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Poppy

Looking up to the sky with wide, green eyes, Poppy Miller watched as snowflakes fell down around her faster than she had ever seen in her entire twenty-seven years on Earth.

It was colder than she remembered it being last year at this time, and she knew for a fact that, while they had seen flurries last year as early as October, they didn’t have any substantial snowfall until halfway through December. But now, in late November, snow came down in curtains so heavily she could barely see the large building that held the resort and Littles’ Wing of Rawhide Ranch through the sheet of white before her.

Sure, she could have used the tunnels that ran beneath the Ranch. Climate-controlled to keep employees, residents, and guests safe and comfortable, they were ideal for days when the southwestern Montana weather was not cooperative. And in an area that saw over ninety inches of snow each year, that was more days than the average place.

Yet there was something about the cold weather—something about the chilly, wild wind and fresh, crisp scent filling the air when the snow came down–that Poppy loved in small bursts. Given the warm, cozy tunnel or the cold yet invigorating outdoor walk from the Ranch University’s dorm, Poppy would choose the outdoors every day.

It took her longer than usual to reach the front porch off the lobby given the less than ideal conditions outside. Her long, blonde hair hung down around her shoulders wet from the snow, and her nose was nearly frozen by the time she pushed through the massive double doors.

If the cold was king, walking into the toasty, welcoming warmth of the building was the queen who greeted her like an old friend.

Kicking her snow boots along the doorframe, Poppy relished the change of temperature as she tried in vain to leave as much of the powdery white stuff behind as possible. With anxiety over her upcoming meeting with the Ranch’s owner deep in her tummy, she missed more snow than she shook off and a trail of wet puddles and footprints followed her across the wooden floors of the lobby.

She waved at Luna, who was hard at work checking someone in at the front desk. A pretty woman Poppy had never seen before turned to look in her direction, a serene smile appearing on the woman’s lips as she took in the surrounding lobby with a sense of wonder on her beautiful face. A weird, tingly sensation happened in Poppy’s stomach as she watched the woman admire the double-sided stone fireplace that stretched toward the ceiling. As the stranger’s eyes glided across the lobby to take in the numerous guests and residents who milled about the space between their day-to-day tasks, classes, jobs, and chores, Poppy realized the feeling in her belly was pride.

Ever since she’d arrived at Rawhide three years ago, she’d loved being part of the Ranch, feeling a sense of belonging she had searched for her entire life. It was a feeling she held on to strongly but feared was slowly starting to slip away as she inched closer and closer to her spring graduation date from Rawhide University.

Ugh.

Suddenly, that sense of pride was gone and nervous anxiety quickly took its place in her belly once again. The uneasy energy forced her forward through the grand space that always took her breath away as if it were the first time. Her boots continued to leave puddles as she crossed the room, yet she paid them no mind, too focused on getting where she needed to be on time.

Continuing her journey toward Master Derek’s office, Poppy took a quick peek at Erika’s office, confirming the sometimes receptionist and all-the-time Jill-of-all-trades wasn’t present and quietly let herself into Derek’s office through the lobby entrance.

In hindsight, maybe she should have chosen to sit upon one of the wooden benches outside Master Derek’s office until she was told to enter. But Poppy had never been called to the office before unless it was for discipline and, for the life of her, she could not remember doing one thing that would have earned her a punishment worthy of being sent to the Ranch owner’s office.

She had been good since the incident with the slime during her chemistry lab.

Until the incident with the glitter during her spring costume-design course.

But since then, she had been as good as gold—an old saying her mom used to tell her once upon a time that she still kept close to her heart. Though some days, she still really wasn’t quite sure what it meant. And she certainly didn’t feel as worthy as the precious metal used to symbolize everything from wealth to a promise of forever when slipped around a finger in a simple or ornate-banded form.

Seated on the couch across the room from his desk, Master Derek sat with a young woman draped over his lap. Poppy had seen many punishments as they happened throughout her time on the Ranch. And yes, she had even received a few of her own punishments over the last few semesters at Rawhide Ranch University. But, she had never seen a grown man give a grown woman dressed like a princess a spanking before outside of a dungeon setting.

The scene before her did something unexpected, creating a feeling she had never been able to place a name on before. It was like someone had turned on the television to one of those channels filled with nothing but black and white static and placed that television inside her chest cavity, but first they had warmed that static up before placing it inside her, making sure it would soothe her as much as it intrigued her curious mind.

Master Derek paused, his hand hovering over the bare skin of the woman across his knees. Her backside was red, several welts that looked like fingerprints blooming across her buttocks.

“Miss Miller, our appointment isn’t for another ten minutes.” He said the words as he held Poppy’s gaze. “Is it appropriate for you to walk into my office without so much as knocking first to seek permission?”

An uneasy sense of dread filled Poppy. She hated disappointing anyone, even though it was something that seemed to happen often.

It happened when she forgot her notes for class and had to be sent to Master Grant’s office for discipline, often writing line after line stating she wouldn’t forget them again. It happened when she couldn’t please the last person she was in a relationship with, when she couldn’t live up to the expectations her family placed upon her, when she forgot important appointments no matter how many reminders she set.

“I’m sorry, Sir.” Averting her eyes, she made to move for the door, but Master Derek stopped her.

“Please, have a seat Poppy. We are just finishing up here.”

As she turned and lowered herself into one of the leather chairs across from Derek’s desk, the man’s hand connected with the woman’s backside. She squeaked out a weak number ten as their flesh connected. Poppy found herself equal parts scared and ready to run from the room while just as equally intrigued by what that type of punishment would feel like on her own bare bottom.

Feeling like an intruder, Poppy watched as Derek righted the woman, helping her pull her bubblegum pink panties up before again helping her smooth down the princess dress that had been hiked up around her body to expose her bottom to the Ranch owner and disciplinarian. She hadn’t met the woman before, but knew her as Elise, one of the Littles who lived on the Ranch. She averted her eyes as the two shared quiet words not meant for her ears, watched as Derek helped Elise dry her eyes with a cloth handkerchief, and then looked away once again as he gave her a gentle hug, sending her on her way.

When Derek and Poppy were alone in the room, he finally turned his attention to her, a stern look on his ruggedly handsome face. He sighed and Poppy felt the disappointment as it radiated off the man like waves crashing upon a hot summer shore.

What felt like hours passed between them in stilted silence when in reality it couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds.

And when Master Derek finally spoke, she was hoping her fears would be eased. But instead, he simply led with, “Miss Miller, what am I going to do with you?”

Before Derek could speak again, Poppy was crying. Big, heaving sobs coming from deep within her belly shook her entire frame. “I… I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “I know I should have knocked. It was wrong of me to barge into your office without having your permission.”

She felt like she couldn’t get enough air in her lungs, like she was drowning and couldn’t get her head above water no matter how hard she tried to break through the surface. Pushing up from the chair, Poppy paced back and forth while trying to catch her breath. Her skin was clammy and sweaty, yet she had chills at the same time. And though her blonde hair hung in still-damp waves around her shoulders, she could feel the familiar pinpricks along the back of her neck, as if each and every little hair was standing on end and exposed to the elements.

“I’m always messing up,” she managed to say through sobs. “It doesn’t matter what I do, I just can’t seem to make anyone happy.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, falling onto the plush, water-resistant fabric of her down-filled winter coat before rolling to the wooden floor beneath her feet. “I don’t even know what I did to be called here today, yet here I am. I can’t ever seem to keep myself out of trouble.”

Derek was across the room in a moment, stilling Poppy with a gentle hand to each of her shoulders as he often did with the Littles at Rawhide Ranch. And while Poppy Miller did not identify as a Little, the soothing technique usually worked on most people in distress. “Hey there. Who said anything about you being in trouble? Let’s try to take a few deep breaths together, okay?”

With a shaky nod, Poppy agreed and together, the pair took several deep breaths—in through the nose for a count of four before holding the breath for a count of seven. Finally, they exhaled through the mouth on a count of eight.

“There you go, darlin’, just keep on breathing in and out nice and slow. Why don’t we sit together on the couch instead of going back to my desk. Maybe that will help you to feel a bit more comfortable?”

As the pair situated themselves on the couch, Poppy felt embarrassment settling in. “I don’t know what happened,” she said, her voice still unsteady. “All of the sudden it felt like I was suffocating and I didn’t know what to do. I’m so sorry you had to see that happen.”

“I assure you, Ms. Miller, there is nothing to be ashamed of.” Derek passed Poppy a cloth handkerchief he produced from the back pocket of his jeans and for a split-second, she wondered how many of them the Ranch owner kept on hand. “And I want you to understand you were not called to my office today for any type of punishment. You’re not in trouble, Poppy. I simply wanted to talk to you a bit about your remaining time in college. I know you only have one more semester at the university, and I was hoping to have a conversation about your future.”

“My… future?”

The Ranch owner nodded. “Have you thought about what you want to do after you graduate with your degree?”

Poppy hung her head in shame, her cheeks heating as a familiar red blush spread across them. “I don’t know. I’ve liked all my classes but I always seem to get bored quickly. What happens if I can’t keep a job? If I get as bored as I do with my jobs as I do with my classes? As I have with everything in my life? It’s already hard enough being one of the oldest girls taking college classes. What happens if I enter the real world and I don’t fit in with anyone there just like I feel I still haven’t quite figured out how to fit in here?”

Master Derek seemed to think for a few moments. And while the silence that stretched between the two wasn’t at the point of being uncomfortable, it hung heavy as Poppy waited for the smallest glimmer of hope that she wasn’t destined to fail from the get-go.

“May I ask you a few personal questions, Poppy?” Derek asked the question, allowing Poppy to give her agreement, as he asked for permission in all aspects of dealing with his residents and guests. Derek was never one to take consent for granted—always erring on the side of more rather than not enough.

Wiping at her nose once again, Poppy nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“What just happened here in my office, has that happened to you before?”

While Poppy usually kept her struggle with anxiety a closely-guarded secret, she knew Master Derek wasn’t asking to be nosy and that he truly had her best interest at heart. “It used to happen a lot when I was younger,” she confessed with a quiet voice very uncharacteristic of the usually chipper woman. “Then I seemed to grow out of it for a few years.”

When she didn’t continue, Master Derek prompted her to continue, “And now?”

She didn’t want to cry again. Her body was already feeling depleted after the panic attack she’d just endured. Still, a few tears trickled out. “A few times a week.”

“I’m sorry you have to experience something so disruptive to your life, darlin’. No one should have to experience something that affects their life so greatly. Especially an intelligent, sweet young lady such as yourself.”

Forcing a small smile she didn’t quite feel, Poppy nodded at Derek. “I just have a lot on my plate right now. Like you said earlier, I’m going to be graduating soon. And in predictable Poppy fashion, I have no idea what that means for me next. I still don’t know what I want to do with my life. By twenty-seven, I thought I would have a career, a family—at least a group of friends I felt like I could count on. But here I am, and I don’t have any of that.”

Master Derek gave her a look full of empathy. She knew he took his responsibilities to heart. After all, his great-great-great-grandfather had founded Rawhide Ranch with young women much like Poppy in mind. And now, generations later, it was his job to make sure that residents, students, and visitors were well cared for, though she had to admit she wasn’t making it easy for him.

“Have you ever considered speaking with someone who is professionally trained in helping people who experience anxiety?”

Poppy was acutely aware of Master Derek’s phrasing, never singling her out to feel like she was odd for having panic attacks. Not like her brother and father used to do to her as a young child. Not like her ex boyfriends had done, the last keeping her isolated and alone until she had begun to question even her own sanity. “No, I never thought I needed to. I guess I just sorta thought that, after a while, they would disappear on their own.”

After all, Poppy thought to herself, didn’t everything disappear after a while, people included?

Though she didn’t voice the words out loud, Derek seemed to sense a shift in her mood. “While I would never require it of anyone, I think you would find some wonderful benefits in talking with Dr. Catherine Denten, our resident psychologist. I know many people here at the Ranch who have utilized her services. In fact, I’ve even visited her a time or two myself to help with learning effective coping mechanisms for dealing with stress.”

“Is that where you learned how to breathe like we did before?”

He gave her a nod along with a gentle smile that calmed her racing heart. “You’re very observant, aren’t you?”

She flushed under the praise of the Ranch owner, averting her gaze to somewhere over Derek’s shoulder.

“Will you be going home over the upcoming holiday break?”

Along with a lengthy summer break, the university had a winter break that lasted from just before Thanksgiving up until after the first of the new year. And while no one was asked to leave the dorms during holiday break, many chose to visit family and friends during this time. Poppy, however, was not one of the students who fell into the latter group.

It might have stung in the past to have someone ask her of her holiday plans. But by now, it was just part of life she quickly brushed over. “No, Sir,” she replied quietly. “I’m going to be staying at the Ranch. I’m excited to see everything as the holidays approach. I really do love the winter, so I can’t wait to see what the staff does with the place. Every year, I seem to be more excited than the last.”

Derek smiled again, waiting until she returned her gaze to him before he spoke. “Have you ever helped out at the Ranch around the holidays? We have quite a few events we plan annually and we’re always looking for volunteers...”

A knock on the door interrupted Derek. Glancing at his wristwatch, he called out to the person on the other side of the heavy door Poppy had burst through just a short time earlier. “Give me just a second, please.”

Turning his attention back to Poppy, he asked for permission to give her a hug as they stood before wrapping her in strong arms that seemed to settle her even more. She knew Derek was a Daddy, but that was as much as she knew about the Caregiver and Little dynamic. Still, she couldn’t deny that the warmth in his hug was much different than the way the men in her past had hugged her.

“Would you do something for me this weekend, Poppy?”

Ever eager to please—somehow feeling her self-worth was tied to making others happy—she nodded her head.

“Now, now, darlin’,” Master Derek said. “Hear me out before you go committing to something you don’t know anything about.”

Poppy bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry, Sir.”

“You don’t have anything to apologize for, Ms. Miller. Well, except for maybe barging into my office earlier, but I think under the circumstances, all can be forgiven. I apologize for worrying you as badly as I did. Truly, that was not my intention.”

She smiled, knowing that Derek honestly meant it. “Thank you, Sir.”

“You are welcome, darlin’. Now, what I would like from you this weekend is to spend a little bit of time reflecting on your time here at the Ranch. Write down what have been your favorite classes and least favorite classes. It doesn’t have to be anything formal or tidy. Just something we can go over together on Monday afternoon. I would really like to help you to feel more settled, Poppy. Whether that be with a future here at Rawhide Ranch after you graduate or outside of our gates, I want you to feel like your time here was beneficial.”

“I can do that, Sir.” Her answer was confident and sure. A tone that betrayed the anxiety swirling in her still-unsettled tummy.

“And it doesn’t have to be limited to just the activities at the university. Anything you’ve enjoyed or disliked during your time here could be beneficial to us discovering your true path.”

As she headed toward the door, Derek passed her a small card with Dr. Catherine Denten’s details on it. And while she wasn’t sure she was ready to reach out to the psychologist, she did feel a bit more confident that she had a plan and even more grateful Master Derek seemed to know exactly what she needed.


CHAPTER 2
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CJ

It was nearly the end of lunchtime on Monday by the time CJ bumped into Master Derek. Standing in line in the cafeteria, she was pushing her tray along, choosing from the many delicious-looking options offered at just one of the numerous dining locations at the Ranch. Over her first weekend as a guest at Rawhide Ranch, she had tried the Mexican and Italian restaurants for dinner, loving the options at both places. Today, though, she was ready for something lighter. Her tray was overflowing with a selection of expertly crafted salads that had no worldly decency looking as fresh as they did at this time of year and her mouth watered as she took one last look at the afternoon’s offerings.

“Ah, Calliope Jane Winters! I was wondering when I would have a chance to finally meet you face-to-face.” Derek’s tone was warm as he approached, a hand outstretched in her direction. Sneaking a glance at her tray, he nodded approvingly at the leafy greens and crisp piles of vegetables.

Taking his offered hand, she met him with a firm handshake of her own. “Thank you, Sir. And please, call me CJ.” Thinking back, she couldn’t remember the last time someone called her Calliope. It was a name given to her at birth by her mother and father, though she always felt that CJ suited her better. Calliope was flowery and feminine while CJ had always felt more angular and tomboyish, much like she felt herself.

The Ranch owner looked over CJ as if taking her in for the first time. It wasn’t in a way that made her uncomfortable, though she wasn’t sure what the man was trying to find with his gaze. “I hear from Sebastian Waters at Styx that you’re quite the photographer.”

CJ’s eyebrows raised, surprised to find out that Derek had called around to ask about her. Then again, Rawhide Ranch was as exclusive as it got and it shouldn’t have shocked her to discover the man was serious about the security of his Ranch with the type of clientele who frequented his establishment.

Styx, much like Rawhide Ranch, was the name of the lifestyle club CJ frequented in Florida. Owned by an openly queer ex-military man in a polyamorous relationship with his wife and their male partner, the place was accepting of all types of relationships.

Knowing Master Derek was at least on speaking terms with her previous club’s owner put her more at ease about the Ranch. Sure, she knew from friends who had visited over the years that it was open and inclusive. But there was something to be said in knowing that level of inclusivity ran all the way to the top of Rawhide Ranch’s ownership.

Still, it made her desperately long for Styx.

It was CJ’s home away from home.

The place she felt loved.

Until suddenly, she found herself unsure of her home and her future.

Until she was unsure of herself.

Shaking the thoughts of her past from her head, she tried to focus on the man in front of her. Besides, she was here to relax for a few weeks while she figured out her next move, not to look for love when all it had brought her was pain in the past. When what had once been sweet and pure turned rancid and hurtful.

No, she certainly wasn’t here to look for a Little of her own. Those days were long gone.

Instead, CJ was here to focus on herself. She had special spa treatments booked and was even beginning to look forward to time in the Dungeon. When she checked in on Friday, the woman at the front desk told her of trail rides and bonfires, of movie nights and craft parties. The Ranch was designed to be a destination haven of sorts, and CJ could have easily seen herself getting lost in the magic of Rawhide Ranch at one point in her life. Now, she would just be happy if she made it through her time without the all-encompassing grief the end of her last relationship had left overwhelming her senses as it had seemed prone to do at the most unlikely of times.

And even if a small part of her felt incomplete without the love of a partner in her life—especially as she looked around at all the smiling faces in the cafeteria that seemed beyond happy—she was determined to learn to relax and to make herself a priority for once in her life.

“Thank you for the compliment, Sir. I was fortunate enough to work with Sebastian and his wife Maeve on a few occasions for some events at Styx and at Maeve’s bookstore back in Florida.”

As she finished her sentence, an adorable young brunette bounded up to where the pair stood, sliding under Derek’s arm without a care in the world. “Did you say something about photography?”

Derek schooled his features. “Sadie Marie Hawkins, what have I told you about interrupting me when I’m having conversations with our guests?”

Dressed in a pair of bright pink leggings and an oversized black sweater, she looked up at Derek with wide eyes CJ knew came from only the most well-practiced Littles. “Not to do it?”

“Is that a statement or a question, young lady?”

CJ couldn’t help but feel like she was invading a private moment. Yet at the same time, she couldn’t turn away, the pang in her chest returning as she watched the Ranch owner slip into Caregiver mode with an ease that came with years of practice dealing with the doe-eyed Little.

Finally breaking away from the moment, CJ picked up her tray and turned, trying to give the pair a moment alone.

Only for her tray to be knocked from her hands.

Lettuce rained down on her like the heavy snow that had continued to pile up outside the main building since she’d arrived just a few days earlier. Chickpeas pelted Master Derek, Sadie, and CJ like tiny balls of hail, and the delicious-smelling vinaigrette dressing once on her salad now coated her hair, cheeks, shirt, and pants as well as the wide-green-eyed woman who came to a sudden stop in front of the stunned-silent trio.

The newcomer looked horrified, her skin paling as she stood with her mouth in a perfect O shape that resembled one of those large-mouth basses that hung in the frat houses of every late nineties and early 2000s college campus across America. Several times, she opened and closed her mouth—each time as if trying to string together any words—all which had seemed to leave her brain as the lettuce, bean, and quinoa salads left CJ’s lunch tray.

And then, before anyone could say a word, she started to cry before turning on her heels and running from the room at a speed often reserved for Olympic-caliber athletes.

As if taking a moment to collect himself, Derek looked to the ceiling. “Angel.” He turned to the woman he had addressed as Sadie Marie Hawkins and it dawned on CJ that this must be the Ranch owner’s wife. “We’ll talk about the consequences of you interrupting me later. For now, would you please go retrieve Ms. Miller for me and bring her to my office?”

Without another word, the young woman scurried out of the cafeteria to find the mystery woman who had all but upended CJ’s afternoon.

Picking a piece of lettuce from his shoulder, Derek spoke with a calm, even voice as if incidents including airborne produce and raining salad dressing were the norm.

