed. “I’m saying sorry now. Although, you shouldn’t have eavesdropped on a private conversation.”

      “Sorry,” she muttered, glancing down at her lap.

      He reached out and tilted up her chin. “Nothing good ever comes from listening to other people’s conversations, little darling.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “I’m in trouble, huh?”

      “Well, since we’re both in trouble we’ll call that one even. What you are in trouble for is wandering off without telling me and for not letting me know that you weren’t feeling great.”

      “I didn’t realize I wasn’t feeling well. I mean, I guess I’ve had a few dizzy spells.” She rubbed her head. “I thought I was just a bit stressed and tired.”

      He placed his hand around the back of her neck, massaging. “I don’t want you to be either of those things. And if I wasn’t working so much to get some time off then I would have noticed. I should know better. I employed Linc as the ranch manager to free up my time, so I could take care of you better.”

      “You always take care of me,” she protested.

      “Not well enough this time.” Guilt filled him. “And I didn’t mean what I said, little darling.”

      She bit her lip, tears welling in her eyes again. Christ, he hated when she cried. He really hated that he was the cause.

      “Don’t cry, baby,” he crooned.

      “Sorry.”

      He wiped her cheeks again.

      “I didn’t mean to force you into a wedding you didn’t want. We don’t have to have the wedding at a church. And I don’t need the horse and carriage. And you can wear what you want—”

      “Hey, look at me. Look at me.” He waited until she raised her eyes. “I want this wedding, Charlotte.”

      “But you’d be happy with a quick ceremony in Vegas, you don’t want all this other stuff—”

      Clint placed a finger on her lips. He deserved an ass-kicking for making her feel this way. “I want what makes you happy. I will admit, I was surprised that you wanted a big, church wedding. But I’m happy when you’re happy. I was just venting because I hate ties.”

      “Ties?”

      He nodded. “Ties.”

      “You don’t have to wear a tie.”

      “But that’s what you want.”

      She shook her head. “I used to dream of my wedding when I was a kid. I would dream up a fantasy because my homelife was so crap. I guess I also thought that a big wedding might make up for the fact that I don’t have any family here. But I don’t want it if you won’t enjoy it. I would never force anything on you, Clint.”

      Fuck. It was official. He was a jerk.

      He cupped her face between his hands. “Listen to me. All I want in this life is for the people I love to be happy and safe. This is what you dreamed of so it’s what you’re gonna get. And I’ll get what I always wanted. You, tied to me forever. I get to put a ring on your finger and ensure that everyone knows you’re mine. I’m a demanding bastard. I know that. I get my way in most things. I want you to have your every desire, little darling.”

      “Don’t wear the tie,” she whispered. “Please.”

      “All right. No tie. See, done. Perfect.”

      “Really?” she whispered. “Are you sure?”

      He leaned in and kissed her. Then he moved his hands away from her face. “I’m sure.”

      After studying him for a moment, she let out a deep breath, nodding. Relief filled him.

      She chewed her lip, looking worried again. “Except how can I get everything done if I’m stuck here in bed for a couple of days?”

      Looking at her pale cheeks and listening to her husky voice that told him her throat was feeling sore, he thought it would likely be longer.

      “I told you, I’m going to do it all.”

      “But you have enough to do.”

      “Then I’ll rope in some help. I’ll go get a pen and paper and you can write down everything that needs doing.”

      She gave him a skeptical look.

      “I can do this. I’ll take care of the wedding. And I’ll take care of you as well. That’s my job, little darling.”
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      Clint clapped his hands, looking around at the men in his office. Bear stood by the door, silently watching over everyone. Kent, Zeke and Macca were sitting, talking. Jed leaned against the wall to his right. Bain was scowling as he stared down at his phone, tapping away.

      Zeke, Jed, Macca and Bain all worked for JSI, while Bear worked on the ranch. But he considered them all to be family.

      This was everyone who had been available to help on short notice, but he thought it would be enough. How hard could it be, getting all this stuff done?

      “Now that we’re all here, let’s get on with this.”

      The door opened and Doc and Archer stepped in. That surprised him, usually one of them was always with Caley.

      Plus, Doc wasn’t exactly the helpful type.

      Doc nodded to everyone as he walked up and handed Clint a paper bag. “Here’s the vitamins and a bottle of that nutritional shake I was talking about. Is she sleeping?”

      Clint nodded, taking a quick look at the baby monitor. He’d fed her a late lunch then waited until she’d fallen asleep before calling everyone to meet with him.

      “So what’s going on?” Archer asked. He was new to the ranch. A head doc. Clint had rolled his eyes when Kent said he was hiring him. What the hell did they need with a shrink? But he seemed to be an okay guy. So long as he didn’t get into Clint’s head.

      He liked it just the way it was.

      “I need your help. You may not have heard, but Charlie fainted today.”

      Some nodded, others looked at him in concern.

      “She’s all right but she needs to get some more rest and eat properly. Doc’s grounded her. She’s currently upstairs taking a nap. She’s on bed rest for the next two days at least.”

      This time everyone gave a satisfied nod. When a Little was ill, she needed extra coddling and looking after.

      “The wedding is in ten days,” Bear spoke up. “You need our help?”

      Clint nodded; glad his friend had gotten to the heart of it. He turned the whiteboard around. At the top he’d written: Wedding Shit To Get Done.

      Kent groaned at the wording.

      “Doc wants Charlie to completely rest, which means no organizing stuff. So it’s all on me.”

      “Which means you’re roping us in to help,” Bain said dryly.

      “You bet. No need to do everything myself when you’re all sitting around, twiddling your thumbs.”

      “I quite enjoy a bit of thumb twiddling,” Archer offered with a grin. “Helps me think.”

      “Well, you can twiddle your thumbs as you pick up all the stuff Charlotte needs from in town. She’s got a list.”

      “Sure. I like shopping.”

      Clint gave Doc a look. Seriously? Archer liked shopping? Doc just shrugged. “He’s weird.”

      “Hey. Just because I like to shop does not make me weird.” Archer grabbed the list from Clint, looking it over. “I’m on it.”

      “What you want me to do?” Doc asked.

      “Check in with the people providing the horse and carriage.” He figured Doc couldn’t alienate them too much. Right?

      “Kent, need you to check in with Father Thomas, who is performing the ceremony.”

      “Sure,” Kent replied easily.

      “Zeke, can you and Eden visit the place we’re having the reception and make sure everything is set?”

      Zeke nodded. “Sure can, boss.”

      “Bain, you’ve got the florist.”

      “I know nothing about flowers.” Bain shot him a dark look.

      “Get Ari to help.”

      Bain sighed.

      “Jed, I’ve got you down for the cake decorator. Make sure she’s all good.”

      Jed nodded.

      “Bear, need you to help Ellie figure out something else for the bridal shower.” The girls were all supposed to be going into the spa in town but that was off the table now.

      He took in a deep breath and looked around at them all. “There’s something else. Charlotte doesn’t think she has any family attending this wedding.”

      They all frowned at that.

      “I intend to show her differently.”

      “Good,” Zeke grumbled.

      “Charlie’s been family since the moment she stepped on this ranch,” Bear added.

      Satisfaction filled him. Charlie might not have any blood relatives, but family could be a choice.

      “What are you going to be doing?” Kent asked.

      “Taking care of Charlotte.”

      Kent gave a nod of satisfaction then stood and whacked his hand against Clint’s back. “We got this, brother.”

      They better have. Charlotte deserved a magical wedding and he was going to give it to her.
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      She really did look like shit.

      She studied herself in the bathroom mirror. Her skin was pale. There were dark smudges under her eyes. And her collarbones seemed more pronounced than they had a few weeks ago. Shit. Would she even fit her wedding gown? She was due to have her last fitting tomorrow. What was she going to do?

      “Charlotte?” Clint called out, walking in with a frown. “What do you think you’re doing up?”

      “I needed the toilet.”

      His frown deepened. “You should have called out for me. What if you’d fainted again? You could have fallen and hit your head against the sink.” He shook his head. “Next time yell out for me.”

      She turned to scowl at him. “Clint, I can’t call for you every time I need to use the toilet.”

      “You can. I’ve cleared my schedule. I’m going to be taking care of you. And Little girls shouldn’t get out of bed without Daddy’s permission.” He ran a thumb over her cheek. “How are you feeling?”

      She took stock. She felt like she’d been run over by a bus. But at least her sore throat hadn’t gotten any worse.

      Yet.

      “I’m all right.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said skeptically.

      “I can’t just spend the next few days in bed, Clint,” she said. “All the wedding stuff—”

      “I’ve got it all under control, little darling. Can you try to trust me and let me take care of things?”

      “How can it be under control if you’re looking after me?” she asked.

      “While you were napping, I roped in some help.”

