
  
    [image: Noelle’s Christmas Daddy]
  


  
    
      NOELLE’S CHRISTMAS DADDY

      
        LOST RIVER LITTLES

        BOOK TWO

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        STELLA MOORE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The right of Stella Moore to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him/her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988.

        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it was published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, items, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Cover Design by: AllyCat Creations

        Formatting: Formatting the Forbidden

        Edited by: Cheryl's Literary Corner

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2023 Stella Moore

        All rights reserved.

        No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by

        any means without written permission of the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To all the Little girls out there who march to the beat of their own drum. Never let anyone make you feel lesser than for being different.
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      Peppermint mocha lattes were a gift from god and Dominic Hale didn’t care what anyone had to say about it. This year, just like the past five Christmases, his buddies down at the firehouse had blown up his phone with memes and jokes about his favorite drink.

      Well, if enjoying a little slice of heaven in the form of delicious minty chocolate coffee made him a basic bitch, then that was a title he was more than happy to bear.

      “Hey, Dom! Order up!” Grinning out from under his jaunty, rainbow-colored Santa hat, Jayden slid a cheerful red and green cup across the counter toward Dom.

      “Thanks, Jay.” Drink in hand, Dom stepped aside and lifted the cup to his lips. Eyes closed, he savored that first sip as he always did before he had to step out into the chilly December air.

      Bliss. Pure, Christmassy, chocolate bliss.

      It was with more than a little reluctance that he opened his eyes so he could force himself back outside. But he didn’t head straight for the door, despite the fact he was already running late for the weekly family dinner at his sister’s house. Instead, he stood rooted to the spot, eyes locked on the stunning brunette who had just walked into the shop.

      Clad in a too-short-for-the-weather dress in solid black—and, he noted with a mental shake of his head, no jacket—she glanced around the room like she was looking for someone. A blind date, maybe? Probably not, since she didn’t seem the least bit nervous.

      If anything, the stiffness in her spine and the slight tilt of her chin reminded him very much of a defiant Little girl spoiling for a fight.

      And how the hell was any Daddy supposed to walk away from that?

      Before he could approach her, however, the door opened again. The woman turned, and he could see just enough of her face to catch her triumphant grin as the man stalked toward her.

      It wasn’t any of Dom’s business that the man she was squaring off with had a solid hundred pounds on her and looked madder than a mule chewing on a hornet’s nest. But he couldn’t seem to stop himself from edging closer as the couple argued.

      “...couldn’t do the one thing I asked of you.”

      “Asked? You didn’t ask me to do jack shit. You ordered me to ‘not dress all goth and edgy’, like you have the right to tell me what to do.”

      “As your Dominant, I do have the right—”

      “Let me stop you right there.” Holding up a hand to cut him off, the woman all but snarled up at the man currently glaring daggers at her. “You aren’t my anything. We’ve had a grand total of three conversations, and not once during any of those discussions did I agree to let you boss me around. In fact, the only reason I agreed to meet you tonight was so I could see the look on your face when I told you what a complete and utter jackass you are in person. And I’m pleased to say, it’s even better than I ever imagined.”

      “Listen here, you little bitch—”

      Okay, enough was enough. It just wasn’t in Dom’s makeup to sit back and let a man berate a woman in his presence. And it certainly wasn’t in him to sit idly by as that man’s face grew more and more furious while he invaded said woman’s personal space.

      Stepping forward, he easily slid between the pair, ignoring the woman’s shocked “Hey!” from behind him. “Hey, buddy. I’d be perfectly content to stand aside and let this lovely lady humiliate you some more, but you’re making everyone a bit uncomfortable, so I think it’s time you headed back out the way you came.”

      Shock, the kind that told Dom people didn’t stand up to this asshole nearly often enough, filled the other man’s eyes and his mouth opened and closed three full times before he managed to spit out a venomous, “Who the fuck are you?”

      Dom lowered his voice, hopefully enough to avoid being overheard by their growing audience. “A man who will make it his life’s mission to get you banned from every meeting, class, club, and forum that so much as mentions the word ‘kink’ within a hundred miles of here if you don’t turn around and walk the fuck away, right now.”

