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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Madgie Angelette always knew. Her employees—Uma and Markus—had gotten used to it, so they no longer teased her about being a witch; even if they did, it was fine, nobody burned witches anymore. Occasionally, they still teased her about being old as dirt, but that was okay, too. Age had long ago bent her back, shortening her by a good four inches. Her frizzy, shoulder-length hair was mostly white now, having long ago lost its lovely midnight-black luster. It still refused to be tamed, by either brush or comb; a girl could go broke just trying to buy enough bobby pins. Most days, she just let it do what it wanted, but that was all superficial nonsense. The important stuff was little kids loved her, sullen teenagers rushed to get the door for her, and adults carried her groceries and her bags. Because she looked like somebody’s grandma and smelled like vanilla and sugar cookies. 
 
    And, of course, because she knew things. 
 
    Which was why Madgie never questioned the mild disturbance she felt in the air when someone unknown stepped through Towne East Mall’s sliding food court doors and made her way down the hall. Madgie’s humble Build-A-Bear was located in the lower north wing, not far from Dillard’s. Madgie saw a lot of people pass by, but with the feeling growing stronger by the step, only one paused to browse. The person was so short Madgie almost missed seeing her when the girl paused to look over the trio of Honey Girls and sparkling outfits in the display closest to the door. Actually, Madgie and the girl were both pretty short, which was why Madgie came shuffling out from behind the counter to get a closer look.  
 
    In her younger days, Madgie would have been subtler about her curiosity. She’d have meandered through the store, pretending to straighten the merchandise until she found something to stand behind. Then she would have looked her fill of the young blonde woman currently loitering in the threshold, as if her white and pink sneakers were rooted to the mall’s tile floor. But Madgie wasn’t young. She was old as dirt, and old-as-dirt people were smart enough to know they risked death at any moment, so she didn’t waste her time. 
 
    Instead, she walked straight up to the display in question and stuck her head around the back corner. Thrilled to find the blonde woman had turned her back, the old woman had plenty of time to look her fill. And she did. That one had secrets, Madgie thought. She loved secrets; they called to her with a siren’s allure, the same way something in this shop called to the young blonde. Madgie crept closer, angling to get a peek at the girl’s face. The older woman loved the wistfulness in the younger’s blue-gray eyes. Her mouth was open, lips rounding in a look of naked longing, touched with sadness. That called to Madgie, too. 
 
    She had to get closer. 
 
    She crept right up behind the younger woman. Where the front displays were mostly plushy clothing and accessories, the wall which held the young woman’s attention was nothing but Build-A-Bears in all their various colors and forms. Two rows of display shelves lined high above the unstuffed plushy bins. Children could pick out the playmate of their dreams—from teddy bears to puppies and kittens, select Care Bears, Star Wars bears, Promise Pets, and even the Beast, newly popularized from Disney’s live action version of Beauty and the Beast. The kids loved this store, and with Christmas right around the corner, adults flocked here just as eagerly. Stock was flying off the shelves. But this… something was different here. That wonder, it was almost… 
 
    Childlike. 
 
    And just like that, Madgie knew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Hello, dear.” 
 
    Aubrey’s heart jumped, so did the rest of her. She hadn’t heard anyone creeping up behind her until, suddenly, the elderly saleswoman was standing not two feet away. Stumbling, Aubrey grabbed her chest, the feeling of having just been caught flooding her with embarrassment’s unexpected heat. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she gasped before she could stop herself and then laughed because it was such a guilty reaction. What did she have to be guilty about? She was just a customer. Customers walked into stores all the time and this one in particular, especially at this time of year. “I’m sorry.” She patted at her overreacting heart, willing it back to calm. “You scared me.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” The old woman beamed, more pleased than apologetic. “Welcome to Build-A-Bear. May I help you find something?” 
 
    “No, I…” Aubrey sucked inside herself so fast, it felt like a physical snap. She turned away. At least, she tried to, but her gaze locked back on that wall, her sneakers rooted to the floor, and she found herself hesitating all over again. “I-I just… I…”  
 
    What was wrong with her? It was her birthday in two days, and Christmas was less than two weeks away. Why was she having such a problem with this? She should be allowed to treat herself now and then, especially since she didn’t have anyone volunteering to do it for her. 
 
    “Getting a present for someone?” the old woman guessed, but she did it in a way that said, Go ahead. You can lie to me. It’s all right, I won’t take it personally. 
 
    “No.” In spite of herself, Aubrey melted a little. “I mean, I am getting a present… Yeah, okay. It’s for, um… someone.”  
 
    It wasn’t a lie, either. She absolutely qualified as a someone. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Stepping up beside her, the hunched, old woman waved her hands at the wall. “What kind of present does someone want? A Honey Girl?” Taking a few steps along the bins, she plucked out a purple bunny with giant ears. “Or perhaps a Pony?” Looking up at the wall, she spotted a My Little Pony. It was white, with a metallic blue mane and tail. Turning back to Aubrey, her wizened features wrinkled into a pixie grin. “What do you need, dear?” 
 
    That was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it? What did she need? Aubrey looked up at the rows of shelves, sudden frustration making her want to either laugh or cry. What she needed couldn’t be plucked from a bin or bought in a store. It wasn’t any different than what everybody else in the world wanted and needed. To come home from work to somebody who cared about her. To be taken into strong arms and have her forehead kissed, her bottom rubbed—maybe spanked, just until she felt better—before a hot bath was run, crayons and dinosaur chicken nuggets provided, and a Disney movie put on TV until bedtime.  
 
    That wasn’t… weird, was it? It wasn’t weird for a twenty-something, working on her gender studies thesis, to want to dress up sexy in Rainbow Bright panties and Daddy’s oversized t-shirt. Or for him to call her princess when she crawled to him on all fours because she was being a ‘good girl’. Or for him to draw the line when she wasn’t being good, because sometimes, Aubrey wanted that, too. Sometimes she wanted it more than she had ever wanted anything in her life, and she didn’t know why. She’d always been that way for as far back as she could remember. The more hectic and crazy her life became, the more she wanted to curl up on the couch with a stuffy, a blanket, and this idealized-in-her-mind faceless, voiceless, up-to-this-point completely non-existent Daddy. She’d never met a Daddy in real life, although she had met a few dick-pic-sending Daddy-wannabes online. She didn’t even have a stuffy, and maybe that’s why she was here. If she couldn’t have the first part, at least she could have the latter. 
 
    Did that even make sense? Aubrey stared at all the grinning plushies on display, part of her feeling like ten-pounds of Little-crazy in a five-pound sack. And yet, how could buying a Build-A-Bear to get her through what was bound to be yet another lonely Christmas possibly be wrong? She didn’t even live in this city. It was the weirdest thing; she’d been on the road for about an hour, traveling north on I-35 from Arkansas City, where she lived. With five more weary hours before she reached her parents’ home in Lincoln, Nebraska, she should have whizzed straight through Wichita without so much as a second glance. Instead, she had been compelled to stop. Towne East Mall couldn’t even be seen from the interstate. She’d had to switch highways; she’d been that compelled. And now, here she was. 
 
    That was when she saw it, sitting up high on the wall shelves next to a rainbow-colored Pony dressed in half a sailor’s suit. It was a bear. A regular, brown teddy-type bear in denim jeans, white t-shirt, and cowboy boots. He wore a black leather jacket and an Indiana Jones-style hat. Kind of like a Daddy and a stuffy all rolled into one. He was just what she had always imagined he would be, and from the moment she saw it, Aubrey was hooked.  
 
    She pointed straight at the bear. “That one. That’s the one I want.” 
 
    Plucking a deflated brown bear from one of the bins, the old woman winked and beckoned Aubrey to follow her. “Right this way, dear.” 
 
    The excitement was undeniable as Aubrey trailed the hunched old woman through the store to a giant gypsy-style wagon with a glass top showing the cloud-like fluff inside. Taking a red cloth heart from a bucket hanging on the wagon, the saleswoman handed it to Aubrey. It was tiny, no bigger than the tip of her thumb. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “His heart, of course.” 
 
    Aubrey looked at the bear first, then the heart in the palm of her hand. 
 
    “Hold it tight to your chest,” the old woman said, her wizened features taking on a whole new level of intensity. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    Inexplicably breathless, feeling a little silly, Aubrey clutched the heart in her hand and held it between her breasts. She had to check to make sure they were the only two people in the store before she relaxed enough to close her eyes. Once closed, she had trouble keeping them that way. She kept stealing peeks. 
 
    “Think deep.” The creak of a wooden chair told Aubrey the old woman was now sitting. She caught a startled breath when the vacuum whir of the wagon turned on, churning the fluff inside. “Think about all the things you want him to be.” 
 
    “Wh-what—” Who, her teddy? Aubrey puffed an embarrassed laugh and almost opened her eyes.  
 
    “Should he be good?” the old woman coaxed as she put the wagon nozzle into the open seam of her bear’s back. Depressing a foot pedal sent bits of fluff flowing through the nozzle and slowly, the deflated shell of her bear filled with clouds of plushy stuffing. “Should he be kind?” 
 
    How did she even know Aubrey meant for the bear to be a ‘he’? Fifty-fifty guess, she supposed, but still…  
 
    “Kind of creepy,” she half-laughed again. 
 
    “You want him to be creepy?” the old woman asked in surprise. 
 
    “No! No, I meant…” She meant this whole thing, but she caught herself before she said that out loud. 
 
    “How about just plain kind?” the saleswoman suggested. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Aubrey sighed, almost sure now she was taking what the old woman was saying out of context. Twisting it somehow and making it strange. 
 
    The vacuum started up again. 
 
    “Would you like him to be loving? Affectionate? Nurturing, perhaps?” 
 
    Okay, now that was definitely strange. How could an inanimate teddy bear be any of that? But, what the hell. Aubrey nodded and gave herself over to both the ridiculous and the impossible. Mentally, she even added on her own checklist of attributes. This was her bear, after all, her pseudo-Daddy until the real deal found his way into her life. Yes, she wanted kind and loving, affectionate and nurturing, but she also wanted protective. Someone who would make her feel cared for. Someone strong and earthy. 
 
    “Good girl,” the old woman hummed, though Aubrey barely heard her. She was too busy thinking about strong hands petting her hair and rubbing her back. Calloused working hands which knew when to treat her like the capable person she was and when to let her go Little. Gentle hands which would make her feel loved. Stern hands which knew sometimes she needed help to feel sorry, the way bad girls had been made to feel since the very first one ever had stepped out of line. 
 
    “Yes,” the saleswoman chuckled. 
 