      “But the church—”

      “Kent’s on it.”

      “The reception—”

      “Zeke and Eden.”

      “All the stuff I need—”

      “Archer.”

      “Archer?” She thought about that for a moment. “Actually, that’s probably the best choice. I have a dress fitting tomorrow. Please, can I go?”

      He frowned. “No. You’re grounded and you’re supposed to be in bed.” He looked at her pointedly. “Have you washed your hands?”

      She shook her head. He turned on the faucet and stood behind her, reaching around to pump some soap on his hands. His arms were around her, his front pressed up against her back as he gently massaged her hands, washing them clean.

      She stared at him in the mirror. Her big, gruff cowboy with a huge protective streak that stretched to everyone living on Sanctuary Ranch.

      “I’m so lucky to have you,” she whispered.

      He glanced up at her, meeting her gaze in the mirror. “You got that the wrong way around, baby. It’s me who is lucky to have you. I know I don’t always get everything right, Charlotte. Not even close. But can you trust me to give you what you need?”

      Of course. He always made sure she had what she needed.

      “Yes.”

      “Then let me worry about all of this. I’ll arrange the dress fitting. Your bridal shower. You just concentrate on obeying Doc’s orders. Can you do that?”

      A weight lifted from her shoulders. She didn’t have to do all this on her own. He was always there to help her. She should have asked for help earlier, but she struggled with that. With feeling like she was a burden, the way her aunt had always treated her.

      “I can.”

      The smile he gave her was everything. She’d have promised him the world for that smile. So things might not be exactly right. At the end of the day she was getting everything she’d ever wanted.

      Him.

      He dried her hands then picked her up, carrying her back to the bedroom and putting her into bed.

      “Little Charlie hasn’t had much playtime lately. Maybe she’d like to do some coloring? Or watch a cartoon?”

      Actually, she would love that. “Coloring please, Daddy.”

      He smiled. “Good.” Then he clicked his fingers. “Wait, I forgot. Doc left the vitamin suppositories and some sort of shake for you to take. I’ll make it for you and bring it all up.”

      She groaned. Great. More butt stuff.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie bit her lower lip as she concentrated on her coloring. She could hear Clint on the phone out in the hallway. He’d moved out there to make some calls. A cartoon was playing on the T.V., but she wasn’t paying much attention.

      At least the phone call had postponed having to get her vitamin. She reached over for her smoothie cup. It was a big, plastic cup with a straw in it that she used in summer for iced drinks.

      She took a big sip of the nutritional shake. It was chocolate flavored and while it had a slightly strange texture it was actually quite good. A bit like a milkshake. It felt soothing on her throat. She yawned. Truthfully, even though she’d just woken up she could probably lie down right now and have a sleep.

      But she wasn’t telling Clint that.

      Clint walked back in. “That was the seamstress; she’s going to come here for your final fitting once you’re feeling a bit better.”

      Her eyes went wide. “She is?”

      “Yep. Told you I’d handle it. How’s the drink?”

      “It’s actually good.”

      “I’ll talk to Doc about getting you some more. Along with the vitamins, that will help build your system back up.” He glanced down at her picture. “What are you drawing, little darling?”

      “Can’t you tell, Daddy?”

      She loved teasing him by making him guess.

      His face screwed up so he looked like he was sucking on a piece of lemon. She knew he had no idea what it was. She bit back a giggle.

      “It’s a horse pulling a carriage with a castle in the background.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “How did you know?”

      “It’s obvious. Plus, Daddies always know.”

      “You never know, Daddy!”

      He gasped and placed a hand against his chest. “I do believe I’ve just been insulted.”

      She just shook her head at his antics. “You’re silly, Daddy.”

      “And you’re overdue for your vitamin.” He sat on the side of the bed and reached for the bottle of suppositories.

      He patted his lap. “Over you go.”

      She pouted. “Why do I need the vitamins, Daddy? I’ve got the shake.”

      “Doctor’s orders. Stop pouting. You don’t want to add to the spanking you’re already owed.”

      “Why am I getting a spanking?”

      “For not telling Daddy that you weren’t well. For not asking for his help. For not eating properly.”

      Drat.

      “If I’m on bed rest, I don’t think I should get a spanking.” At least that’s the way it should work.

      “Your punishment can wait until you’re feeling better,” he told her. “However, a couple of smacks to get you moving when you’re procrastinating isn’t going against Doc’s orders.”

      She squeaked at this warning and practically threw herself over his lap. She was wearing a soft nightgown with a picture of a sleepy owl on the front. Clint pulled it up over her ass then drew her panties down.

      She tensed. She hated this. She swore that she was never going to forget to eat properly again if it meant she got to avoid any more of these icky suppositories.

      Why couldn’t Doc prescribe normal vitamins? Those gummy ones you chewed on would be perfect. Clint rubbed her bottom and she gradually found herself relaxing into his touch.

      Then he parted her bottom cheeks and the vitamin was pressed against her back hole. It didn’t hurt. It wasn’t that big. There was a bit of stretching, but she was used to having her bottom stretched.

      It was more the embarrassment of lying over there while he inserted it that she didn’t like. When it was in, she tried to scoot off his lap, but he held her still with his hand on the small of her back. He pressed her bottom cheeks together.

      “Just lie there for a moment while we give that a chance to work.”

      Finally, he drew up her panties then turned her over so she was sitting on his lap. He hugged her tight. “I know that’s not easy for you. But I want you to be well. You’re my world, little darling. I hope you know that.”

      “You’re my world too, Daddy.” She hugged him back tight.
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      Charlie woke up with her throat burning.

      It was far worse than it had been yesterday. She’d been hoping it would magically disappear overnight. Instead, it seemed to have gotten worse.

      Push past it, Charlie. You can do this.

      With her eyes half-closed and her head thumping something wicked, she shoved back the covers and tried to sit up. She swayed and rubbed at her eyes.

      This wasn’t good.

      “Little girl, what do you think you are doing?”

      Clint’s voice boomed through her head, making her groan. She pressed her palms to her eyes as he turned on a light.

      “Stop yelling, Daddy,” she said in a scratchy voice.

      “I wasn’t yelling, baby.” His hand gently grasped hold of her chin, tilting her face up. “Open your eyes.”

      “Can’t. Light hurts them.”

      Whoops. She probably shouldn’t have admitted it. “Now he’ll make me stay in bed all day,” she muttered to herself.

      “Little darling, you were already staying in bed all day.” A large, cool hand was pressed against her forehead. “Don’t you remember that you’re on bed rest?”

      Bed rest? How could she be on bed rest?

      “Shit. You’re burning up. How’s your throat?”

      “Sore. Like my head. And my whole body.”

      “Poor baby,” he said sympathetically. “Let’s lie you down and take your temperature.”

      “Gotta go potty.”

      “All right. Can you open your eyes if I turn the light off? The drapes are still closed.”

      “Think so.”

      She felt him move away. “There you go, little darling. Try now.”

      Slowly, she opened her eyes. Clint crouched in front of her, his face twisted with worry. “How’s that?”

      His voice was hushed. Gentle. Tears welled in her eyes. “Good,” she croaked.

      After he carried her to the bathroom, he left her on her own to use the toilet. She could hear him speaking quietly into his phone in the bedroom. Probably to Doc. She groaned. His head popped into the room and she squeaked since she was still sitting on the toilet.

      “You okay, little darling?”

      “Daddy, I’m fine.” She made shooing motions at him. He simply gave her a stern look in reply. Then turned away again and walked out. She huffed out a breath. Thank goodness. Clint wasn’t big on boundaries.

      She quickly cleaned up and had managed to pull up her panties before he returned.

      “Let me help you,” he said quietly. He supported her while she washed her hands. And then he carried her back to bed. But instead of laying her down, he sat with her on his lap. “Doc wants to know what your temp is now. Let’s lie you over my lap and I’ll take it.”

      She scrunched up her face but let him carefully arrange her over his lap. She sighed as he pulled up her nightie, then tugged her panties over her bottom.

      “Easy, little darling. I know you don’t like this part. But Daddy doesn’t like when you’re sick. He wants you all better.”

      She wanted that too. Especially with the wedding so close. He reached over to the bedside table to grab the thermometer and lube sitting there. Her bottom cheeks were parted and lube dabbed on her puckered hole. She shivered at the cool feel. She went from searing heat to cold and chilled.

      The thermometer slid inside easily and he rubbed her lower back soothingly as they waited. When he drew it out there was a moment of silence where she guessed he was reading it.

      He sighed. “Hundred and two.”

      Well, bummer.

      “Right, back to bed for you. I’m going to get you some medicine and a shake. You can try and eat some breakfast later. Anything else you need?” he asked as he tucked her back under the covers.

      “No, Daddy.”