      The man gave a derisive snort, but for the first time since he’d walked into the coffee shop, he seemed to realize he wasn’t as in charge of the situation as he’d originally assumed. “You don’t even know who I am.”

      “I’m sure this nice lady would be happy to provide me with details. And seeing as how I’m pretty damn friendly with the local five-oh, it shouldn’t be hard to track you down if I put my mind to it. Which I will, if you aren’t out that front door in ten…nine…eight…”

      By six, the man had the sense to step back, though he didn’t have enough sense not to shoot his ‘companion’ a furious glare before turning on his heel and stomping out of the shop.

      Dom waited for the door to swing shut behind him before turning back to face his damsel in distress. Up close, she was even more stunning than she had been from a few feet away. Eyeshadow the same color as her dress surrounded eyes the most stunning kaleidoscope of brown and gold he’d ever seen.

      The same midnight shade was applied to her lips, which were currently puffed out in a pout that made him want to scoop her up for a cuddle on his lap. Or perhaps a quick session over his knee, if it seemed like that was what she needed. From his experience, it was fifty-fifty as to which option a sulky Little girl would respond to best at any given moment. He assumed she’d be open to both, given what he’d overheard of her argument with The Asshole.

      “I could have handled him,” she said, her silky voice echoing the pout on her lips.

      “You definitely could have,” Dom assured her with an easy grin. “With one hand tied behind your back. But y’all were drawing a crowd and he wasn’t exactly keeping his voice down. Didn’t figure you wanted your personal business blasted all over Charleston.”

      Judging by her sudden shocked expression, she hadn’t been giving that much thought during the encounter. “Shit. No, I definitely do not.” The sulk in her tone didn’t fade one bit as she eyed him with an emotion somewhere between wariness and gratitude. “I guess I owe you a thank you.”

      “Not in the least. But if you haven’t eaten yet, I was just on my way to dinner if you’d like to join me.”

      “Look, mister, if you think I’m getting in a car with a man I’ve just met, you’re even dumber than he was.”

      Good girl. The praise practically burned on his tongue, but he managed to keep the words to himself. “No, nothing like that. The place I was headed to is just a couple blocks from here and it’s a nice enough night for a walk.”

      Still not looking quite convinced, she eyed him for a long moment before nodding. “All right. But first things first.”

      Stepping back, she pulled her phone from her purse and pointed the camera straight at him. Again, he had to fight the urge to praise her and instead settled for smiling at the camera as she snapped a picture. “Name?” she asked as she ducked her head and tapped at her phone screen.

      “Dominic Hale. Would you like the address of our destination to send them?”

      “Please.”

      Obligingly, he rattled off his sister’s address, belatedly sending up a quick prayer that he wasn’t the one being reckless. Nothing about the woman in front of him screamed crazy stalker, but there was always the possibility his ability to read people had been scrambled by the sheer stunning beauty of her.

      “Thanks. Sent my friend your info, and she’s not someone you want to piss off.”

      “To be fair, you’re not exactly someone I’d be quick to cross, either.”

      The smile that curved her lips was equal parts seduction and warning. And both made his hands itch to reach for her. “That’s quite the compliment, Dominic.”

      “Everyone just calls me Dom. And you are…?”

      “Noelle. No last name, at least not yet. A girl can’t be too careful, you know.”

      “I do, unfortunately. Well, Noelle, what do you say we get out of here and go get some dinner?”

      “I’d say that sounds like an excellent plan.”
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      December on the coast of South Carolina was often disappointingly mild and, so far, this one wasn’t trying very hard to make a name for itself. Much to Noelle Grady’s disappointment, it was looking like another year without a white Christmas.

      There’d been one, or so she’d been told, a decade or so before she’d been born. She was still holding out hope for another one in her lifetime, but more than likely she’d have to leave the state to cross that particular item off her bucket list.