Then again, with a group of rambunctious Littles on the loose, CJ wouldn’t have been surprised if this wasn’t the first outburst of the kind. And though she hadn’t seen the instigator of the flying caper catastrophe sitting with the other Littles in the cafeteria, CJ would have sworn there was a Little inside the woman just waiting to come out.

“Would you please accept my apology, Ms. Winters? I assure you this is not the type of activity we want our Ranch guests to experience. Would you consider a quick change in the privacy of your room then a trip to my office? If you’ll bring your soiled clothes with you, I’ll have them cleaned and returned to you. I also have a proposition I hope might pique your interest.”

Surveying the mess around them that had already begun to be mopped up, CJ couldn’t think of a thing the Ranch owner had to offer other than the quiet solitude she had desperately been seeking when she’d booked her extended stay at Rawhide Ranch. Still, the barest hint of intrigue was there.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she nodded, a stray julienned carrot falling from her short yet extremely thick, dark brown hair. “Give me a half hour?”

“Absolutely,” he replied. “And, CJ…” She had already started to leave but turned around at the sound of Derek’s deep voice. “Try to keep an open mind.”


CHAPTER 3
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Poppy

For the second time in less than a week, Poppy found herself in front of the doors that led to Master Derek’s sprawling office.

Though this time, instead of simply barging in as she’d done on Friday, she sat on one of the plain, wooden benches that stretched alongside the wall outside his office. Certainly, walking in on the scene she previously encountered just a few days prior, was one way to cement the fact she needed to knock before entering a room.

Sniffling, she rubbed at her raw, red nose with a tissue that was well past its prime. Soggy and crumpled between her fingers, she couldn’t let it go, knowing she would likely be crying again within the next few minutes.

Ideas of what was about to happen to her swirled through her mind and she felt the tell-tale signs of anxiety sneaking in. Shaky hands, a cold sweat, and breath she felt like she couldn’t catch. Poppy knew something huge was about to happen and she had a sinking feeling she wasn’t going to like it one bit.

“Don’t worry,” Sadie told her from where she sat next to Poppy, her feet swinging back and forth as if she didn’t have a care in the world. The young woman had found Poppy where she had hidden back in the safety of her dorm and after much convincing, Poppy gave in, following Sadie back to the resort building—this time through the warmth of the tunnel system—with a look of defeat on her face the entire way. “My Daddy only wants what is best for us, Poppy. Sometimes, we just need a firm hand to remind us of that.”

That wasn’t what Poppy was worried about.

On the surface, she knew she could handle any punishment given. In fact, there’d been a time in her life where she’d even thought she might like to be spanked.

But that had been a long time ago, before she came to the Ranch seeking a safe place for a new start. Before relationship after relationship left her broken and alone instead of safe and sated like the few men in her past had promised she’d be.

Poppy glanced from Sadie to the door as it opened, her eyes locking with those of the woman from the cafeteria. She’d changed her clothing and now wore a pair of simple denim jeans and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, Poppy took a split second to study the slim build of the woman before averting her gaze. Immediately, heat spread across her cheeks, the embarrassment and shame of what she’d done in the cafeteria making her feel no more than two inches tall, while a different heat spread curiously low in her belly at the same time.

She wished she could speak to the woman—to offer a sincere apology that would certainly never be enough—but Master Derek was behind the woman, speaking before Poppy ever had a chance to open her mouth.

“Sadie, angel, would you be a wonderful hostess and keep CJ company for a few minutes? Maybe you could give her a tour of the artwork in the lobby.” Without waiting for confirmation from his wife, he continued. “Poppy, please follow me into my office.”

Poppy gulped audibly, the sound causing her eyes to widen as did Sadie’s, already up from her perch on the bench, and all but pulling at the still silent third woman’s arm with the enthusiasm of a puppy with a brand new toy.

And with that, Poppy took the final step into the office—her entire future hanging precariously in the balance.

For some strange reason she didn’t understand, Poppy couldn’t help but chance a look backward. Only to find the curious brown eyes of the woman from the cafeteria looking back at her as she was led away from the Ranch owner’s office.

Entering into the grand office, Poppy and Master Derek each took the same places as they had a few days before.

A strange sense of déjà vu settled over Poppy, as if this was where she’d known her future was headed—to an oversized office where she was likely about to get kicked out of the one place that had truly felt like home for the first time in possibly her entire life.

A myriad of memories played across her mind. None of them pleasant and all of them a staunch reminder of what a mess she truly was. Thoughts of when she tried—and failed—college the first time. All the jobs she couldn’t hold on to because of the constant dread that settled over her entire body like a cement blanket from such a young age that sometimes made it impossible to do something as simple as get out of bed each day. College the second time around, another failure under her belt. Even brief flashes of her dad and brothers as they looked at her with disappointment with what she felt was on a near constant basis.

As they filled her head, her eyes welled with tears, and before she knew what was happening, she was speaking. “I’m so sorry, Master Derek. I know I screwed up again. And we just talked on Friday about my future and being more responsible and I already messed it all up.”

She pushed up from the couch, ready to bolt for the door. “I’ll just go back to my dorm room and pack my things.”

Derek’s hand on her shoulder gave her pause. “Ms. Miller, let’s take a moment to calm down and regroup. Whatever gave you the idea you would need to pack your things?”

With the smallest bit of renewed hope, Poppy turned to look at the Ranch owner. “Because that’s always what happens when bad things happen too many times.”

The man’s eyes softened. With ease, he guided Poppy back to the couch and knelt on the rug in front of her, meeting her eyes with sincerity. “That’s not what happens here at the Ranch, darlin’. In fact, many times, what might seem like a bad thing is actually something good just hiding in disguise. So let me assure you again, Poppy Miller, Rawhide Ranch is your home for as long as you’d like or need. Now, with that out of the way, can you tell me what happened this afternoon in the cafeteria?”

And that is exactly what Poppy did.

She rambled on about how she’d accidentally set her alarm for PM instead of AM. How she woke up extra late and realized that she hadn’t showered after going to the indoor pool the night before. Embarrassed to attend a meeting with the owner of the Ranch with such a disheveled appearance, Poppy had decided it was better to be late than to arrive smelling of chlorine and caked with sleep. Only when she’d finally arrived at Derek’s office, his receptionist Erika informed her that the man had already left for lunch with his wife in the cafeteria. Instead of rescheduling, Poppy had thought it would be easier to chase after Derek to explain to him in person why she missed her appointment earlier that afternoon. That she had been running up to profusely apologize to him when she slipped on a grape that had rolled off a nearby tray and sent her careening into the woman who had been standing nearby.

Tears still occasionally slipped free, earning her another of Master Derek’s cloth handkerchiefs. At this point, she thought to herself between small hiccups and sobs, she was going to have to buy stock in the silly things.

“It happens all the time,” Poppy confided with a sigh. “Like my body just moves on its own before I can logically think about something. I do things I shouldn’t without thinking them through and sometimes, I even say hurtful things. And that’s the thing, I know afterwards they are hurtful, but in the moment, it doesn’t even dawn on me I could be hurting someone else’s feelings, just as much as they might have unintentionally hurt mine.”

Master Derek never strayed from offering slight comforts to Poppy as she talked through everything that had been weighing her down. They came in the small, reassuring squeezes he gave to her hand that wasn’t still tightly holding the handkerchief, in the tiny nods as he encouraged her to continue her stories, and in the way he offered to truly listen to her. It only added to Poppy’s tears when she realized she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had allowed her that precious and most basic of human interactions.

And when she finally finished baring her soul to the first person to truly listen to her in several years, it felt like hours had passed. Her body ached to crawl into her bed and sleep for days. She yearned for soft, familiar pajamas and her favorite snuggly blanket.

But the pair still had more to discuss.

The Ranch owner gave her a few minutes to compose herself, briefly stepping from the room only to return a few moments later with a bottle of ice-cold water. Pressing it into Poppy’s hand, he motioned for her to drink as he took the place next to her.

“To prepare for the meeting we were supposed to have earlier this morning,” he began.

Poppy expected to hear the bitter disappointment she often heard in people when she missed a deadline or forgot to do something she had promised. Yet none of that laced the tone of the man sitting across from her.

“I had a look at your file.”

She knew it was common practice for Master Derek to know what was happening with all his guests and residents of the Ranch. Not only did it help to keep everyone safe, but he truly had the best of hearts and wanted to see everyone thrive. His position had allowed him to see and hear backstories encompassing some of the worst of the worst. Anyone who knew the man, knew those stories broke his heart each and every time as if it were the very first time. Poppy knew despite all the years he’d been running the Ranch, he’d never become numb to the pain and suffering of others, instead used it to continue to shape the Ranch into the perfect haven for those often mistreated or thrown away by the rest of the world, like herself.

If anyone had asked Poppy to her face, she would swear her history of emotional abuse wasn’t bad. That so many people had it so much worse than she ever had.

But Derek seemed to know that despite her assurances, emotional abuse could leave scars at least as deep as physical abuse could. And that wasn’t just limited to well-planned, deceptive behavior on the part of romantic partners that could leave permanent damage, but good-intentioned parents and friends who were hurtful, even when they had no intention of causing harm.

Poppy’s big, green eyes looked up at Derek, awaiting his next words like she was starved for her next breath.

“Your previous relationship that ended with you coming to college at the Ranch, was it ever part of a dynamic like what is predominant within the BDSM community?”

Of all the questions Poppy expected from Master Derek, that was not one that had ever crossed her mind. “No, Sir.”

She found herself again averting her gaze, looking away from Derek as if ashamed that she had lived at the Ranch for over three years while never having a dynamic prior to her arrival.

Truthfully, she still hadn’t.

When Poppy left her old life, it had been out of necessity. It was a means to an end. A way to survive.

Alone and afraid, she’d ducked into a twenty-four-hour diner late one night on the sleepy streets of Johnson Creek, North Carolina, scrounging in the bottom of her purse for enough change to have a hot cup of tea. By the time she’d left the diner the following day, the sun had risen, she had been well-fed, and had been handed a new start at life with the help of an all-expense-paid full scholarship to Rawhide Ranch University.

The older woman working at the diner was the type of person who hid in plain sight but always had a handle on the customers who walked through the door. With her teased too-high hair, raspy smoker’s cough, and a red lipstick that was all sorts of wrong for her skin tone, she didn’t look like any sort of guardian angel, but Poppy knew that if angels existed, that waitress simply had to be one.

It was Vera from the diner who’d served Poppy her tea that night.

It was Vera who’d slid into the booth right next to the stranger Poppy had been and hugged her as she cried when Poppy discovered she was still just a few cents too short to pay her tab, forgetting there was a different sales tax in the small town she had stopped over in. Vera had held her as she sobbed, as she word-vomited all over the older woman, telling her how afraid she was, how lonely she was, how alone she was.

All night long, the two women had sat in that booth getting to know one another. Vera had shared her own struggles that brought tears to Poppy’s eyes, struggles that still made her sick if she thought about them too hard. They’d talked about Vera’s life now—married for nearly forty years to a man she called the Daddy of her dreams.

And when Poppy had asked, confused as to what the older waitress meant by Daddy, Vera had introduced the young woman to the concept of BDSM and confided that Rawhide Ranch was the very place that not only had helped her escape a violent and abusive path, but helped her to find the gentle, kind man of her dreams nearly five decades earlier.

As the sun rose that morning, Vera had called the Ranch’s college on behalf of Poppy, securing her a tuition-free college experience. And now, three years later, she was still at Rawhide Ranch University where, in exchange for completing various assigned tasks, she received an accredited college experience on her own timeline at no cost.

Derek brought Poppy back to the present with his voice, the memories of Vera fading into the background as the office came back into focus. “Poppy, I know it’s often hard to believe, but there is nothing in this world you need to be ashamed of when speaking with me. People move and grow at all different speeds for all sorts of reasons, that’s just a part of life. I know you’ve done many of the basic lifestyle classes here at the Ranch outside of your coursework at the college. I also know you haven’t taken it any further and there is nothing wrong with that. But I can’t help but ask, are you truly interested in experiencing a dynamic or learning more about the different facets of what a dynamic can offer?”

She nodded her head before the words were out of his mouth. “Absolutely, Sir. I just haven’t found the right person yet.”

It was Derek’s time to nod his head, agreeing with Poppy that it was important to build a dynamic based on trust and understanding. “I understand and respect that. It can be hard to trust someone to take care of you and provide for your needs and desires, especially when you have experienced situations in your past that have been hurtful. But, Poppy, I can see you have so much promise. You just need a little bit of help getting on the right path. Would it be okay if I made a suggestion? And please know you can say no without any repercussions.”

He waited patiently for permission to continue. Poppy took several moments to consider, afraid of what the Ranch owner was about to say but equally curious. She was so tired of constantly feeling defeated. Of feeling like she could do no right no matter the circumstance.

She weighed the options in her head, deciding that nothing could possibly be worse than keeping her life on the same trajectory she was on now. Poppy was tired of not only feeling like a letdown, but tired of letting herself down as well. With a renewed determination she only partially felt but was determined to foster, she looked Master Derek in the eyes. “Yes, please, I would like to hear your suggestion.”

Derek began to speak and Poppy’s mind started to race. Not for the first time today, the owner had managed to stun her into near silence. She had expected Master Derek to suggest she needed to work harder. That she needed to learn to focus and double down on her efforts to exist as a student and future member of whatever workforce she decided to enter.

Instead, words she’d never expected to hear from the owner entered the air and she almost laughed right in the man’s face. “Have you ever thought about trying out a Caregiver and Little dynamic?”


CHAPTER 4
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CJ

As hard as she tried to pay attention to the young woman tasked with giving her a personally guided art tour of the local artisan pieces that hung proudly throughout the Ranch, CJ could not bring herself to stop worrying over what she had agreed to.

Her plan to spend a few quiet weeks in the solitude of the Ranch had been drastically altered when, after she changed out of her salad-dressing-covered clothes, Master Derek had ushered her into his office, sat her down, and point-blank asked if she would be open to a temporary dynamic while at the Ranch. While it wasn’t unheard of for relationships to develop over time at Rawhide Ranch—the owner having a bit of a magical knack at matchmaking—it wasn’t as often that Derek would approach someone with such a bold offer from the get-go and he made that perfectly clear.

“Excuse me, CJ,” Sadie said, pulling CJ’s attention back to where the pair stood in front of a large oil painting of cattle standing proud in a wide, open field.

Giving a small, sheepish smile, CJ replied. “I’m sorry about that, Sadie. This painting is just so incredibly beautiful I got lost in thought while admiring it.”

The other woman gave her a sly, knowing grin. “That’s okay, it’s just that my Daddy messaged me and said we should meet them by the check-in desk. Let’s go!”

Bounding off in the direction of the check-in desk, Sadie had an infectious pep in her step that made CJ smile wistfully.

When Derek had offered her the chance to be a Caregiver for her time at the Ranch, she hadn’t had to think hard before giving him an answer. She had filled him in a bit on a few of the relationships where she’d taken on the Daddy role in the past that had proven to be quite fulfilling. She felt comfortable and well-versed in the lifestyle. It was something that always gave her a sense of purpose, something that made her restless soul feel settled. And she could admit that the curvy blonde with the big, green eyes had intrigued her from the very moment she’d first caught a brief sight of her on the day she had checked into the Ranch. She’d just never expected to see the woman again.

The Ranch was vast in size and, while only partially developed, there was still a multitude for guests and residents to do at any given time.

To all but be handed the person who captured her attention—and then her emotions with that look of pure despondency when she collided with CJ in the cafeteria—on a silver platter was something she couldn’t possibly pass up. Anything to give her that sense of purpose she had lost since the demise of her last dynamic.

Even if she certainly wasn’t looking for love. Even if she was only here for a finite time.

Even if… even if… even if.

There were a million reasons it was a horrible idea

And just about a million reasons why it was the best idea at the very same time.

Now, she just had to hope the other woman was as interested in what Master Derek had to offer.

What she had to offer.

As CJ and Sadie approached the meeting spot, she saw Derek and the woman standing nearby. Seeing the woman’s red-rimmed eyes and an equally rosy nose, CJ could tell she had been crying, and a tiny bit of her heart broke on the woman’s behalf. Her hands were balled into tight fists and a gentle tremble seemed to take over her body as she raised her eyes to meet CJ’s gaze for the first time.

It took CJ’s goddamn breath away.

“Thanks for meeting us down here,” Derek spoke. “Sadie, you are excused back to your class.”

She scurried off after a quick kiss from her Daddy, leaving CJ, Derek, and the woman she hoped would be her temporary Little standing next to the check-in desk.

“Now, I know this is a unique situation that we have stumbled upon and that the two of you still have yet to be formally introduced. However, I’ve checked with the staff and have confirmed that we do have a two-bedroom suite available. What I would like to suggest to you, CJ, is that we transfer your belongings into the suite. Poppy and I have already had a chance to have a nice, long conversation, and she has agreed that she would be comfortable with bringing her items from her assigned dorm here to the main building for the duration of your stay.”

Poppy, CJ thought with amusement. Her name was Poppy.

Like the flowers that filled her grandparents’ fields every early spring in crimson reds and coral oranges. In bright, vibrant yellows, and soft, lavender blues. The flowers that, while they often didn’t bloom long, always stole the show from every other flower in the garden as they swayed in the gentle cool breezes of the mid-day sun.

Not allowing her mind to wander far, she forced herself to tune back into the present, listening intently as Derek continued to speak, “Of course, I have a bit of a leg up as I know both of you—at least through what your files have told me. However, while I believe you are well-suited to learn from one another, all boundaries and limits will be something that must be fully communicated and consented to between the pair of you.”

She was really going to do this.

CJ was going to say yes to a temporary dynamic with this beautiful woman in front of her knowing nothing more than her name and what she looked like.

But that was a lie, and CJ knew it.

Sure, she might not have known how Poppy tasted or have been able to describe how soft the other woman’s skin would feel under her fingertips. Yet she had known without a doubt that Poppy was broken and scared, that she was running from something. And if she had to put money on it, CJ would bet that it was she herself Poppy was trying to run from.

“Yes, Sir, I would be fine with that arrangement,” CJ directed toward Derek. Then, turning the rest of her attention to Poppy, she continued, offering an outstretched hand and a smile that she hoped hid the nerves coursing through her body. “Hi, Poppy, it’s nice to finally officially meet you. I’m CJ.”
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Poppy

It didn’t take long for the two women to pack their respective belongings, Poppy choosing to leave behind most of the small trinkets and tchotchkes she had collected over the last few years in her dorm. She focused on clothes, determined to treat this as a vacation instead of her normal, winter college break. Although at the moment, she felt the entire thing was more like a science experiment than anything else.

She had momentarily been embarrassed when Derek suggested pairing her up with CJ for a few weeks. The Ranch owner told Poppy he thought a Caregiver dynamic could benefit her as it could provide structure and routine that could help her overcome some of her anxieties, while at the same time helping her to maintain a better hold over the things Poppy constantly felt were spiraling out of control. For a split second, she was confused, explaining to the owner that she wasn’t interested in women, but having taken numerous kink education classes through the Ranch, she knew that kink and sex didn’t always have to go hand-in-hand. Her decision was cemented though, when Master Derek went on to explain even more about the dynamic—the very type of dynamic he lived daily with his wife Sadie.

Secretly, Poppy had always looked up to Sadie, thinking she was one of the nicest and prettiest girls she had met since coming to the Ranch. And while she often didn’t cross paths with the owner’s wife, she knew Sadie was a Little and had a penchant for always pushing the buttons of her husband.

That was how Poppy found herself standing outside the two-bedroom suite, nervous and apprehensive yet with an excitement simmering within. She was torn between knocking or simply letting herself into the suite with the key she’d received from the front desk.

After nearly pacing a path on the floor, she decided to be brave. Key card clutched firmly in hand, Poppy waved it in front of the door.

Only for a red light to flash on the handle.

“What the...” she found herself saying out loud to no-one in particular.

Again, she swiped the key in front of the handle and again she was met with a red light. Poppy tried holding the key in front of the sensor, flipping the card so the opposite side was facing the handle, she even tried tapping it directly against it but time and time again, she was met with a red blinking light.

To anyone walking by, the sight probably looked comical.

But to Poppy, it was anything but.

Initially, she was frustrated, thinking a faulty handle or key card was to blame. But quickly, the logical frustration over the situation morphed into a well-known fear.

Rejection.

Perhaps the pretty lady with the short hair that made Poppy’s tummy do a strange, little flutter when she’d seen her in the lobby a few days ago had changed her mind. No one would blame CJ for deciding that Poppy was too much to handle. It was just another truth of her life.

Sure, people liked Poppy, but she was the type of person people came for. She wasn’t the type of person they stuck around for.

She felt stupid for thinking hopefully about something in her life, even something she knew would be temporary. Poppy had a feeling this exploration she was apprehensive yet excited to try would just lead to disappointment. She just hadn’t expected that disappointment to happen so soon.