      “Just rest, little darling. I’ll take care of everything else.”
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        * * *

      

      She blew her nose. Urgh. So gross. She was stuffed up. She was tired. Two days had passed since she’d woken with a temperature and sore throat. She still felt like she’d been run over by a truck, but she was also itching to do something. She no longer wanted to sleep, drink, pee, and repeat. But at the same time, she didn’t have the energy to move.

      The door to her bedroom opened and she reached for the remote, turning down the television.

      Charlie glanced with interest at the big container Clint was carrying into the room. “What’s that, Daddy?”

      “This is Doc’s entertainment box for sick Littles,” he replied.

      “I’ve never heard of it before.”

      “Apparently, he’s tired of Littles trying to push themselves too far when they’re not well, so he’s been working on this. He said when Caley injured her hands, it was difficult to get her to rest and relax. This idea came to him. But you’re the first to receive one.”

      “That was nice of him.” Which wasn’t something one could usually say about Doc.

      “Doc gets a bad rep. He does care.”

      She immediately felt bad for her thoughts. Of course he cared. He looked after the health of everyone on the ranch. He’d just always been gruff and distant.

      Clint set the box on the bed and she moved onto her knees to look in as he opened it.

      “Ooh.” She pulled out a new coloring book that had an ice-cream sundae on the front. Inside were lots of outlines of different desserts to color. “Wow. This is cool.”

      There was also a pack of new pens that were scented. She wished her nose was clear enough for her to smell them. She opened one up and tried to sniff it. Nope. Nothing was getting through.

      “Still all blocked up, huh, little darling?” Clint asked, watching her.

      “It sucks, Daddy.”

      “I know it does. I’ll rub some stuff on your chest for you.”

      She loved when Clint did that. He got up to go grab the vapo-rub.

      Reaching in again, she pulled out a small hand-held game. One where you had to press the buttons to get the balls in the hippo’s mouth.

      The next item was a flat, fluffy unicorn that had a weird-feeling tummy. She looked at Clint in confusion as he walked back into the bedroom.

      “It’s a heat pack,” he explained, opening up the back and pulling out a pouch. “You take this part out and heat it then put it back in the unicorn and you can hug it.”

      That was genius.

      “Will you heat that up for me, Daddy?”

      “Sure thing, baby. I’ll do that in a moment. Let’s get this stuff on your chest first.” He sat on the bed behind her, leaning back against the headboard. She rested against him, her back to his chest. He opened the vapo-rub and scooped a bit out then pulled her nightgown away from her chest, to rub it gently on her skin.

      She sighed with pleasure as he massaged it in.

      “How does that feel, little darling?” he asked in a low murmur.

      “Great, Daddy. Thank you.”

      He kissed the top of her head before slipping out from behind her to go wash his hands. She attempted to blow her nose again. She knew she had to look a fright. She probably had a bright red nose and no doubt her hair was in a state. But she didn’t much care right then.

      She drew out the next item. A pack of go-fish cards with pictures of mermaids on them. “Will you play this with me, Daddy?” she asked as he returned.

      “After your nap, I will. I’m just going to go warm up your heat pack. I’ll be back soon.”

      Nap, schmack.

      But she sighed, knowing she wouldn’t get out of it. As he left, she explored the rest of the box. There was also a pack of clay and a soft, fluffy blanket. The last item was the best, though. It was a toy medical kit. Complete with stethoscope, thermometer, injector, tongue depressor, a tool to check reflexes and a blood pressure cuff complete with the thing that you squeezed to puff it up. She didn’t know what that was called but it looked like fun.

      When Clint came back in with her heat pack, she showed him the kit.

      “Daddy, I can check to make sure you’re not sick.”

      Clint eyed the medical kit warily. Like it might bite him. He put the pouch back into the unicorn and handed it to her. She held it against her chest. It was quite nice to cuddle.

      “Please, Daddy.”

      “All right,” he said reluctantly. “Let’s put this all away. You can examine me, then it will be time for a nap.”

      “Okay, Daddy,” she said. She packed everything away. Then patted the bed. “Lie down, Daddy.”

      He lay on his back. She picked up the stethoscope. Then she unbuttoned his shirt to listen to his heart.

      She pretended to listen as he breathed. “Sounds good, Daddy. You still got a heart.”

      “Good to know.”

      She grabbed the tongue depressor. “Please sit up, open your mouth and say ahh.”

      He sat, facing her and opened his mouth. She stuck the depressor on his tongue. He pulled his head back, choking slightly. “Watch where you’re putting that, little darling.”

      “Whoops. Sorry, Daddy.” She was more careful this time. “Hmm, your throat seems a bit red. We need to take your temperature. Take your pants off and lie down on your tummy.”

      She held the thermometer up with a grin.

      He just chuckled and shook his head. “Nice try, Doctor Darling, but that is going nowhere near my ass.”

      She pouted. “We could use the real one.”

      “Nope. Just put that one under my tongue. No butt stuff for me today.”

      “Another day then?” She perked up at that.

      He laughed again. She loved it when he laughed. He sounded so carefree. “Sorry, Doctor Darling. Not happening.”

      She sighed but took his temperature and his blood pressure, ending up by testing his reflexes.

      “What’s the verdict?” he asked.

      “You are…not dead.”

      He grinned then pretended to wipe the sweat from his brow. “Whew. Thank God for that. I was worried for a second there.”

      She giggled at his silliness.

      “Being dead would have put a real hitch in my plans.”

      “What plans?” she asked as he helped her tidy up.

      “Why, to marry the most beautiful, gorgeous girl on the planet.” He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her onto his lap. “Nothing is more important than that.”
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      She was so bored.

      Being bored wasn’t a good thing for a Little confined to her bed. Thanks to Doc’s medicine and Clint’s somewhat over-the-top care, she was feeling so much better. Her nose was no longer blocked. She didn’t have a headache or a sore throat.

      They’d settled into a routine. She’d play and watch T.V. in bed in the mornings while Clint worked in his office, with the baby monitor on to make sure she was behaving herself. They ate every meal together, with him watching her every bite.

      Then after lunch, she’d take a nap. Her favorite time of the day came after she woke up. They’d play games or he’d help her color or they’d watch a movie. Then bath and bed. But she was starting to get restless now that she was feeling better.

      Unfortunately, Doc and Clint continued to insist that she rest. So she was still stuck in this bed.

      It sucked.

      Sitting around doing nothing just wasn’t in her nature. Not even Doc’s entertainment box for sick Littles was interesting her anymore

      She was feeling good now. And she wanted to know how the wedding plans were coming along. But Clint wouldn’t tell her.

      Meanie.

      Right now, though, Clint wasn’t around. She knew he had some phone calls to make in his office. She just needed to find her phone so she could text the reception place and perhaps the florist. And maybe the cake decorator.

      At least she’d been allowed to have her dress fitting. Unfortunately, she had lost a bit of weight so it had to be taken in slightly, but the woman had told her it would be ready in time.

      She started by searching the bedroom and wardrobe. Where could he have stashed it?

      Too obvious, Charlie.

      She stood and stepped out of the bedroom. Shoot. She turned back, remembering the baby monitor. She could ‘accidentally’ knock it over but that would just make him come fix it.

      Same thing if she turned it off.

      What about if she made it look like she was sleeping? It was a risk. She was going to be in trouble if he found out. But she just needed a few minutes to check the living room and kitchen. Without giving herself any more time to think, she quickly shoved a couple of pillows under the covers to make it look like she was sleeping.

      Her bottom tingled, almost in warning.

      She got it. This was a bad, bad idea.

      But she was going insane here. There were five days to go until her wedding. They’d had to postpone her bridal shower until tomorrow evening. The spa attendant who had been going to do their nails and facials at the spa had agreed to come out to the ranch after she was finished work for the day, which was awfully nice of her.

      She’d be sure to give her a big tip.

      When Charlie thought the bed looked as good as it was going to get, she quickly made her way over to the bedroom door. She crossed her fingers, hoping that Clint wouldn’t storm up the stairs asking her what the hell she was doing. But as she eased the door open and leaned out, she didn’t hear a thing.

      She paused at the top of the stairs.

      What if her phone was in his office? Shoot. That would make the most sense. Drat. She was an idiot. She sighed. What should she do?

      The sensible thing would be to go back to bed.

      Maybe she’d check the kitchen anyway. There was a junk drawer there that he could have popped it into. She moved down the stairs slowly, listening for any creaks and made her way into the kitchen. She pulled open the drawer, searching around in it.

      Drat. Not here.

      With a sigh, she slid it shut.

      “Didn’t find what you were looking for?”

      With a squeal she turned, her hand going to her chest. “Clint! You scared me!”

      He leaned against the doorway; his arms crossed over his chest. “What are you doing in the kitchen, Charlotte?”

      “Umm.”