      Still, as mild as it was, the dress she’d squeezed herself into before leaving her house didn’t offer much in the way of warmth. Which had been fine when she’d only planned to walk the short distance from her car to the coffee shop before the temperature dipped too low, but now that she was out strolling the streets of Charleston well after the sun had gone down, the cold was beginning to seep deep into her skin.

      Wrapping her arms around her middle, she did her best to suppress the shiver before her new companion for the evening noticed. Apparently, she wasn’t discreet enough because he stopped and turned to frown at her.

      She knew that frown. Not because she knew him, but because she knew men like him. Men like her brother and his best friend, Matt, who apparently got their rocks off bossing around the women in their lives. And judging by the threats he’d used to run off her ‘date’ for the evening, Dom was one of them. A Dominant. Dom was a Dom.

      Heh.

      “Here, hold this.” Without waiting for an answer, he thrust his coffee cup at her, leaving her with no choice but to take it from his hands.

      Yup. Just as she’d thought. Bossy as fuck.

      But it was hard to be upset about it when she realized he was passing off the cup so he could shrug out of his jacket and drape it around her shoulders. “It’s not very heavy, but it should keep you warm enough for now.”

      “Oh. Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”

      His laugh was deep and rich, just like his voice, and she couldn’t help but smile in return. It was one of those infectious sort of laughs, not in a loud or obnoxious kind of way, but in a way that felt a bit like being wrapped in a big bear hug.

      I bet he gives great hugs.

      Ugh, where the fuck had that come from? She didn’t even like hugs.

      “If my mama found out I was letting a woman walk around freezing to death, she’d have my hide. No, thanks.”

      “Well, thank you anyway. I appreciate it. Um, here.” Suddenly feeling ridiculously awkward, she thrust the cup back toward him.

      “Did you want some? It’s peppermint mocha.”

      “Ew, no, thank you.” Wrinkling her nose, she pushed the cup closer to him. “I don’t do mint.”

      “Ah, well, you were bound to have a flaw somewhere.” Taking the cup with another of those easy smiles of his, he sipped, and the sound he made was so filled with pleasure it made her heart beat a little faster in her chest.

      With a wink that had little bit faster catapulting into a lot faster, he turned and resumed the trek toward their destination. She vaguely recognized the area, and didn’t remember any restaurants being there, but then again, she didn’t get over to Charleston as often as she would have liked. Even though her hometown of Lost River was only about a half hour drive from ‘The City’, it just never occurred to her to visit unless she had a reason. Like tonight, when she’d deliberately made the trip out here to confront the so-called Dominant who’d tried to push her around before they’d even met.

      After a brief moment of wondering if she’d truly lost her mind, she hurried to catch up with Dom, which was a feat in the stupidly high-heeled boots her friend Carly had let her borrow.

      “So, Noelle. How did you end up on a date with the worst Dom in South Carolina?” he asked when she’d fallen back into step with him.

      “How do you know he’s the worst? It didn’t seem like you two knew each other.”

      “No, but I know his type. The Domliest Dom to Ever Dom, He Who Must Be Obeyed Without Question. I bet he called himself an Alpha, right?”

      “He totally did! I thought that was weird but then I just figured it was my own lack of experience.” Shit. She probably shouldn’t have let on that she was a total newbie. “Anyway, I joined one of those secret websites that hooks you up with other kinky people and he started messaging me. I knew within about three minutes he wasn’t what I was looking for, but before I could let him down nicely, he started in with all the ‘Are you going to be my obedient little slut?’ stuff and it pissed me off so bad I wanted the chance to tell him to fuck off in person.”

      “Which you did a fantastic job of, if you don't mind me saying so.”

      “Thanks.” They walked nearly another half block in silence before she found the nerve to ask the question bouncing around in her mind. “So, are you a Dom, Dom?”

      “I am.” His answer came so easily, so naturally, she might as well have asked what kind of ice cream he preferred. Not vanilla, obviously.

      A snort of laughter escaped at her inner joke, earning her a sideways look and a raised eyebrow from Dom. “Care to share with the class?”

      “Not really,” she shot back with a smug smile. But if she’d been hoping to get a rise out of him, she failed miserably. Dom only shrugged and took another sip of his gross coffee.