    Aubrey wasn’t saying any of this out loud. Her deepest, most secret wishes were still locked silent and safe inside her. She thought about cowboys because she’d always had a thing for cowboys. And horses. And old leather belts being whipped out of belt loops and doubled over, making them ready for business. She thought about old ranches, gingham kitchen drapes, and handmade quilts perfect for cuddling under on cold winter mornings. Or for throwing off the bed at night because the sex was so damn hot, all that squirming, writhing, and gasping made her overheat. 
 
    The old woman giggled. 
 
    But mostly Aubrey thought about being with someone who would just let her… be. Someone she could be safe with, and who would never, ever laugh at her, no matter how silly or Little she was. 
 
    The vacuum shut off and the whine of the air-blower wound down. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” the saleswomen said.  
 
    When Aubrey did, she found the old woman staring at her with the most intense gaze she’d experienced since Pastor Daniels caught her with a pack of cigarettes in the church bathroom. She swallowed hard, feeling the force of that stare boring straight through her. Her stomach quivered. Her heart pounded, almost painfully, at her ribs.  
 
    “Here.” The old woman held out her bear, upside down with the gaping seam in its back yawning open, and all its fluffy white innards bulging out. “Kiss it for love and luck and put his heart inside.” 
 
    Kissing the backs of her fingers, Aubrey stretched out her hand to poke the little cloth heart into her bear. Funny how easily she could get caught up in the fantasy of the moment. With the tip of her finger, she buried the heart deep in the soft white fluffing.  
 
    Putting the bear face down on her lap, the old woman grabbed the two long threads that zippered the open seam and quickly tugged, pulled, and tightened until the gap was closed. When she stood, her cherubic smile was back, but the intensity was still there.  
 
    “Come along,” she called to Aubrey and headed across the store to the dressing station. While the wall behind them had been devoted to plushies of all types, this wall and most of the aisle dividers all around them were devoted to their clothing. Laying Aubrey’s bear on a short table, the old woman began to pull items off their cardboard hangers. She never once asked what Aubrey wanted, but Aubrey didn’t object. The things the old woman chose had an eerie echo to what the Daddy of her imaginings had worn, from the cowboy hat she eventually plopped on its head, to the cowboy boots on its pudgy bear feet, and everything—the baby-sized denim jeans, white t-shirt, and leather jacket—in between. When she was done, the old woman held the bear out to Aubrey. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. “What do you think?” Her grin was all creepy, old salesperson and the sparkle in her dark gypsy eyes said she knew it. The way her grin broadened suggested she might even have practiced that smile in front of a mirror until she was sure she could get it just right for moments like this. It kind of detracted from the magic of the moment. 
 
    “Um.” Aubrey took her bear. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Will there be anything else?” the woman asked. 
 
    “N-no, um… thank you.” 
 
    “Right this way then.” Beckoning, the saleswoman led Aubrey to the cash-out counter where she paid for her purchase. Mentally, she was still trying to tell herself that this whole wonderful experience truly hadn’t turned weird at the end. When the old woman handed Aubrey the receipt, she laid her withered hand over Aubrey’s and in a mock whisper, said, “Just let it happen, dear.” 
 
    It had been snowing off and on all week, brief flurries melting away almost as quickly as they fell. Aubrey didn’t think too much about it as she walked out of the mall into a brand-new outbreak of snowfall. The bear felt strangely heavy in her arms. She kept replaying the conversation with the saleswoman in her head, trying to find that precise moment when things went from normal to odd to spooky-odd, not quite able to put her finger on it. By the time she’d reached her car, she had about convinced herself that it was all in her head. For whatever reason, she was freaking out over… what? A Build-A-Bear? Don’t be ridiculous, she chided herself. Glimmers of unease still haunted her as she popped the locks to drop her purse on the passenger-side floorboard and the bear on the seat. 
 
    The bear seemed to grin straight at her.  
 
    Giving herself a mental shake, Aubrey shut the door and walked around the car to get in on the driver’s side. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck tickled as, keys hovering near the ignition, she looked at the bear again. Still grinning, because… of course it would be, it looked back at her in that unique way all plushies had. Dolls’ eyes followed people; everybody knew that.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s not spooky at all.” She felt a little silly saying that out loud. The bear grinned in agreement. Trying to shake the weirdness, she started the car.  
 
    Buckle up. 
 
    She put her seatbelt on. After a long mental debate, she reached over and buckled the bear in too. 
 
    “Just so you know—” She stabbed a finger just off the tip of its bear nose so it would know she was serious. “—if you come awake in the middle of the night and try to spank me, I am going to freak right the fuck out.” 
 
    Warning given, Aubrey put the car in gear and headed for the highway. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    She should have checked the weather before starting this trip. Half an hour past Wichita on US-81, the flurries turned into real snow. The kind which stuck to the roads, which wouldn’t have been so bad if there wasn’t a half inch of half-melted slush directly underneath. Aubrey kept eyeing her rearview mirror where the digital readout tracked both her northward direction and the falling temperature. 
 
    “Don’t do this to me,” she begged, but it had already dipped well below freezing. By the time she hit the halfway point between Arkansas City and Lincoln, the flurries had turned into a blizzard, and outside temperatures had dropped drastically. Huge gusts of wind buffeted her car, and though she had long ago slowed to a crawl, her back-end kept trying to fishtail. Her hands hurt from her tight grip on the steering wheel. She should have stayed home, but her parents were expecting her. It was rare when she had both the money and the time for a trip home. Bad as it was, even had she known how bad the weather was destined to get, she knew she was just stubborn enough to try to make it, anyway. 
 
    What you wouldn’t have done is stop at the mall, her brain whispered. That was a given. Had she known it was going to snow like this, she would have driven straight past Towne East and probably even hiked her speed a good five to ten miles over the limit in an effort to beat the storm all the way home. Her folks’ home, she quickly amended. She didn’t live there anymore, and thank God, really, because they’d likely still be setting her up on date after blind date. They wanted grandchildren with the same blind desperation she wanted a Daddy. How sad was that? 
 
    Wow, this weather was horrible. She seemed to be the only idiot out in it, which was phenomenally unusual for US-81, even during a snowstorm. 
 
    When have you ever seen, much less been in, a storm like this? her brain demanded. 
 
    The back end of her car slid sideways. Aubrey quickly got it under control, but it scared her. It scared her even more when the temperature dropped another degree. Shit. She couldn’t see a damn thing, not headlights nor taillights. She had barely seen the deep blue Rest Area sign, blurred beneath a dusting of snow, but still recognizable. One-quarter mile, it read; she marked it on the odometer. Packed snow obliterated the turnoff. If she hadn’t been tracking it, she never would have noticed the faint, flat stretch of snow between two road markers which had a good six inches of snow mounded around their bases. She should have been able to see the rest area’s lights from the interstate, but no, all she saw was fast-flying snow. The only reason she didn’t run straight into a lamp post was because she bumped into the curb first.  
 
    Ooo, that was a tire alignment she couldn’t afford to pay for. 
 
    Slipping into reverse, she pulled off the sidewalk, bouncing and sliding as she dropped onto blacktop again. She couldn’t see the bathrooms any more than she could see the sidewalk, but she parked anyway. Everything outside was a white-out. Too bad it wasn’t a white-out inside the car. She wouldn’t at all have minded not being able to see how low on gas she was. She should have filled up two towns back when she could still see the town she was passing. She was still a bar above empty, which meant under any other circumstance, she would have enough to make it to Concordia, at least. Knowing she might be stuck here a while, she was debating on how long or how often to run the engine. She should have put a sleeping bag in the trunk or a heavier coat in the backseat. Sadly, the only warm and fluffy thing she had to help stave off the cold was Potentially Demonic Bear in his cowboy hat and boots. 
 
    She glanced over at him. He grinned back at her. 
 
    “Be very careful,” she warned. “I don’t care how much I spent, there are no laws against abandoning a Build-A-Bear on the highway.” She’d be out sixty bucks, but she wouldn’t go to jail. 
 
    She wished she hadn’t stopped in Wichita for that Five-Hour Energy shot with a forty-ounce Code Red chaser. 
 
    “I really have to pee,” she told her bear. Supposedly, somewhere in all that fast-falling snow was a bathroom. She couldn’t think of anything more stupid than blindly setting out in search of it. On the other hand, if she just sat here, she was going to wet her pants and these were cloth seats. Also, her Little didn’t like diaper play. 
 
    Wind buffeted the car. Already swirling snow was building on the windows. Even with the heater running, it was storming hard enough to blanket all but the sections of glass closest to the vents. The underside melted, but the upper layer accumulated, growing thicker by the minute. She watched thin rivulets of water slip along under the snow like tears. 
 
    Why was it that the longer a person thought about having to pee, the worse the sensation became? The pressure of the seatbelt was too much, so Aubrey took it off. She tried to find a more comfortable, less bladder-crunched way to sit. She bounced a couple times. It wasn’t working. In the short amount of time she’d spent parked here, the swirling storm had completely covered every window and presumably, the rest of her vehicle. Getting out was a bad idea, but she had to do something to relieve the pressure. 
 
    Leaning over the backrest, she hooked her jacket off the rear seat and pulled it on. She shoved open the driver’s-side door just in time to see bright, yellow light splash over the door and her arm. She yanked her arm back in just as the pickup truck slid to a stop beside her, shaving the door clean off her car. 
 
    In the half-second of heart-pounding quiet which directly followed, there was a lot Aubrey couldn’t remember. She didn’t remember crab-crawling into the passenger seat until her back butted against the other door. She sure didn’t remember grabbing Potentially Demonic Bear because never in her wildest imaginings did she imagine hugging him would have saved her from anything. At best, he was only a Build-A-Bear, he just didn’t have that kind of power. At worst… well, the jury was still out on which side of the whole Good vs. Evil Spectrum he swung.  
 
    Staring wide-eyed and horrified at the jet-black truck and gaping snow-filled hole where her door used to be, Aubrey honestly didn’t know if she’d screamed. She couldn’t remember making a sound. Not until that truck rocked, the window cranked down, and a dark-haired man in a well-worn brown felt cowboy hat popped his head into view. The truck was high enough, so he had to scrunch down to see her, but his eyes were no less wide than hers, and when he saw her, his face paled. 
 
    “Christ on a cracker,” he swore, peering through the narrow gap between the bottom of his window frame and the top of her now quite broken car. “Lady, I’m so sorry. I couldn’t see a thing.” 
 
    In that instant, two thoughts centered themselves in her mind—a mind blown empty by the shock of what had just happened. First, how was she going to get to Nebraska or hell, even the next town, in a car without a driver’s door? And second, from his hat to the white collar of his t-shirt to the black collar of his leather jacket, the man looked just like her Build-A-Bear. And her Build-A-Bear looked exactly the way she had imagined her cowboy Daddy would when she’d been hugging the little cloth heart. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said stunned, her breath steaming the snow-flecked air as it came swirling into her car. She hadn’t built a bear. “I built a Daddy!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for looking the other way while I peed,” the blonde woman said. “I was starting to get desperate.” 
 