With a loud sniffle, Poppy let her suitcase and duffle bag fall to the floor with a thump.

From deep inside the pocket of her winter coat, she pulled out yet another tissue that would surely soon be just as useless at collecting the tears that fell from her eyes as Poppy sometimes felt as a person. A bone-deep hurt she hadn’t expected to feel settled deep into her body and she slumped down against the wall that stretched the length of the hallway.

Her head fell against the knees she tried to hold to her chest.

“Poppy?”

The voice, soft and tentative, had her lifting her head.

CJ stood in front of her, a worried look on her otherwise beautiful, makeup-free face. “What’s wrong, sweetheart? Can you tell me what happened?”

Poppy was surprised she didn’t see disgust in the other woman’s eyes. As if her tears didn’t make CJ want to turn away, as if her tears weren’t something she needed to be ashamed of.

And while there were a few others who had treated her with such respect in her short life—even as recently as with Master Derek that very afternoon—this felt monumentally different.

Poppy only wished she knew why.

Before she could work up the courage to speak, CJ placed her back against the wall and slid down the smooth surface until she was sitting next to Poppy on the floor.

Their shoulders and thighs touched and through the fabric, Poppy felt a sudden surge of heat she wasn’t accustomed to feeling. And unlike the tears, that did make her feel slightly embarrassed and off kilter.

Poppy stared straight ahead, suddenly shy as a warmth crept up her cheeks. “It was silly.” She feigned nonchalance while wiping away the last of the tears that had fallen. “Don’t worry about it.”

She expected CJ to push up and leave.

Instead, the other woman moved closer and took Poppy’s right hand in her left. It took Poppy by surprise, but she found she liked the gentle reassurance the woman wasn’t about to bolt in the form of the fingers that gently threaded through hers.

“Sometimes, things feel overwhelming in the moment and when you step back and look at them later, they’re not quite as bad as we thought they were. Still, nothing that makes you feel overwhelmed or embarrassed in the moment is silly. You don’t have to tell me what happened, Poppy, but I would really like it if you would. For now, if you would like, why don’t we go inside our suite and we’ll get your things put away.”

One side of CJ’s mouth quirked up into a lopsided smile as Poppy slowly turned toward the woman and nodded.

Poppy decided she liked that smile.

And though she truly was just about to begin to get to know the woman who would be her impromptu Dominant—her impromptu Caregiver—for the next few weeks, she had a feeling she could trust CJ, if only she could trust herself not to mess it up in the process.

Together they stood, and when Poppy tried to reach for her duffle bag, CJ stretched out her hand and took it.

Maybe there was a metaphor in there somewhere, handing over her physical baggage while handing over the emotional baggage of near-crippling anxiety, self-doubt, and indecision.

Even if it were just for a few weeks, it was a few weeks Poppy was committed to going into with an open mind.

CJ waved her key card, unlocking the door, and once the pair had settled into their temporary home away from home, they reconvened in the large living area that sat in the middle of the two bedrooms. With the electric fireplace turned on and a speaker playing gentle music that lilted into the common area, Poppy felt a bit of the tension she’d been holding in the muscles of her neck and upper back leave her body.

CJ was about to sit on the comfortable-looking couch where Poppy had already taken up residence when she suddenly crossed the room in the opposite direction. Pulling a small card from her wallet, she placed it next to where she had placed her own room key on the entryway table. “I’m sorry we got caught up when I came back to the room. I had to have our keys remade because the original one I had didn’t work with our door.”

Poppy couldn’t help it.

She burst into laughter.

All that fear and anxiety simply because she’d immediately thought of the worst-case scenario.

Poppy had convinced herself that CJ hadn’t wanted to be her Caregiver for a few weeks, that the woman had decided Poppy was simply too much of an inconvenience, too much of a bother. And the entire time it was simply that the key hadn’t worked for CJ either, and the woman had taken it upon herself to take care of the issue before Poppy had to take care of it on her own.

Her hands came up to her mouth, gasping as she tried to get words out between the giggles. “I’m so sorry,” she said through the laughs. “I… I had been crying when you found me outside because my key wasn’t working either. I got so nervous that it meant you didn’t want to do this, that you didn’t want me to be your Little for a few weeks because I had never tried to be Little before and didn’t know how much I was going to like it, or if I would even like it at all.”

Gently taking a seat next to Poppy on the couch, CJ looked at Poppy with something she couldn’t quite identify. Poppy thought it was a strange mixture of curiosity and understanding but there was something else layered in with the other two that she didn’t understand. It could have been seen as desire, but Poppy had never seen the emotion directed toward her by another woman, and she wasn’t the type of person to assume someone’s sexuality based on the fact they appeared to be more androgynous than feminine.

Still, she was grateful she didn’t see the disdain she often felt when people were made to spend time with her. That there was no trace of disappointment on CJ’s angular face.

For the first time since their mortifying yet memorable meet-cute, she truly took the time to study CJ. She was opposite of Poppy in appearance. The woman had a long, lean body reminiscent of distance runners or the graceful dancers she had seen once upon a time when she went to fancy Broadway shows with her then boyfriend while the pair resided in New York City. Back before he turned cold and controlling. When he had still allowed her nights on the town as long as they benefited him in the long run.

Where Poppy’s face was round and soft as the rest of her body, CJ’s was angular with a strong jaw and brow that made her appear powerful. And when she looked the other woman in the eyes, dark brown irises with flecks of golden honey stared back at her in a way that was infinitely more beautiful than the old, murky green she saw when she looked at herself in the mirror every day.

CJ’s thin lips parted, but nothing came out as she searched Poppy’s eyes. She brushed a short lock of her own hair that had fallen from out of her eyes. Just barely long enough to tuck behind her ears, CJ’s hair was a look Poppy wished she could pull off but knew she would never have the confidence to try.

“This is so bizarre...” Poppy said.

At the same exact time, CJ spoke. “I know we have a lot to talk about.”

They both laughed a bit stiffly, but CJ recovered first and thankfully, Poppy thought, the other woman took the lead.

“I know we have a lot to talk about,” CJ started again. “Likes and dislikes, hard and soft limits. And I know those conversations aren’t always comfortable. But I want to make sure you feel comfortable with me, Poppy. Safe with me. So what do you say? Can we spend the rest of tonight having those hard conversations so we can start tomorrow off on the right foot?”

Poppy smiled at CJ. It was small and a bit shy, but it was a smile. And as Poppy nodded her head in agreement, CJ said, “Seeing you smile so sweetly tells me that while day one could have been disastrous with your key card not working, I do believe we can claim our beginning as a huge victory.”


CHAPTER 5
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CJ

While Poppy told CJ she had the basic working experience of knowing the parts that went into a dynamic between a Dominant and their submissive but had never imagined just how much effort and communication it would take, CJ assured her they would work together to make sure it went smoothly. That included setting expectations of what would happen over the three-week period the two women agreed to spend with one another.

Some of the rules they had settled upon Poppy had seen coming from a mile away—hello, drink more water every day, eat your vegetables, and get eight hours of sleep each night. But others had taken her by surprise. She especially wasn’t sure how she felt about beginning to keep a journal where she would list three positive things about herself each day. CJ told Poppy she was also expected to spend a few minutes each night writing down the tasks she wanted to complete the following day in the same journal. CJ had recommended that by having a clear outline of what Poppy wanted to accomplish each day, she would already have a starting point when she woke and wouldn’t need to spend time prioritizing the tasks since she had done the hard part the night before.

Surprising Poppy further, the two women even took a trip to the Ranch’s gift shop where CJ helped Poppy to pick out a brand-new journal and set of pens to start her affirmation journey with.

And when CJ caught Poppy staring longingly at a stuffed kitten tucked in the back of a shelf as if long forgotten as newer, cooler toys got chosen first, CJ tossed it into the growing pile of items she had acquired for Poppy in the pair’s shopping basket.

CJ had steered the majority of the conversation the two women shared their first night together in their spacious suite. And though it went late into the evening hours, when Poppy finally climbed into the king-sized poster bed in her room, CJ was pretty sure the young woman’s mind was still busy anxiously worrying about the future—starting with the next three weeks.

CJ had the exact same problem, though her reasons for racing thoughts differed from Poppy’s. Through sharing and talking, the two had decided on a strictly kink-based dynamic. And though CJ had assumed that the stunning blonde was straight as an arrow, there was the tiniest bit of her subconscious that still plummeted to the floor like an amusement park free-fall when Poppy had confirmed she had only ever been intimate with the opposite sex.

And sure, CJ could have pressed Poppy and asked if she was interested in experiencing something sexual with someone of the same gender, but that felt unnatural and predatory. She could have booked time in the Dungeon and even potentially found a play partner for a bit of fun. But if she was going to be in a dynamic with Poppy—no matter how short-lived and platonic it was bound to be—CJ wanted to give all her energy to it, to being everything Poppy needed her to be.

Still, she couldn’t help but picture the smooth skin of Poppy under her hands.

As CJ crawled into bed, she placed a small, waterproof, zip-top bag on the empty mattress next to her. The space she ached to see the other woman fill with her thighs that were bound to be thick under her soft clothes. With breasts that would undoubtedly spill over CJ’s hands if the way they poured over the edge of Poppy’s modest top was any indication.

Her eyes closed as her head hit the pillow but she didn’t even try to fall asleep.

Instead, she opened the bag and pulled out a small bottle of lube and her favorite silicone grinder. The toy was a deep purple color, shaped like a rectangle, and about the size of a large palm. Two nylon straps hung from each side. With a practiced ease, CJ buckled the toy to one of the pillows from her guest room.

CJ shimmied her sleep pants and panties down her legs. Her hands slid down her body, one stopping to play with her breasts as the other continued to trail down over her stomach, disappearing between her thighs.

God, just thinking of Poppy made her wet.

The sweet woman was so frazzled. So overwhelmed. So damn beautiful.

Yes, she needed rules and structure and CJ could give Poppy that. But damn, did she wish she could give the other woman more, too.

Leaving the nipple she had begun to taunt with her fingers, CJ’s hand reached out to uncap the lube. She drizzled a generous amount over the toy before recapping the bottle.

She thought of Poppy, crying on the floor outside the door of their suite. How beautiful she’d looked, even with fat tears tracking down her round face. She thought of how the blonde had closed her eyes and looked away when she admitted she never had a Dominant before… never a Caregiver to help her manage that overactive brain of hers that she yearned to turn off. Poppy confided that she wished she could hand over all control, that she wanted someone to make almost all of her decisions even if just for a short time. To give her a break from the perfection she was always chasing and always falling short at grasping.

Rolling to her stomach, CJ slid on top of the silicone pad, spreading the lube over the toy with her vulva. She reached out to steady herself on the headboard, groaning as she pictured Poppy’s beautiful body strung up using the various rings, loops, and holes built into the wooden furniture throughout the room.

Already, she was so close.

Briefly, she thought that she shouldn’t. That getting herself off to the thought of her platonic Little who agreed to things like being bathed by CJ and being dressed by CJ but not to things like being touched sexually or romantically by CJ was wrong.

But who was she kidding? She was already in over her head.

In more ways than one.

With her weight evenly placed against the headboard for leverage, she slid against the bubbled texture of the grinder, moaning as it brushed against her sensitive clit.

Her breath picked up as she rode the toy that had been tightly strapped to the pillow, wishing and dreaming and yearning for it to be a pretty blonde with luscious curves she was riding instead.

CJ wasn’t picky.

Actually, that wasn’t true as she was extremely picky when it came to women. After her last relationship, she was guarded. She’d sworn she wouldn’t date for a very long time—maybe ever again. Yet one day, with the big, hopeful green eyes of Poppy Miller combined with being surrounded by the magic of the Ranch, CJ was ready to tear the heart out of her chest to hand to the other woman on a silver platter.

What she wasn’t picky about was how she got off.

She’d take her orgasms however she could.

Against the tongue of her lover as they panted for breath beneath her body. As she rode their thigh in a dark corner of a club, chasing bliss that burst behind her eyes like fireworks on the Fourth of July as people danced just a short distance away. Occasionally bent over a plush bed as her partner fucked her from behind with fingers, or their tongue, or a strap.

But it had been months since she last had a body beneath her and, with Poppy wanting to keep their dynamic platonic, it would be at least a few more weeks until she had the opportunity to touch anyone other than herself.

Still, CJ was nothing if not a woman with needs and right now she needed to get off.

Again and again, she pulled herself over the toy. Slow and then fast, soft and then hard. Grinding needily against it as she chased a high only an orgasm could sate.

And the entire time, she thought of the woman sleeping just across the suite. The woman she longed to taste on her tongue like the finest of champagne. To see if her lips were as sweet as the fresh, spring berries she smelled like.

She dreamed of spanking Poppy’s ass with her palm, taking the woman over her knee without the barrier of pants or panties. She yearned to dress Poppy up, to see her in frilly skirts and cute, tiny tops as her Little girl.

Just this once, CJ thought to herself, continuing to chase her release. Just this one time would she allow herself to use the thoughts of her Little girl the way she yearned to have her. Dependent on CJ but not despondent. Open and willing for CJ but of her own accord and not because it was something Poppy thought she had to do to keep her partner happy.

CJ’s cunt was so wet she could feel it leaking over the toy, certainly making a mess of the pillow beneath it.

“Fuck it,” she said to the empty room. CJ had enough money saved, she could certainly afford to replace one measly hotel pillow.

One of her hands dropped from the bed, toying with a small button on the side of the toy. It buzzed to life, vibrations pulsing through it as CJ panted and groaned and grinded.

Her chest heaved as she struggled to remind herself to take in air. Sweat beaded on her skin despite the cold weather happening just a few feet away, and her short hair fell into her face damp and unkempt. She moaned into the silent room, wishing she could scream her release into the crease of Poppy’s neck instead.

And when she came on a muttered fuck and collapsed on the mattress, the toy still buzzing against her pussy as the aftershocks worked through her from head to toe, CJ Winters knew just how utterly fucked she truly was when it came to Poppy Miller.


CHAPTER 6
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Poppy

The days seemed to blur together as CJ and Poppy settled into a routine. They eased into their dynamic, CJ allowing Poppy to fully discover what she liked and disliked about being Little.

On their first full day together, CJ and Poppy took a tour of the Littles’ Wing. In her three years on the Ranch, Poppy had only been in the Littles’ Wing on a few occasions when she was running errands as part of her conditions for receiving her scholarship to the university portion of Rawhide Ranch. And while she had briefly studied that wing of the Ranch with a cautious curiosity on multiple occasions as she made her deliveries throughout the expansive Ranch property, she had been excited to finally get to spend some more time observing the different areas within the wing and all the various programs offered.

Almost instantly, Poppy decided that she definitely didn’t want to spend time in the nursery. She couldn’t imagine drinking from a bottle, having her bottom covered in a squishy diaper, or having that most basic of human elements all but taken away from her control. Yes, she desperately wanted help managing her life which would hopefully lead to the anxiety plaguing her on a near constant basis subsiding. But that wasn’t how she imagined that happening.

Sneaking a glance toward CJ, Poppy wondered if the woman could sense the hesitant curiosity Poppy’s felt as they took in the preschool area. Even if she couldn’t, Poppy was pretty sure she wasn’t able to hide the excitement she felt when she looked at the various books and blocks that were stacked neatly in the corner of the room or miss her mouth hitching up into a smile when she took in the dollhouse and art area. But when they made their way to the section of the wing reserved for Littles and Middles to take classes, Poppy didn’t even bother hiding the energy often reserved for excited Littles on Christmas Day that she felt coursing through her.

As CJ stood off to the side, Poppy trailed her fingers over the lockers that lined the hall. Slowly, they entered one of the empty classrooms, the teacher giving them access when her assigned students were at lunch. At the head of the classroom, there was an oversized, old-school chalkboard with the day’s lessons scrawled across the surface in cursive. To the left of the chalkboard, a teacher’s desk sat proudly, and an implement armoire was situated behind the desk, ready to be of service and stuffed to the brim with anything a teacher would ever need to discipline a misbehaving Little.

Poppy’s fingers itched to trail over the chalk. She looked over bookcases with textbooks on every topic from mathematics to fashion design. Her eyes took in the colorful posters that lined the walls. Like traditional classrooms, there were posters akin to those in any school across the United States. However, the Littles’ Wing classrooms, unlike traditional schools, also had posters with BDSM terms and definitions themed to fit into the overall aesthetic of the classroom.

“Do you think you would like to spend time here, Poppy?”

The voice startled Poppy, who for the briefest of moments had forgotten she had company with her in the classroom. Turning to CJ, Poppy felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment, but she knew that one of the most important rules she had agreed upon with the other woman was to always be honest with how she was feeling. “I think I would like it?”

CJ’s smile was small but reassuring as she laced her fingers through Poppy’s. It was a small gesture, one Poppy had agreed was within her boundaries. “You think you would like it. Why do I sense a but?”

Poppy chewed on her lip, a nervous habit she’d had for longer than she could remember. With patience Poppy would never possess, CJ waited for Poppy to elaborate, the silence drawing out between them.

Finally, after it was too uncomfortable to stay silent a moment longer, Poppy confessed on a whine, “But it feels embarrassing.”

With fingers still laced together, CJ led Poppy to one of the desks in the classroom. Once she was seated, CJ took the desk next to her, sitting sideways so she could look at Poppy while they talked. “Why do you think it is embarrassing or silly to want to spend time here, to want to spend time as your Little self?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be a fancy photographer or something? I didn’t know part of this experiment was that you were going to psychoanalyze me.” Poppy said the words with a roll of her eyes and sharp tongue she instantly regretted. From CJ’s surprised expression, Poppy knew she was taken aback to hear Poppy’s sassy back-talk for the first time.

“Excuse me?” CJ spoke with a measured tone that sent goosebumps across Poppy’s skin. “First of all, I will not have my kinks discussed in a way that is mocking toward my community or my preferences. BDSM is a lifestyle and, while it is temporary for many, I do not appreciate you insinuating that our short dynamic is some sort of silly experiment to you. I would assume you know better, especially after three years living here. Now, would you like to try answering that question again respectfully or would you like to continue to talk to me in a manner that will earn you punishment?”

Poppy shrugged with an exaggerated flourish, hoping against hope that CJ missed the embarrassed flush that Poppy could feel spreading across her cheeks at being chastised by her Caregiver. “It’s just… I-I’m twenty-seven. I should have my shit together by now! I should be excited about jobs and friends and plans for forever. And instead, I’m so fucking afraid that I’m paralyzed. I don’t know who I am, I don’t know who I want to be. All I know is that I can’t keep going like this. I can’t keep going, walking around seemingly okay on the outside when all I have is sadness and fear on the inside.”

“We’ll talk about that colorful language later,” CJ replied with a raised eyebrow in Poppy’s direction. Her tone softened as she added, “I believe that outburst was likely due to your anxiety talking and not an attack on me personally.”

Poppy’s mouth opened to assure her Caregiver she hadn’t meant to insult her, but CJ didn’t give her a chance to speak.

“I believe this is a perfect learning opportunity for you to see how your anxiety doesn’t have to define you. For now, let’s focus on what makes you feel paralyzed and spend time talking about how maybe spending time here could benefit you in a positive way instead of a way that makes you feel silly.”

Poppy could have fought. She could have pressed against CJ’s attempts at further help or used her safeword, red, but she was overly tired of fighting and her body was begging her to rest. Begging her to let CJ take over, even if it were just in steering conversation as a place to start.

For several days they focused on those feelings. Poppy even started to feel like she was getting the smallest of handles on her day-to-day life with the help of CJ who was patient and kind and quick to reassure her Little when Poppy was feeling down.

Poppy found herself enjoying the time she spent in the Littles’ Wing, too. She was excited to run into Miss Amelia whom she had previously met when the woman who not only ran the uniform department for the Ranch, but had helped Poppy’s university theater class with their costumes for a spring production of Hello, Dolly!

She was happily surprised to see some faces she recognized from her classes at the university and even more elated to meet new friends who all had Little sides, too.

And like many Littles before her, Poppy thought Nanny J was intimidating at first in her thick-rimmed glasses and slicked-back bun, but she quickly learned that even the Head of the Littles’ Wing truly just wanted the best for every Little who entered into a place that was quickly becoming one of Poppy’s favorites on the Ranch.

In the evenings, Poppy and CJ took carriage rides through freshly fallen snow and laughed together as they toasted s’mores over open fires. They ate meals together, spending time talking and getting to know one another like any couple embarking on a new relationship journey would.
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CJ

Still, CJ craved more. She wanted to reach out and hold Poppy’s hand as more than her platonic Caregiver, to trace gentle circles on the inside of her wrist. To push her up against a nearby tree as they strolled together outside and kiss her until her lips were plump and swollen with use.

But she knew she couldn’t. That while she was Poppy’s Caregiver, that title only extended to the rules and boundaries they’d set at the beginning of their arrangement.