      “Fair enough. Is there anything else you’d like to know? I’m a pretty open book.”

      “What kind of Dom are you?”

      “Men like your friend back there would probably call me a shitty one.” He slowed to a stop and turned to face her, a smile tugging at his lips. “But I identify as a Daddy.”

      “No shit?” Excitement buzzed along her veins as she bounced on her already aching toes. “That’s what I’m looking for! A Daddy! I was beginning to think you were all an endangered fucking species or something.”

      “Not hardly. I’m surprised you had trouble finding one, honestly. Seems like everyone and their, well, Daddy calls themselves that these days.”

      “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick. But most of those guys just wanted to be called Daddy while they pulled your hair and smacked your ass a bit. I’m looking for one who knows about like, Littles and stuff. I have so many questions.”

      Before he could answer, the door to the townhouse they’d stopped in front of swung open, festive lights and music pouring out of the entryway along with two shrieking blurs she belatedly recognized as tiny humans.

      “Uncle Dom! We’ve been waiting forever!”

      Without asking, Dom handed her his coffee cup once more as he bent down to scoop the two squealing bundles up into his arms. “Sorry, guys. I had to rescue a damsel in distress. This is my new friend, Noelle.”

      “Oh! Are you a princess?” Now that they’d stopped moving, she could make out some of their features in the lamplight. Clinging to Dom’s right side was a gorgeous little girl with a head full of brown ringlets and wide pale eyes so similar to her uncle’s it was almost eerie.

      On the left, making gagging noises, was another little girl who looked to be a few years older. “Princesses are gross! And lame. They can’t even rescue themselves.”

      “Well, actually, Noelle here did a pretty decent job of slaying the dragon all on her own.” The grin Dom flashed her, along with a wink, was nearly enough to stop her heart. Jesus, the man was potent. “I just helped her out a bit.”

      “See, she’s not lame! You’re lame!” the first little girl cried, earning her a poke of the tongue from, Noelle assumed, her older sister.

      “Nobody is lame,” Dom said with a roll of his eyes.

      The older of the two tilted her head to the side, studying Noelle with such intensity it nearly made her squirm. “Did you get to ride on Uncle Dom’s big truck?”

      When she shot Dom a confused look, he just laughed. “I’m a firefighter. They’re always on me about going for rides on the truck.”

      “Ah.” Noelle turned a sympathetic smile the girl’s way. “No big truck rides for me either, I’m afraid. Lame, huh?”

      “Totally lame,” she agreed with the exaggerated exasperation only a small child could achieve.

      “All right, that’s enough lame talk. Why don’t y’all run in and tell your mom we’ve got an extra guest for dinner. Noelle and I will be in soon.” With a loud kiss for each of their cheeks, he set them down and gave them a gentle shove back toward the door. “Shoo. Go on.”

      Another pair of shrieks pierced the air as the girls did as they were told, racing back into the house with shouts of “Mama! Mama! Uncle Dom is here and he brought a girl!”

      Not looking the slightest bit ruffled, Dom turned and flashed her another of those killer smiles. “I hope you brought your appetite. My sister always goes overboard for these things.”

      For several long moments, she could only stare at him, her brain struggling to process the scene she’d just witnessed and his accompanying commentary. Until, at last, she latched onto the one fact she was able to firmly grasp.

      “You brought me to meet your family?”
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      That million-watt smile of his didn’t falter at her outburst. “I wanted to have dinner with you. This is where I’m having dinner tonight. We can go somewhere else if you’d like, but nothing quite lives up to my sister’s sweet potato pone.”

      “You—that’s not—you can’t just bring a blind date to dinner with your family!”

      “Sure you can,” he said with a carefree shrug. “Just because most people don’t doesn’t mean there’s a rule against it.”

      She was pretty sure it was an unwritten rule. But being as it was unwritten, she didn’t see how she could go about proving it. “Okay, but why? Why on Earth would you bring a complete stranger home to meet your family?”

      “Because my sister is an excellent cook and I’m not quite brave enough to risk her and my mother’s wrath by canceling on them at the last minute for anything short of a literal emergency.”