    “No problem.”  
 
    “I know. I just want you to know, you know… I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem,” he said again; that was pretty much how the conversation had gone between them. Branch Dalton continued driving while silence once more filled the extended cab of his pickup.  
 
    He gripped and re-gripped the steering wheel. His knuckles were so tight, every few miles he had to let go just long enough to flex, sounding like a cereal commercial, popping and cracking. The tension in them had nothing to do with the worsening weather conditions outside, but everything to do with the slip of a woman sitting on the passenger side of his bench-style truck seat. 
 
    “I’m sorry about what happened,” he said; that seemed to be what his conversational starters were limited to. He’d lost track of how many times he’d tried to apologize. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said in the most neutral tone he’d ever heard from a car accident victim. “I didn’t really like that car, anyway.” 
 
    “You’ve got another one?” His hands relaxed their grip, just a bit. 
 
    “Nope,” she said, still bluntly neutral. 
 
    “Oh.” His grip tightened again. He shook his head, and then again. “Look, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So, you keep saying.” 
 
    “I’ll pay for everything.” 
 
    “You’ve said that too.” Still neutral. Almost cheerful in a weirdly blank way. Not once did she look at him. Instead, she stared straight through the snow-blind windshield at a highway she couldn’t see; he sure as hell couldn’t see it. All he saw was snow, on the road, filling up the ditch. Mother Nature trying her damnedest to blanket the road markers and signposts until he was more or less driving by Garmin and braille. The bright pink stripe on the Garmin attached to his dash told him there was a road here somewhere. Whenever he felt his tires dip, braille told him to get off the soft shoulder and back onto the road before he hit something that killed his truck. Even crawling along at around 10 mph, these were dangerous conditions. Near as he could figure, they were still twenty miles out of Concordia, but if he could get them there, that’s where he intended to hole up until this storm passed. Concordia wasn’t a big town, but surely, it had to have a hotel or café. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” It was the first time she’d voluntarily said something other than in response to something he’d said first. “I’m insured.” 
 
    If anything, that made him feel worse.  
 
    “Well, anything your insurance doesn’t cover, I will. I mean it.” 
 
    “I know you do.” 
 
    He looked at her again. Maybe she was in shock. Maybe that’s why she was so calm about all this. She didn’t look like she was in shock, but then he was a rancher, not a doctor. Frowning, he glanced from the road to her, then back again before reaching out to feel her forehead. Startled, she blocked his hand with her teddy bear and flattened against the passenger door.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    “Checking to see if you’re in shock. ‘Cause, lady, you’re not acting right.” 
 
    “How exactly am I supposed to be acting?” She blinked twice. “I have been very calm about all this.” 
 
    He scoffed in agreement. “You definitely have been that.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she scoffed right back at him.  
 
    “Lady, even Mother Teresa would have been a little upset by what happened back there. Don’t you realize I could have killed you?” 
 
    “No, I really don’t think you could have.” There it was again, that cheerful, not-quite-cheerful, odd blankness again. “You were meant to do what you did.” 
 
    “Shave your door off?” he demanded, arching both eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “Clean as a baby’s behind.” Her calm was phenomenal. 
 
    “Wait. What do you mean ‘meant’? Are you talking as in ‘destiny’ or as in you sit in rest area parking lots all the time waiting for trade-up vehicles?” 
 
    “No, I mean you did exactly what you were meant to do so we would…” she hesitated before spreading her hands, gesturing her teddy bear all around his truck. 
 
    “So, we would end up traveling together?” In the back of his mind, he couldn’t help wondering if it was time to get concerned. “How did ‘destiny’ even know someone would be coming along?” 
 
    “Because I conjured you.” She turned away from the windshield and looked out the passenger window instead.  
 
     Mama always told him there were stranger things on this highway than himself. “I so owe her a Coke.” 
 
    The girl looked at him. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” His hands on the steering wheel were tight again. He checked the odometer and then the Garmin. Only 19.5 miles left to Concordia.  
 
    “You’re going to think I’m crazy.” Shaking her head, she turned back towards the window. 
 
    Way ahead of you, honey.  
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “I don’t even know if I believe it.” 
 
    In for a penny, in for a pound. That was something else his mama always told him.  
 
    “Go on, hit me with it. Believe what?” 
 
    She glared at him, a corner of her mouth twisted as she no doubt considered her next move.  
 
    “Okay.” Decided, she faced him as fully as her seatbelt allowed. “You exist only because I created you.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure my parents will disagree, but all right.” Making himself open to the possibility, he said, “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “I thought you into existence.” 
 
    “My mom has a really fun story about the twenty-six hours of labor she went through with me. She likes to tell it every time I get a new girlfriend. I think her story pretty much disproves your theory.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You only think that because I conjured you.” 
 
    “You couldn’t conjure me as an orphan?” 
 
    “That would make your back story more tragic, but no. All good characters need interesting back stories.” 
 
    This was too crazy to be a serious conversation. He started to laugh, but one look at her face told him she was not only serious, she was upset about it.  
 
    “Okay,” he said and reached across to pop open his glove box. “Start digging.” 
 
    “For what?” She didn’t move.  
 
    “My car insurance. Four months ago, I had to print a new copy off my computer. It’ll be dated.” He waited, but when she only looked at him confused, he spelled it out. “You couldn’t have conjured me this morning if I was already here four months ago.” 
 
    “Back story,” she repeated as if he was slow on understanding. 
 
    “I spilled coffee on it that morning,” he argued. “There are coffee stains all over that paper.” 
 
    She arched both eyebrows in a very plain if unspoken, ‘So?’ 
 
    “That’s one hell of a detailed back story, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I’m one semester shy of gaining my pathology residency. It’s my job to be detailed.” Folding her arms, she frowned out the window at the swirling storm beyond. “Or it will be, once I graduate.” 
 
    “All right.” Branch shifted in his seat, leaning back so he could keep his eye on both her and the road. “If you conjured me, then you should know everything there is to know about me.” 
 
    She looked at him. “You want me to prove it?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am, but I doubt you can.” He didn’t mean to sound as if he were issuing a challenge, but he knew that’s how she took it when she faced him again. Her eyes narrowed and her mouth pursed. 
 
    “You’re a rancher,” she said. 
 
    “So is half the Midwest. What do I ranch?” 
 
    “Cattle,” she shot back. “But you do have three horses: Silver, Tonto, and Kemosabe. Tonto is your favorite, but he’s getting up in years, so you don’t ride him anymore. You take the four-wheeler.” 
 
    Branch forgot about the road ahead of him. He stared at her. “How the hell do you know that? And don’t say—” 
 
    “Because I—” 
 
    “Don’t!” 
 
    “—conjured you,” she stubbornly finished. “I know everything about you. From your preference for cowboy boots, to how you like to watch the sunrise each morning on your front porch with a coffee cup in your hand.” 
 
    They were in the middle of the nowhere on what was usually a very busy highway, but Branch didn’t care. He hadn’t seen another car in almost an hour. The truck skidded a few feet when he hit the brakes, but he got it stopped without going sideways and threw the gear into park. 
 
    “Now look here,” he warned, twisting sideways in his seat. “I don’t know who you’ve been talking to—” 
 
    “You’re headed to Nebraska,” she said, lifting her chin. 
 
    “So is everybody else on this road,” he laughed. “This road goes to Nebraska.” 
 
    “It goes to Canada,” she calmly corrected. “It runs through Nebraska, but okay, let’s be more specific.” 
 
    Branch wasn’t sure he could handle anything more specific. 
 
    “You’re going to Lincoln, Nebraska.” 
 
     “How—” He stared at her. 
 
    “Because I conjured you,” she insisted, although this time she did so with a glittering rush of tears. “I did it because I was tired of being so lonely and because I didn’t think I had a prayer of finding someone who might want the same kinky things I want.” 
 
    A strangling noose caught hold of his insides, yanking taut in an instant.  
 
    “Lady,” he said, much more calmly than he felt. “I don’t even know who you are.” 
 
    “Aubrey,” she whispered, fighting back tears. “My name is Aubrey.” 
 
    “Okay, Aubrey.” Beyond ready for something to start making sense here, Branch took the lead. “You know everything else about me, what’s my name?” 
 
    “Branch Dalton,” she said with a breathy hiccup. 
 
    It floored him… for all of two seconds. Reaching across the seat, he slapped his glove box closed. “You saw that on my registration.” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    “Don’t,” he said sharply, cutting the air between them with the flat of his hand. “Don’t say that again. It isn’t true, Aubrey, and I’m sure if you think about it rationally for half a second—” 
 
    “You like kinky sex,” she told him, and that noose in his gut tightened its stranglehold. He stared at her. “You like your girls to have Little qualities. You like them in pigtails and Little dresses. You like to color with them, watch Disney with them, give them baths, nap times, and grilled cheese sandwiches with the crusts cut off. And at night time, you like to cuff them to your bed.” 
 
    “Whoa,” he breathed, his throat so tight that he could barely get it out. “Now hang on…” 
 
    “When they’re good girls, you like to give them lots of orgasms,” she continued, the track of two tears wending down each side of her face. “And when they’re bad girls, you don’t let them come at all.” 
 
    He held up his hand, but she just kept going, and everything she was saying was resonating through him like the shooting sparks of a downed power line. 
 
    “You ignore their pussy and make them choke on your cock or take it in the ass. You spank their bottoms, your implement of choice being the belt you wear because you like to watch their expressions change from defiance to dread every time you take it off. You like all of those things because I conjured you, and those are all the things I want my Daddy Dom to do when he’s taking care of me. But how can I ever let you do any of that to me now?” she cried. “I’ll never know if you’re doing it because you want to or because it’s my will!” 
 
    Branch opened his mouth, but his ‘Lady, I only just met you’ died unrepeated on his lips. He stared at the teddy bear she was hugging to her chest, burying her tears in the fuzzy softness of the back of its head. 
 
    “10:36,” he said slowly, this whole surreal conversation taking a slightly less paranormal turn as he began turning all Aubrey had told him over in his head. He fixed in on the bear as sudden understanding began its wending creep through him. “Aubrey, honey?” 
 
    “Yes?” Using the bear to scrub the tears off her face, she raised her head.  
 
    “Putting everything else aside for right now,” he offered cautiously, “is that a Build-A-Bear?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” Sniffling, Aubrey looked down at the plushy in her lap. 
 
    “Is it a brand-new Build-A-Bear? As in, just bought this morning at, maybe, 10:36?” 
 
    She held the bear aloft. “Looks just like you, doesn’t it?” she asked, a little sadly. “It’s what I used to conjure you. In my defense, though, I might have been thinking about all the things I wanted in a Daddy Dom, but I swear I only thought I was making a stuffy.” 
 