      She attempted an innocent look, pressing her toe to the floor and twisting it around. She pushed out her bottom lip.

      “I got hungry?”

      “Was that a question or an answer?”

      She sighed. She knew she wouldn’t get away with lying. “I’m bored. I’m feeling so much better. I want to help with the wedding planning.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Please, Clint. It’s my wedding. I want to help.”

      He frowned. “You’re still supposed to be resting. And not stressing.”

      “I’ll stress more not knowing what’s going on. I don’t actually have to do anything. If you just told me what’s happening, I’d feel much better.”

      He didn’t say anything, but he seemed to be thinking about it. Which was actually more than she’d hoped for since she’d thought he would dismiss it out of hand.

      “All right. I’ll start keeping you updated. Starting after the bridal shower tomorrow.”

      Okay, she could handle that.

      “Thanks, Clint.”

      “But.” He wiggled his finger at her. Uh-oh, there was a but. “You’re still too pale. The bridal shower is enough excitement for now. You start to get stressed, you stop sleeping or eating and you’re back to radio silence.”

      She nodded eagerly. “Does that mean I’m not grounded after tomorrow?”

      He frowned. “We’ll need to talk to Doc about that.”

      “But he said I can come off bed rest tomorrow. And I’m bored out of my mind. Can’t I please have my phone back?”

      “Oh, you mean the one you were in here looking for when you’re meant to be taking a nap?”

      Busted. Maybe she should have stopped talking while she was ahead.

      Like Clint was going to forget that you’re down here in the kitchen when you’re meant to be upstairs sleeping.

      “Come here, little darling.”

      She swallowed as he held out his hand. She stepped forward and took it.

      He tilted her chin up. “Are you supposed to be out of bed yet?”

      “No.”

      “What were you searching for in here?” he asked, even though he’d already correctly guessed at what she was doing.

      “My phone.”

      “You’re not supposed to have your phone, are you?”

      “No.” She pouted.

      “It was very naughty of you to leave bed without permission,” he scolded. “Come on, let’s get you back into bed.” He picked her up, holding her on his hip and climbed the stairs. When he’d first done this, she’d worried about him tripping and falling. But there’s no way Clint Jensen would ever trip and risk hurting her.

      As he carried her into the bedroom, she stiffened. Shoot. She’d forgotten about the pillows under the bed!

      He set her down.

      “I’m okay, Daddy! You can go back to work now!”

      He frowned at her then down at the bed. “Why is the bed so lumpy?”

      He drew back the covers, his eyes widening. “Why are all these pillows under here? Why would you…”

      She sighed.

      “You put these here so it looked like you were sleeping if I glanced at the baby monitor.” He put his hands on his hips as he glared down at her.

      She peeked up at him. “Sorry, Daddy.”

      “Not as sorry as you’re going to be in a minute, little miss.”

      Charlie gulped. “I thought you weren’t going to punish me while I wasn’t feeling well!”

      “Weren’t you just telling how much better you’re feeling?”

      “Umm, yes, well. Maybe I’m not as well as I thought I was.”

      “Is that so? Well, if that’s the case we better get Doc here to examine you. We’ll need to extend your bed rest, of course. And cancel your bridal shower.”

      “No! You can’t do that!” she protested.

      He gave her a stern look.

      She caved. “I feels a lot better, Daddy.”

      “And if you’re well enough to get into mischief like this, then you’re well enough to get your butt roasted.”

      Bummer. She really hadn’t thought this through.

      Clint sat on the bed then he crooked a finger at her.

      Reluctantly, she stepped forward, between his legs. His hands landed on her hips. “Do you want to get both of your punishments over at once? One for not telling me how stressed and run-down you were getting. Two for sneaking out of bed and trying to find your cell phone. And trying to trick me with those pillows into thinking you were sleeping.”

      She bit her lip. Both punishments at once? That sounded, umm, painful. But, then again, maybe it was a better idea. Then she wouldn’t have to wait and wonder.

      “I want to get both over and done with at once.”

      He studied her for a moment. “All right. We’ll say fifteen with my hand and ten with the paddle.”

      Her mouth dropped open. Holy crap.

      “Umm, maybe we should talk about this.”

      “You can talk to me whenever you like, baby. You know that.”

      She did know that. But really, what was there to say? She should have told him she wasn’t coping with all the stress. And she really shouldn’t have gotten out of bed and snuck off to find her phone.

      “Do you have something you want to say?” he asked gently.

      “Just that I’m sorry, Daddy.”

      “I know you are, little darling. After your spanking, we’re going to cure this boredom of yours with some lines. I think a hundred lines saying you won’t try to trick Daddy again ought to do it.”

      This time she groaned. She’d rather have another spanking.

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “I’ll go get your paddle.” He stood and she backed up. He picked up a pillow, placing it at the end of the bed. “I want you lying over that. Your panties off, nightie up above your bottom. I’ll be back soon.”

      She got herself into position, feeling embarrassed at the sight she knew she must be making as he walked back into the room. But then, it wasn’t like he hadn’t seen her in this position plenty of times. He knew her backside better than she did.

      That was for sure.

      “Good girl.” He ran a hand down her bottom and she jumped, startled. She hadn’t heard him return.

      “Been a while since you’ve had a proper spanking, hasn’t it, little darling?”

      Which was a good thing to her thinking.

      “Hmm, maybe we should implement a rewards/punishment system like the two docs have for Little Caley. At the end of each week you can pull something out of the rewards jar or the punishment jar depending on if you’ve been a good girl or a naughty one.”

      Oh no. That sounded terrible.

      “Daddy, we don’t need that,” she said quickly.

      “No, I think it’s a good idea.”

      Shoot.

      “Right, little darling. Hand spanking first.”

      She braced herself. Waiting.

      Nothing happened.

      It wasn’t like Clint to make her wait.

      She turned her head to look at him, saw him frowning down at her. “Daddy?”

      He was frowning. “I probably should ask Doc before I start spanking you.”

      That was…surprising. Clint never usually hesitated when it came to punishing her. He never really hesitated when it came to anything.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked quietly. She stood and turned around.

      “You fainted, Charlotte. When Linc came into the house with you in his arms, you were so white and still.” He shook his head. “I shouldn’t even be spanking you at all. What am I thinking?”

      He ran a hand over his hair. “And you wouldn’t have even been outside if it hadn’t been for me running my big mouth.”

      She placed her hand on his firm chest. “First of all, it was my fault for listening in. I shouldn’t have done that. And I knew I was getting stressed. I should have told you. I’m so sorry I didn’t.”

      He drew her close, rubbing his hand up and down her back.

      “I feel fine now, Daddy. Promise. All those vitamins and rest and the shakes and I feel probably better than I did before.”

      She leaned back to look up at him. He quirked an eyebrow at her. “Are you trying to talk me into spanking you?”

      She groaned. “I am, aren’t I?”

      “You need it, don’t you, little darling?”

      No, she did not. Did she? Argh, damn it. There was still a lump of guilt in her stomach. For worrying him. For sneaking around and trying to trick him.

      “Can we just get it over with?”

      “We’ll take care of the hand spanking today. The paddling can wait until the honeymoon.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. She gaped at him.

      “You are not taking that paddle on our honeymoon, Clint Jensen,” she said sternly.

      He lowered his brows. “Little darling, it’s the first thing I’m going to pack.”

      Her mouth dropped open. Her cheeks heated. “Oh God, I hope your bags don’t get checked by TSA.”

      “If they do, I’ll just tell them I’ve got a naughty Little girl to punish.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      But he would. He totally would. She groaned.

      “Turn around and get back into position,” he commanded.

      The boss was back.

      She turned, leaned over the bed with her legs spread.

      Charlie didn’t even get the chance to take a breath before Clint’s hand landed heavily on her bottom.

      Smack! Smack!

      Ouch! Owie!

      Slap! Slap!

      Soon she was wiggling where she was standing, bent over the bed. Her ass was stinging and she knew it was only going to get worse. His spanks were steady, he covered her ass, not missing a spot. The pain grew. She wanted to move, wanted to stand up, but she knew he was right. She needed this. Likely, so did he.

      By the time he reached number fifteen, she was sobbing, her tears dripping down onto the bed covers, creating a wet patch.

      He sat next to her on the bed, rubbing her back lightly before he picked her up and deposited her on his lap. She hissed as her hot bottom came into contact with his jeans. Ouch. He tilted her towards him so she was resting on her hip rather than her throbbing bottom.

      “Good girl. You’re Daddy’s good Little girl, aren’t you? Shh. Come here.” He sat with her on his lap, holding her tight, keeping her safe.

      The way he always did.
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      Charlie heard them coming before she saw them. It was like a stampede of elephants walking into the house. Amazing how a bunch of women could make such a racket. She smiled huge as they stepped into the living room.