Hell, CJ had to remind herself almost hourly that the other woman was straight. That she simply couldn’t turn on the charm and try to make Poppy see that she was something special, something worth considering more, worth considering a future with.

Yet, for everything CJ couldn’t do, there was one thing she absolutely could. And that was to make sure Poppy had the best damn experience for the short time they had left together. It gutted CJ to know she had a hand in molding Poppy to the perfect Little the younger woman was slowly becoming. Because when their time was over, she would undoubtedly be handing the most promising Little in the world over to someone who would certainly never be deserving of Poppy’s affection.

Then again, most times, CJ wasn’t sure even she was deserving of the affection Poppy gave so freely either.

CJ was beginning to think that only time would tell. She just wished she had more of it to spend at Rawhide Ranch, and more importantly, with Poppy.


CHAPTER 7
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Poppy

Standing at the foot of her bed, the butterflies that had taken up residence in Poppy’s tummy over the last few days began to violently flap their wings as one.

Subconsciously, she knew that she and CJ would eventually move their dynamic into more intimate territory. That while their relationship was platonic, there was a time where CJ would expect to take over some of the day-to-day tasks Poppy usually completed on her own as a way to help with the constant state of being overwhelmed Poppy had confided to CJ she felt on a near daily basis.

But as she looked at her ridiculous reflection in the mirror across the room, she was terrified to finally give in, to sink more into what she had learned was often called Little Space. Poppy was afraid that if this last-ditch effort to change her life didn’t work, that she would be out of options. Destined to fail at whatever life put in her path until the day she died.

The gentle knock on her bedroom door made her jump.

“Is it okay if I come in?” CJ asked softly from the opposite side of the door, never entering without permission despite the fact she was the Caregiver in the dynamic. Poppy had expected it to be strange, living with a near stranger full time, but CJ made sure they were both comfortable with each of her careful actions.

“Yeah, that’s fine.”

Giving Poppy a small smile as she came to stand in front of her, Poppy watched as CJ’s eyes did a quick once over Poppy’s voluptuous body. Poppy knew CJ had been waiting to see Poppy dressed like this, dressed like a Little girl.

Poppy’s breasts nearly spilled out of the thin tank top that CJ had gotten for her at the gift shop. A puppy wearing oversized sunglasses in a unicorn pool floatie was on the pastel, pink top, the words too cool for school written in a chunky, thick font above the adorable cartoon. Along with the tank, Poppy had pulled on a lilac pair of shorts that CJ had laid out alongside the top. The elastic waist was a little tight and the ruffles across her backside stretched a little too wide, but Poppy didn’t think that either of those flaws were as bad as the thick strip of flesh that was on display between where the fabric of the shirt stopped and the fabric of the shorts started.

She felt like a can of busted biscuits. A ten-pound sausage stuffed into a five-pound casing.

And as CJ continued to stare at the sight, Poppy took the silence for disapproval and quickly averted her eyes. “I knew it was gonna be too small for me. Most times, places don’t have sizes for me on hand. I’m sorry I don’t have anything better to wear that...”

Before she could continue, CJ was in front of Poppy. With firm but not unkind fingers, CJ took Poppy’s chin and tilted her head upward until they were staring at one another.

They were close.

Close enough that Poppy felt the gentle heat of CJ’s breath against her skin as the woman studied her with an unintelligible emotion on her angular face.

Poppy was certain CJ could look into her very soul and it made her squirm with vulnerability, knowing the other woman could certainly see her fears and biggest secrets.

And when CJ finally spoke, her voice was rough and deeper than normal. “Sweetheart, there is absolutely nothing wrong with how you look in this outfit. I’ve been dying to see you dressed like this—to see what you would look like in a sweet, little ruffled pair of shorts and adorable, cutesy top. Everything about it, about you, is perfect. You take my very breath away.”

“Then why do you look angry with me?” Poppy’s voice was breathy when it came out and she tried to turn her head but CJ wouldn’t allow it.

CJ’s face instantly morphed into something different, something Poppy would have sworn was desire. But as quickly as it was there, it disappeared, a stoic mask slipping back into place. “I just don’t appreciate hearing you say such negative things about yourself. Come on, let’s go take a look at your journal. I think we should look at the affirmations you’ve been writing the last few days.”

It was uncomfortable for Poppy at first, learning to sink into a place where she felt like she could let go of some of the adult fears bogging her down. But with CJ by her side, they read through the first few days of affirmations that Poppy had written and then with CJ behind Poppy on the couch in their suite, gently brushing her blonde hair in soft, careful strokes, Poppy read aloud from her journal, reveling in the tasks she had already completed for the week.

They shared room service for dinner—a delicious meal of wild salmon and fresh steamed vegetables for CJ, a grilled chicken sandwich and French fries for Poppy. And when Poppy gave in after pouting when CJ tried to feed her a piece of fish, she was rewarded with chocolate cake for dessert and the newfound knowledge that just maybe, not all fish tasted like she imagined the Jersey Shore smelled.

And as they watched a Disney movie together, the gentle glow of the electric fireplace casting a magical ambiance over the room, Poppy initiated contact, sliding closer and closer until she was sweetly tucked against CJ’s firm side.

When CJ looked down, Poppy again witnessed a flash of emotion in the woman’s eyes, or perhaps it was just the cartoon flickering in a kaleidoscope of colors across CJ’s face that had her suddenly look a bit sad even as she smiled down at Poppy’s upturned face.

The credits began just as Poppy tried—and failed—to suppress a yawn. “Can we watch one more?” she asked hopefully.

“Not tonight, sweet girl, even though I’d love to as I’ve truly enjoyed this evening with you. But I know a tired Little is often a cranky Little the following day. I think it’s about time for a bath. It’s getting late and you need to be getting into bed soon.”

Wiggling closer to CJ, Poppy protested on a whine. “I don’t want to take a bath tonight. Can’t it wait until morning?”

Glancing at Poppy, a wide smile stretched across CJ’s face. “You see, I would say that it could wait until morning, but from where I’m sitting, it looks like most of the bubblegum ice cream I so graciously let you have halfway through the movie is on your face. Did you even get any of it in your tummy?” Shifting on the couch, she pulled Poppy into her lap, tickling her under the chin and on her sides until Poppy was giggling and gasping for air. “Jesus, woman, you even have sprinkles in your hair!”

They broke out into a fit of giggles, Poppy continuing to squirm as CJ assaulted her with tiny tickles.

Then suddenly, CJ’s face fell, all sense of humor gone, a serious question etched across her brow that Poppy thought somehow made her even more beautiful than any woman had a right to be.

“Poppy, would you let me...” She stopped, as if warring with herself over the question she was about to ask. “Would you let me bathe you tonight?”

It wasn’t something that was a hard limit for Poppy. Rather, it was something she’d initially told CJ she would prefer to revisit at a later date.

Still, Poppy hadn’t expected that date to happen so soon. But then again, the idea didn’t disgust her or confuse her. In fact, when she thought about it—about having someone care for her with touch in a way often reserved for the most intimate of relationships, she found the idea strangely appealing. Knowing it would be CJ, the person who had shown Poppy so much grace and understanding in such a short time, as the person bathing her only made her like the idea even more.

Poppy nodded, but she knew that when it came to her dynamic with CJ, she needed to use her words. “I think I would like that.”

On shaky legs, Poppy stood, waiting for CJ to give her the next command.

“Come on, sweet girl.” CJ motioned for Poppy to follow her to the bathroom off CJ’s room. It was identical to the en suite bath off her own room and that small semblance of normalcy helped to ease some of Poppy’s nerves.

Still, she fidgeted with her fingers as CJ busied herself in the bathroom, grabbing oversized towels, bubbles, bath toys, and a soft, oversized washcloth with the Ranch’s logo embroidered on one corner.

When the water was running and plenty of thick bubble bath had been poured into the water, CJ turned to Poppy who could feel her cheeks heating as she flushed.

CJ smiled reassuringly. “I know you don’t believe it yet, Poppy, but you truly are magnificent.” With sure hands, she tugged Poppy’s tank top up and over her head. “You are not only gorgeous, you are very much wanted.”

Despite her Caregiver’s words, Poppy’s hands flew toward her breasts, desperate to preserve what little modesty she had left. But CJ was quicker to react, stopping the action before it could happen. She held Poppy’s arms away from her body but didn’t drop her eyes, keeping her gaze firmly locked with Poppy’s gorgeous green irises.

“Trust me, Poppy.” CJ’s voice was low and smooth as she released Poppy’s arms and continued, “Trust me to be there for you. To be a safe person for you. Trust me to guide you, to care for you. Because you’re so worthy of being cared for exactly as you are.”

A single tear slipped from Poppy’s eye as she nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”

CJ’s eyes went wide at the same time Poppy’s hands covered her mouth. For once, she wasn’t thinking of her modesty or insecurities—of the stretch marks on her skin that made her shy in front of people. She couldn’t think about college, or being Little, or how lonely the upcoming holidays would be without her unexpected new friend at her side, or what a mess she made out of things as terror filled her veins over her inadvertent slip up.

Poppy tried to flee from the bathroom, ready to slam the door behind her as she ran to her own bedroom with a finality on this most certainly failed dynamic. The spa-like atmosphere of water filling the tub and soft, lavender scents that floated on the air forgotten as pure mortification settled over her like a heavy blanket made of pure cement.

But of course, CJ wouldn’t make it that easy on her. Instead, CJ had been helping Poppy to focus on sitting with her emotions before acting on them. And as she stood half naked, a bathtub big enough for two filling that would soon be full of toys she never would have thought to play with as an adult, her Caregiver was doing just that.

“What’s your color, Poppy?”

The question took her by surprise, but she should have known that CJ would never push her further than she was ready, even when it came to hard conversations. Still, as she did a quick scan of her body, she realized that yes, she was mortified about the slip up, but that for as embarrassed as she was, she also wanted a chance to explain exactly what had happened. Not that she fully understood it yet herself.

“I’m okay,” she said quietly. Then, as she brought eyes that shone with nerves up to meet CJ’s she said with a bit more conviction. “I’m green.”

CJ beamed at her with a radiant smile that spoke of affection. With that smile alone, Poppy relaxed a bit more, knowing she’d made the right decision.

“Atta girl. Let’s finish undressing you and get you into the tub before it overflows with bubbles. Then we can talk while I wash you.”

Where Poppy had expected the entire experience to be stiff and uncomfortable, she found she actually sinking into feeling like a Little as the warm water lapped gently at her skin. She continued to embrace that feeling when the bubbles CJ blew off her hand drifted softly in the air before landing on Poppy’s nose. And she sank further as she spelled her name with foam letters that clung to the side of the oversized soaking tub.

And when CJ reached across the tub to spell her own word on the tiled wall, the side of her hand accidentally brushing against one of Poppy’s nipples, CJ’s expression showed she’d expected the spell to be broken but smiled with delight instead when Poppy laughed, reaching over to trail her fingers over the letters CJ had used to spell the word kitten.

The pair were silent for a few minutes, Poppy playing with various floating shapes and toys, drawing on the wall with markers designed just for the tub while CJ continued to smile, just watching as she took in the scene.

As she drew a flower on the wall, Poppy thought about how this was all new to her, but not to her Caregiver. CJ had told her she’d been in the lifestyle for over a decade and for nearly all of that time was in a steady dynamic with one of her three long-term partners all of whom identified as Littles. Poppy also remembered how the beautiful woman had told her how gratifying it was to have Poppy trust her to care for her Little self. How being a Caregiver was one of the greatest gifts she had ever received.

And she hadn’t freaked out when Poppy called her Daddy, which she was still embarrassed over. As if her thoughts had been spoken, Poppy saw CJ’s mouth open, but cut her off with her own question. “Why did you spell out kitten on the tile? Do you have a cat at home that you miss?”

CJ chuckled a little, her eyes sparkling with amusement that Poppy hadn’t seen before. “No, sweetheart. You’re my kitten.”

Poppy was confused and felt her nose wrinkling up in perplexity. “What do you mean?”

“It’s rare that I talk about my past, especially with people I don’t know really well, but you’re being so open and willing to experience new firsts with me, the least I can do is return the gesture in kind,” CJ said as she dipped the washcloth into the warm water.

Poppy felt a bit confused as well as honored at her Caregiver’s words, remaining still and quiet as CJ drizzled a healthy amount of body wash onto it before working the suds into a rich lather. She started with the back of Poppy’s neck before moving down her spine as if to give Poppy time to get accustomed to her Caregiver’s hands on her nude body for the first time.

“When I was growing up, my grandparents owned a flower farm. It was one of the most beautiful, colorful places I’ve ever seen. And when I was six years old, I was sent to live with them on that farm.”

As if working on autopilot, she washed down the length of one of Poppy’s arms before repeating the process with the other. She continued her story as she glided the cloth over the front of Poppy’s bare chest. “When you’re the result of an accidental pregnancy and born to two of the biggest rock stars on the planet, there really isn’t a lot of parenting happening. And when things like world tours and press junkets begin to take precedence over parent-teacher meetings, school, and even crucial doctor’s appointments, the authorities sometimes step in. And in my case, my parents had to decide if they were willing to give up the drug-and-alcohol-fueled lifestyle that fame brought them or risk losing parental rights to their only child. Of course, as you already know, I ended up with my grandparents, my mom and dad choosing fame over family.”

Poppy didn’t react, simply turned her head to watch as CJ continued to rub circles over her skin.

With gentle hands, CJ poured water over Poppy’s hair, washing, rinsing and conditioning with care. The experienced Caregiver made sure that soap never touched Poppy’s eyes, ensuring she was safe through something as mundane yet intimate as a bath.

Finally, CJ gestured for Poppy to stand, and she felt shy for a moment. But when CJ arched an eyebrow in her direction, she did as instructed, truly wanting to please CJ by doing as her Caregiver asked.

“Hold on to my shoulder to steady yourself if you need. And if you want me to stop, you can say red. I’m going to wash your legs and your privates now. Is that okay with you, Poppy.”

Her breath hitched but her voice was steady when she responded. “I’m ready. I’m still green.”

CJ’s smile in return was bright enough to light entire galaxies, and Poppy had the feeling that the trust she was extending toward CJ gave her courage to resume her own story as she continued to treat Poppy’s body with a delicate care Poppy realized she’d never experienced before.

“I was a handful to say the least. Always getting in trouble and running away from home. Always looking for something to make me feel like I belonged. I was just a kid, and I felt like my parents had abandoned me. I mean, they had abandoned me. Then, one summer—I must have been fourteen or fifteen at the time—my grandfather found me in my room and told me he had an important job that only I could help him with.”

CJ’s hands traveled over Poppy’s thighs and then she urged Poppy to spread her legs. Poppy hitched a breath as the soapy cloth made contact, sliding through the folds of her most sacred place. Sure, she had been touched between the legs before. But this wasn’t like the times a man had touched her there to roughly prepare her for sex. This wasn’t clinical or something a person worked though quickly to get to the good stuff. No, CJ took her time to slide between the folds of Poppy’s vulva. To massage the cloth over her mons and through Poppy’s thick pubic hair.

This felt different. Reverent.

As if every inch of Poppy’s body was worth celebrating. Worth worshiping.

It also, Poppy realized, felt amazing. She hadn’t been touched like this in years. Hadn’t had another person place their hands on her body since the end of the often emotionally abusive relationship that had led her to the Ranch.

And that thought alone was enough to jolt her back to the present, where a fully clothed CJ was washing Poppy between her legs. Trying to redirect the gravity of the moment, she remembered the conversation the two had previously been having and tried to steer them back toward what was certain to be safer territory than her own currently conflicting emotions. “What was the job your grandfather gave you?”

As if recognizing Poppy was already pushing herself far beyond anything CJ would have ever expected, she dropped the cloth over the side of the tub before beginning the process of rinsing Poppy’s body with fresh, warm water.

“He had found an abandoned litter of kittens in the barn they kept their gardening tools in. Too young to be on their own, he looked and looked but never found the mother cat. I’m not sure why he thought I should be in charge of them, but something tells me the man knew it was exactly what I needed. Together we carried five screaming kittens from the barn to the house. I made them a makeshift bed in a large, cardboard box. They were so tiny their eyes hadn’t even opened, and I had to tend to them every two hours around the clock for the first week.”

CJ helped Poppy out of the tub, wrapping her in a huge towel that stretched all the way around Poppy’s curvy frame. It made Poppy feel tiny and cute, and she loved it more than she expected. Back at her dorm at the university, she used a smaller towel that made her feel like a giant. But in the suite, with this fluffy sheet, she felt like royalty. Already, she knew she would miss everything about this bathroom when she went back to her dorm. The way there was actually room to move around with ease, the bright light and spacious vanity–not to mention the tub she wanted to live in.

“I was exhausted,” CJ continued as she carefully dried Poppy’s skin. “But I knew that those kittens were counting on me. And as they grew and gained strength, I did right alongside them. I learned so much about myself that summer, particularly that I thrived when having a purpose, when given a reason to care for those around me like I did for those kittens. It was something I likely never would have learned if I’d stayed with my parents, and it was something that changed my life.”

After making sure Poppy was dry, CJ helped her into a clean pair of simple white, cotton panties and a nightgown that fell down to her knees. This nightgown, much like the silly yet cute shirt she had worn earlier, had a cartoon print on the garment. Though this time it was an all-over print of a bunny holding a carrot in adorable poses surrounded by flowers in all colors of the rainbow.

CJ watched Poppy with rapt attention as her Little brushed her teeth. Pushing herself onto the counter in the bathroom, CJ continued the story that she had started in the tub. “You remind me of those kittens because they might have been cute, but they were also full of sass. And sometimes, when not happy, they even took a swipe with their tiny little murder mittens. But even when they were acting fierce, a lot of the time, it was because they were actually afraid themselves.”

Poppy blushed, thinking back to how mean she had been to CJ the day they first explored the Littles’ Wing together, how her fear made her lash out, just like the kittens CJ described on her grandparents’ flower farm.

Quickly, she finished brushing her teeth, making sure she rinsed just as well as she’d brushed. Wanting to lighten the mood, she wiped a stray water droplet from her bottom lip before she spoke. “And here I thought that it was because I was so irresistibly adorable.”

CJ threw her head back and laughed as if loving that Poppy was feeling comfortable enough to joke around despite the heavy nature of their night together. Truly, in just a few short days, Poppy had begun to flourish just by having a bit of extra one-on-one attention CJ showered her with—attention that anyone would have been lucky to receive. Having someone to listen to her, to truly take her fears into consideration, had been something Poppy had been lacking, even if she’d been unaware of the fact until she was paired with CJ in such an unconventional way.

Together they finished getting Poppy ready for bed. CJ insisted on combing through her Little’s still-damp hair, making sure it was once again free of tangles. And then she led Poppy across the suite to Poppy’s room. “Come on, kitten. I’ll get you all tucked in.”

CJ pulled the sheets back, ushering Poppy into bed. She found the stuffed kitten they got at the gift shop and tucked it into bed next to Poppy then leaned down and pressed a chaste kiss to the kitten’s forehead followed by one to her Little’s brow, too. Sitting on the side of Poppy’s bed, CJ smiled with such tenderness it almost brought a tear to Poppy’s eyes. “For what it’s worth, Poppy, you are absolutely, irresistibly adorable. And I know you think I forgot about it already, but I haven’t. And if you are comfortable calling me Daddy, I would be honored to hold that role in our dynamic.”

Poppy sleepily smiled back, a bit worn out from another emotional day with CJ. Yet, from under the covers, Poppy slipped one of her hands free and reached out for CJ’s hand. “I’ve been spending so much time with other Littles as I explore this side of myself that I think I just got used to hearing them use the term so freely.”

Though that was partially true, Poppy also felt an unfamiliar jealousy when she thought about someone else calling CJ Daddy. She knew that CJ had other Littles before her, and when they’d talked about honorifics at the start of their dynamic, it was one of the titles CJ said she was comfortable being called.

Still, Poppy hadn’t ever thought that she would want to call anyone Daddy. Especially not another woman.

Yet there was something to be said for CJ. The strong, silent way she cared for Poppy, the energy she gave off that spoke to how she would be there to take care of the problems that simply felt like too much for Poppy to handle on her own.

CJ was nurturing and affirming, yet she gently pushed Poppy outside of her comfort zone in a way that would previously have had Poppy shutting down.

CJ was every bit a Daddy if Poppy had ever seen one.

And with CJ’s permission, Poppy decided that Daddy was, in fact, the perfect name to use. It gave CJ the respect she so beautifully earned by treating Poppy with the care and appreciation Poppy had so desperately been missing without ever knowing. “Okay, Daddy. I would like that very much.”
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CJ

With another squeeze to Poppy’s hand and one last gentle kiss against her temple, CJ retreated back to her own bedroom in their shared suite. She was more confused than ever and desperate to keep a woman who could never be anything more than her temporary Little.

Somehow, while helping Poppy to discover all the promise she had bottled up deep within, she had gone and fallen in love with the woman with the expressive green eyes.