    Stiff leather creaking, Branch sat back. Smiling and shaking his head, he laughed, but he wasn't feeling all that amused. “Christ on a cracker. I should have known.” 
 
    “Known, what?” It was her turn to look at him like he was crazy.  
 
    “About five minutes after you bought your bear, I got a phone call from my Grams, saying she was calling in a favor. Saying she has a friend up in Lincoln, Nebraska, who has a daughter who needs a date for her birthday.” Tipping his head, Branch sighed. “I seem to recall saying no a couple times, but—” He shrugged. “—here I am.” He looked at her. “Honey, you didn’t conjure me. You bought a bear from my Grams.” 
 
    “I never told her I was going to Nebraska.” Her brows beetled, but her tears did slow. “I never told her about my birthday, either.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he chuckled. “I never told her it was me who shaved her cat and dyed it purple. Sometimes she just knows things.” 
 
    “You… shaved your grandmother’s cat?” 
 
    “I was nine,” he said defensively, “and the cat was mean.” 
 
    “If I didn’t conjure you, then how did I know all that stuff about you?” She mulled that over, but didn’t seem at all convinced.  
 
    Branch had been hoping she wouldn’t ask. He drew a deep breath, bracing his arms against the wheel as he grudgingly admitted. “That was Grams. Sometimes she reads you, and sometimes she pops in a little extra. I call it manipulative as hell, but she calls it a gentle nudge in the right direction.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” She covered her mouth with her hands, and he could see it in her eyes. All those intimate little things she’d said. Things about his sexuality. Things about hers. Littles in pigtails. Choking on Daddy’s cock… taking it in the ass… not allowed to come because she’d been ‘bad’.  
 
    Leather creaked as Branch shifted again. This time it wasn’t because he was uncomfortable. Well, actually… yeah, he was starting to get there. Molten ribbons of interest were waking up in the pit of his belly as he indulged the image her words had painted in his mind. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he told her and shifted back into first gear. “God made manacles for a reason. Hell, who doesn’t want those things from time to time.” 
 
    Pigtails… 
 
    Little Mermaid underwear peeking out from under equally ruffled and short, sexy skirts. Or better yet, Little Mermaid panties dropped halfway down her thighs, leaving her hot pink bottom fully vulnerable to the discipline dispensed by a stern, but loving hand. 
 
    It was disturbing the things his Gram picked up on. When he got home, he really needed to remember to have the conversation again about not sharing what was private to him with Little strangers who came into her shop. It probably wouldn’t do any good. It hadn’t the last two times they’d had that talk, but one could always hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Aubrey blew heated breath on her hands, rubbing briskly while she waited in the truck for any sign of Branch coming back through the swirling snow. Technically, it was no longer blizzard conditions. According to the radio, it had been downgraded to a simple storm, but it was still freaking cold out there. In the brief ten or so minutes since Branch had zipped into the hotel lobby to see if that blinking No Vacancy sign was telling the truth, the temperature had dropped from toasty to half-past frozen.  
 
    She hoped they had a room. This was the third place they’d stopped. Either there was a convention—unlikely—in the incredibly small town of Concordia or this was where everyone had stopped to wait out the weather. 
 
    She craned to catch a glimpse of Branch through the hotel lobby window, but she could barely see anything through the narrow gap in the snow building on the driver’s window. Already the windshield was blanketed and still, the fat flakes were falling. Back in her own car when she’d had a temperature gauge to check, it had been sixteen-degrees. If it was higher than twelve-degrees now, she’d eat her own fingers. At least they’d be warm. 
 
    A shadow crossed the gap in the snowed-over window. The truck rocked as Branch yanked the door open and jumped in. 
 
    “Je-sus!” he growled. “It’s cold out there!” 
 
    Fumbling to get the key back into the ignition, he cranked the heat up, full blast. They dove to get their hands into the gush of hot air from opposite heater vents. 
 
    “Did they have a room?” Aubrey asked, rubbing her hands in relief. 
 
    “Good news or bad news?” he countered cheerfully. 
 
    “Oh god…” Aubrey groaned, tsked, and then made her choice. Whenever news was offered like this, it was almost never really good. “Bad news. Hit me with that first.” 
 
    “Why, yes, they do have a room.” 
 
     She blinked at him. “I asked for the bad news first.” 
 
    His grin said ‘wait for it’. “Single queen. Plus, they were down a cleaning lady, so nothing’s been touched since it was last used.” 
 
    “Please, dear God, let the good news involve the hotel giving us clean sheets and letting us change the bed ourselves.” 
 
    He brightened. “Yes. That was the first thing I asked.” 
 
    “Do they have any extra blankets?” 
 
    “And that was the second thing. No, they don’t. They ran out of those about two hours ago.” 
 
    “Okay,” she hedged. “What’s the good news?” 
 
    “Guess whose conjured Daddy got the last room in town? Be a good girl, and I won’t make you sleep on the floor.” 
 
    Clapping both hands over her face again, Aubrey groaned. Unfortunately, she was way too practical and way too cold to want to argue. “Sounds great.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” Putting the truck in gear, he pulled around the side of the hotel and parked as near to the door as the twenty-some other vehicles which were already there would allow. “Grab your stuff.” 
 
    Aubrey grabbed her bear first, then her duffel bag and purse from the backseat of the extended cab. He had a duffel bag, albeit his was twice the size of hers. They half-walked, half-slid to the rear door, finding traction by stepping on the new-fallen snow, sinking almost knee-deep. Underneath, however, everything was ice, and some spots were slick. 
 
    A rush of warm air enveloped them when he opened the door, holding it while she entered first and then taking the lead as they walked down the Lost-in-the-70s-style hall. Their room was right under the stairs and across the hall from the ice and pop machines, but Aubrey wasn’t about to complain. At least, they had a room. Besides, the worst hotel stays always made the best stories. 
 
    It was a trucker hotel. From the outside, under almost two feet of snow, it had been hard to tell; not from the inside. Everything looked old. Someone, somewhere in the last thirty years had tried to update. Even with new carpet and a paint job which was perhaps only a year old, the architecture dated the place as did the tiny box of a room. So did the heating unit. Rather than thermostats on the wall, the room had been supplied with a huge, clunky beige machine which sat under the window. It rattled when Branch switched it on but put out a gust of hot air. 
 
    “Do you need the bathroom?” he asked, dropping his duffel on the foot of the bed.  
 
    She slept on a queen-size at home. Up until this moment, she had no idea how small they could be. 
 
    “Aubrey?” 
 
    Still hovering in the alcove where she’d hung her coat, she managed a smile. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Good. I call it.” He slipped past her into a bathroom so small he had to step between the tub and toilet to shut the door. 
 
    Well, she wasn’t going to sleep in the hallway, and she sure didn’t want to sleep in the truck. Never in her life though, had she shared a hotel room, much less a bed with a stranger. Approaching the small and getting-smaller-by-the-step queen, she wedged herself in between the bed frame and the wall to set her bear on the nightstand and her bag on the floor. Hands on her knees, she sat, bouncing twice to test the softness of the mattress. The springs weren’t new, but she almost preferred sagging in a few spots to hard as a brick. 
 
    “Have you checked for bedbugs?” he asked when he came out of the bathroom. 
 
    Aubrey jumped up off the bed, brushing at the sudden crawling she could feel on her butt with alternating hands. “N-no, I didn’t think…” 
 
    Thumbing for her to move, Branch took the bed apart, tossing the coverings to the floor in layers. Leaving him to crawl the seams of the mattress, Aubrey grabbed her duffel and slipped into the bathroom. She killed time and the crawling sensation by taking a shower. The sluice of hot water pouring down her body, into the bottom of the lime green, 70s-era tub, helped her relax.  
 
    She’d really made a fool of herself today. Not only had she told a perfect stranger about her deepest, darkest, sexual secrets, but she’d told him he was her magically created Daddy. He could have made things really awkward for her in the following hours while they had been stuck in his truck together. He hadn’t though. Truth be told, he’d been kind of sweet.  
 
    If she’d picked herself up at a rest stop in the middle of nowhere only to be emotionally unloaded on like that, she honestly didn’t think she’d have kept going the way he had. She might not have left herself standing on the roadside in the middle of a blizzard, but she absolutely would have left herself at the first open gas station she’d come across. They’d passed a couple of them as they’d crawled from one crowded hotel to another through Concordia, and yet, here they were, still together. Thankfully, they hadn’t had to continue to Belleville. 
 
    There might have been a hotel further up the road with two beds, a part of her whispered. What are you going to do with this man in one bed? She was going to deal, that’s what she was going to do.  
 
    She did everything she could think of to waste time, in the vain hope that he might, maybe, be asleep before she got out. The hotel soap was abrasive and the water was hard, but that’s what she carried lotion for, right? She shaved her legs, then instantly regretted it. Spiky legs could only be an asset in a situation like this. She lotioned from toes to top and instantly regretted that, too. Not only was she now baby-soft and smooth feeling, but she also smelled good. ‘Naked in the Woods’ good. Of all the scents to bring with her today why did she have to pack that one? 
 
    As if he would know what that smell was, her brain scoffed. Relax already. 
 
    She was trying. She shuffled through what few clothes she’d brought in search of something she could wear to sleep in instead of the sheer pink baby doll nightie she’d packed. Nighttime was her Little time. Yes, she’d planned to stay in her parents’ house, but she always went to bed hours after they did. She knew from experience, she was destined to have at least three hours of Little time, locked in the safe haven of her old bedroom. Her coloring books spread out around her, and YouTube dinosaur documentaries playing on TV, all while dressed in a nightie so sheer it left nothing to the imagination. No way could she wear that nightie tonight. That left her with two pairs of jeans, a super-soft, thigh-length purple sweater, the little black dress she’d planned to wear if they went out for her birthday, and a t-shirt that said, ‘Get your safeword ready’ with a picture of a pair of handcuffs. Her mother had sent her that shirt. She’d seen the handcuffs and thought it had something to do with law enforcement.  
 
    No way in hell was she going to wear that t-shirt in front of Branch. Heat burned all the way to her toes at the thought. No way could she sleep in jeans, either. Which meant she was going to have to wear her sweater or that little black dress to bed and what would he think about that? What if he got ideas? What if she wanted him to get ideas? The heat deep inside her flared hotter, particularly in the tips of her tightening nipples. She touched one, tweaking the budded flesh before she could stop. The zing of that tweak zipped straight through the middle of her to zap her between her legs. Heat followed, flaring pure want in the most insidious place. She almost touched there, too, before she caught herself. 
 