      They all entered in a rush. Voices high with excitement. It was late afternoon. The woman from the spa would be here soon to do their nails and give them all facials. Then they were all having homemade pizza before being picked up.

      “Charlie!” Ellie cried out. She set down a container she’d been carrying and rushed forward and sat next to Charlie on the sofa to give her a big hug. “I’m so excited. I’m gonna get bright pink nails.”

      Daisy walked in next with a smile. “Bright pink will look great on you, Ellie.”

      Daisy set a plate of chocolate cupcakes down on the coffee table. Yum. She leaned in and gave Charlie a hug. “So glad you’re feeling better.”

      “Me too. Doc finally relented and let me get out of bed. I thought I was gonna end up having my wedding in there.”

      “He can be such a stick-in-the-mud sometimes,” Caley said as she walked over to them. She put down another plate. It held an assortment of cookies. “When I hurt my hands, I was barely allowed to walk anywhere. And Lord forbid I try to even glance at my laptop. That man nearly lost his mind.”

      Charlie smiled up at Caley, who was a romance writer. All of her books were about Littles.

      The others all came in with plates of food until the coffee table was covered.

      “Yes! Someone brought candy,” Daisy said. “Jed wouldn’t let me buy any.” She dug her hand into the bowl of mixed candy.

      “I did,” Gigi said quietly. “I told Macca I wasn’t sure what everyone liked so we grabbed an assortment.” She winked at Daisy. “Thought you would appreciate it.”

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Daisy said sincerely as everyone else giggled, knowing what a sweet tooth she had and that Jed wouldn’t let her eat much.

      The meanie.

      “It all looks so good, I don’t know where to start,” Ari said quietly. The famous singer could be quiet and shy, which seemed crazy seeing as she used to sing to thousands of people. But her parents and manager had forced her into those concerts. She was happy living in her cabin, with big, scary Bain and creating her own music rather than touring around the country and singing to huge crowds.

      Eden, Clint and Kent’s younger sister, rolled into the room, followed by Abby.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Abby said, looking a bit stressed. “I was trying to get the bows right.” She was carrying a huge, wrapped silver box with a pink ribbon.

      “You didn’t have to get me anything,” Charlie said.

      “It’s from all of us.” Ellie bounced up and down as Abby handed it over with a smile.

      Charlie looked over at Eden who gave her a wink before accepting a glass of pink lemonade from Daisy who was pouring them each some.

      She opened up the box, her eyes widening in shock at the gift cradled in tissue paper.

      “Oh my gosh. You guys, this is amazing.”

      It was a large rose gold frame, but instead of just holding one photo there was a series of photos. All of them black and white. Most were of her and Clint. But the others all featured as well. Some photos were pictures of the ranch. And most of them were photos she’d taken.

      “Where? How?” She sniffled, feeling overwhelmed.

      “Clint helped,” Abby told her. “He snuck onto your laptop and sent them to me. I got them printed. Ellie and Daisy picked out the frame and everyone helped put it all together.”

      “Do you like it?” Gigi asked.

      Tears dripped down her face. “I love it. It’s amazing. Thank you so much. I can’t believe you did this for me.”

      “Because we’re family,” Abby told her. She came and sat on her other side.

      Ellie leaned her head against Charlie’s arm. “Family isn’t always who you’re born into. It can be,” she looked over at Eden who smiled gently, “but sometimes it’s who you make it.”

      “You’re our family, Charlie.” Abby squeezed her hand.

      “That’s one of the best things about living here,” Daisy added, looking around at them all. “Knowing there are people here who love you.”

      “Care about you,” Gigi added.

      “And don’t judge you,” said Caley. Ari nodded with a smile.

      Eden leaned forward. “So don’t forget we’re always here for you, Charlie. No matter what.”

      “I won’t,” Charlie told them, blinking back her tears.

      The doorbell rang and Clint’s voice boomed through the house. “I’ll get it.”

      Everyone started giggling, breaking the moment. But Ellie still leaned against her and Abby squeezed her hand tight.

      And she knew they were right. Family was a choice. And she chose them.
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        * * *

      

      Turned out, Marisol, the girl who came from the spa to do their nails and facials, was an absolute sweetheart. They’d ended up all getting their nails different colors from Ellie’s bright pink to Daisy’s buttery yellow to Ari’s classic red.

      Charlie had opted for a very pale pink which she thought would look nice with her wedding dress.

      “Would you like jewels on them? Or glitter?” Marisol asked her.

      “Glitter?” Caley asked. “I’d like glitter.”

      “Ooh, me too,” said Gigi.

      Charlie shook her head, though. “I think mine look perfect the way they are.”

      If Marisol thought she and her friends were a bit over-exuberant about glitter, she didn’t say anything. She didn’t even blink at the way they often bounced around or how Daisy had stuffed herself with candy until she was now lying on the floor, groaning.

      She simply smiled and quietly moved around, doing everyone’s nails while they sat with gunk on their faces from mud packs.

      Charlie wondered if Marisol was a Little. But no, she was just being kind and sweet. Didn’t mean anything.

      She was so grateful she was feeling better. To think she might have missed all this. She wasn’t usually one to get her nails done or put mud packs on her face. But she was really enjoying this. Mostly because all of her friends were here.

      “Shall we put on some music?” Ari asked, moving to the stereo.

      Marisol hadn’t even blinked at Ari’s appearance. Either she didn’t know who she was, or she had an excellent poker face.

      Ellie clapped. “Dance party.”

      Charlie groaned.

      “We can’t dance with all this gunk on our faces,” Abby said.

      “I can’t even move,” Daisy proclaimed, her hands on her tummy. “Jed is gonna kill me. My ass is toast unless I can process this sugar.”

      Charlie looked to Marisol but she didn’t react. She noticed Caley watching the other woman as well. Last thing they wanted to start was any rumors. Especially with Ari being so high-profile. But Marisol seemed really professional.

      Gigi brought Daisy a bottle of water and rubbed her back soothingly as the other woman sat up to sip at it.

      Marisol was currently painting Eden’s fingers a pale blue.

      “Can we rub this gunk off now, Marisol?” Ellie asked.

      “Ellie!” Abby scolded.

      “What?”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to call it gunk.”

      “Oh.” Ellie gave Marisol an apologetic look. “Sorry! Can I take this mud stuff off my face?”

      Marisol smiled. “Don’t worry, I call it gunk too. Go ahead. You’ve had it on long enough.”

      Gigi came over with a glass of pink lemonade and set it down by Marisol’s knee. She was currently kneeling in front of Eden’s chair.

      “Thought you might be getting thirsty,” Gigi told her. She’d already washed her face clean.

      The curvy dark-haired woman looked at Gigi with a smile. She had an olive complexion with big, round eyes. She was gorgeous.

      “Thank you. That’s so kind.”

      “Did you come straight here from the spa?” Eden asked. Eden went to the spa regularly so she probably knew Marisol.

      “I did.”

      “Did you stop to eat anything?” Gigi asked. “Would you like a cupcake or a cookie?”

      “Oh, thank you, no. I’m trying not to eat too much sugar.”

      “There’s probably something healthy in the kitchen,” Charlie said. “Clint could find you something.”

      “Just don’t let him make you a smoothie,” Eden whispered. “He’s absolutely shit at making smoothies.”

      “Eden!” Charlie protested, trying to stifle a giggle.

      “The last one he made me had avocado, banana and soy sauce in it,” Eden told Marisol. “I couldn’t even stand the smell of it let alone taste it. Luckily, Zeke poured it in a potted plant when Clint wasn’t watching.”

      Marisol gaped at Eden.

      “Oh no, is that why that plant in the dining room died?” Charlie asked.

      Eden grimace. “Yeah. Sorry about that. That plant was ugly anyway.”

      Yeah. That was true.

      The others all came back, their faces clear.

      “I’m fine. Thank you, though. I really ought to get going before the rain starts. Do you need help washing off the gunk?” Marisol’s lips twitched as she said that. Charlie was the only one left with goop on her face, since Eden had declined the mud pack.

      “We’re good. Let me get you some money.” Charlie made to stand, but Eden reached out a hand grabbing onto her. “No, you don’t. This is your party.”

      “And your fiancée has already paid me,” Marisol said softly.

      But she needed a tip. She frowned then saw Ari giving her a thumbs up. She grabbed something out of her handbag by the door. Charlie settled back. She’d get Clint to pay Ari back later.

      “Thank you so much, Marisol.”

      “Not a problem,” the other woman said warmly. “Enjoy your wedding. Hope to see you all at the spa sometime.”

      She left after saying goodbye to the others who were all giggling as they set up for a dance party. Everyone knew that Ari would out dance them, but they’d have fun letting her teach them some moves.

      “Marisol seems really sweet,” Gigi said.