With the beautiful, battered soul and need for fierce love and gentle discipline.

CJ only wished she could be the one to give Poppy that love and structure for the rest of her life.

Closing her eyes, CJ vowed to focus on the time they had left, knowing she would have to pick up the pieces of her broken heart when it was time to leave the Ranch for good.


CHAPTER 8
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Poppy

Thanksgiving had become one of Poppy’s favorite days of the year at Rawhide Ranch in her very first year at the university. From the time she woke in the morning, she would always swear she could smell the delicious foods she’d indulge in later in the afternoon as the aroma of roasting turkey, sweet-potato casserole, and various pies wafted throughout the property on the winter wind outside.

And what was even more special was that this year, she was able to celebrate the day with her Daddy at her side.

Poppy smiled as the door to her bedroom opened. She had swiftly learned that it was against the rules to leave her bed until Daddy came to get her in the mornings. But even more than it being against the rules, Poppy found she loved the few quiet moments she shared with CJ before what was always a busy day ahead.

CJ had signed Poppy into the Littles’ Wing several times over the days leading up to Thanksgiving, giving Poppy the chance to do arts and crafts with other Littles as CJ explored more of the Ranch offerings, but today, they were spending the entire day together.

And Poppy was practically vibrating with excitement.

Lately, she had found a strange stirring deep inside her belly when her Daddy was near. And though it confused her most of the time since she had only ever felt that way about men in the past, she was fairly confident that stirring was desire.

“Good morning, sweet kitten.” CJ sat on the edge of the bed, pressing a light kiss to Poppy’s forehead as had become part of their morning routine. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

With a goofy, sleepy grin, Poppy looped her arms around CJ’s neck, holding the woman to her in a sweet, silly hug. “Happy Thanksgiving, Daddy!”

If CJ was surprised how easily Poppy fell into the habit of calling her Daddy, she didn’t show it. In fact, she’d told Poppy how it melted her just a bit more every time she heard the term of endearment—the term of trust—from Poppy’s lips. Poppy considered asking why but remembered CJ’s story and knew the woman liked being given a role where she could practice her desire to nurture another in a caring way. She had reminded Poppy several times that she was more than her anxieties and fears, that she could live a happy, full life just as she was. It made Poppy feel all warm inside.

Together, the pair made quick work of getting ready for the day, the energy of the holiday propelling Poppy out of bed faster than the days prior. Poppy squealed when CJ lifted her up around the waist and set her on the marble countertop in the bathroom they were sharing before handing Poppy her toothbrush already filled with the perfect amount of toothpaste on the bristles. It shouldn’t have surprised Poppy. She knew CJ was lean but strong and the woman had made it a point to visit the on-site gym almost daily, still Poppy was delighted with the moment of playfulness, with feeling tiny when so frequently she felt too big in too many ways.

Her emotions felt too big almost daily. Her fears had fingers and they were digging into her flesh with all they had. Only since she found some structure, some routine with CJ’s calming presence at her side, did those fears slowly begin to release the white-knuckled grip they had been holding on Poppy’s precariously balanced life.

Between evening bath time and morning routines, more and more of Poppy’s belongings ended up in CJ’s room every day until her own room was used for nothing but sleep, and Poppy found that it didn’t upset her one bit.

In fact, she almost asked CJ on several occasions if maybe she could just stay in her room. That maybe they could cuddle in bed at night just like they did on the couch during their now near-nightly Disney movie time. Yet each time she tried to say something to CJ, Poppy found herself shutting down, afraid of the strange, new feelings she was starting to develop for her Daddy.

“What are you most looking forward to today?” CJ asked as she put two perfect pigtails in her Little girl’s hair. Securing each side with a shiny gold bow, she gave Poppy a once-over before shooting her a wink and helping her off the counter top.

Looking at herself in the mirror, Poppy couldn’t help but smile at the reflection she saw staring back at her.

Thanks to her new nightly routine of writing down the tasks she wanted to get done the following day, Poppy was sleeping better at night. With her thoughts on paper, she didn’t have to sit awake until all hours of the morning worrying that she’d forget something, her brain seemingly calmer than it had been in years. The relaxed, rested version of herself in the mirror was just one of the ways her life seemed to have improved since her Daddy came into it.

Poppy’s dedication to seeing her Daddy smile had her eating her vegetables with every meal and drinking more water than she ever had in her entire life. She might now officially know where every bathroom on Rawhide Ranch property was, but it was a small price to pay for clearer skin, healthier habits, and the praise CJ showered her with in return for following the rules.

It was addicting.

And Poppy was terrified that it would all come crashing down when CJ left.

Still, they had a week and a half left together and Poppy was determined to make every second count, starting with today’s Thanksgiving feast.

“I can’t wait to show you some of the crafts I worked on this week! We made these beautiful tablecloths in our basic sewing class, and then we all got to color them with markers. I drew some pictures on one and wrote down all the things I was thankful for. Sadie said her Daddy thought they were so beautiful that they’re gonna be used for the feast today!” Poppy said as she fiddled with the sweet satin dress she wore. She’d begun to more easily sink into Little space with ease in everything from the way she was becoming more comfortable in her childlike dresses and skirts to how her speech shifted when she was feeling particularly silly.

Hitting her just above the knee, today’s dress was a pretty rust color and had fall-colored leaves embroidered around the hemline. Poppy loved the little white-lace socks and pristine sparkly shoes, and the sight of her Caregiver’s smile reflected in the mirror tugged at something deep inside Poppy’s heart.

“I can’t wait to see all of it, kitten,” CJ said as she ran some styling product through her hair.

“Are you sure? You don’t look too excited,” Poppy said, trying not to let the fleeting look she’d seen run across CJ’s face threaten her joy of the day.

“I’m quite positive,” CJ assured her, turning from the mirror. “I was just wondering if the Ranch has an on-site barber shop I could visit. My hair grows so quickly, and while I’m pretty easygoing, when it comes to my hair, I can be a bit meticulous.”

Poppy smiled in relief. “There’s a salon if that will work, though I’d like to say you’re beautiful no matter how your hair looks, Daddy.”

This time, CJ’s smile lit her entire face. “Aren’t you just the sweetest Little ever.” Holding out her hand, she added, “Lead me to these beautiful tablecloths.”

It felt like it took forever for the pair to reach the lobby. Of course, Poppy knew it didn’t take any more than the few minutes it always took to get to the heart and soul of the Ranch from their guest suite, but with the excitement in her belly, a day filled with her friends, yummy food ahead, and her Daddy at her side, she was beyond ready to get the festivities started.

She tugged at CJ’s arm, impatiently hurrying toward the oversized double-sided fireplace where several of her friends stood in various forms of equally adorable attire.

There were Littles in diapers and with sippy cups standing with their Caregivers. One young person wore an adorable puppy collar and matching ears while another Little she had yet to meet had on the most appropriately themed onesie reading gobble till you wobble. Throughout the lobby, stations had been set up hosting everything from a craft station with colorful tissue paper and handprint turkeys for Littles to create to a cookie-decorating station manned by Rawhide Ranch’s esteemed chef, Connor Blackburn.

Poppy briefly hoped that Chef Connor’s famous chocolate mousse was on the Thanksgiving dessert menu—she’d happily snack on that over pumpkin pie any day. And, for the sake of any misbehaving Littles, she also hoped that the man had left his often-complained-about wooden spoons back in the kitchen where they belonged.

Hayleigh, Chef Connor’s Little, came bounding up to Poppy and CJ, throwing her arms around her friend with a squeal that had several guests looking their way while chuckling fondly over the antics of the two girls who were acting like long-lost friends. While in reality, it had been less than twelve hours since the friends had last seen one another. Regardless, their energy was infectious and CJ laughed at the pair.

“Come on,” Hayleigh chirped like a happy little bird. “Let’s go make turkeys together before it’s time for the feast!”

With hopeful eyes aimed at her Daddy, Poppy looked to CJ for permission. And when her Caregiver granted it with a gentle nod and firm reminder that she would be watching Poppy from across the room, the pair of Littles scampered across the lobby to meet up with Sadie, Billy, Seth, and a few other Littles Poppy had been getting to know over the last week and a half.

[image: ]


CJ

The giggle of Littles was doing simply that—laughing and squealing with such joy that it nearly broke CJ’s heart. Already, she was thinking of reasons to stay at Rawhide Ranch past her check-out date. Grasping for any reason to keep Poppy in her life.

“You look like you’re in way over your head over there. Need a friendly ear?”

A woman with coppery-red hair and piercing blue eyes walked up to CJ where she was standing idly off to the side. It wasn’t that CJ was uncomfortable around people she didn’t know well, she just preferred to take her time, dipping a toe into the water to test its temperature as opposed to jumping in feet first. CJ gave the newcomer a small, tentative smile. “Just a lot happening here today. I tend to be a little more on the low-key side of things.”

Holding up a clear plastic party cup full of a dark-red punch, the woman clicked her cup against CJ’s. “I’m Amelia. I run the uniform department and help the theater teacher with costumes when they need an extra hand. I also sometimes help with stage productions at the university.”

Instantly recognizing the name, CJ’s smile grew into something genuine. “So you’re the infamous Miss Amelia. I’ve heard a lot about you in my short time here at the Ranch. Poppy has chosen to wear her own clothes while exploring the Littles’ Wing so far, but she has mentioned you on several occasions as going out of your way to help her both in the past and as she’s explored this new side of herself.”

“You know,” Amelia replied with a coy smile. “I could say the same thing about you. Seems you’ve captured the attention of quite a special young lady. She has spoken very highly of you.”

CJ knew better than anyone to assume someone’s gender, sexuality, or preferred kinks. Hell, with her short hair, athletic build, and non-existent chest, she sometimes felt more like a teenaged boy than a fully fledged woman. And while she loved her role as a Caregiver, it was still frequent that she was mistaken as a submissive based on her gender alone. Still, the way Amelia radiated a calm, caring composure in the briefest of interactions, CJ would almost have put money on the woman being a Caregiver, too. It made her feel wonderful to know Poppy had someone else in her corner, someone to help look out for her Little when CJ wasn’t around.

Glancing across the lobby to where Poppy was seated at a table with her head thrown back in side-splitting laughter, CJ responded on a long sigh that told of her internal exhaustion. “Actually, it’s that special young lady who has captured my attention.”

CJ knew their time was running short, still she couldn’t hold back her true feelings for the woman.

Amelia gave her a gentle smile and CJ could tell why Poppy gravitated to the young woman. “I know it isn’t my place to say anything to you,” she said almost shyly, “but you should know that she cares for you. Even if she doesn’t show it in the traditional sense, I can tell that she cares about you deeply. I can’t help but feel like you might be the first person who has ever put this much faith in her. And finally, after three years here at the Ranch, her confidence is slowly starting to show.”

CJ’s initial plan for her time at the Ranch was to escape her past—to escape the hurt the end of her last relationship had caused. And now, after less than two weeks with Poppy, CJ wasn’t any closer to figuring out her next move after leaving the Ranch than she’d been when she’d arrived. But one thing was for sure, she couldn’t lose Poppy.

Not because Poppy needed CJ.

But because CJ needed Poppy.

She needed her Little girl with the sleepy early morning smile and soft, green eyes. CJ needed cozy nights cuddled on the couch, quiet meal time of new and favorite foods, and lazy bath times full of bubbles and giggles in equal amounts.

People had platonic relationships all the time, CJ thought to herself. She could find intimacy outside of her dynamic with Poppy and continue to care for her special Little kitten. If there was any place to find everything she needed, Rawhide Ranch was it. And if Poppy wanted to seek out a romantic relationship outside of their dynamic, well, CJ would just have to be okay with that.

After all, it would mean she could keep her Little, her kitten, her Poppy.

Almost on instinct, CJ began to look for Master Derek as a plan started to form, feeling the need to talk to the man right away. Surely, the Ranch owner would be able to point her in the direction of a place nearby that was open, welcoming, and accommodating to those in the lifestyle.

She had enough savings that she could start a new photography studio and live comfortably for at least half a year. And though her heart was in erotic and boudoir photography, she would gladly take family portraits for the rest of her life if it meant she could keep Poppy nearby.

As fast as she had begun to look for the man, she stopped, realizing there was one huge part of the equation that needed to be factored into her plan before she could begin to put it into place. CJ needed to talk to Poppy, to see if she even wanted CJ in her life longer than the few days they had left together. Because if Poppy didn’t want to continue their dynamic, all of CJ’s frantic planning would be for naught.

The soft, melodic laugh of Amelia had her turning her head back to the other woman she had momentarily forgotten existed. “Slow down there, friend. I can see the smoke coming out of your ears. Look around, CJ. Take in the magic of this place and enjoy the holiday. Everything has a way of working out exactly as it’s supposed to. Especially at Rawhide Ranch.”

And CJ wanted to believe her.

But when she turned back to where Poppy had previously sat, the chair was now vacant, and she couldn’t help the sinking feeling that settled in her stomach as her entire world came crashing down.


CHAPTER 9
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Poppy

Of all the stupid things Poppy had done in her life, this was by far the absolute stupidest.

Worse than when she was running late and accidentally loaded the dishwasher at her then-boyfriend’s with dish soap that was supposed to be used in the sink. Her boyfriend at the time called to yell at her when he walked into his postage-stamp-sized apartment to find it nearly filled to the brim with soapy suds. Poppy hadn’t used a dishwasher since, insisting on using the sink and a little good, old-fashioned elbow grease.

It was worse than when she tried to do laundry for her dad and brothers for the first time at the age of ten, mixing all the clothes and towels together instead of separating out the light and dark colors. The entire load ended up looking like it had been dyed with Pepto Bismol thanks to some new red towels, and Poppy had spent almost three months’ allowance paying back her family for the shirts, socks, and underwear that had been ruined in the form of extra chores and what little allowance she made.

But this time, as the wind whipped against her bare arms and legs, she couldn’t think of anything else as bad as what she had gotten herself into as she ran toward what she thought was the main resort building of the Ranch.

As she had sat around the table in the lobby with her Little friends just a short time earlier, she had a horrible realization that she had stashed a special Thanksgiving gift for CJ back in the safety of her dorm room at Rawhide Ranch University but had yet to retrieve it. Sure, she could have kept it in her suite in the guest wing of the Ranch she had been sharing with CJ, but she hadn’t been sure she was brave enough to want to share what she had created just yet and hadn’t wanted CJ to stumble upon it unexpectedly. Keeping it in her dorm room assured that until she was ready, she could keep the secret gift to herself.

And part of Poppy knew she should have told her Daddy instead of whispering quietly into the ear of Seth, swearing him not to tattle on her before she made a beeline for the nearest tunnel entrance and ran toward her dorm room at full speed. But she so desperately wanted to surprise CJ, and telling her that she needed to go to her dorm would have only ended with more questions Poppy didn’t want to answer just yet.

It was easy to get to her dorm through the warmth of the tunnel system, but the fear of being caught and taken back to her Daddy without what she was on her way to retrieve was too great. Twice, she ducked into a nearby offshoot, waiting for workers of the Ranch to pass her by, only moving again when she was sure the coast was clear like some kind of double-agent secret spy.

Once she completed her task, with the present that was just as much for CJ as it was for Poppy tucked safely into the pocket on her dress, she took the stairs to the main level from her third-floor dorm. Pushing out into the cold, she knew she should have gone back the way she came through the warm tunnels. But she could still almost make out the silhouette of the main Ranch building from where she stood outside the university and knew she could make it there faster if she simply ran between the two structures. Running toward the building, she gasped when the first bits of slushy snow slipped between her shoe and foot, the icy cold taking her breath away as it soaked through her thin, lace sock.

The wind picked up, howling around her in an ominous swirl of white, oversized, fat snowflakes. Looking up, Poppy realized she could no longer see the main resort building and her heart sank at the thought that she might not be able to get back to where her Daddy had left her—back to where soon, her Daddy would certainly realize she was missing.

Tears as fat as the snowflakes clung to her lashes like tiny icicles and snot ran from her nose in the most unladylike moment of her life. Poppy’s heart was racing and she ran as fast as her short legs would allow, praying to whatever deity resided in the sky that she would soon run into a building—any building—where she could seek shelter until the snow let up.

In that moment, everything Poppy and CJ worked so hard to accomplish over their short time together was forgotten. Poppy couldn’t have staved off the panic attack that smacked into her with full-force if her life depended on it. As she continued to move, she tried desperately to suck in the breath her body was demanding. Every inch of her frame shook with fear and shame and embarrassment and disappointment.

So much disappointment.

She let herself cry into the cold air around her, not bothering to hold back the sobs that came from deep within her chest to shake her entire frame almost as much as the cold air around her made her shiver.

And when she couldn’t hold it back any longer, she found the nearest bush that had been covered with fresh fallen snow and emptied the contents of her stomach behind it, vowing she would never again eat a breakfast of blueberry pancakes as long as she lived.

Using the newly fallen snow that continued to fall in droves, Poppy tried but failed to rinse out her mouth. And when she finally admitted defeat and sank to the ground, she didn’t even feel the cold snow as it packed firmly under her bare legs.

“Poppy!”

The voice was faint, but she knew it could only be one person.

Because after all, there had only been one person who had never given up on Poppy. Who would have realized she was missing and came to find her. Who believed in her and wanted to see her thrive unlike everyone else in her life who had been content to mistreat her and watch her fall by the wayside. And though it had been but a short time, Poppy needed that person in this moment more than she had ever needed anyone before.

“Daddy!” She mustered up the strength she could find in her weak, frigid body, yelling into the wind that whipped the storm around her. “Daddy, I’m over here!”

For a moment she didn’t hear a thing and her heart plummeted, sure that she had conjured the voice of her Daddy from somewhere in her overactive imagination. But then it was there again. “Poppy, kitten! Keep yelling for me until I get to you!”

That was exactly what Poppy did.

Over and over again, she found the strength, yelling to her Daddy who was somewhere out in the unexpected blizzard, searching for her.

And when CJ finally reached Poppy and fell to the ground at her feet after what felt like hours, Poppy didn’t hesitate before throwing herself into the arms of her Daddy, a chorus of I’m so sorry and I never meant to disobey you falling from her chattering, nearly blue lips.

“I’ve got you,” CJ told her, rocking her in the snow that seemed to let up around the pair as suddenly as it had begun. “You’re safe, kitten. Daddy’s got you. But let’s get you inside and warmed up, sweetheart. Come on, it’s not safe out here for Little girls to be wandering alone.”

Poppy was so cold.

A frigid ball of ice a moment away from shattering into a million frozen fractals.

Her bones were aching as CJ helped her to her feet, and when her Daddy draped a coat around Poppy’s shoulders, she breathed in not only relief, but the spicy, crisp scent of pine she knew wasn’t from the trees that surrounded the Ranch but from the woman next to her who’d stolen Poppy’s heart in an unexpected way.

Together, they took about thirty steps before the rear of the guest building came into view. Had Poppy not been frozen to the bone, she might have laughed at how silly it was. That she had panicked, thinking that she was surely lost to the Ranch’s frozen landscape when in actuality she was mere feet away.

CJ maneuvered Poppy away from the main lobby, instead escorting her to the suite the women had been sharing. “What… what are we doing back here?” Poppy asked, her straight, white teeth still chattering as her body slowly came back to a more reasonable temperature.

“You’re soaked to the bone from the snow, sweetheart. At the very least, we need to get you changed into some dry clothes. However, I think it might be best if we spent the rest of the day as just the two of us. You’ve had quite a bit of excitement already and we need to address what happened.”

Poppy knew CJ was right, but she wanted to be with her friends. She wanted to decorate cookies and eat turkey. Wanted to watch A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving in the theater and eat way too many sweets as everyone at the Ranch took turns divulging what they were most thankful for around the double-sided fireplace later in the evening.

But as with everything else in her short life, she had ruined that possibility when she defied one of the few rules her gentle, caring Daddy had put in place for no other reason than Poppy’s own safety.

She deserved whatever punishment CJ thought Poppy deserved.

Just like she had deserved everything else that had happened to her in her life.

Every bump in the road and hardship she had faced, Poppy had certainly brought upon herself by her not paying attention. By not being smart enough, brave enough, good enough.

Opening the door to their suite, CJ led Poppy directly to Poppy’s bedroom and instructed her to strip down. While Poppy complied, CJ pulled a thick pair of sweatpants and an oversized sweatshirt out of the closet. They were a pair Poppy brought with her from her dorm, wearing them often before she had started sinking more and more into Little space and started spending more time wearing appropriately themed and often colorful clothes. But after what Poppy had been through in the cold, CJ—while still in Daddy mode—was apparently more concerned with the warmth and safety of her Little than she was with what Poppy wore to play the part of her sweet, innocent Little girl.

CJ dressed Poppy in silence, sliding two pairs of fuzzy socks over her feet for added warmth. And while the Caregiver might have most recently lived in the tropical climate of Florida, she knew enough about frostbite to know what signs to look out for as she tended to her Little.