      Well, that was valid. Noelle could only imagine her mother’s reaction if she bailed on a family dinner at the last minute for a date. Then again, her mom had recently started getting ‘that look’ in her eye, the look all Southern mamas got when they decided it was time for their daughters to settle down with a nice boy. So, she might actually approve of Noelle begging off dinner for a man.

      She would definitely approve of a man who gave up his jacket to keep his date warm, and went out of his way to show up for family dinners.

      Ugh. Nope. She was not going down that rabbit hole.

      “Look, you seem… nice, I guess, but this is just weird. I’m going home.”

      “Really?” Dom shook his head in mock disappointment and her temper immediately spiked. “The girl who got all dressed up for the sole purpose of slaying her own dragons is afraid of a family dinner? I expected more from you, Noelle.”

      “I know what you’re doing.” It was a dare, clear as fucking day. “And it’s working, goddamn it. Fine. I’ll have dinner with your family, if for no other reason than to watch them lose their shit on you.”

      “That’s the spirit.” The faux disappointment gave way for a boyish grin that sent her tummy fluttering in a not-altogether-unpleasant way and he turned, gesturing to her to follow him up the stairs. “Let’s go.”

      Once again questioning her own sanity, she climbed the steps behind him, up to the brightly lit doorway. The closer they got, the louder the noise grew, and by the time they were stepping into the cheerfully decorated foyer, she was wondering how anyone managed to hear a word anyone else was saying over the din.

      And then the female version of Dom stepped into the hallway, her pale skin flushed and the wild bundle of blonde curls atop her head doing their best to escape the confines of the clip she’d wrestled them into. But instead of the censure Noelle had been expecting, the woman’s face lit with what Noelle could only describe as pure joy. “Dom! Oh my god, you did bring a friend! I thought the girls were making up stories again.”

      “Not this time.” With the easy affection of siblings who genuinely loved each other, they wrapped their arms around each other in a tight embrace before Dom pulled away and gestured to Noelle. “Lulu, this is Noelle. We met down at Charleston Brews where she was busy giving some neanderthal hell.”

      “I like you already.” Still beaming, Lulu stepped forward. “Here, let me take your coat.”

      “Oh, well, actually it’s Dom’s.” With a start, Noelle remembered what she was wearing. To her absolute mortification, she could feel the heat of embarrassment creeping into her cheeks as she pulled the jacket closed around her. “As you can tell, I wasn’t exactly dressed for a nighttime stroll.”

      “No, you definitely are not. But I have a feeling there’s a story behind that dress, and you’re not leaving this house until I’ve heard it.”

      Some of the embarrassment faded, but she wasn’t quite ready to give up her shield. “I’ll tell you the story if you let me keep the jacket.”

      “Dammit. My morbid curiosity wins the day again. All right, dinner’s on the table and everyone else is already seated. I made you a spot next to Dom. Follow me!”

      Turning on her heel, Lulu marched away, leaving a slightly shell-shocked Noelle behind with Dom watching her, a mixture of amusement and concern on his face. “You look a bit overwhelmed.”

      “Do I?” she shot back sarcastically. As soon as the words left her mouth, she wondered if he’d give her that look. The one her friends got when they were pushing their Daddies’ buttons in public.

      But Dom just laughed. “Sorry. Sometimes I forget how, ah, loud my family actually is until we bring someone new into the fold.”

      “It’s fine. My family isn’t exactly quiet, I just wasn’t expecting… well, any of this, if I’m being honest. I figured I’d tell off the asshole, grab a coffee and a cake pop to celebrate, and go home. But this is so much better.”

      The smile Dom sent her way nearly made her knees weak. Which was an altogether new sensation for a girl who’d had the world’s worst luck when it came to men. “Damn straight it is. Come on, we better go before they send the girls to look for us.”

      Now that she’d had a moment for her system to settle, the absurdity of her current situation had amusement bubbling up to replace the nerves she’d been battling since she’d followed him up the stairs to the pretty little house. She still wasn’t sure what to think of a man who brought a girl home for dinner before he even took her on a proper date, but she was looking forward to figuring him out.