      “She is. I think she works a lot though,” Eden said. “Every time I’m at the spa she’s there and I know she works there most days. Her aunt owns the place. I just hope she’s not exploiting her.”

      How could anyone exploit someone so nice as Marisol? She hoped that wasn’t the case either.

      “Come on, Charlie, get that gunk off and join the others.” Gigi stood with an excited bounce, reaching out a hand to Charlie. Someone put on a popular song and the others were off, dancing with their crazy moves.

      After Charlie had washed her face and settled back on the couch, Ellie opened the big container she’d brought with her. She pulled out bubble wands and confetti shooters. She set one off, shooting confetti over the others as they danced. They all squealed.

      Daisy grabbed a bubble wand, blowing through it, sending bubbles washing over Eden and Charlie. Eden tried to pop them all, smiling as she did it.

      “Let’s dance!” Ellie moved her arms around in the air. “Ari, show us some moves.”

      Arianna gave them all a shy smile. “All right.”

      The others all got up except for Caley, Eden and Charlie.

      “I have two left feet though,” Caley complained as Daisy held out a hand to her.

      “It will be fun. You can just follow along. No one cares. Pretty sure Ellie will do her own thing anyway.”

      They all laughed as Ellie twirled with the bubble wand, sending a wave of bubbles behind her.

      “Ellie! Pass me some more confetti shooters,” Eden called out.

      Ellie grabbed a handful, bringing them over to Eden, who started popping them one after the other.

      Clint was going to kill them when he saw this mess. Ahh, well, it was her party. Charlie grabbed a couple, firing them out as the others tried to follow Ari’s moves. As predicted, Ellie went off on her own direction, twirling in another circle.

      “Ellie is going to make herself sick,” Eden said.

      Charlie nodded just as Daisy came over to grab another handful of candy. Uh-oh. She shared a look with Eden who just grinned and shook her head. “I’m not gonna try to cut her off. You need to go join in. This is your party. I’m happy watching and taking some photos, although I wouldn’t mind some more confetti shooters. Might as well give Clint something to grumble about.”

      Charlie giggled then popped up to grab some more of the shooters for Eden. As she passed them back to her, Eden grasped hold of her hand. Charlie leaned in to hear what she was going to say.

      “I’m really glad you’re joining our family, sister.”

      Charlie blinked back tears then she wrapped her arms around Eden’s neck. “Me too, sister.”

      “Now go, have fun.”

      Charlie raced off into the middle of the dance party. She didn’t know how long she danced for, but she was feeling puffed and sweaty when she noticed Ellie stumble.

      “Ellie!”

      “Urgh!” Ellie yelled, falling against her. Charlie giggled as she tried to hold her friend up and they landed in a heap on the floor.

      “Group hug!” Daisy said and they all dived in.

      “Stay there! I’ll take a photo,” Eden told them. Charlie laughed as everyone piled around her.

      “Eden, you need to be in here too,” Charlie told her.

      “Wait. Wait.”

      She turned her head to watch Eden position herself in front of them. Then she held her phone out for a selfie, with herself in the foreground and the rest of them in the background.

      “Candy!” they cried together, erupting into giggles once more.

      A throat clearing had her turning her head to look back. Clint stood there, hands on hips, a frown on his face but she could see the twinkle in his eyes.

      “What are you all doing?” he demanded.

      “Group hug!” Charlie told him.

      He shook his head. “Pizza’s ready. You all need to get something in your bellies besides sugar. Especially you.” He pointed at Daisy, who was looking rather ill as Caley helped her stand. She nodded her head.

      “Right, all of you into the kitchen. Eden, take them with you.”

      They all followed Eden out, chatting together and Clint bent down to pick Charlie up.

      “Having fun, little darling?” he asked as he placed her on his hip.

      “The best, Daddy.”

      He grunted, looking around. “It’s a mess in here, want to explain that?”

      “Umm. Confetti monster?”

      “That so?”

      “Yep. He snuck in, threw up confetti everywhere and then ran off. Such a naughty confetti monster.”

      Clint just grinned and shook his head as he carried her from the room. “Yes, confetti monsters can be very naughty. So can a bunch of Littles who’ve been eating too much sugar without supervision.”

      “Why, Daddy, I have no idea what you are talking about.”
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        * * *

      

      Marisol felt almost at a loss as she walked out of the house. She couldn’t believe how welcoming and kind everyone had been. Sometimes, when she did these private parties, she was treated like a maid, asked to fetch drinks and food. Once she’d even been told to wash the dishes.

      But all the women in there had been so sweet. And Ms. Silvers had even handed her a wad of cash as a tip. Just meeting the famous singer had almost rendered her mute. She’d barely managed not to act like a complete dork and stare at her all night.

      She wondered if she could hide part of the tip from Rosalind. Was it worth the risk if she found out? Then again, how was she ever going to get away from the other woman if she didn’t have the cash to do it?

      She was carrying two containers stacked one on top of the other. She probably should have carried one out at a time. But Rosalind was expecting her back and she didn’t want to be late. She shuddered. She knew what happened when she was late.

      Stepping forward, she tried to see around the container to where the step was. She took another step and realized she’d misjudged it as her foot landed on air. She started to stumble forward, the containers slipping out of her grasp.

      Oh no!

      A firm arm wrapped around her, stealing her breath. She was lifted and set back on the porch. The containers crashed to the ground. Shoot! She hoped she hadn’t broken anything. Rosalind would be furious if she had.

      As she was placed back on firm ground, she looked up at the man who had caught her. She wished she could see more of his face, but the only light was coming from inside the house and his face was in shadow. Still, she could tell he was tall and broad. And he smelled nice. A mix of leather and the outdoors.

      “You all right, sweetheart?” a husky, pleasant voice asked her.

      “Oh…oh yes. Sorry. I misjudged the step.”

      “What are you doing carrying around all that stuff? You should have asked someone to help you.” His voice was a gentle scold.

      Help her? Why would anyone want to help her? Who would she even ask?

      “Oh, that’s okay, I’m used to carrying it on my own. I just misjudged where the step was. It’s not the first time it’s happened. You saved me from another skinned knee, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But I don’t like the idea of you hurting yourself. Next time, you get someone to help you, okay? Little bit like you doesn’t need to be carrying such heavy stuff.”

      “It’s not that heavy.” She looked to the ground. Little? Her? He must be talking about how short she was, because there was definitely nothing else little about her.

      “Hey, everything okay?” the deep voice asked.

      “Oh yes.” She laughed nervously. “I better pick everything up. I hope nothing’s broken.”

      She moved down the steps, surprised when he followed her. Both of the lids had stayed firmly on, thank goodness.

      “I’m Linc by the way. What’s your name?”

      “Marisol.”

      “Nice to meet you, Marisol.” He stacked the containers on top of one another. “Now, where am I taking these?”

      “Oh, you don’t have to carry them for me.”

      There was a beat of silence. Even though he didn’t say anything she could feel his disapproval and his determination.

      She relented. “Uh, if you could carry them over to my car for me, that would be great. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “You, uhh, you work here?” she asked. She made small talk all day long. One of the key factors of her job was working out whether someone wanted to chat or they wished for some quiet. If they wanted to talk then she had to drive the conversation where needed. But it seemed when it came to talking outside of work, she was hopeless.

      “I do. I’m the ranch manager.”

      Wow. That seemed like an important job for a ranch this big. She stopped at her small, beat-up car.

      “This is what you drive?” There was that note of disapproval again. It made her cringe.

      “Yes,” she said so quietly it was likely he didn’t even hear her reply. She opened the trunk and he stuck the containers inside.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean to insult you. It’s just that even in the dark I can tell this car needs some work.” He ran a hand along the side of it.

      “It’s my aunt’s,” she confessed. Even though her aunt never drove it. She had a brand-new Range Rover. “I’m just borrowing it.”

      Linc made a low noise that she couldn’t decipher.

      “Thanks for carrying my stuff and for, uhh, rescuing me before.”

      “No problem,” he replied easily. “You ever need a knight in shining armor. Or a hero in cowboy boots, you know where to find me.”

      She forced herself to laugh, knowing he was joking.

      But a hero in cowboy boots was exactly what she needed.
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      Charlie stood nervously outside the church.

      This was it. Her big day. Her stomach was tied in knots, her heart racing. She thought she might throw up.

      Calm, Charlie.

      Abby and Ellie stepped up on each side of her. Each of them clasped hold of one of her hands.

      “Ready, Charlie?” Abby asked.

      She nodded slowly. “I think so.”

      Ellie squeezed her hand. “I know it’s kind of scary. But once you get in there, all you will see is Clint and he is going to be floored at how beautiful you look.”