    Her reflection in the steam-fogged mirror looked both guilty and flushed. She tore her gaze from it long enough to crawl into her sweater, which wasn’t thick enough to hide how excited her nipples had become. Hopefully, he was asleep. Hopefully, the light would be out, and she could just jump into bed, rip the covers up over her, and pray there were no bedbugs (thanks a lot, Branch) so she could sleep. 
 
    What if he was waiting for her to help him put the bed back together again? Oh, God… 
 
    Hand on the bathroom doorknob, Aubrey held her breath. Bracing against all the scary, erotic unknowns lurking in the night ahead, she straightened her spine and ventured back out into the room.  
 
    Branch was not asleep, but he had remade the bed or, rather, he’d thrown the layers back on in their proper order. The bottom sheet looked to be tucked in, but the blankets weren’t. Management must have been by while she’d been hiding in the bathroom. There were two loosely bundled wads of sheets on the floor, just inside the front door, so at least they had clean sheets. 
 
    Branch had taken advantage of her long shower to change t-shirts. He was still in jeans, albeit a fresh pair. The old ones were draped over a chair in front of the heater so the wet ends of the legs could dry. His leather coat hung neatly in the closet beside hers. There was something so intimate and arousing in the way the big coat pressed hers up against the wall. How weird was it that she could feel that press in the low throb now tugging at her nipples? Suckling at them until the peaks tightened even harder. His duffel bag was on the floor in front of the dresser. The TV was on and Daddy—Branch, her brain corrected—lay propped up against the headboard. His long legs were stretched out and crossed at the ankles while he surfed through the available channels. 
 
    “Do you want the good news or the bad news?” he announced with a twist of a smile as soon as she came around the corner. 
 
    The abrupt oddness of his greeting was so unexpected she forgot to be embarrassed.  
 
    “Uh…” Her mind floundered a moment. “Good news?” 
 
    “There’s more snow coming through the TV than there is outside, but Disney’s one of the clear ones. And guess what; they’re playing Moana.” 
 
    Her tummy twitched, torn in equal parts lust and Littlehood. “Bad news?” 
 
    Rolling his head to look at her, his crooked smile became even more crooked as he muted the sound on the TV. The moans and groaned encouragements of two people in the throes of love-making were unmistakable. They were next door, directly on the other side of the wall behind their headboard.  
 
    Aubrey’s face colored. She felt the overwhelming, sunburn-sting of pinkness sliding up her chest to scald her cheeks. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Patting the rumpled blankets beside him, Branch switched the sound back on. “If they get too loud, we’ll just turn the volume—” 
 
    The lights flickered once, then everything went off. If the people on the other side of the wall noticed the power outage, they were too deep into it to care. The lights, the rattling heating unit, the TV, and the noise-canceling cover of Moana’s opening song—everything abandoned them to near absolute darkness. Near absolute darkness, but not total. Outside, the glow of the snow became a light of its own. Were the window curtains not drawn, the whole room would have basked in the ghostly grayness that currently edged in around the ruffled pleats. A better source of light came from Branch’s cellphone when he flicked on the flashlight app. 
 
    “Oh,” Branch said with a chuckle, “that’s great.” 
 
    He raised his cellphone, sending the shadows of the rumpled bedding racing along the wall and shivers of absolute trepidation scrambling on needle fingers up her back. The black inside the closet was monstrously deep, and the shadows yawned out at her from underneath the untucked blankets. 
 
    She’d feel silly about it later, but her reaction was as involuntary as her panic was real. Locking her lips didn’t quite smother the squeal that erupted, and her bare feet barely touched the floor as she leapt for the safety of the bed. 
 
    Branch never missed a beat. He ripped the blankets back, and when she scrambled into the pocket between the newly exposed top and bottom sheets, he whipped them all the way up to her nose. That he never once laughed at her was something she would appreciate forever, especially when she clutched her own legs and shuddered. 
 
    “Want me to check under the bed?” he asked, completely serious with his offer. 
 
    Aubrey shook her head. She felt stupid enough as it was, but that didn’t automatically kill her unease or stop her shivers.  
 
    “I’m okay,” she lied, a little of her Big already creeping back into her tone. “How long do you think the lights will be out for?” 
 
    “No idea, princess. Hopefully, not long enough for the heat to bleed out of this room.” When he started to get up, the panic rippled through her all over again.  
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m not leaving.” He stretched far enough to snag the shoulder strap of his duffel bag, hauling it up onto the bed. Digging through the side pocket, he withdrew a charging battery and cord. “Here we go.” Plugging his phone into the portable charger, he dropped the duffel back on the floor before settling himself once more on the bed. “Perpetual light. Sadly, what I don’t have is anything to keep us entertained. Not even a deck of cards.” 
 
    He still wasn’t laughing at her. Aubrey relaxed a little more.  
 
    “I have some coloring books,” she offered. 
 
    “No, princess.” Stretching his long legs out across the bed again, he crossed his ankles and folded his hands behind his head. “The light’s enough to keep monsters at bay, but not enough to see by. You’ll go blind.” 
 
    His tone was all cheerful nurturing and implied strictness. The combination leeched the lingering stiffness from her spine. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll really go blind,” she hedged. “My books have really thick, black lines. It’s easy to stay inside them, even with markers.” 
 
     “I don’t make the rules, princess,” he tsked. “I just enforce them, and somehow, I don’t think you want me to have to do that.” Now his tone was all implied strictness, delivered with a side of cheerful nurturing. He looked at her, eyebrow cocked, as he waited to see if she would push any further. 
 
    “What are we going to do then?” The Little in her was too thrilled by that look to rebel.  
 
    “Wait a few minutes to see if the power comes back on. If not, I guess we’re going to bed a little early tonight.” 
 
    Aubrey eased back against the headboard. Side-by-side, they stared across the empty room, the only sounds were the enthusiastic moans from the room behind them. 
 
     “Give it about ten minutes.” Branch checked his wristwatch. “These things either come back on within ten minutes or they’re out for a long time.” 
 
    If it was out longer than ten minutes, the room was going to get cold. With outside temperatures in the teens, it might get colder than the bed’s single blanket and thin comforter could counter. Biting her bottom lip, Aubrey nestled down under the blanket and tried to plot out exactly what she would do if the power did stay out. There was one bed and one set of blankets that was it. Yes, there was a chair by the window, but she already knew she wasn’t going to make him sleep on it any more than she would volunteer to sleep there. 
 
    They were grownups. This wasn’t the fifteenth century. They didn’t need a chaperone or a line of swords to halve the mattress; the queen-sized bed wasn’t big enough for that, anyway. It wasn’t like they had to answer to anyone or convince people they had or hadn’t been good all night. They didn’t have to tell anyone at all. Nobody in the world had to know about this. 
 
    She would know though. Her skin was tingling everywhere because of what she knew. 
 
    The steady knocking on the wall at her back quickened its pace. She could feel the vibrations through the headboard. Branch could too, she could tell by the way he was smiling. It was more of a wince as though he wanted to apologize, even though it wasn’t his fault. 
 
    “Hey,” he said brightly. “How about a game?” 
 
    Anything beat sitting in the dark, being serenaded by the amorous couple next door. 
 
    “What kind of game?” 
 
    “How about ‘Truth or Dare’? Ever play that before?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she scoffed “At a slumber party once. I think I was twelve.” 
 
    “Then you know the rules. Ours will be a more adult version, just FYI.” 
 
    Her body tingled. Clearing her throat, she shifted where she sat. “Okay.” 
 
    “I’ll go first. Truth or Dare?” 
 
    Aubrey licked her lips. Just the mystery of what he might ask if she said ‘dare’ made her thighs clench under the covers. “Truth.” 
 
     “What made you bring the bear in?” he asked, leveling a crooked smile at her. 
 
    Of all the unlikely questions she expected him to ask, she’d never considered that one. She looked at Potentially Demonic Bear sitting on the tiny nightstand on her side of the bed. “Well… I figure I have a fifty-fifty chance of him coming to life in the middle of the night, wreaking havoc against anyone who gets in the way of him obtaining a new body.” 
 
    “A, that’s the plot of Chucky and B, if you seriously thought that, why would you bring him in with you?” 
 
    “If he’s going to come alive in the night, do you really want his most recent gripe to be against the two people who left his fuzzy butt in a freezing cold truck?” 
 
    He laughed. “No more scary movies for you.” 
 
    She loved that he was getting all Daddy-strict on her. 
 
    “Your turn,” he said. 
 
    “Truth,” she told him. 
 
    “No, see. That’s not how it works. You’re supposed to ask—” 
 
    “I know.” But if he said dare, who would she banish to the closet with him for five minutes of serious snogging time? She was the only one here! And there were monsters in the closet. She’d seen that Chiller Channel original. It didn’t end well.  
 
    “All right,” Branch said with a breathy chuckle. “I’ll take truth.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered, trying hard not to skip a beat. Aubrey scrubbed her suddenly damp palms against her blanket-covered legs. “Have you ever been a Daddy for real?” 
 
    “A Daddy-Dom? Yes. Twice before.”  
 
    Her heart skipped anyway. “Did you like it?” 
 
    His smile softened. So, did his eyes. “Very much.” 
 
    “What’s your favorite part?” 
 
    “Aren’t I only supposed to answer one question?” he countered pointedly. “I’ll answer this one, but then it’s my turn again.”  
 
    She really loved it when he gave her that semi-stern, mostly smiling, knowing look.  
 
    He rested his head against the wall, thinking quietly while the woman next door gasped out, “Yes! There! Right there! Oh, my God, oh!” 
 
    “Seriously, all the parts are good parts in my opinion.” He shot her a sideways look. “I like the nurturing parts, taking care of my babygirl, letting her know in those hundreds of tiny unspoken ways that I’ll always be there for her. I like the guidance, helping her make good decisions. Whether it’s how to avoid a potentially bad career move or a gentle reminder that she can’t sit down in the middle of the kitchen floor, eat half a bag of chocolate chips, and call that a nutritious breakfast.” 
 
    “I would never do that with chocolate chips.” She wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “I didn’t say you would.” 
 
    “Coffee-Nut M&Ms, on the other hand…” 
 
    Branch rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “And let’s not forget the discipline.” 
 
    “I don’t mind if we forget the discipline.” Aubrey was enjoying herself too much to be truly contrite, though she did attempt, at least, to look the part when he mock frowned at her. 
 
    “Uh huh.” He didn’t look convinced. “There are even parts of that that I enjoy. The scolding, the holding, taking a naughty girl’s pants and panties down to her knees before bending her over mine and painting her bottom such a brilliant shade of red that she can’t help but—” 
 
    “Uunnggghhh!” The scream from the other side of the wall was as mortifyingly well-timed as it was orgasmic, but instead of faltering to a stop, the pounding of the headboard quickened, yet again. 
 