      The noise in the dining room rose from loud to roaring as soon as Dom stepped through the door. Crowded around the table were the three family members she’d already met, plus an older couple she assumed were Dom and Lulu’s parents. On Lulu’s left sat a strikingly handsome man, his hair wet and slicked back as though he’d just emerged from the shower, and across from them lounged a darker, broodier version of the man standing beside Noelle. Despite the nearly polar opposite physical appearances, there were enough similarities for her to assume the brooder was Dom’s brother.

      “Hey, everyone. Sorry we’re late. There was a bit of a dust up down at the coffee shop, but I’ll let Noelle tell you all about it.”

      “Hi, Noelle.” The woman she assumed had birthed the three siblings smiled serenely from across the table. It was a smile that said she’d made her peace with the absolute chaos surrounding her. “I’m Ivy, Dom’s mother. This sexy silver fox is his father, Theo.”

      “Nice to meet you both.”

      Pulling out the chair beside the brooder, Dom took over the introductions. “Let’s see, you’ve already met Lulu. Her full name’s Tallulah, but mama is the only one brave enough to call her that.” Lulu shrugged at Dom’s assessment of her, pale eyes sparkling with laughter. “The man built like a brick shi—ah, poop house beside her is her husband, Gage. My nieces, Violet and Poppy.” Leaning in, he spoke in a whisper more than loud enough for the rest of the table to hear him. “Vi is the one who figured out you’re a princess.”

      “See!” Bouncing in her seat, Violet grinned triumphantly before sticking her tongue out at her sister. “I told you she was a real princess!”

      It was impossible not to fall a little bit in love with that bold, brazen innocence. Lifting her finger to her lips, Noelle winked. “I am, but you can’t tell anybody my secret identity. That’s just between us.”

      “I won’t tell anyone, I p’omise!” Her expression suddenly as somber and serious as a judge, Violet swiped her finger across her chest in a large X. “I swear it.”

      “Thank you, Violet.”

      By now, Poppy was studying her with wide eyes, and Noelle figured she’d done her good deed for the night. Little sisters had to stick together, right?

      “And, last but not least, the one sulking over there is Jasper. He’s the oldest of all of us, and by far the grumpiest.”

      “Fuck off, Dom.”

      “Jasper! Not in front of the girls.”

      “Sorry, mama.”

      He didn’t look the least bit sorry to Noelle. And she figured Mama Ivy didn’t buy it either, considering the pointed glare she gave him.

      Seemingly unbothered by the exchange, Dom nudged her into the chair beside his brother. “Maybe if he has a pretty girl sitting next to him, Jaz will behave,” he said with a wink.

      “Does that mean I’m in charge of him?” Noelle asked, not bothering to hide her glee at the prospect. “I never get to boss anyone around.”

      Jaz eyed her warily as she dropped onto the chair beside him. “It’s a little warm in here for a coat, don’t you think?”

      “Hush, Jaz. You’re going to ruin it for me.” From across the table, Lulu’s grin widened. “Noelle promised me a story if I let her keep the coat.”

      “A story!” Violet squealed and clapped her hands with delight. “What kind of story?”

      “Ah…” How the hell was she supposed to tell the story about how she’d verbally kicked a big, bad Dominant in the balls and make it kid-friendly? “Well, once upon a time, there was a prince.”

      “Ugh, it’s one of those stories.” Scowling, Poppy flopped back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Fairytales are so boring.”

      “Not this fairytale,” Noelle assured her. “You see, this prince was no Prince Charming. He was big and scary and mean. And he thought just because he was a prince, he could boss people around.”

      “Well, yeah. Isn’t that what princes are supposed to do?” Despite herself, Poppy was looking more and more curious.

      Before Noelle could answer, Dom shook his head. “No. A good prince listens to his subjects. He puts their wants and needs before his own. And sometimes he might have to be a little bossy, but that’s only if someone breaks the rules they all agreed to.”

      “Oh! Like how mama had to talk to that nice policeman today ‘cuz he said she was driving too fast!” Pride shone from Violet’s face, while the color drained from her mother’s.