      Her dress was cream-colored. It went out from the waist in a big puff but the top half was a tight corset. It surprised her how much she liked the princess-style, but when she’d seen it, she’d known it was for her. There were small flowers stitched into the skirt. She’d decided against a veil. Instead, there were real flowers twisted into her dark-blonde hair which was up in some sort of complicated creation she’d never be able to replicate.

      “Time to go, girls,” a deep voice said from behind her. She turned her head, giving the big man behind her a small smile.

      She’d worried about this part. Walking down the aisle on her own when she had no family. But then she’d realized everyone was right. Sometimes, family was who you wanted them to be. Who you chose them to be.

      Ellie and Abby gave her hands a final squeezed and moved ahead of her to step into the church. Then Bear stepped up beside her, offering her his elbow.

      “Don’t worry, Charlie. I’ll get you to Clint safely.”

      And with that, most of her nerves disappeared. Bear would take her to Clint. And then he would take care of her. Like she would do for him.

      For the rest of their lives.

      She let out a breath. “Thanks for walking me down the aisle, Bear.”

      “My pleasure, little one. I’m honored.”

      She’d been worried that she was stealing Bear from Clint. She’d thought he might have wanted him as a groomsman. But Clint had already decided who he wanted standing next to him.

      As they stepped into the church, she saw everyone stand. They all turned to look at her. Faces smiling. Everyone she loved and cared about. Her gaze went past them all, to the end. There stood Clint, his gaze firmly fixed on her. Love shining from his face.

      And the last of the nerves dropped away. Her gaze ran over Kent. Then fell to where Eden sat in her chair next to him. It seemed right. All of the Jensens beaming, waiting to welcome her fully into their family.

      Where she was supposed to be.
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        * * *

      

      Clint twirled Charlie around in his arms.

      He saw Kent making a move towards him and he bared his teeth, growling as he clasped her close.

      “Clint? What’s wrong?”

      “They keep stealing you from me,” he complained. “You’re my bride. They should dance with their own women.”

      Kent grew closer.

      “Mine,” Clint snapped at his brother.

      “But I just want one dance with my new sister-in-law.” Kent’s face was serious, but Clint saw the laughter dancing in his eyes. Bastard was having a great time.

      “No. Go away.”

      “Clint,” Charlie protested, but he could hear the amusement in her voice. He turned her another way. Dancing wasn’t really his thing, but if he didn’t dance with her every other bastard here would have her up dancing with them.

      He wanted her with him.

      “This is the one day I get to be selfish.”

      That made her giggle. “Really? The one day.”

      “Why, wife of mine, are you trying to say that I am usually selfish?” He drew back to glance down at her.

      “No, not me.” She shook her head but her eyes twinkled. Leaning down, he kissed her lightly.

      “Have I told you how beautiful you are, yet?”

      “Only about a thousand times. But I could hear it again.”

      “Most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen. You look like a princess, only better.”

      “Better?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Better. Because you’re my princess.”
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        * * *

      

      Fatigue was weighing her down as they parked outside the house. They were due to leave in the morning to drive to Bozeman then catch a flight out to Houston.

      She couldn’t wait. Two whole weeks with her new husband. He held onto her hand firmly as they climbed the steps. When they reached the top, he swept her up into his arms.

      “Clint!” she squealed.

      “Isn’t this tradition?” he asked as he shuffled her weight around so he could open the front door. “Carrying the bride over the threshold?”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, knowing nothing she said would get him to put her down. And besides, she didn’t actually want him to.

      He pushed the door shut. It locked automatically behind them. He stopped by the alarm pad so she could turn it on then he swiftly made his way up the stairs to their bedroom.

      When they reached the bed, he sat then lay back with her sprawled on top of him.

      She giggled. “Tired?”

      “Exhausted.” He closed his eyes. She moved so she was straddling him, her big skirt billowing around them.

      “I guess I’ll have to take care of you tonight, then.”

      He opened one eye, peering up at her. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      He’d taken off his jacket when they were dancing. He must have left it somewhere as she hadn’t seen it since. She slowly undid the buttons on his waistcoat. She didn’t know how long he would let her take control, since Clint was a dominant guy. But she was going to enjoy it while it lasted.

      Once his waistcoat was open, she started in on his shirt, slowly revealing his perfect chest. Leaning down, she licked at his nipple.

      “Baby,” he groaned.

      “Thank you for the most perfect wedding, Mr. Jensen.”

      “You did most of it, Mrs. Jensen.”

      “But you took over when I couldn’t finish it. I mean it, Clint. It was everything I had ever dreamed of and more.”

      “I’m glad.” He gave her a soft smile. Then he sat up and deposited her on her feet. “Now, turn around so we can get this dress off. I want to see my baby.”

      She grinned. And there he was. Her bossy man. Her protective Daddy. Her husband.

      

      His hands damn near shook as he undid the ties of her corset. Christ, whoever made this dress must be having a laugh, thinking about how hard it was going to be to get the bride out of it.

      Eventually, he had it loose enough that it slid to the floor. Now all she was dressed in was a pair of panties. He turned her with light pressure on her hips.

      “No bra?”

      She shook her head. “No need with the corset.”

      “Damn, baby.” He leaned in and took one perfect, pink nipple into his mouth, suckling on it.

      She let out a small gasp, her hands moving to his head to hold him there.

      He let her nipple slide free then moved to the other breast. His hands reached around and grasped hold of her ass, massaging the firm cheeks.

      “Oh. Yes. Clint.”

      He loved the husky note of pleasure in her voice. Knowing that he had done that to her.

      It was just plain hot.

      He slid a finger over her panties. They were soaked through. His baby needed him.

      “Move back, baby, and take off those panties.”

      She took two steps back and drew her panties down her legs, throwing them to one side.

      “Turn around,” he commanded. He needed to be in control. Lucky for him, that was what she needed as well.

      She turned slowly, showing him every inch of her beautiful body. When she made a full circle, he gave her a smile. “Perfect.”

      A light blush tinted her cheeks.

      He stood then pointed to the bed. “Sit there.”

      She gave him a curious look before sitting on the mattress. He turned, spreading her legs wide before he knelt. Her pussy was right there.

      Plump. Pink. Sweet.

      “Lie back,” he told her. “I want to eat my wife out.”

      She gave a visible shiver that just pushed his arousal higher. His body flooded with heat. He stood abruptly and she looked up at him with wide eyes. He drew off the waistcoat and shirt.

      “Too hot,” he said gruffly.

      Lying back on the bed, she stared up at him with hunger in her eyes. “This is my first time watching my husband undress.”

      He grinned as he reached for his pants, undoing them and pulling them down. “Is it any different?”

      “Oh yes,” she said. “He’s mine now.”

      “I was always yours, baby. From the moment you drove through that gate.”

      “Even though you thought I was going to be a man,” she replied with a grin.

      “Best mistake to ever happen to me.”

      Finally, he was naked. He stood there for a moment as her gaze ran over him. She tried to sit but he shook his head.

      “No, lie back down. It’s my turn right now.”

      She rolled her eyes but lay back as he knelt once more. He placed her legs over his shoulders and leaned in to take a long, slow lick of her pussy.

      Fuck. Yes.

      He moved his tongue all over her slick lips, drinking her down. Her small noises of pleasure spurred him on. He thrust a finger deep inside her pussy, feeling her clench down on him as a cry erupted from her lips. He toyed with her clit as he drove one finger, then two, in and out of her passage.

      Just as he heard her breath hitch, as he felt her thighs start to tremble, he drew away.

      “Noo,” she moaned. “I was so close.”

      He grinned. That was the point. He let her legs slide down off his shoulders. “Roll over, onto your knees, chest against the bed. Legs spread wide again.”

      Waiting until she was in position, he took a moment to drink in his full of her. Then he slapped a hand down on her ass, watching as his red hand-print appeared on her white skin.

      “Hey!” She glared at him over her shoulder.

      “What?” He gave her an innocent look. “Isn’t it tradition to spank the bride?”

      “It is not.”

      “Hmm.” He rubbed the red spot. “Guess I’ll have to do something else with this ass then.”

      Her eyes widened, but he saw the need filling her face. Walking over to the bedside table, he opened it, pulling out some lube and one of her plugs. After making certain that the plug was coated in lube, he strode back to stand behind her.

      “Deep breath in, baby,” he instructed as he parted her ass cheeks and pressed the plug to her puckered hole. He heard her breathe in. “Now out.” He pushed the plug forward as she let her breath out. His balls ached with need. Christ, she was gorgeous. When the plug was fully inside her, with just the flared end poking out, he stepped back.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured. “Wait there. Do not move.”

      Clint washed his hands quickly in the bathroom. He took his time as he walked back across the bedroom, staring down at the gorgeous sight she made. Her bottom poking out, the end of the plug visible from between her plump cheeks.