    “Okay, that’s it.” Rolling out of bed, Branch clapped his hands and briskly rubbed. “How about we play a different game? This one is called, Let’s Shut Up the Neighbors. Do you remember the infamous diner scene in When Harry Met Sally?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her eyes got huge.  
 
    “How are your salad-eating skills?” 
 
    And just like that, all she could think about was having Branch Dalton’s orgasms. Her toes curled under the blanket.  
 
    “I love salads.” She could only hope that he didn’t hear the way her voice cracked and warbled in the middle. 
 
    His grin was pure evil as he rolled his shoulders, gave the legs of his jeans a tug, and hunkered down at the end of the bed to grab hold of the frame. “Get ready, baby, cause Daddy’s gonna make some music.” 
 
    When he shoved the entire bed, Aubrey’s startled squeak was far from an erotic moan. Even knowing what he intended, no one could have been prepared for how vigorously he slammed the frame against the wall. The headboard was mounted and didn’t move, but the frame hit with a solid thud that reverberated all the way through her. And Branch didn’t shove just once. Their neighbor’s bed was knocking strong and fast; Branch knocked back stronger and much faster. Her pussy tickled moisture, clenching in tight. Only belatedly did Aubrey remember she had a part in this. She moaned, panted, and fought back giggles enough for a wildly shouted, “Yes! Yes! God, yes!” 
 
    The sounds from the other room faltered and fell silent. With one final and mighty slam, Branch let go of the bed. He paused, eyebrow cocked while he waited to see if the neighbors rallied. The knocking started up again almost immediately, only now, it seemed more aggressive. 
 
    “You think so?” Branch growled at the wall. 
 
    His muscles flexed up his arms under his white t-shirt. Her yelp became a full-blown laugh of startled pleasure and surprise as he heaved the bed up off the floor. She provided the vocals in the wall-knocking music he played, the rhythm punctuated by his deep grunts and throaty moans. 
 
    God, he looked fantastic. His arms were ropes of corded muscle, bunching and rolling under his skin, while under hers, molten ribbons of desire were coiling and twisting, binding up all the key parts of her which suddenly ached and ached and ached to be touched. Laughing and gasping and crying out as if in the throes of the wildest pleasure, Aubrey flung out her arms, grabbing for stability and finding only pillows. Her back hit the wall. The extra knocking only added authenticity to the ludicrous Mattress Mamba going on in this room and probably the next one too. Afraid she might fall into the crack between the mattress and wall, she scrambled to climb up into the center of the rocking bed. It was only a short leap, both figuratively and literally, to go from bouncing on her knees to jumping on the bed.  
 
    “Give it to me, baby,” Daddy growled, all burning eyes and grinning, sexy beast as he dropped the bed to jump up on the mattress with her. How the bed didn’t break under their weight, she didn’t know, but it was the most fun she’d had in a long time. She grabbed his hands when he reached for her, and they leapt and bounced in circles, both of them fake moaning and groaning, and shouting in feigned orgasmic delight. It was a complete accident that they both accelerated their vocals, ‘cumming’ at the same time. 
 
    She stepped wrong in the bedding and might have fallen, but Branch caught her about the waist. They fell together instead, bumping into the wall with the edge of the protruding headboard biting into her buttocks and his hands clutching at her hips. His fingers squeezed. His nostrils flared. Breathing in hard and deep, his gaze was locked on hers, burrowing into her with the same hungry intensity, the already hard bulge of his cock swelling until it was pressing into her lower abdomen, right above her mons, as solid as a fist. 
 
    Her fingers scratched the plaster wall. It was everything she could do to keep from reaching for him, cupping and rubbing him through his jeans. Her mouth watered. Her pussy throbbed, and all she could think about was getting on her knees, opening her mouth and begging Daddy to let her worship him. Worship him up and down, and with sweet, suckling kisses, bringing him to the brink of what he could take until she had drained him right to the very last salty drop. 
 
    His hand left the side of her hip, only to sharply smack back down again. He swatted the side of her ass, just once, but it sparked and sharpened every waking nerve inside her. Her back arched instinctively. Her breasts found his chest all on their own, her nipples luxuriating in the sensation as they scraped against him when she drew her shaky breath. 
 
    “Take it for Daddy,” he said. Did he even know he’d said it much too softly for anyone in the other room to hear? Her nipples tightened all over again. Her knees tried to buckle. “You’ll take it for Daddy, won’t you? Some parts might hurt just a little, but you’ll take it anyway because you know Daddy will make it feel very, very good before the end. Won’t you?” 
 
    Her heart pounded. Her pussy pounded. Her belly twisted and knotted, with every writhing pull, tugging all the way up through her chest until she could feel the pressure in the budding tips of each breast. The need to get down on her knees grew impossible to resist, but when she let her knees sag a little, his hand laid another stinging smack on the side of her bottom. Her whole body exalted at the stinging smart, and slow growing heat rose to scald the flesh he’d spanked. 
 
    Bright yellow flickered once through the room before the lights winked on and in that moment, the spell was… not broken, per se, but shaken. She was shaken too. Every part of her which had touched, been touched, and even now, was still pressed up against both him and the wall, trembled. 
 
    Reluctantly, Branch slipped an inch or two of distance between their hips. Her nipples still brushed his chest when they breathed, and his hands were still on her hips, scalding her flesh with the wanting of his touch. All too soon he took his hands away. Another few inches of space snuck in between them as he edged back. He didn’t want to go. That much was as clear as regret slipped in to color his smile. Just before he’d moved too far away, he caressed a stray wisp of hair out of her face. Tucking it behind her ear, his fingertips combed along her scalp to the nape of her neck, before combing upwards. He made a slow fist, capturing her hair in a grip she had wanted all her life to feel. If only his arms were around her, she’d have melted against him, but they weren’t. If she melted now, she’d fall. So, she didn’t. She stood on her own shaky legs, watching as he leaned in toward her, with a chest so tight and tense, she could barely make herself breathe. 
 
    Pressing the burning heat of his lips to her forehead, he kissed her. 
 
    Aubrey melted anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    It would be better in the morning; all he had to do was get to morning. That was when she would wake up, and they’d get distance back between them. And that, more than anything, would be the best possible thing for him. And her too, of course. But mostly him. If he was any harder, he would be an oak. Or a piece of one. A branch, exactly as he was named. Yeah, he’d be a branch, all right. Part of him was already, and it was sticking straight out. 
 
    Branch lay awake most of the night, now and then, catching himself dozing. He always woke up the same way; hard as a post, lying next to a soundly sleeping Aubrey and completely unable to do a damn thing about it. Because he was not a creep. He refused to be a creep. 
 
    About the time the sun came up, he rolled over onto his stomach, which meant he got even less sleep (because trying to prod his way to China through a two-star hotel’s ten-year-old mattress was not the most comfortable thing he’d ever done). At least he didn’t have to worry about her accidentally catching sight of him turning the blanket they were sharing into a teepee. Although judging by the way she’d reacted when he’d pinned her to the wall last night, she might not have minded. Only a dick would wake her up to find out, however, and he didn’t want to be a dick any more than he wanted to be a creep. 
 
    She needed her sleep. 
 
    Hell, he needed sleep too. The longer he lay here though, the more he realized he wasn’t going to get any lying next to her. Maybe in about forty years once the newness wore off. But until then, he was screwed. 
 
    Only, not literally. God, would that ever be a blessing right now. 
 
    Branch kept his pants zipped. By sheer force of will, he kept it zipped until that moment of release when Aubrey at last sighed and stirred. Branch slipped out of bed and made it unseen into the bathroom. He showered, among a few other things, none of which would be known by anyone without the aid of a black light. And since only someone who wanted to be grossed out would bring one of those into a hotel room, he didn’t feel too bad for what he tried to wash out of the bottom of the tub and down the drain. At least, he was comfortable with his jeans on and some room to spare in the front, too. Even so, his cock was so sensitive; it felt as if his shorts were lined with sandpaper. The slight brush of cloth scoured him, but in ways that turned him hard all over again. 
 
    “Coffee,” she moaned from under her mounds of blankets when he, at last, deemed himself safe to emerge again. 
 
    “Up,” he replied. They still had hours of travel left before he got her to her parents’ house in Lincoln. What he was going to do after that, he had no idea. At some point today, she was going to need to start arguing with her insurance company. He was pretty sure car buying might lurk somewhere in his very near future. He couldn’t exactly leave her without a car, so although he’d told his Gram he would attend the party and nothing more, he knew he was going to hang around to drive her back home again, too. As he peeled the blankets off her stubbornly prostrate form, revealing her half-naked body, all the way down to her pink-painted toes, driving her home struck him as anything but a chore.  
 
    “If you want coffee, you have to get up.” 
 
    Was there anything sexier than a babygirl dressed in a sweater and Rainbow Bright panties? 
 
    Exposed to the cold and refusing to open her eyes, she felt for the blankets. Pouting, unable to find them, she rolled onto her stomach and pulled her knees up under her. With cute, panty-clad bottom thrust straight up in the air, she covered her head with a pillow. “If you weren’t such a meanie, you’d bring me a cup.” 
 
    Wadding the blanket in on itself, he tossed it into the chair by the window and strolled around the bed to lay a single sharp slap on her upturned bottom. That smack went straight to his cock. So did her squeal and the bounce of her breasts as she bolted up to catch her offended flesh in both hands.  
 
    “Up.” There was no hiding his amusement, so he didn’t bother trying. “You can have coffee with your breakfast, but we’ve got a long way to go, and we’re not going to get there if you don’t get out of bed.” 
 
    “It’s not even morning yet!” she protested. 
 
    He walked to the window and snapped back the drapes, letting in the brightness of snow-reflected sunlight. 
 
    Clapping her hands over her eyes and hissing like a vampire, Aubrey fell over backwards on the mattress.  
 
    “Sadist,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Up,” Branch said for the last time. Few hotels these days lacked for a coffeemaker in the rooms, but they’d been lucky enough last night to find one. However, he did remember seeing one in the lobby. “If you’re not up and dressed by the time I get back, we’re going to have a problem.” 
 
    She blew him a sleepy raspberry as he snagged the keycard and headed out the door. He grinned, chuckling under his breath as he followed the gold and red 70s-décor carpet all the way back to the lobby. He got them each a coffee, grabbing a handful of creamers and sugar packets so she could dress hers up the way she liked it. He couldn’t help wondering which he wanted to see more when he got back to their room. That she had obeyed or that she was still in bed? She was a babygirl in search of a Daddy-Dom, but she wasn’t his babygirl, and he wasn’t her Daddy-Dom. Nothing that had been said between them gave him the right to act in any way other than as a Good Samaritan, helping her get home. Except that one completely ludicrous opening line, the devious side of his subconscious whispered. I conjured you. Implying she had filled him up with all the things she wanted her Daddy-Dom to be, and she’d even listed them—kind, gentle, patient, stern, and kinky. Daddy-Doms spanked. That went with the territory every bit as much as a babygirl’s innate desire to act out if only to gain the occasional reassurance Daddy was paying attention and he still cared enough to correct her. 
 