Still not using words, she took Poppy’s hand in hers and walked her to the couch in the living room before instructing her to sit down. Only once Poppy sat, did CJ turn on the electric fireplace. Then, she moved around their suite, pulling every blanket and pillow she could find off beds and piling them into a heap on the floor of the living room. Finally, when satisfied with the nest she created, she sat on the ground.

“Come here, kitten.”

Like the awkward, oversized child she often felt like, Poppy scurried off the couch and onto the ground. CJ pulled Poppy between her legs, layering soft blankets over their still chilly bodies.

“You really scared me today, Poppy.” CJ’s voice was far wobblier than Poppy expected. She expected to hear disappointment in her Daddy’s voice, but instead, she only heard fear as the other woman continued to speak. “I thought I had lost you. When I finally got it out of your friends where you had gone, I was angry with you for not telling me, but I would have been okay with having that conversation about our rules and boundaries with you and moving on.”

CJ’s arms tightened around Poppy as she sighed, holding her Little closer to her chest. “But then I remembered the day I checked into the Ranch. It had been snowing that day, too. And when I was standing at the check in desk, this beautiful, blonde woman came bounding through the lobby covered in freshly fallen snow. I couldn’t help but stare at the girl—she took my breath away with these gorgeous, big eyes and cheeks that were rosy from the chilly wind outside. And you want to know what I thought that day, Poppy?”

Poppy’s head nodded. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Sorry. Yes, Daddy. I would like to know what you thought that day.”

“Much better,” CJ said, lightly trailing her fingers through Poppy’s hair that had begun to dry in a tangled, blonde mess. “I thought that as beautiful as that young woman was, her jacket was too thin. That she needed gloves and a hat. That she needed someone to look after her, to care for her, to nurture her, to correct her, and to guide her with gentle punishment when necessary.”

Poppy swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. She had known that she had earned a punishment after the stunt she pulled, but she still didn’t know if she was ready for what she knew she had earned.

“I take it back,” Poppy said, pouting though she knew CJ couldn’t see her face. “I really didn’t need to know what it was that you were thinking that day.”

CJ chuckled and Poppy felt the smallest bit of tension leave her body as she sank back against her Daddy.

And despite her hesitation, if there was anyone she trusted to walk her through the next step of this unique type of dynamic, it was CJ. The woman with the gentle voice who helped to calm Poppy’s nerves when frazzled. The woman who saw Poppy not for who she was, but for who she could be. The Caregiver—the Daddy—Poppy had never known she needed.

Together they sat in silence for several minutes, the only sound the quiet crackling of the artificial fire burning a few feet away. Poppy knew a punishment was coming and she was resigned to the fact.

Still, she wasn’t exactly nervous for what was to come. Sure, Poppy knew she probably wasn’t going to be able to sit comfortably for a few days, but not only had she put herself in harm’s way, even worse, she had truly scared her Daddy. The shame in knowing she had let CJ down was worse than any punishment she could ever receive.

“You finally warming up?”

Poppy nodded against CJ. “Almost like it never happened.”

CJ chuckled. “You are truly a clever Little girl right down to your core, aren’t you?” Without waiting for Poppy to respond, CJ continued, “Nice try, kitten, but you’re not getting out of your punishment that easily. Stand up for me, Poppy.”

Poppy stood as asked and turned toward CJ, standing between her Daddy’s outstretched legs. CJ took Poppy’s hands in hers, fixing her with a heavy gaze. “This is what’s going to happen, sweetheart. I’ve never been the type of Daddy who ruled with an iron fist. Instead, I prefer to guide and gently correct, nurturing my partner as they grow in both our relationship and dynamic together. But, kitten, your mistake was an egregious error that could have had deadly consequences and as such it needs to be dealt with in a manner that will leave a lasting impact.”

Poppy swallowed hard, the guilt eating at her at the disappointment and fear she’d caused CJ to feel.

“First, you’re going to go and stand in that corner for five minutes, okay? While you’re standing there, think about why you are receiving this punishment. Then, you’re going to lay over my lap and take the spanking that you earned by disobeying my rules. Before bed, you’re going to journal about what happened today as well as write your affirmations. Tomorrow morning, we’ll discuss them together. How does that sound, Poppy?”

A few tears trickled from Poppy’s eyes before she could stop them. “I think that sounds fair,” she said in a shaky voice, the nerves that were previously non-existent now forefront in her mind. “I’m just very sorry I made you mad. I really didn’t mean it.”

“Listen to me, Poppy,” CJ always spoke with a firm tone that made people listen. It was one of the things Poppy loved most about her Daddy, one of the things that made her feel warm and fuzzy in a way usually reserved for those she was intimate with. “I might have been a lot of things this afternoon, but I was never mad at you. Upset with you for leaving without telling me and then coming back through the blizzard? Absolutely. I felt fear when I knew you were likely lost in the storm, despair when I first called for you and didn’t hear a thing, and frustrated that I couldn’t get to you fast enough once I heard your voice. But not once, sweetheart, was I mad at you. I may not have liked your actions, but I was never mad at you.”

Poppy’s lower lip trembled, but she gave a nod as she whispered, “Yes, Daddy.”

With a somber smile, CJ nodded to the corner. “Over you go.”

Poppy positioned herself in the corner, her nose nearly touching the wall. She felt ridiculous—twenty-seven with her nose in the corner like a naughty, little girl. Then again, she knew that was part of the punishment. She’d acted like a child when she’d run to the dorm without telling her Daddy, it was only fair she was treated like one while being punished, too.
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CJ

While Poppy stood in the corner, CJ cleaned the blankets from the floor, placing them back on their respective beds and gently folding one over the back of the couch. Then she took her spot on the chaise section of the couch, sitting on the spot usually reserved for a person’s legs while they were reclining. CJ took several deep breaths, cleansing herself of the fear she’d felt earlier today when Poppy was found to be missing. The most important thing she knew to keep in mind, was never to take her own emotions out on her Little during a punishment.

She was pretty sure Poppy would also swear the time went slower for them than the other, but in just a few minutes, CJ was beckoning Poppy to the couch. Her Little still had red-rimmed eyes from crying, her cheeks were stained with tear tracks, and no matter how hard she tried, her lower lip trembled. Yet CJ thought this was the most beautiful Poppy had ever been with her sense of vulnerability on display for her Daddy in such a raw, naked way.

“Pants off, Poppy. Naughty Little girls get bare-bottomed spankings.”

For a split second, CJ expected Poppy to call red. To safeword out and bring their entire dynamic to a screeching halt.

But then, with arms as shaky as her trembling lower lip, Poppy pulled her sweatpants down, leaving the two pairs of thick socks on her still chilled feet. CJ had forgotten that she hadn’t given Poppy panties to put on when they returned to the suite and when the cool air hit her Little’s bare flesh, she gasped. CJ wondered if it was simply from cold, or perhaps it came from the odd combination of anxiety and exhilaration that she believed was coursing through Poppy’s body.

“Come here and lie across my lap.” CJ’s voice was thick and felt gritty as sandpaper.

Poppy positioned herself over CJ’s lap, her movements a bit awkward, and once again, CJ saw the adult woman as the naughty Little she’d been. As she laid her palm on Poppy’s bare bottom which was on display for her Daddy, she felt the Little tremble slightly and hoped that helped calm any lingering embarrassment.

And when CJ’s hand came down across her bare skin for the first time without warning, it was as if her Little’s entire body came alive.

“Ah!” Poppy gasped out. “That hurt!”

CJ smiled but kept the chuckle to herself. “I know, kitten, it’s supposed to hurt. It’s supposed to help serve as a reminder to be more cognizant of your safety. Next time, you’ll remember this punishment and hopefully, you’ll take a second to think about your actions before you make such rash decisions as running outside in a blizzard without telling me first.”

Again, CJ’s palm came down on Poppy’s bare skin and again, Poppy protested. “I promise I won’t do it ever again!”

“I know you won’t, Poppy. But you still have to take the rest of your punishment. Now hold still.”

Without waiting for a response, CJ spanked Poppy again. She alternated between Poppy’s cheeks, varying her strength just as she varied the placement. And when Poppy’s skin began to turn a flushed pink, she checked in with her Little, smiling when the woman looked up at her with a small smile on her lips, the word green barely understandable around the fit of squirmy giggles that left Poppy’s body.

“Don’t laugh too much, sweetheart. That was just your warmup.”

All traces of humor left Poppy’s body and she tensed on CJ’s lap.

And this time, when CJ’s hand came down against Poppy’s skin, CJ knew the impact ricocheted through Poppy’s entire body. Experience told her that every nerve in her Little’s body was vibrating as her backside grew hotter and hotter until it felt like it was on fire, like she was on fire.

“Remember, Poppy,” CJ said as she landed a particular brutal swat to the back of Poppy’s thigh. “This isn’t because I’m mad at you or disappointed in you. This punishment has nothing to do with my feelings and emotions and everything to do with your own actions. Do you understand that?”

“Yes,” Poppy said.

Another swat to the same exact spot had her howling into the suite. “Yes, Daddy,” she yelled into the room.

“That’s it, sweet girl.” CJ rubbed and kneaded the globes of Poppy’s ass, surprised when the woman on top of her moaned in response. It sent a pulse of electricity straight to CJ’s clit which she immediately pushed aside. This was about Poppy, not her own needs. She could get herself off in bed later after she finished with her sweet Little.

“Five more, Poppy. Count them for me.”

“One!” Poppy screamed as the first of her last five spanks fell against her skin. Tears began to fall, but with the tears something else happened.

“Two,” she sobbed with her face pressed into the couch, squirming and squealing and doing anything but giggling now. “Three!”

CJ knew the exact moment Poppy’s entire body went lax, the fear her Little felt earlier leaving her body along with the embarrassment of getting stuck in the storm, the loathing she felt toward herself all lessening as she fully gave her body over to her Daddy.

“Four,” the number was a cracked syllable, Poppy’s voice barely recognizable.

And just before CJ’s hand came down the last time, before Poppy could brace herself for the pain of CJ’s flesh connecting with her own, CJ said the words that she knew Poppy had always yearned to hear, that she needed to hear in that moment more than ever. “You’re worth it Poppy, so worth it.”

With that, CJ’s palm landed against Poppy’s ass one last time, the hardest blow of all landing in the same exact place the last had landed. Poppy’s backside was crimson and hot to the touch, well used as a palette for CJ’s unique blend of care. The Little screamed a broken sob, taking in several deep breaths before weakly croaking out, “Five.”

Ever so gently, CJ tended to Poppy’s backside. First, it was with a gentle touch before liberally spreading a thick cream over Poppy’s reddened skin that she had thankfully thought ahead to bring back to the couch with her before they started Poppy’s punishment. Her heart broke each time Poppy made a small whimper or moan, but CJ knew the aftercare was necessary. That her Little deserved to be pampered, especially after having her backside reddened for the first time in a proper punishment.

“You did such a good job, Poppy. You took your punishment like such a brave girl and you made me incredibly proud of you.”

Poppy turned on CJ’s lap, wincing when her raw bottom came in contact with her Daddy’s muscly thighs. It seemed to have surprised her every time CJ held her close or cuddled with Poppy that despite CJ being significantly smaller than Poppy in weight, she never felt like she was truly too big to be on her Daddy’s lap. CJ knew it was comforting in a way Poppy had never known she was missing.

Surprising CJ, Poppy settled deeper into CJ’s lap, looping her arms around her Daddy. Poppy nuzzled her face into CJ’s neck, her warm breath sending chills over CJ’s body. “I’m happy it was you.”

“Happy what was me?” CJ asked, confused as to what exactly Poppy had been babbling about in her post-punishment comedown.

Poppy pressed back enough to look at CJ in the eyes, an unfamiliar electric heat blazing somewhere in the depths. Their gazes clashed in a sea of greens and browns and all the colors of the rainbow in between while unspoken words hung heavy in the air between them.

I’m happy you were my first Daddy.

I’m happy you were the first person to give me my first spanking.

I’m happy you were the first person to ever truly see me for who I really am.

Neither CJ nor Poppy would ever be able to say who moved first.
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Poppy

Before Poppy knew what was happening, her lips were on CJ’s lips, on her Daddy’s lips. She moaned into CJ’s mouth when the woman opened for her without pretense, as if CJ had been thinking of kissing Poppy all along. And for some reason, that thought made Poppy throb between her legs.

Between her naked legs. Naked legs that were wrapped around another woman, with no underwear between Poppy’s bare heat and the jeans of her Daddy.

It should have felt weird or foreign. Poppy shouldn’t have wanted more, shouldn’t have been desperate for her Daddy to take off the sweatshirt that still covered the upper half of her body, leaving her naked and exposed and vulnerable to CJ in far more ways than she had when the two shared in quiet, sometimes silly moments together during bath time.

But there was no awkwardness, no fear or embarrassment. Just a need to be closer to her Daddy, to envelop the woman underneath her in a way that made Poppy feel desperate.

Until CJ pulled back, searching Poppy’s eyes with a confused, lust-drunk gaze that left Poppy wanting more all over again. “What are we doing?”

Panic flooded Poppy and she tried to pull away. Of course, CJ’s strength kept her Little firmly in place. “Stop automatically going to the worst case scenario, Poppy. I just need to know where your head is at, sweetheart. As far as I know from any conversation we’ve had, I am not someone you would usually find yourself attracted to. And I’m not saying you were the one to move first or that I was, or that this was fueled by anything but the adrenaline of our extremely intense day together. But if you want what just happened to happen again, we need to have a serious conversation first, and I don’t think you’re currently in the headspace to have that talk right now.”

With the simple words from CJ, Poppy felt her fears calm. She wasn’t sure what had happened between her and her Daddy, but she wanted more. More of knowing that CJ cared for her in a way that extended beyond their dynamic, more of the punishment that while hurting in the moment, left her reeling with a sense of rested euphoria that she couldn’t remember ever feeling before.

And while she had never thought of a woman romantically before, she certainly wanted more of those kisses that CJ pressed against her lips in firm, guiding ways. In fact, if the wetness between her legs was any indication, Poppy wanted a lot more than just kisses from her Daddy.

The pads of CJ’s fingers traced Poppy’s jaw as she turned her Little’s face back toward her own. “I can already see the gears in that overactive brain of yours working overtime, sweetheart. Rest assured, neither of us did anything wrong. Crossing a platonic boundary is just something I wasn’t expecting when I entered into this dynamic. But believe me, Poppy, there is nothing I want more than to kiss you again.”

Poppy smiled, all soft and sleepy, the endorphins from her ordeal starting to wear off as her eyelids grew heavy. “I think I want to kiss you again, too.”

CJ smiled softly and of all the smiles Poppy had seen in their time together, this smile was her absolute favorite. “We’ll talk about it once you’re rested and make sure you still feel the same. Come on, kitten, time for a nap.”

Together they crossed into Poppy’s bedroom and when she was positioned in bed, CJ pulled up the soft comforter around her Little. Realizing she’d left Poppy’s wet dress on the floor when they entered and changed in haste while searching for warmth, she crossed the room and picked it up.

“Wait!” Poppy yelled from across the room. “Can you bring that here before you put it with my laundry?”

With a curious look aimed at her Little, CJ handed the dress to Poppy.

“Close your eyes.”

CJ raised an eyebrow in Poppy’s direction. “And just who is in charge here, little miss?”

“Puh-leaseeee close your eyes, Daddy.” Poppy hoped the little, whiny, pout could get the sternest of Daddies to loosen her reins.

With a dramatic flourish, CJ closed her eyes, acting like the simple task was a monumental ordeal. Poppy giggled, sneaking the present for her Daddy into her hand. “Okay, here you go.”

CJ took the still-damp dress back and added it to the pile of laundry in the bathroom then crossed back over to where Poppy laid cocooned in bed like the sweetest little crepe.

“Want to tell me what was hidden in your dress that you so desperately needed?”

Poppy’s cheeks went hot and she was sure she was red as a firetruck careening toward a five-alarm fire at full speed with lights and sirens aglow. “It’s what I went to my dorm to get earlier. But I’m kinda embarrassed about it now.”

Daddy sat on the side of Poppy’s bed, an earnest look etched onto her angular yet soft, kind face. “Sweetheart, as long as whatever you have isn’t going to harm you or someone else, you don’t need to tell me what it is. But, I would really like it if you did. You can trust me, Poppy. Let me be your person.”

With a shaky hand, Poppy lifted her arm out from under her blanket. She opened her palm to CJ to show her an adult-sized pacifier. It was purple, glittery and sparkly, and everything feminine and girly rolled up into one. In the middle of the pacifier was a small, fluffy kitten with a tiny bow in its hair.

Curious eyes met Poppy’s. “Where did that come from?”

Poppy suddenly felt shy. She also felt so different than the angry woman she’d been when she first began meeting with CJ at the start of their dynamic. She nibbled on her bottom lip, scrunching up her nose in embarrassment. “I saw a few Littles using them during our craft time and I got to thinking about wanting to decorate and try one, too. I wasn’t sure that I would be brave enough, so I hid it in my dorm room so you wouldn’t stumble upon it in our suite.”

“Well, sweetheart,” CJ’s voice was heavy with the gravity of the situation. “Thank you for being such a brave girl and sharing this desire with me. You certainly picked out and decorated the perfect paci for yourself. Would you like to try it out while you take a nap now?”

Poppy nodded with a small smile on her sleepy face. In response, CJ took the pacifier from her Little and coaxed it between Poppy’s parted lips. “Just remember, if you don’t like using it, you don’t have to. That’s a decision only you can make. But no matter what you decide, I’m here to support you.”

Continuing their tradition, CJ bent down and placed a kiss against Poppy’s temple. “Try to get some sleep, sweet girl.”

And when CJ was almost at the door, Poppy’s voice stopped her. “Do you think that maybe you could lie with me until I fall asleep?”
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CJ

A smile spread across CJ’s face, her heart simultaneously soaring at this new side of her Little while dreading that this would all be over when Poppy awoke, clearheaded and unclouded by the need for post-punishment comfort. But right now, she could give Poppy what she needed as long as it didn’t cross any of their previously agreed-upon boundaries.

Honestly, it was exactly what CJ needed too.

“Yeah, sweetheart. I can lie with you until you fall asleep.”

CJ crawled into bed alongside Poppy, pulling her soft body against CJ’s own firm muscle, the big spoon to her adorable Little. And as Poppy’s breath evened out as she fell into a deep, restful sleep, CJ couldn’t help but think back to what Poppy had told her before Poppy’s punishment started.

Extracting herself from around Poppy was hard, her body and mind both desperate to stay. But she had plans to rearrange and changes to make.

She looked back at Poppy’s sleeping form from the doorway, taking one last look at her Little before closing the door behind her.

And with her back pressed against the closed door, CJ said the words aloud that Poppy was still slightly too afraid to say out loud, but more than willing to speak with her eyes, her body, her soul.

“I’m glad it was you, too, kitten. I’m glad it was you.”


CHAPTER 10
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Poppy

“So you’re gonna go for it, right?”

Poppy looked toward where Billy sat at the table in the cafeteria. He was on his fifteen-minute break and had snuck out to sit with his Little friends when they arrived for lunch from their classrooms. It had been two days since Thanksgiving. Two days since Poppy had gotten lost in the snow, resulting in what had been by far the worst panic attack of her life. And while her bottom was no longer tender, her cheeks—on her face and not her backside—still flushed when she thought back to the punishment and subsequent kiss she shared with her Daddy.

Her friends hadn’t thought it was strange when she confided in them about the steamy kiss she shared with CJ. Where Poppy was worried that they might have thought it was silly that she was suddenly experiencing an attraction to a woman for the first time at twenty-seven, she was instead met with nothing but kindness and understanding. Poppy had known there were many ways people showed love and that loving someone of the same gender was just as natural as loving someone of the opposite sex like she thought she had in the past. Yet hearing that her friends understood and accepted her as well, made her feel a little more at ease over her rapidly changing feelings for the woman she had known for just a few short days.

But still, even after she told CJ that she was confident she wanted to try a dynamic that wasn’t strictly platonic, Poppy was nervous. Thankfully, CJ had been patient with this change, as she had been with every other challenge Poppy had thrown her Daddy’s way.

“She’s leaving Rawhide Ranch in a little more than a week. And I already like her soooo much,” Poppy whined. Her chest felt tight and she wanted to run, but her spot on the far side of the table made it nearly impossible to leave until those around her did so first. She’d taken the seat on purpose, trying to gradually push herself out of her comfort zone by putting herself in a place she couldn’t easily escape. But now that she was here and forced to face her fears, Poppy wished she would have stayed with her usual spot at the end of a table where she could have left without being blocked by several other people.

Finally, realizing she hadn’t finished her train of thought, Poppy continued, “I want to give CJ so much more than I already have, but I’m worried what it will do to my heart when she leaves.”