      He stepped up behind her, grasping hold of her hips and drawing her back against him. His cock slid along her slick lips. He nudged at her clit, hardening even further at her pleasure-filled gasp.

      “Ready for me, baby?”

      “Yes,” she groaned.

      He pressed his dick inside her, inching his way forward. She was tighter due to the plug. And it felt so fucking good.

      “God. Looking at you, coming down that aisle, a fucking vision, I went instantly hard. Haven’t gone down all night. Been fucking painful as hell. But baby, there has never been a more beautiful bride than you.”

      He thrust back and forth as he spoke. Then he pulled himself completely free of her slick passage. It was hard. So hard.

      She groaned. “No, don’t leave!”

      He gave her other cheek a sharp slap. “Roll over onto your back. I want to watch my wife while I’m fucking her.”

      Immediately, she rolled onto her back. He grasped her around the hips and pulled her up so he could penetrate her.

      He closed his eyes in pleasure, his heart racing, breath pounding.

      “Clint? You okay?”

      “Yeah, baby. You just feel so good.”

      “I know. So do you.”

      He moved one hand to her clit, flicking it firmly. Her pussy clenched down on him.

      “Baby, don’t do that! I’m so close to coming.”

      Her head thrashed back and forth on the pillow. “Me too. Please. Oh, please.”

      “Come, baby. Let me hear my wife scream as I pleasure her.” He was never going to tire of hearing that word.

      Wife.

      Mine.

      He firmly toyed with her clit until she clenched down hard. Her scream filled the room. He lost control, driving himself into her again and again until his own orgasm rushed over him, through him and his shout of pleasure mingled with hers.

      As they lay in bed later on, after he’d cleaned both of them up, with her snuggled into his side, he kissed the top of her head.

      “Best day,” he muttered. “Good night, my darling wife.”
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      “Come on, little darling. We’re going to be late.”

      “But I thought we didn’t have to be at the airport until later on this afternoon, Daddy,” Charlie said as she took his hand. Where was their luggage? Did they have to go right now?

      “We’re not leaving yet. I have a surprise for you.”

      “A surprise? What sort of surprise?”

      “It’s a wedding present. For my little darling.”

      A wedding present? Was she supposed to get him one? Worry filled her. He must have noticed she had grown tense because he paused then turned her towards him. He tilted up her face with his hand on her chin.

      “What’s wrong? This is something fun. It’s not supposed to worry you.”

      She bit her lip. “I didn’t get you anything.”

      He cupped her face. “Little darling, since when do you worry about what you get for Daddy? Besides, you did give me something. You.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Not sure that’s such a great present.”

      His face filled with warmth. “It’s the best present I’ve ever received. Now, come on. Let’s get you dressed warm. I need to show you.”

      After helping her put on her jacket, hat, gloves and scarf, he led her out of the house. They walked towards the barn, but then veered off towards the right. She blinked as they walked around a corner. On a cleared piece of land there was…

      “A playground?” she asked, pausing. It looked like a playground and yet something was different about it. Everything seemed bigger than it should be.

      Colorful rubber tiles had been laid down over a large area. There were two wooden structures with roofs on them. Like cubby houses. They even had red windows that looked like they opened and shut.

      One structure had a green slide, the other had a yellow one and there was a red tunnel going between them. A set of stairs led up to each little house. But there was also a climbing wall and a fireman’s pole.

      There were two sets of swings off to one side. One with baby seats where you could slot your legs into holes and one that held normal swings. Both had bigger seats than you might see in a child’s playground.

      There was even a sandpit, although it didn’t look quite finished.

      It all looked amazing.

      “There’s some more things coming like a see-saw and some twirling thing that I’m sure is gonna make everyone sick. And the sandpit needs to be finished off. We didn’t have time for that.”

      She looked up at Clint. “You did this? When? Why?”

      “Well, I didn’t really do it. I organized it. With some help from the others.” He waved his hand and she saw their friends walking towards them. Bear held Ellie’s hand as she skipped along, talking excitedly.

      Jed had his arm around Daisy. Abby and Kent were talking to them. Abby was smiling at something Daisy was telling her. Caley walked between her two Docs, grinning up at Archer. Doc was frowning, probably grumbling about the potential of broken bones and scrapped knees. Caley said something back to him and Archer burst into laughter. Doc waggled his finger at her then leaned in and kissed the top of her head. Macca and Gigi were slower. He was pointing something out to her and she was nodding.

      Last were Ari and Bain. Ari was on Bain’s back and smiling widely. Charlie felt herself smiling as well. “You had this built for us?”

      “Same guy that made the rocking horse for Gigi, makes playgrounds for Littles. He had the main structure already built. We just needed to make an area and put down the rubber tiles. He did most of the rest.”

      “It…it’s amazing, Clint.”

      “We wanted an area for you all to play. Maybe not in winter so much. But come summer time, we thought it would be a fun place for you all to play. It’s set back here so if there’s any visitors to the ranch, which doesn’t happen often, it will be out of their sight. We’ll put up some picnic tables. Maybe set up an outdoor kitchen. What do you think?”

      She turned to him, threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. “I think it’s amazing. I think you’re amazing.”

      To her shock, a hint of red entered his cheeks. “Just want you to be happy, little darling.”

      “I am.”

      There was a squeal and she turned to see Ellie going down the slide. Abby and Gigi were hanging back slightly, but Ari and Caley were being pushed on the swings by Bain and Archer. Doc was standing and watching everyone closely, that scowl still on his face. Daisy was moving up the climbing wall with Jed hovering close by, his arms out as though to catch her if she fell.

      “Come on, Charlie! Come play!” Ellie called.

      “I’m getting a pathway put in so Zeke can wheel Eden out. She’s not quite sure about it, though.”

      She nodded. She didn’t want Eden to miss out. But she was often more reserved about showing her Little side than the others.

      “Charlie!” Daisy called from the top of one of the cubby houses. “Gigi! Abby! Come play!”

      “Do I have time, Daddy?” she asked, bouncing up and down with excitement.

      He smiled down at her, kissing her forehead. “You do. I’ll give you a ten-minute warning before we have to head to the house and get ready.”

      He turned her, slapping her ass. “Go. Have fun with your friends. Don’t forget to come back when Daddy calls, though. Remember, that paddle is coming on our honeymoon with us.”

      She groaned but ran off with a laugh, her soul light. She was happy. Safe. Loved.
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      Blurb:

      Linc liked an uncomplicated life.

      He didn’t need much. A cold beer after a hard day’s work. A comfy bed. Good food. And a soft, sweet woman. A Little he could coddle, love and discipline.

      When he met Marisol, he thought he’d finally found her.

      Hmm . . . remember that uncomplicated life he enjoyed?

      Turns out that Mari’s life is anything but simple.

      And if Linc thought that having the sheriff interested in his woman was going to be his biggest problem?

      Well, he needed to think again . . .

      

      Excerpt:

      “Not sure. That’s a loaded question. Tell me, did you have any intention of calling me?”

      “Calling you?”

      “Yes. Ed said he found you walking along the side of the road, in the dark, no jacket and a backpack on. He said that you were trembling, upset, that clearly something had happened.”

      Drat Ed anyway.

      “He’s a big old tattletale.”

      “Did you just call Ed a tattletale? Marisol, this isn’t a joke. This is serious.”

      Oh, she didn’t like him calling her by her full name.

      He gave her a stern look. “What were you planning on doing if Ed wasn’t there? Would you have called me then? Or were you planning on walking all the way into town, in the dark and cold? Would you have called me when you got to town? The next morning? At all?”

      His voice was cold. Hard. She’d never heard him sound like that. Or look this way. He could be firm. Even stern. But nothing like this.

      “You’re angry with me,” she whispered, wringing her hands together. She didn’t like that he was so upset with her. Unlike Rosalind, his anger ran icy cold rather than fiery hot.

      She guessed at least he wasn’t yelling at her. She wasn’t sure what she would do if he did that.

      “I’m upset with you. Do you know why?”

      “Because I didn’t call you? But I was going to call you. I tried to when I was walking towards the road, but my phone was dead.”

      He let out a sigh, leaning back in his chair. “Okay, that’s something. I want you to know that you can always call me if you’re in trouble. No matter what the time is or what I’m doing. I’ll drop everything for you, Mari-girl.”

      Okay. Wow. That was unexpected.

      “The entire drive here all I could think of was the ways you could have been hurt or harmed. It was torture.”

      “I’m sorry,” she told him.

      “What happened? What made you leave your aunt’s house on foot at night?”

      “I’d like to know that as well,” Ed said, walking back into the room.

      “She hasn’t told you?” Linc asked him.

      “Not exactly. She just keeps telling me that she’s fine. Figured she’d tell you, though.”

      Linc leaned forward, staring at her sternly. “You’re going to tell me, aren’t you, Mari-girl?”
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