    I conjured you implied consent in a way he’d never had it before and which wouldn’t hold up in any BDSM Community worth joining. He knew that. But that didn’t stop the excitement from thrumming through his veins as he headed back to their room. Anticipation made his fingers… not shake, exactly, but feel alive in an unexpected, heightened-sensitivity kind of way, especially as he slipped the keycard into the scanner and waited for the light on the lock to turn green. It took a half a second; it felt like forever. And sure enough, when he went inside, he found she had gotten out of bed, but only long enough to shut the drapes, snag the blanket, and go back to bed. 
 
    She wasn’t sleeping. He hadn’t been gone anywhere near long enough for her to fall back to sleep. In fact, he could practically feel her eyes on him as he walked through the room to set both coffees on the dresser next to the TV. He didn’t reopen the drapes, but he did turn on the light by the window, filling the room with the dimmest light as only hotels could do. He wished he’d put his coat on. He would have loved to see the dreaded anticipation creep over her as he took it off. Failing that, he wished he was wearing a long-sleeved shirt for no other reason than the sheer ritualistic pleasure of rolling the sleeves up past his elbows as he walked toward her. She was watching him. She had rolled onto her side facing the window, with the blankets drawn all the way up to her chin. As he approached the head of the bed, he saw over the hump of her shoulder enough to glimpse her eyes. They were wide open and fixed on him. 
 
    “Did you hear what I said before I left?” he asked. It was rhetorical. They both knew she had. “Do you want me to spank you?” 
 
    That was not rhetorical. That was him giving her a choice. It wasn’t even the obvious choice: Either get up and do as I asked, or I will spank you. Although it might seem he was asking that on the surface, he was, in fact, offering a deeper choice: Stay in bed, and I will be your Daddy today; if you don’t want that, get up. Get up right now, and I will let this go. 
 
    Her breath caught. Her eyes were huge. Great round, blue-grey windows letting him see all the way through her to the conflicting desire picking at her soul. 
 
    “Maybe,” she whispered. 
 
    She wanted it; she wasn’t sure. Was her Little ruling her Big right now? Should he wait to find out, or should he give her a taste, just a little glimpse of what this conjured Daddy was capable of?  
 
    Easing down onto his haunches, Branch brought himself to her eye level. He braced his forearms upon his knees, clasping his hands between them. “We play only with a safeword and that word is red, do you understand?” 
 
    She swallowed so hard, he heard it.  
 
    “I don’t want it to be play.” 
 
    “I play until I collar. Collars come with time. Right now, you very much want for this to be play because that means I’m giving you the power to dictate what I do and how far I go.” 
 
    Her brow wrinkled. “I don’t want that.” 
 
    No true submissive did. True submissives wanted their Doms to take charge, but that kind of power exchange never happened within twenty-four hours of meeting. Not safely, anyway. 
 
    “Too bad, you get it, anyway. Be glad for it because this is your time to let me know what you like and what you don’t. You do that by using your safewords: red for stop, yellow for wait. Wait is different from stop. Wait means we pause whatever we’re doing long enough to talk about it—is the implement too harsh or do you hate the feel of it; is the intensity of the scene too much, is it evoking the wrong kind of emotions; are you scared? If you’re about to be punished, do you believe I’m being inappropriate, too hard, or do you believe you haven’t earned it—whatever it might be. These are the things we need to come to learn about one another before what we do can be considered anything but play.” 
 
    Even swaddled in under that hotel blanket, he saw when she shivered. 
 
    “Aubrey,” he warned in his best Daddy-Dom tone. “I told you to get up. Why are you still in bed?” 
 
    Her breathing quickened, and she blinked several times.    
 
    “I-I-I don’t know,” she answered in a very small voice. 
 
    “Oh, I think you do.” He reached up, doing nothing more threatening than tucking a corner of the blanket away from her mouth, so he could see all of her face. The Big Bad Wolf in a fairytale story of their own making, all the better for him to read even the most minute changes in her expression, including those she didn’t want him to see. “Is it because you’re still sleepy or because you want to see if you can press Daddy’s buttons?” 
 
    He already knew the truth of it, but how she answered would tell him what kind of babygirl she was—his kind, or the exhausting kind he normally ran away from. 
 
    “I wanted to see h-how you would react,” she admitted, biting her bottom lip. 
 
    God, yes. Sweet, honest… very much his kind of babygirl. 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to say you’re about to find out how Daddy reacts when his babygirl misbehaves.” Standing, Branch took hold of the blanket and peeled it back, all the way to her feet. Her fingers caught in the folds of the hem, but that was her only attempt to fight what he was doing, and it was a feeble effort, at best. The kind of effort babygirls made when they knew they weren’t supposed to go meekly to their corrections and yet, didn’t truly want to fight it.  
 
    That opinion was reinforced when he took hold of her arm, and she rose up out of bed without any resistance. He took her place, seating himself on the edge of the bed where the mattress beneath him was warm from her body heat. His pull on her arm was little more than an offer of direction, bringing her to stand to the right of his knees. She clasped her hands before her, clutching and unclutching her fingers as she stared down at his lap.  
 
    “Naughty little girls get spanked on their bare bottoms,” he told her. “Say yellow right now, and I will let you keep them on this first time. I will pay attention to nothing else you say, is that clear?” 
 
    Her blue-grey eyes flicked up to his. Her fingers clutched each other and squeezed tight. 
 
    “I don’t want a spanking on the bare,” she said, in a quavering voice 
 
    It wasn’t yellow. He could see in her eyes that she hadn’t misunderstood his directions. She was, in fact, holding her breath, waiting to see what he would do. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie, but when you don’t mind what I tell you, this is what happens.” Excitement sang through his veins as he reached up under the hem of her thigh-length sweater and hooked the elastic of her underwear. He kept his eyes locked on hers as he skimmed them all the way down her legs. Gravity tugged them free from him, and they dropped into an abandoned puddle of cotton around her feet. 
 
    Her breath caught, again, as he drew her down, his hold on her arm less of a prison and more like guidance. She settled across his lap with the tiniest squeak of nervousness. That squeal became a startled giggle when he heaved her hips into a more centered position. Branch knew some men who would have taken that giggle as an affront to their authority. He took it for what it was, a fear reaction. He laid his hand on her bottom, soothing that fear with a reassuring touch. 
 
    “What did Daddy tell you?” he asked, reaching around her waist with his other hand and hugging her tightly to him. 
 
    “Time to get up,” she squeaked. Behind her, she seemed unable to decide whether she wanted to dig her toes into the carpet or stiffen her legs and cross her ankles. It was darling. 
 
    “And what did you do?” He kept his tone low and firm.  
 
    Her bottom tightened under his hand. He squeezed, letting her know without words that it was okay.  
 
    “I went back to bed.” 
 
    He swatted and was rubbing gently before she seemed to register the sting. Her breath caught again. Her feet lifted off the floor, bucking up just a little before finding their way back down again. He liked it because it showed him some of the same moves she would make when the hurt of the spanking began to creep into territories that were more than she could bear. This wasn’t that kind of spanking; he wanted to make her buck and squeal. There was always something magical about the first time. He wanted this to be the spanking she compared to all other spankings she would ever receive. He wanted it to be the high-bar for sexy discipline and all the funishments to come. He would even try to keep it respectable by not looking too lasciviously at all the naughty parts of her that showed during a spanking without panties. God help him though, a thin trickle of glistening moisture lined the parting of her labia, showing just how ready she was for this. 
 
    “Enjoy this,” he told her bowed head. “You’ve worked really hard to land yourself here.” 
 
    He spanked her, just hard enough to bring a flush of pink to the gorgeous round swells of her buttocks, delivering his swats in rounds of four. From cheek to cheek, upper to upper, lower to lower. Where her bottom sloped into her thighs and the flesh wobbled in the most delightful way, rewarding each round of diligence with sneak peeks at the shadowy pleasures her body had to offer. He took her from lying draped across his lap with her hands clutching at the bedding to twisting her hips and clutching at his thigh and knee. He took her from soft gasps to shrill ones, punctuated with grunts which told him she was nearing the point where the sting of fantasy enjoyment began to court the real pain of repeatedly having one’s ass smacked. He knew he’d crossed that line when the hand gripping his knee slipped its hold, shooting back in an instinctive grab to stay the next fall of his open palm. 
 
    “Naughty girl,” he tsked, catching her wrist. Passing it into the grip of his other hand, he pinned her hand to her lower back. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Stopping you from hurting my bottom?” That trembling quaver was still very much in her voice as she threw that back at him over her shoulder, but it wasn’t yellow and it wasn’t red, and he didn’t stop for anything less. 
 
    “Babygirl, that was just the warmup.” He let her feel the difference in his next swat. She gasped, curling into the bedding as he left the rounds of four swats and occasional caresses behind in favor of harsher strokes. Still, there were degrees. He started gently, but gentleness was as relative as each submissive’s ability to ride the ever-building waves of discomfort all the way to that ultimate pleasurable goal. Aubrey rode hers with phenomenal expression, feeding his dominance with every squeak and cry. Every toss of her head, rolling hump of her ass as she rode his knee, the increasingly frantic kicking. She arched her back, throwing her hair as she cast her panting groans to the ceiling. She even arched back her hips and when she did, he upped the intensity. He turned that soft stain of pink across her bottom into a deep rosy hue. He changed her gasps to breathy cries that she fought desperately to self-gag in the bedding. 
 
    He loved her responsiveness. He loved her pain threshold. He really loved the buck and bounce of her bottom as that age-old dance of masochistic pain and pleasure began their competition for supremacy in all her sexual nerves. Only when he began to suspect the pain might be overwhelming the pleasure did Branch stop. No gentle rubs now, he gripped each ass cheek in turn, hard and commanding. Squeezing until she kicked and cried out the same as she had while he’d been spanking her. The inside of her thighs were wet though and when his gripping fingers pried her legs apart, he found the thin line of glistening fluid along her labia had spread, coating the whole of her desire-swollen pussy and releasing that intoxicating musk created by every woman at the peak of her arousal. 
 
    Someday, he might be more to her than a fake Daddy conjured up in his manipulative grandmother’s Build-A-Bear shop, and if he were, this would be the moment when he took control of her. When his hand would clamp down over her pussy in a grip of pure possession. And if, someday, she became more to him than the babygirl he’d rescued from an interstate rest area after accidentally killing her car, then perhaps, he would win from her own lips that sobbed out declaration of exactly who owned her: sex, body, and mind. 
 