From around the table, several pairs of eyes looked at her with sympathy. “I think the only thing you really can do is to talk to her,” a newer Little to the Ranch, Mindy, said. “I know it’s hard to have the scary conversations, but sometimes, we have to have those conversations to save our hearts from getting hurt in the long run.”

It was solid advice Poppy thought she should heed.

Picking up her fork, Poppy shoveled a mouthful of creamy mac and cheese into her mouth before following it up with a big gulp of milk. “She hasn’t even kissed me since that night. Not even after I told her I was sure I wanted her in that way.”

Billy pushed up from his side of the table, his break time nearing an end. “Have you ever thought that maybe your Daddy is just as afraid as you are? That maybe she is having the same thought you’re having, just in a different way? Talk to her, Poppy. The worst thing that can happen is that you find out you’re not on the same page. Isn’t it better to find out now before you let your heart get even more involved?”

Sometimes, Poppy thought it was obnoxious that her newfound group of friends were as intelligent as they were. In the past, it would have bothered her, made her feel like she was worthy of less than the rest of the group. But thanks to the help of her daily affirmations, she was beginning to accept that people had different strengths. And that while hers might not have been in having the hard conversations face-to-face, she did wonderfully when it came to other things like helping others and written communication. “I know, you’re right.”

With an adorable wink, Billy walked back behind the counter of the cafeteria like the sage Little he was. “I know. I always am!”

Poppy had expected the day to drag on. She was pleasantly surprised when the bell to her last class rang, signaling the end of another day in the Littles’ Wing. Running to CJ who waited for her at the end of the hall, Poppy quickly changed her pace to a walk when a nearby teacher sternly reminded her of the policy to walk like a proper Little girl when in the Littles’ Wing of the Ranch.

She looped her arms around her Daddy’s neck, snuggling in close to the familiar scent of the person she had come to cherish most in the entire world.

“Hey there, kitten. How was school today?” CJ’s voice was like hot tea on a cold day. Soothing and warm, comforting and comfortable.

Together, they talked about their day as they walked hand and hand, sharing stories about classes they had taken and people they had spent time with.

And as the floor beneath their feet changed from the stark, white tile of the Littles’ Wing back to the rich, warm wood of the resort, Poppy felt the anxiety of her decision to talk to her Daddy begin to skyrocket. “I actually do have something that I’d really like to talk to you about...”

[image: ]


CJ

CJ replied with a soft chuckle. “I can always tell when you’re feeling anxious about something by the sweet way you trail off at the end of your sentences like that. You know you have nothing to worry about, sweetheart. Would you like to go somewhere nice and quiet and talk to me in a more private setting?”

With a nod and a quietly spoken yes, Poppy and CJ walked until they found themselves in front of the large all-season greenhouse that was a recent addition to the grounds of the Ranch. The oversized structure was open for guests to visit and was a source of the delicious leafy greens, numerous other vegetables, fruits, and a plentiful amount of herbs that were served throughout the Ranch. Several classes were in the works for guests and residents to learn about creating their own potted gardens and gardening with limited space, as well as botany and flower arranging. While the greenhouse was generally a quiet location, mainly visited by staff working the various kitchens, it was nearly deserted now in late November despite its perfectly temperature-controlled environment and flourishing plants that spread around the room as if spilled from the pages of a fancy gardening magazine.

Several seating areas had been carved out among the crops that grew in a variety of stages of maturation. And when the women took a seat next to one another on a wrought-iron bench, CJ swore she could smell not only Poppy’s powder-fresh scent that she had come to love, but the late-spring smell of tomatoes ripening on the vine that had no worldly reason to be in the late-November air of any place within the state lines of a cold, blustery Montana.

“What do I always tell you, Poppy?” CJ asked seriously.

Tangling her fingers in her lap, Poppy tried yet failed to meet her Daddy’s eyes with her own. “That I have nothing to be afraid of when it comes to talking with you.”

CJ steadied Poppy’s fingers, seeing the fidgeting for the nervous tic it was. And while she was normally happy to let Poppy fidget—finding it quite adorable and knowing it helped to calm her Little’s nerves—she knew that sometimes, it was also necessary to experience all the emotions, no matter how uncomfortable they made someone feel. “And that’s the God’s honest truth, sweetheart. So what do you say? Tell me what’s on your mind?”

With fingers that were only steady thanks to the woman next to her holding them still, Poppy shut her eyes tight, most likely thinking that maybe if she squeezed them hard enough, the entire moment would simply cease to exist and the embarrassment she seemed to be feeling would disappear.

Her Little had told her that she’d been afraid many times in her life. But CJ truly hoped Poppy wouldn’t be afraid to voice whatever she had to say to her Daddy.

Finally, just as CJ was beginning to think Poppy wouldn’t speak, her Little girl found some of the strength that, as her Daddy, CJ had worked to give her.

Poppy let out a long breath before admitting, “I’m afraid.”

Poppy’s voice was so quiet that CJ nearly missed it over the sounds working around them that sustained life in the greenhouse. Hoses trickled and fans blew warm air. Somewhere in the large building, a fountain played a gentle tune as it cascaded down stone into a koi pond below.

It was Poppy and CJ in the space, the only two souls in sight.

“Are you… afraid of me?” Even to her own ears, CJ’s voice sounded pained, as if a rusty nail had sprung up through the sole of her favorite sneakers.

Evidently, the sound was all Poppy needed to hear to instantly raise her head. “Oh my god, no!” She shook her head almost violently, the pigtails her Daddy had put in her hair that morning bouncing back and forth as she did. “I’m not afraid of you, CJ.”

CJ.

Not Daddy.

For the first time, her name on Poppy’s tongue sounded foreign and CJ hated it. There was no trace of her Little girl in that moment. Poppy was all woman despite the pigtails. Despite the sweet pink leggings and matching top with sparkly text that spelled out Daddy’s Girl.

No, CJ told herself. She would not cry right now. She would not show anything other than love and acceptance to this gentle, sweet woman in front of her who she was sure was about to cut their time short before CJ had a chance to do all the things she wanted to do with Poppy. Before she had the chance to properly kiss Poppy. To taste her. To show her what it felt like to be cherished for the beautiful woman she was.

Finally, after schooling her features and taking several large, centering breaths, she responded. “Then what are you afraid of?”

Poppy stood, pacing back and forth in front of the bench before words exploded from her body like a dam that had finally burst under too much pressure from the other side. “I. I… I’m afraid of what happens when you leave, damnit!”

Though CJ had told herself she wouldn’t cry, Poppy’s overactive tear ducts evidently hadn’t received the same memo from Poppy. Her chest heaved as the tears started then continued to fall. “I’m afraid that when you leave, I’m never going to see you again! I’m afraid because in such a short time, you’ve somehow managed to capture this enormous part of my heart that I don’t think I ever truly gave to anyone before now, and now I’m going to be forced to give that up because you live across the country. I’m afraid that you’re going to leave the Ranch and everything I’ve learned about helping myself to do better is going to disappear from my head.”

Her voice was getting louder as she talked, the emotions she had been keeping bottled up for too long exploding from somewhere deep within. It was still about Poppy and CJ, but in that moment, CJ understood it was also about so much more. It was every person who ever made Poppy feel like she was somehow damaged. Every person who used her because of her overwhelming generosity. It was every single ounce of pain that had piled up on her since the day she left her home and came to Rawhide Ranch. “And I don’t want to go back to doing it all on my own, CJ. I can’t go back to doing it all on my own. I’m a mess, I’m still such a fucking mess. But I’m less messy with you and it’s a feeling I’ve needed. I think I’ve searched my entire life to find it and I’m terrified to let it go.”

CJ stood to wrap her arms around Poppy in a bone-crunching hug before she could say another word. She wanted Poppy to remember her Daddy was warm and strong and she was safe, yet it only made her Little sob harder.

“Poppy, my sweet, beautiful kitten. I’m not going to say that I have all the answers, because I certainly sure as shit don’t. But between the two of us, we can figure them out. I’m not going to force you to make all the scary decisions on your own. But I won’t make you false promises and tell you that it will always be easy either. Together, we’ll figure it out.”

“Okay,” Poppy responded. Though the deep crease from between her brow still hadn’t lessened.

“Something else bothering you?”

A small laugh left Poppy, but there was no mirth in the hollow sound. “How do you always know?”

CJ gave Poppy another squeeze, tickling her sides until she was screeching with laughter. “Because Daddies always know what’s wrong with their Little girls.”

Catching her breath, Poppy wiped a tear from her eye—this time a result of the laughter. Still, it seemed her Daddy was right. She was still worried about one other thing. “Why haven’t you kissed me yet?”

It was the first time Poppy had brought up the kiss since they had their heart-to-heart, agreeing that they both felt something special toward one another. Agreeing that they wanted more.

“I-I guess I expected you to be just as excited as I was. Yet nothing has happened except a simple peck on the cheek and the good night kiss to my forehead you always give me when you tuck me into bed at night.”

CJ saw bright red spots appear on her Little’s face and wondered what Poppy was not willing to share, pretty sure it was something quite personal. She wouldn’t pry, but she did need to know exactly what was bothering her.

“Trust me when I tell you, Poppy, that I have not stopped thinking of kissing you again since the second our lips stopped touching. Fuck, sweetheart, I thought you were stunning the first day I saw you in the lobby. And when you nearly coated me in more lettuce than a manatee eats in a day and I saw the look of pure terror on your face? Don’t even get me started. I wanted to run after you and punish you for leaving, I wanted to tickle you until you were squirming with laughter because I couldn’t stand the look of fear in your eyes. I wanted to push you against a wall, dressing and all, and kiss you absolutely fucking senseless.”

CJ’s hands were in Poppy’s hair as she tilted her Little’s face until their eyes were meeting.

Feeling as cherished as CJ made her feel was something Poppy had admitted she’d never experienced. CJ loved how close they were thanks to their relatively even height. Loved how she could slide her long, slim fingers into Poppy’s hair, tugging gently at her scalp offering her an instant and wonderfully needed massage. How Poppy’s heart beat against CJ’s own chest in a perfect thump… thump… thump that seemed to match time with her own. “The only reason I haven’t kissed you again is because I haven’t wanted to push you too far too fast.”

It was an admission of her own and sounded a bit raw and vulnerable, a pain in her own past allowing her to understand the pain and fear in her Little’s. But it didn’t really bother her, she knew they would share everything in time.

“CJ,” Poppy said, “I want you to push me. I want you to push me in all the ways. I know that I am still discovering who I am as a Little as well as who I am within our dynamic—who I am with you. But I’m yours for as long as you’ll have me. Push me. Please.”

It wasn’t an ask but a simple demand that CJ delightfully obliged.

In a split second, CJ had Poppy’s back against a large column that worked to support the oversized greenhouse. And while it was below freezing outside, there was nothing but heat blazing inside the greenhouse as CJ stared at Poppy for as long as it took her to utter her next two sentences. “It’s Daddy. You don’t call me CJ again until I give you permission. Is that understood?”

Poppy squeaked, nodding frantically.

“Words, kitten. Don’t make me take you over my knee right here in the greenhouse. Just imagine, anyone could walk in at any moment and see you getting punished, your rosy backside on display for their wandering eyes.”

Still nodding, Poppy managed a breathy, “Yes, Daddy.”

And then, CJ’s lips were on hers.

This was nothing like their first kiss.

That had been frantic and sloppy. Unpaced and hurried.

But now, CJ took control from the start. And Poppy molded to her Daddy like she had been custom-designed to perfectly fit between the hard column holding her up and the hard body of her Daddy in front of her.

Poppy whimpered when CJ broke the kiss, already desperate for more.

CJ’s muscular thigh slid between Poppy’s shaky legs. This time, CJ was determined to show Poppy just how wanted she was. “Don’t worry, you needy, little thing. I won’t leave you hanging for long. Let’s go, Daddy’s going to show you just how she takes care of her favorite Little girl.”

Laughter filled the greenhouse as Poppy trailed behind CJ, her mind obviously feeling lighter despite the fact that they really hadn’t managed to solve much of anything. But CJ was honored that her Little trusted her Daddy not to steer her wrong, trusted that CJ would keep her safe, and perhaps most importantly of all, trusted CJ would always keep the promises she made.


CHAPTER 11
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CJ

CJ couldn’t help but smile. The last thing she’d expected when she left Master Derek’s office to pick her Little up from class was for the turn of events that led her first to the greenhouse and now to where she stood in her suite, Poppy at her side.

CJ had news she needed to share with Poppy, news that could change the trajectory of their relationship. And she had been on her very way to share that very news with Poppy.

And although her Little had flung herself into CJ’s arms with enthusiastic vigor, she’d immediately known something was off with Poppy. It took all the strength she had in her body to take on Poppy’s problems before sharing news she was so eager to tell, but as it had been with relationships prior, CJ was always willing to focus on her partner before focusing on herself. Though this time, it didn’t feel like a sacrifice, and maybe that was what would make this newly developing relationship last.

Hell, she thought to herself, there would be plenty of time to share and bask in the good news later. Right now, Poppy wanted her, and CJ was not about to wait another minute.

“Green.”

CJ laughed in response to Poppy, the levity of the mood lightening. “You’re an eager little thing, aren’t you?”

Poppy smiled, but it was hesitant. “I know you’re worried about me. That maybe you don’t fully trust that I know what I want. But trust me as much as I’ve learned to put my trust into you. You’re what I want. I don’t think I’ve ever been so sure of something in my entire life.”

Closing the distance between them, Poppy placed her hands on her Daddy’s strong chest. CJ knew she felt different than any of Poppy’s past partners. CJ was sculpted and firm, muscular and lean. But still, Poppy had to know her hands were on a woman. Knew that if she continued to trail her fingers lower, that she would feel the gentle swell of CJ’s small breasts. And from the way Poppy looked at her, CJ had no doubt that Poppy wanted that, wanted to feel CJ… all of CJ.

Poppy’s breath hitched as her hands slid lower. “I want to kiss you again. I want to touch your skin in places I’ve never touched before, taste you in places I’ve only dreamed about since meeting you.”

With near lightning speed, CJ’s hands closed around Poppy’s wrists. “Oh, kitten, you can have all that and more. But we’re going to go slow and take our time. You think you’re desperate for me? Well, I’m fucking hopeless when it comes to you. I can barely sleep at night, waiting until it’s a decent enough hour to wake you just to see your smiling face. I spend nearly every waking moment with you most days and yet I still dream of you at night. You’re under my skin, in my head… you’re in the scent that clings to my clothes and the sounds of laughter that I hear in my mind when I think of you.”

Poppy’s eyes had gone wide, following CJ’s hands as they came to undo the pigtails that were high atop Poppy’s head. CJ lightly tugged at the tresses and loved the moan Poppy let slip free. When her Little blushed and tried to hide her face from her Daddy, CJ wouldn’t allow it. “Don’t even think about it, Poppy. Look at me.”

“I-I’m nervous,” Poppy said on a stutter. “I know I shouldn’t be, but I am.”

Continuing to play with Poppy’s hair, CJ massaged her Little’s scalp with gentle strokes. “It’s you and me, sweetheart. We can do whatever you want to do—whatever you’re comfortable with. And if it turns out that what you are comfortable with is nothing more than what we’ve already done, that’s completely okay, too.”

Some of the tension seemed to leave Poppy’s body at that. Of course, she should know her Daddy would never force her to do anything she was unsure of. But still, it was a new experience and CJ understood new experiences could make even someone without anxiety suddenly anxious.

“I know that. And I trust you.”

CJ’s smile could have thawed whatever was left of the polar ice caps. Slowly, she dropped her hands from Poppy’s hair before dragging Poppy’s pink shirt up and over her head. Thanking her own ingenuity at making sure her Little girl never had on a bra when in Little space, CJ nearly had to wipe the drool from the corner of her mouth as Poppy’s heavy, full breasts came into view. She stepped back, admiring Poppy in her partial state of undress. “Take off your leggings for me, Poppy.”

CJ wondered if the pure lust and desire she felt had anything to do with the fact that, without even a please from her Daddy, Poppy obliged. Perhaps it was seeing how her Daddy looked at her. It was heady and intoxicating to the Little and that was all good with CJ. She hoped Poppy was basking in the knowledge that someone was looking at her with such hunger.

“Yes, Daddy.” The words came easy, as they had since the first day. Still, they sounded different this time. The weight and seriousness of the moment thickened her voice as her pulse point in her throat kicked up even faster, a quick tap, tap, tap CJ would swear Poppy could feel in every cell of her body.

At first, CJ didn’t move. She didn’t speak or react, simply took in Poppy with a look of veneration often reserved for great paintings on Sistine ceilings in romantic cities around the world.

“I have been respectful since the day we started our dynamic. And though it has been short, it has been among the most torturous days of my life.”

Poppy’s eyes snapped to CJ’s in question, and her Daddy continued, “Every fucking day I wanted to look at you more than was appropriate. Every night when I put you in that giant bath, watching you enjoy the bubbles and warm water before slowly dragging that cloth over your body I wanted to touch you more than I ever had any right. I wanted to crawl into that tub with you. I wanted to devour you.”

As if she wasn’t already soaked, wetness flooded the place between Poppy’s thighs where she had her legs tightly pressed together. “Do you still want to devour me?”

Instead of answering with words, CJ was on Poppy. Her long, slim fingers trailed over Poppy’s hot flesh only to be replaced by goosebumps as CJ traded fingers for hot breath before finally… finally placing her lips on Poppy’s skin.

“Ahhh...” Poppy cried out as the electricity coursed through her body.

CJ chuckled, the sound deep in her throat and downright devious. “Oh, this is certainly going to be enjoyable, isn’t it?”

Walking Poppy backward until the backs of her knees hit the mattress, CJ helped Poppy to position herself on the king-sized bed. It was perfect for people wanting to roll and slide, to explore and romp. But this time, they wouldn’t need the space. This time, CJ was going to worship Poppy’s body, was going to lick and suck and taste until Poppy couldn’t take another moment.

“I don’t know what you’re comfortable with, kitten, but know you can call me whatever you’d like in here. I want you to feel safe with me now, just as you are any other time. God knows I would love to be your Daddy in here too, sweetheart, but if it’s too soon or not some...”

Her words were cut off as a pillow nearly missed her face. “Stop worrying and come here!”

“Oh you’re going to pay for that, you brat!”

CJ climbed on top of Poppy’s naked body, her hands trailing up the woman’s sides as she kissed and licked and nipped until Poppy was squirming and squealing.

Okay, so maybe the king-size bed wasn’t exactly a bad thing to have.

With laughter shaking them both, CJ suddenly sobered, taking in Poppy’s body beneath her.

In the past, CJ had enjoyed intimacy and sex. At times—and with the right person—she had even loved it. But now, still fully clothed with a naked, willing Poppy beneath her, CJ was goddamn infatuated with it and she had barely even begun.

Poppy was thick and curvy with rolls and dips and divots. With stretch marks and dimples.

And she was fucking perfect.

CJ was so busy admiring Poppy that she hadn’t noticed the woman beneath her had gone still, a look of wonder and awe in her pretty, green eyes. It was only when she followed the sight of Poppy’s hand that she realized exactly what had stopped the other woman in her tracks.

Poppy had begun to unbutton CJ’s shirt without her even realizing it. The fabric was open just enough, exposing CJ’s bare chest beneath with only a thin, black bra covering her breasts.

“Is that...”

How could she have been so foolish to forget? CJ had the tattoo for years, yet somehow she hadn’t once mentioned it to Poppy.

“In honor of my grandparents and their flower farm.” It was all CJ said.

Of course, she had loved her grandparents deeply while they were on the Earth and she missed them terribly. After all, they had given her a second chance at life when her parents all but decided that fame was more important than building a family which included her. But with the woman of her dreams naked and pliable beneath her fingers, CJ wanted all thoughts of her deceased grandparents pushed to the far recesses of her brain.

Despite CJ’s lack of words, Poppy’s fingers traced over the gentle petals of the flowers of her namesake where they were permanently inked into CJ’s skin. The three flowers—the three poppies—in various stages of bloom were created from the finest of black lines. Stems twined together as if growing from the same plant while several smaller buds that had yet to open were interspersed between the open blooms.

“Will you tell me about it later?” Poppy asked quietly, her fingers still brushing against the ink with gentle caresses. “Will you tell me about them?”

CJ smiled back at her from where she was still straddling Poppy’s hips. “Yeah, kitten. I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

With that, the soft, tender moment was forgotten as CJ finished unbuttoning her shirt before pushing it off her shoulders, letting it fall somewhere behind her on the bed. She had expected Poppy to be tentative, having never been intimate with a woman before, but as Poppy had continued to do since their very first meeting, Poppy surprised her in the very best way.

Poppy’s hands trailed over the thin material of CJ’s bra. She explored the small swell of the other woman’s breasts before dipping curious fingers beneath the fabric. Without padding, Poppy was able to watch as her actions caused CJ’s nipples to harden. “Can you take it off? I… I want to see all of you.”