      Beside Lulu, her husband’s eyebrows lifted toward his hairline. “Is that so, Lou?”

      “It was just a tiny bit over! Really, they shouldn’t even be able to give you a ticket for how little it was.”

      “Uh huh. Well, you can show me your ‘little’ ticket after the girls go to bed.”

      There it was! The Look. Granted, not from the man she’d been expecting it from, but it was there all the same.

      Which raised a lot of interesting, and potentially uncomfortable questions that weren’t exactly dinner table friendly. Like, if Dom was a Daddy and his brother-in-law was some kind of Dominant, did that mean kink was hereditary? And if kink was hereditary, did that mean they got it from their parents? And if they got it from their parents, did that mean Ian got it from—

      Oh, sweet Jesus.

      Shoving that line of thought firmly out of her mind, she shifted her attention back to the wide-eyed girls across from her. “Your Uncle Dom is right. But this prince didn’t think he had to care about anybody’s opinion but his own. And when he found a beautiful princess in a faraway land, he thought she would listen to every word he said because he was a prince.”

      “But she didn’t, right?” Poppy sat up straighter in her chair, her expression fierce. “Because she’s a princess and she doesn’t have to listen to that stupid, mean prince.”

      “Exactly. She let him think she would, though, for a little while. He would send her letters with all kinds of demands, like how she should speak and dress. So, when the day finally arrived and they were supposed to meet in person, the princess read all his instructions very carefully. And then she did the complete opposite of everything he wanted.”

      “Oh no!” The look of pure horror on little Violet’s face nearly made Noelle lose her composure. “What did the prince do? Did he hurt the princess?”

      “He wanted to.” And there was no doubt she’d be seeing that look of violence and fury in her dreams for a long time. Even now, she had to suppress a shiver as the image popped into her mind.

      Whether he was remembering it himself, or she’d somehow given herself away, Dom laid a hand on the back of her neck. As if to say ‘I’m right here. He can’t hurt you.’. Perhaps it was ridiculous, but the fear churning in her stomach immediately stilled at that simple touch.

      “But before he could do anything,” she continued, trying not to think too hard about her reaction to Dom’s hand on her neck, “a knight stepped between them and told the prince to leave and never come back. The prince was too much of a puss—too scared to fight them both, so he got on his horse and rode away, never to be seen again.”

      “Oh, but what about his kingdom?” Tears glistened in Violet’s eyes. “He’s so mean. Someone needs to stop him!”

      “Don’t worry about them,” Dom said, and Noelle had to wonder if she was imagining that hard glint in his eye. “The knight is planning a rebellion to make sure the mean prince can’t hurt anybody ever again.”

      “Whew!” Apparently satisfied by that explanation, Violet collapsed back against her chair and swiped the back of her hand over her brow. “I hope they win and the prince has to live in a dark, smelly dungeon with all the rats and spiders!”

      The mental picture alone was enough make Noelle toss her head back and laugh. “Me, too, Vi. Me, too.”
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      It took longer than he’d expected to extricate her from his family. Despite her obvious reservations, she’d fit right in. Hell, she’d even gotten Jaz to laugh at some of her teasing remarks, and that almost never happened.

      She’d made such an impression, Vi and Poppy had refused to go to bed unless Noelle read them a story first. Which she’d done without hesitation, through three whole books before Dom had finally dragged her away.

      “Well, that will certainly go down as one of my more interesting first dates.” At the bottom of the front steps, Noelle paused to flash him a brilliant smile. “What do you have planned for our next one?”

      Maybe other guys would be put off by her assumption that there would be a second date, but as far as Dom was concerned, it was a breath of fresh air. He didn’t play games, and he didn’t last very long with girls who did. “How do you feel about fish?”

      “Like, for eating? Not a fan.”

      “Noted. But I was thinking more for viewing. The aquarium has their Christmas lights up and in the evenings, you can wander around with a glass of wine and gawk at all the fish.” He’d never met a Little girl who didn’t love a visit to the aquarium. “I was thinking we could go do that, and then you can tell me what it is you’re looking for in a Daddy.”