    He locked her legs between his thighs, seizing hold of her other wrist when she shoved her left fist back behind her. Not to cover herself, not to block or stop him from continuing, but because she needed to feel him pinning her down. He gave her what she needed as he took the spanking home in a way she was going to feel physically for perhaps an hour, maybe two, but would feel mentally for days. He paddled her, a fury of swats that rained down hard and fast and covered the whole of her bottom. He avoided the tops of her thighs. He’d save that for some future moment when real discipline was called for and something more than his bare hand—his belt or a sturdy wooden-backed hairbrush—would be used to lay in the coup de grâce. Aubrey’s spankable bottom was, in his opinion, made for a good, old-fashioned hair brushing.  
 
    “Daddy, please!” she squealed, and in her cry, Branch could hear all the walls of her inner submissive fracturing inside her. “Please!” She flung back her head, teeth gritted, and eyes squeezed shut. On any other woman, such would have been a look of pure agony. On Aubrey, it was as glorious as the orgasm he could see rippling up through the backs of her thighs, clenching in her spasming buttocks as she bawled his name, “Da-ddy!” 
 
    He didn’t own it yet. He didn’t have the right, but he still caught her pussy in his hand, needing to feel each shuddering spasm as they dwindled in intensity. It would have been so easy to rub and draw out her pleasure, but he didn’t want this to be the moment, looking back, she found any reason for regret. He held her, just held her, letting her come drifting back down to herself in her own good time. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Aubrey whispered. “Oh, my God, oh, my God.” 
 
    And then, from the room next door, he heard the brisk, unmistakable sound of a bare hand striking bare flesh, followed by a feminine squawk of outrage: “Like hell you did, buster!” 
 
    Branch and Aubrey both snorted, then snickered as the sounds next door broke into a scuffle of smacking, fleeing, and an obviously masculine: “Honey, I’m sorry! Ow! I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” 
 
    “Call me ‘daddy’? Bitch, please! That’s Mistress Honey to you if you ever smack my butt again!” 
 
    Aubrey broke into laughter first, but Branch wasn’t far behind her. One last rub to her crimson-hot bottom and then, reluctantly, Branch put the panties still hooked around her ankles to rights and let her go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was coffee and pancakes at the diner half a block down the road from the hotel. Aubrey ate every bite sitting on a hot butt and flying high on endorphins. Those endorphins carried her all the way through the series of phone calls which took up her morning. The first went to her folks, letting them know when they might expect her. Then she called her insurance company, who required an accident report from the police who wanted to know why they’d removed themselves from the scene of the accident (because I didn’t want to freeze to death) and then from the state (I was on my way to my parents’ house, and I’m still with the guy who hit me; he didn’t ‘flee’, either), and then when she got all that explained, back once more to the insurance company, who was even now likely crawling over the report in search of some way to get out of paying. 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you without a car,” Branch told her at the conclusion of all the phone calls. “No matter what, you will have a decent, working vehicle.”  
 
    And, of course, she would. Because that’s what Daddies did—everything in their power to make things right again. 
 
    It was 150 miles from the small country town of Concordia to her parents’ home in Lincoln, Nebraska. On any other day, she could have made the trip in less than three hours, including stopping for gas and coffee and sometimes, stopping again for a bathroom break. Today, however, it took almost seven. The snowplows had been through, both scraping and salting the interstate, bridges and on- and off-ramps. The temperature had warmed up to a balmy 20-degrees, turning the sanded, salted, packed ice and snow into an icy-slushy-dangerous mess. Slow as he was going, Branch almost slid off the road twice, but he was a good driver. He recovered both times and got her safely home, a day late, but still in time for her birthday.  
 
    The whole way home she was happy. They played games like Truth or Dare (‘Did you really shave your grandmother’s cat?’ ‘And dyed the mean little bitch purple. Did you really think you conjured me?’) They chatted about past relationships (‘She left me for a dog groomer. I still say it’s because she liked the collar he wore better than the one I gave her. His had studs and smelled like wet poodle. What about your last romance?’ ‘He was vanilla, and I accidentally let out a Harder, Daddy, Harder during sex. He kinda freaked.’ ‘You like a little rough Daddy play during sex, huh?’). They even talked about sex, which she usually never did before the third date although, technically, she had no idea how to split up the last twenty-four hours. They were the best of her life. She couldn’t remember ever having had a better date or day for that matter. Not even when she was twelve and her dad took her to the zoo for a ride on the camel. The camels were all on breaks by the time she got there; she got to ride the elephant instead.  
 
    Best. Day. Ever.  
 
    Until the moment they pulled up to the curb in front of her folks’ house, when it hit her. This wasn’t real. None of it. He was only here because her parents tried to set her up on yet another blind date and called in a favor to an old friend, Branch’s Gram. Who wrangled a favor out of Branch, who hit her car door in the middle of a snowstorm while she’d been freaking out over the Build-A-Bear and desperate to pee. Now she was home, one full day before her birthday party. Was he still going to come? She felt like an idiot for wanting to ask. Would he come because he was obliged to or because now, he might want to? She hoped he’d do it because he wanted to, but really, they were two strangers in a truck who had a lot of similarities, shared the same kinds of kinks (‘I really like anal.’ ‘Christ on a cracker, sweetie. Who conjured who again?’), with tons and tons of chemistry burning up the air between them. Even without asking, she was pretty sure—maybe 99.6% sure—he intended to show up tomorrow, even though her party was only going to be about a dozen local aunts, uncles, and cousins gathered around some pushed together tables at the local all-you-can-eat. Tomorrow was Sunday, surf and turf. Yum. 
 
    On the other hand, that 0.4% was really kind of frightening. It was as if in these last twenty-four hours, she had learned how to breathe for the very first time in her life, and now if she lost him, she might never be able to breathe like this again. How, after so brief a time in someone’s company, did one even go about explaining that kind of feeling? Without sounding all Fatal Attraction, she didn’t think it was possible. 
 
    Parking, Branch shut off the engine, and they sat, side-by-side on that mile-long bench seat, both reeling from their own realizations of what reaching this destination meant and neither one of them saying a word about it. 
 
    “Do you want to come inside?” she asked, picking at the sleeves of her sweater. 
 
    “I should probably see if I can get a hotel room while it’s still early enough to bounce from place to place. The roads are better tonight than they were yesterday, but I still might have problems finding a room.” 
 
    “We have a futon,” Aubrey offered. She didn’t even need to ask her parents first. All she had to do was gloss over the whole killed the car part of the How Branch Rescued Aubrey from the Blizzard of the Century, and they’d fall all over one another to either adopt him or, as they’d done with her last two boyfriends, make a dowry offer. Her family wasn’t even from a culture that supported that. As far as she knew, both her maternal and paternal ancestors were Norwegians, and her parents were both born in Wisconsin. And yet, with each successive boyfriend, she seemed to go up half a cow in value. And Branch said his family was crazy. 
 
    She probably shouldn’t have said anything; Branch was already shaking his head. “Sweetheart…” He caught his breath a moment, staring out the window at the light which had just popped on behind the closed living room drapes. She could already hear his impending refusal when he said, “Can I be honest?” 
 
     “It would probably be less painful in the long run if you were.” Her stomach was already sinking.  
 
    “I wouldn’t sleep on your futon. I might start there, but I can almost guarantee I’ll end the night in your bed.” The smile he gave her was as crooked as the devil and maybe just a little chagrined because of it. “Never ask a Daddy-Dom to sleep beside his babygirl without touching her; he can’t do it. I barely survived last night. I’ll never be able to do that again. I don’t think I want to.” 
 
    “I can already tell you, my parents are totally fine with that.” Stomach frozen mid-sink, she stared at him.  
 
    “It’s not your parents I want to sleep with.” That crooked smile became a grin. “But you ever give me permission like that again, and I will either spank you or fuck you, possibly both, I honestly don’t know which will come first.” It was hard to take that as a threat, especially when he followed it by adding, “I like you, Aubrey. I mean, I really like you. I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed being set up on a blind date more.” 
 
    Beyond Branch, from the periphery of her eyes, Aubrey knew her parents had stepped out onto the porch, but she really didn’t care how long they waited or what they might see. 
 
    “Branch?” Her voice trembled though probably not enough for him to notice. “I really, really like you too. So, now I am formally asking, would you please pretend to sleep on the futon long enough for my parents to go to sleep? If I don’t get the chance to say so later, my bedroom is at the top of the stairs, second door on the right.” 
 
    His hesitation did not hide the glittering temptation she could see dancing in his eyes. 
 
    “I have handcuffs,” she sang, sweetening the deal. “And little froggy pigtails.” 
 
    “Frog pigtails?” he asked, arching both eyebrows.  
 
    “They’re tiny little frogs,” she held up her finger a scant distance apart, “on green hair ties. I put them in my hair, and they’re my froggy pigtails.” 
 
    “Do I get to pull your pigtails while I’m sexing you from behind?” 
 
    “Only if we’re doing anal.” 
 
    “Christ on a cracker.” He softly laughed and added, “You really did conjure me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    From the moment the man behind the wheel of the truck caught her daughter’s chin and leaned over to catch Aubrey’s smiling lips with his own, Amelia forgot all the concerns she had harbored since receiving her daughter’s phone call that morning. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she breathed, grabbing her husband’s arm, excitement exploding through her. “Oh, my God! It’s happening! At last, it’s happening!” She jumped in place, her old, arthritic knees protesting each shallow hop. “We’re going to be grandparents, and I’m not the last in my sewing circle to get there! Oh, thank God! Quick! I’ll make some sandwiches, you put sheets on the futon. Oh, wait!” Having just hurried back inside, Amelia made a sudden about-face and dashed back out onto the porch again. Cupping her hands around her mouth, she called across the lawn, “Take your time! Don’t worry about us, dear! We’re going to bed early!” Feigning a yawn and a stretch for believability, she then rushed to the kitchen. 
 
    “Subtle,” her husband John drawled, following in her wake. “Tell me again why I should make up the futon when everyone knows it’s not going to get used.” From two rooms away, he swore he heard his wife of forty-three years roll her eyes.  
 
    “If we don’t make it up, they might suspect we know they don’t intend to use it. For heaven’s sake, John, the only thing more embarrassing than knowing your parents know you’re doing it, is knowing your parents are doing it. I swear, sometimes you live to make things awkward.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I was thinking,” he deadpanned. “You going to phone ol’ Madgie and let her know the scheme you two hatched seems to have worked?” 
 
    “Pssh!” Pulling bread down out of the cupboard, Amelia tossed it onto the counter. “Are you kidding? As if she doesn’t already know the exact date our first grandbaby will be born. That woman knows everything.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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