CJ had never been shy about her body. Sure, she worked out regularly and was what most people would call athletic, yet knowing Poppy would be seeing her nude for the first time still gave her pause. She momentarily worried it would be the breaking point that caused Poppy to run, afraid of the unknown. But she pushed the intrusive thought away, knowing that Poppy had been clear and open with her feelings up until this point. Poppy wanted this, wanted CJ, just as much as CJ wanted Poppy.

After a quick, soft kiss to Poppy’s lips, CJ pushed up from the bed. She made quick yet efficient work of undressing, neatly placing the articles of her clothing over a nearby armchair before walking back to the bed. Poppy had shifted, laying on her stomach facing where her Daddy stood. A goofy grin that CJ was unaccustomed to seeing on Poppy’s face had her reciprocating with a smile of her own. “What’s so silly over there, little girl?”

A blush spread across Poppy’s cheeks and she hid her face behind one of the numerous pillows from atop the oversized bed. “I just can’t stop looking at you. You’re so pretty.”

CJ laughed, not sure what she had been expecting, but knowing that certainly wasn’t it. She had been called many things over the years—cute, hot, even sexy a time or two. She had been called every slur in the book as a young, queer kid in Florida. Been called masculine and androgynous. But as she thought back on all the things people had called her, pretty had never been one. “Hey, then put that pillow down and look, sweetheart. I’m not going to stop you from that. I’m yours to look at, just as much as you’re mine.”

Slowly, Poppy lowered the pillow, her cheeks still as red as the fresh tomatoes in the greenhouse. “I’m sorry…”

Shaking her head from side to side, CJ climbed up the mattress naked as the day she was born and uncaring of the scene she made. Settling next to Poppy, she pulled the woman into her arms, making sure that they could look each other in the eyes. “Stop. You have nothing to apologize for, sweetheart. I know that in the past, you might not have been treated kindly or with the respect you deserve. But I’m not going to make fun of you or admonish you, okay. Not for your likes and dislikes, not for what turns you on, and certainly not for wanting to look at me, to compliment me. Hell, a beautiful woman like you?”

CJ pulled her lower lip between her teeth, slyly shaking her head again. Though this time, it wasn’t to stop Poppy from apologizing. No, this look spoke of something much deeper—an awe that spoke of how amazed she was that Poppy chose her.

“I like when you call me beautiful.” Poppy said it quietly, almost as if she were suddenly shy despite the fact that she was lying naked in bed next to her Daddy. Despite the fact that, for almost two weeks, the other woman had bathed her and dressed her, had seen her first thing in the morning and last thing at night before they fell asleep.

A wicked grin spread across CJ’s face. “Oh yeah, kitten? Just wait until I show you how beautiful you are with my mouth.”

Poppy giggled at the line and CJ took that as her green light to continue. CJ slid one hand through Poppy’s hair, down her neck and over her delicate collarbone.

The laughing evaporated as Poppy sucked in a breath.

“Lie back for me, sweetheart.”

Complying with the demand, Poppy situated herself flat on the mattress, her head on a downy-soft pillow she desperately wanted to steal and take back to her dorm at the end of the break. Her blonde hair spread out around her in a tangled halo and CJ thought she looked even more like an angel than ever before. With labored breaths, her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm. And the entire time, CJ simply watched.
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Poppy

When Poppy was situated, CJ crawled back across her torso, straddling Poppy’s thick hips with her own muscular thighs as she had just a few minutes prior while clothed. CJ set her hands on the place where Poppy’s ribcage stopped and even that small movement was enough to make Poppy whimper.

CJ had been right when she said Poppy’s past partners hadn’t been kind to her. But there was yet another difference between her time with CJ and her past relationships.

Poppy hadn’t been a virgin when she arrived at Rawhide Ranch, but her experience was limited. Still, with how limited it had been, she knew that she had never felt like this before. There had never been the overwhelming need to consume another human like there was with CJ. She had never experienced raw need—wanting to touch CJ for fear that she would spontaneously combust if she didn’t. Wanting CJ to touch her for the same reason. She was wet and dripping and they had barely begun to explore one another.

She gave CJ a nod and for once, her Daddy didn’t ask her to use her words.

Poppy didn’t know if it was because in the bedroom they were equals or because CJ was too excited for the main event. Honestly, she didn’t care because she wanted it too. Badly enough that her entire body trembled with anticipation. They could talk and figure out the intricacies of their changing relationship later. Right now, it was Poppy and CJ—two women with a desire and need to consume.

Deft fingers ran over Poppy’s bare skin. Over her sides, across deep-set stretch marks, and across her belly. They trailed featherlight paths over her breasts, and if she thought her nipples had already been hard, they were nothing compared to the aching points that were now begging to be touched, to be licked and sucked.

And when CJ leaned down, her lips finally closing over one of Poppy’s sensitive nipples, Poppy was sure she saw God herself.

Neither woman could keep track after that first taste. Hands roamed, tongues licked the salty, sweaty flesh of necks and breasts and stomachs. And after what felt like hours of explorations, when CJ settled between Poppy’s beautifully thick and dimpled thighs and licked Poppy with one smooth, long motion up her wet, molten-hot center, it was nearly enough to push Poppy over the edge.

She couldn’t remember ever feeling like this.

Taken care of, sure. But this went beyond any simple dynamic between a caring Daddy and her often gregarious Little. This was adoration, worship. A ritual too sacred to be rushed and too esteemed to be done with anything but the utmost of care.

Two fingers slid inside of Poppy with ease, her wetness nearly embarrassing her until CJ looked up at her with an almost feral look in her nearly black eyes. “I could drink you, Poppy. You taste so damn good, you’re so fucking wet for me.”

Poppy whined, her forehead creasing in a combination of wanting to hold off from coming for as long as she could while careening closer to not being able to hold back from the orgasm barreling toward her at full speed. “You feel so good, CJ. I love the way you feel inside of me.”
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CJ

“It’s all for you, sweetheart.” CJ slid her fingers out, almost all the way, before pumping back into Poppy’s pussy. “I’ve been dreaming about this since the first day I walked into this Ranch. I never thought I’d get to have this, have you.” Her mouth descended once again, finding a rhythm of gentle licks and sucks, of nibbles and bites that seemed to drive Poppy wild. CJ sucked on the skin of Poppy’s thighs, leaving marks behind that would certainly still be visible come tomorrow.

And when Poppy bucked up to meet CJ’s face, fucking her Daddy’s tongue and fingers in needy, wanton thrusts while one of her hands tugged on CJ’s short hair, CJ smiled the best she could, knowing that just like the poppy flowers inked into the skin of her chest and the poppies that still bloomed each year on a farm she no longer visited, that she’d never get enough of this flower, either.

She might not have been thinking about or looking for love when she came to Rawhide Ranch, and CJ certainly didn’t believe in magic no matter how many times people around her spoke of the Ranch’s special magical powers of bringing people together. But somehow, over their short time together, she had gone ahead and done just that, succumbing to the magic that must have actually existed behind the gates of this special place and falling in love.

CJ Winters was in love with Poppy Miller, and she was determined to keep her Little in her life, for as long as Poppy would allow it.


CHAPTER 12
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Poppy

Poppy had no idea what she had done in a past life that led her to waking up tangled in the arms of a beautiful woman who was also a Daddy.

Her Daddy.

She smiled sleepily, aware of a slight soreness between her legs that was both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. While she might have originally been apprehensive about a Caregiver dynamic when Master Derek brought it up, she now saw the merits of having someone who looked out for her and helped her to thrive instead of always putting their own needs first. Poppy finally knew what it meant to have someone who had your back and it was something beyond her wildest dreams.

The fact that the woman who was first assigned as her Caregiver out of nothing but a curious necessity had turned out to be so much more wasn’t lost on Poppy. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if maybe it was actually Master Derek’s goal to bring the two women together from the very beginning. He had a knack for doing just that, but Poppy had never seen it in action for herself until now.

Smiling back at her Little with a warm, gentle smile of her own, CJ reached out and brushed a strand of hair out of Poppy’s eyes. “Good morning, kitten. How are you feeling this morning?”

As if waiting for the perfect moment to make its needs known, Poppy’s belly growled, the sound loud enough to have her eyes going wide.

CJ laughed, responding before Poppy had the chance to. “Hungry is apparently the answer. I’ll order us some breakfast.” Leaning in, she kissed Poppy sweetly. “Last night was very special to me, Poppy.”

“It was special to me, too.”

Something had shifted between them somewhere in the middle of the night. Poppy knew she would always need CJ, need her Daddy.

And not simply in the Caregiver role that she had so perfectly taken on without so much as a thought to her own needs. She needed CJ as her friend, as her partner, and as her lover.

As promised, CJ ordered breakfast for the pair, and it arrived at their suite only a short time later. CJ set out plates atop the mattress instead of eating at the small table in the living room, and Poppy squealed at the opportunity to have a picnic in bed with the most important person in her life. They dined on a meal of eggs and bacon, of sausage and fluffy pancakes topped with fluffy whipped cream and fresh berries. And when CJ had a little of the whipped cream on her bottom lip, Poppy stunned her by leaning forward and kissing it off her face with an eager, hot tongue.

They showered together, Poppy surprised when her Daddy didn’t opt to bathe her in the tub as she usually did each night with gentle care. But when CJ admitted that she had been feeling a bit vulnerable after the night they shared, telling Poppy she felt she needed her extra close, it made sense, as Poppy had been feeling the exact same way, only unable to put the feelings into words until she heard her Daddy say them out loud to her.

Instead of clothes, they opted for plush, fluffy robes that were stored in each bedroom’s closet. They were both dwarfed by the fabric that was downy soft and obscenely luxurious. Fresh and clean smelling, the only thing that was missing was the signature warmth of something fresh from the dryer.

“I could stay wrapped in this forever,” Poppy said as they got comfortable on the couch. She sat next to her Daddy, their fingers tangled together as they both looked out at the fire dancing away behind the glass door of the electric fireplace. And while she had meant she could stay wrapped in the comfort of the robe forever, both women felt the unsaid words that also hung between them.

I could stay wrapped in this moment forever.

I could stay wrapped in the magic of the Ranch forever.

I could stay wrapped in you forever.

Poppy felt her lip tremble, knowing her Daddy was leaving Rawhide Ranch in just a few short days. She wanted to scream to the universe that it wasn’t fair. That she had finally found someone who liked her exactly as she was, flaws and all. And now, she was going to be taken away as quickly as she had arrived in Poppy’s life.

Poppy knew she didn’t need CJ in her life to succeed, that she had been given an arsenal of tools to help. She was still contemplating making an appointment with the Ranch psychologist Master Derek had first recommended to her a few weeks prior, too. Still, she wanted CJ in her life and knew her life would be so much more plentiful with her Daddy at her side.

CJ squeezed Poppy’s hand and with anguished eyes, Poppy turned to look at her Daddy.

“Oh, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” She pulled her Little onto her lap and Poppy happily went, the tears that had been on the verge, finally spilling over as she realized this might be the last time she would sit in her Daddy’s lap.

Poppy sniffled loudly, throwing her arms around her Daddy and pressing her face into CJ’s neck as she cried big, body-wracking sobs that shook her entire frame. Her Daddy’s arms came around her body, locking her into place much in the way a weighted blanket locked its recipient under the gentle pressure of its caress.

“Take a big breath and talk to me, kitten. Tell me what’s wrong, Poppy. Tell Daddy what’s wrong.”

Tightening her grip on CJ, Poppy tried to push words out through the tears. “I know I have a tendency to overreact and blow things out of proportion, and I know that I’ve even said some things that have been hurtful to you, but I’m not overreacting when I say I don’t know what I’m going to do when you leave.” She didn’t let her Daddy interject, instead barreling on like a steamroller while she held the courage to do so. “I know it’s silly that I’ve been living at the Ranch for as long as I have and never looked for a dynamic of my own, for a boyfriend… or girlfriend, I guess… but I didn’t feel like I needed it.”

CJ remained quiet, running a hand up and down Poppy’s back in reassuring touches that were enough to have Poppy continuing to speak.

“I don’t know what it was about you that made me change my mind, but it was like that day in the cafeteria, when I spilled things all over you and your first reaction wasn’t to yell or to be angry, that something inside of me clicked and I somehow knew that you were meant to be in my life—that I’d never be the same.” Poppy pushed her body away from CJ’s, looking the other woman in the eyes. “How am I supposed to go on knowing that I won’t get to see you at the end of each day? How do I live knowing that you’re somewhere out in the world caring for someone else? Loving someone else when it should be me?”

Finally, CJ broke as if unable to watch Poppy hurt for a single second longer. Surging up from where she sat beneath Poppy, CJ wrapped one arm around Poppy’s back while grasping her jaw in the other.

Poppy closed her eyes tightly, terrified of what her Daddy was going to say.

Their bodies were so close together, the electricity and emotion swirling around them in a current worthy of sweeping the strongest swimmers off course. “Look at me, Poppy.”

CJ’s voice was like nothing Poppy had ever heard from her Daddy. It was gritty and rough with emotion. Strained yet quiet as if it hurt her to speak.

It took all the strength she had in her body to open her eyes, but finally Poppy did as CJ had asked. Her normally stoic Daddy looked wrought with emotion and it tore Poppy apart even further, nearly sending her into another fit of sobs.

“Thank you for telling me how you are feeling, I know that isn’t an easy thing for anyone to do. The time we’ve spent together… Poppy, it’s been some of the best days of my life and I’m going to cherish these days forever, sweetheart.”

This was it, Poppy thought. This was their goodbye.

“I wasn’t looking for a partner when I came to Rawhide Ranch and I sure as hell wasn’t looking for love. But somehow in the last few weeks, I found both and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let that go.”

Confusion spread on Poppy’s face.

“Yeah, baby. That’s right. I am head over fucking heels in love with you and I don’t see how I can let that go.”

“You… you love me?”

CJ smiled, but the smallest bit of hesitation was behind her expressive brown eyes. “Yeah, sweetheart, I love you.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been in love before. Well, not truly,” Poppy said honestly. “But with you, you’ve taught me what it’s like to feel loved and to give it in return. What it’s like to have someone who cares for me just as much as I care for them. You’ve helped me to become a better person and have taught me to see the promise within myself. You’re good, and deserving, and so damn wonderful. I love you too, CJ.”

Poppy’s arms were back around CJ’s neck. She held her lover to her tightly, the promise of their own future bright as the sun still rising over the winter morning’s horizon.

“Yesterday,” CJ started, still holding Poppy tight, “I had come to pick you up from class with the intention of having a conversation with you, but it’s safe to say we got a little off track.”

Poppy giggled, “Oopsies?”

“Yeah,” CJ laughed in response. “Oopsies.”

“So what was it that you wanted to talk to me about? Am I in trouble for something?”

Poppy tried to think of something that she had done that would have caused her to be due a punishment, but she couldn’t think of anything. Thankfully, her Daddy continued before her anxieties could kick in, and Poppy was once again grateful to have found someone who understood the intricacies of her anxiety.

“No, kitten, you’re not in any sort of trouble. I met with Master Derek yesterday with the intention of asking to extend my stay at Rawhide Ranch.”

Wide, hopeful eyes stared at CJ. “You’re staying longer?”

“That depends.”

“Well, don’t leave me hanging!” Poppy had a renewed vigor in her voice, some of the sadness being replaced with a cautious optimism that she would have more time with her Daddy after all.

CJ laughed, a deep, musical sound that filled the room around them. “God, you’re cute when you’re impatient.”

Poppy blushed. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, sweetheart. I like knowing you’re excited at the potential of more time with me. Now, what I was going to say before that adorable little outburst is that I was planning on asking if there were rooms available. You know that when I came here I didn’t have a set timeline, a set place to call home when my vacation was over. I wanted to take advantage of that, of more time with you. And that is still going to happen, if you want that. Only, I won’t be at the Ranch as a guest.”

Back and forth, Poppy searched CJ’s eyes with her own. “I don’t understand? You’re staying but you’re not staying?”

A full, bright smile spread across CJ’s face. It was one of the rare smiles that made her Daddy’s eyes light up in a way Poppy so loved. “As you know, Master Derek does thorough checks on all his guests before they arrive at the Ranch. Apparently, he was highly impressed with some feedback he received from Sebastian Waters, the owner of the lifestyle club back where I lived in Florida. Before I even had the chance to ask about extending my vacation, he was telling me that he had looked over my online portfolio and was offering me a residency at the university to teach photography!”

Poppy had seen much of her Daddy’s photography over their short time together, loving the pictures of people of all shapes and sizes that CJ had captured. There were vanilla pictures of happy families and beautiful friendships, but the pictures Poppy had fallen in love with most were the naughty pictures she had first blushed at when scrolling through the seemingly never-ending galleries. Bodies tied in brightly colored rope, splashed with colorful patterns of wax, and often in full-on fetish wear. It intoxicated her in a way she had never known possible, the pictures turning her on as she looked at the subject of each photo, each picture being somehow more beautiful than the previous image.

She looked stunned, nearly flabbergasted. “You’re going to teach? Here?”

“Only if you like the idea,” CJ told her. “I know it is a huge decision to make, that the Ranch has been your safe space, and that it’s sudden and soon. There are logistics to figure out and plans to make and...” She was cut off as Poppy slammed her mouth over CJ’s.

Poppy kissed her Daddy like her life depended on it. Like she needed the kiss more than the breath in her lungs. “Of course I want you to stay. I… I can’t believe this!”

CJ ran her hands through her Little’s hair as Poppy melted into her body. “Believe it, sweetheart. I would have done anything to spend more time with you so we could have figured out our next steps together. Sometimes, life just has a way of putting the perfect opportunity in front of us when we least expect it but need it most.”

Minutes turned to hours as they talked from their shared space on the couch. Lunch came and went as they made plans to travel to Florida together before the end of Poppy’s break. CJ was excited to show Poppy a place that was important to her and Poppy had squealed when her Daddy mentioned a cross-country road trip to return to Rawhide Ranch, claiming it was something she had always dreamed of doing but never had someone she trusted enough to take the plunge of actually making it a reality.

They had an early dinner delivered much like the rest of their meals that day, stealing mouthwatering kisses and gentle caresses between bites of equally delicious Italian food and desserts.

And for the second night in a row, when it was time for bed, they crawled under the covers of CJ’s oversized bed together.

“Tell me again?” Poppy asked, as they settled into a more comfortable position atop the mattress, still touching in as many places as they could. Thighs and arms pressed together, arms and fingers tangled as they giggled and cuddled in the warmth of their suite.

In the warmth of their love.

With a contented sigh, CJ leaned her head on her Little’s shoulder. “I love you, Poppy. You’re the sweetest little kitten I’ve ever known.”

Poppy grinned, though CJ couldn’t see it.

Sure, it had been but a few weeks. They were sure to find quirks with one another and not every day would be smooth sailing, but for the first time in her life, Poppy felt like she was truly at peace. Truly at a place where she could be herself and not be chided or looked down on for who she was.

And there was nothing more promising than that.

“I love you too, Daddy.”


ABOUT RAWHIDE RANCH


Looking for more Rawhide Ranch?

Rawhide Ranch Newsletter: https://authoralliebelle.eo.page/rawhideranch

Rawhide Authors Amazon: https://amzn.to/3wlOOTN

Rawhide Ranch Facebook Page: 

https://www.facebook.com/RawhideRanchSeries

Rawhide Ranch Facebook Group:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/rawhideranchseries

Rawhide Website: www.rawhideranchseries.com

Rawhide Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/rawhideranchseries

Rawhide TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@rawhideranchseries
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About Amity Malcom

Amity Malcom writes books about people, sex, and people having sex. Her books are full of humor and heat that she only wishes she possessed in real life the way her characters do on page.

When she isn’t procrastinating on her next manuscript by devouring romance books at an unhealthy pace, you can find her exploring Washington DC alongside her wife, planning extravagant vacations she’ll never be able to afford, and trying with haste to pet every animal on the planet.

Only four awards away from winning an EGOT, Amity is proud to be a champion of underrepresented relationships and loves to celebrate queer joy in all its various forms.

Social Links:

Facebook:https://www.facebook.com/AmityMalcomWrites

Instagram:https://www.instagram.com/amitymalcomwrites/

Threads: https://www.threads.net/@amitymalcomwrites

TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@amitymalcomwrites

Newsletter Signup: https://amitymalcom.eo.page/newsletter

Website: https://www.amitymalcom.com/

Email Amity: amity@amitymalcom.com


OTHER BOOKS BY AMITY MALCOM:


Johnson Creek

Inked

Etched

Luna Sea Plaza

Sew Into You (Sapphic Romance)

Young, Wild, & Three (Polyamorous Romance)

Stand Alone Full Length

The Arrangement

Beautiful Games

Stand Alone Novellas

All I Want For Christmas Is Two (Polyamorous Romance)

Knotty Valentine (Sapphic Romance)
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