      At the mention of her search, her shoulders hunched forward, and even in the dim light of the streetlamps he could see the red glow in her cheeks. “That second part might be kind of difficult.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what I’m looking for. It’s… complicated.”

      “Then we can talk about what makes it complicated and go from there.”

      Pulling herself up, she straightened her shoulders, her expression turning from playful to serious so quickly he was tempted to check himself for whiplash. “I really like you, Dom.”

      “Well, that’s convenient because I really like you, too.”

      Her expression didn’t soften. If anything, she only looked more somber as she nodded, which had his curiosity levels rising. “Yeah, I thought so. Which is why I feel like I need to be a hundred percent honest here.”

      “Honesty is the best policy.”

      “Right. See, the thing is, I don’t know what I’m looking for in a Daddy because I don’t even know if I want a Daddy.”

      Ah. A really new newbie, then. “That’s okay. Sometimes it takes a while to figure out exactly what you’re looking for in this lifestyle.”

      “No, see, that’s the thing.” Frustration radiated off her, strong enough he’d swear he could see the wavy lines of it emanating from her. “I don’t even know if I want to be in this ‘lifestyle’, or whatever. I don’t want us to start something and you end up hating me because it turns out I don’t have what it takes to be a Little or a submissive or whatever the fuck it is you’re looking for.”

      “Noelle.” Schooling his expression to match the seriousness of hers, he stepped closer, cupping her face in his hands. Even with the heels on her boots, she was forced to tilt her head back to meet his gaze as he invaded her space. “It’s just a date with some fish. We’re not planning a wedding yet.”

      As he’d hoped, some of the tension melted from her expression and she raised an eyebrow. “Yet?”

      “I mean, I’ll need to make sure you don’t text in all caps or use the word ‘literally’ in every other sentence, first. Wouldn’t want you passing those bad habits onto our kids.”

      “Uh huh.” The barest hint of a smile curved her lips. “And how many kids are we having?”

      “At least two. First one will need a friend, so two minimum. No more than five, though.”

      “I am not getting pregnant five times.”

      “That’s fine. My mama’s a twin. Runs in the family.”

      She laughed and even though he’d been joking, part of him felt as though he could listen to that laugh every day for the rest of his life and die a happy man. Which wasn’t an altogether surprising thought. Like twins, love at first sight tended to run in his family as well.

      Rolling with the feeling, he moved closer, running the pads of his thumbs across Noelle’s cheeks as her laughter quieted. “Unless you have any major objections, I’m going to kiss you now.”

      With a flash of that mischievous grin he’d caught sight of a few times, she grabbed the front of his shirt and hauled herself up onto her toes, pressing her lips to his in a kiss that was as bold as it was sweet. The faint taste of nuts and sugar lingered on her tongue from the homemade sugar plums his sister had pushed on them before she’d allowed them out the door.

      And maybe she wasn’t actually the love of his life, but he had a sneaking suspicion he’d forever equate that particular treat with the woman pressed up against him.

      Tightening his grip on her, he deepened the kiss, coaxing her to open for him. Instinct and what little he knew of her said she wouldn’t respond well to demands, so he kept things light, almost playful.

      For now.

      It was with more than a little reluctance he eased back, ending the kiss before he ended up throwing caution to the wind and getting them both arrested for public indecency. The local cops would never let him live it down and despite being a decent sized city, gossip traveled just as fast in Charleston as it did in any small town.

      Her smile was less mischievous and more dreamy when she lowered herself back to her heels. “Just for the record, I have zero objections to you doing that again. As often as you like.”

      “Thank god. Because I plan on kissing you every chance I get.”
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      As far as first dates went, that one had been a doozy. Even without that mind-blowing kiss at the end, she would have agreed to a second. Possibly even a third and a fourth, if he’d pressed.

      But he hadn’t pressed or pushed or been nearly as bossy and overbearing as she’d expected him to be. All night she’d been braced for that moment when his ‘Daddy side’ would kick in and he’d start ordering her around.

      It never had, but now that her mind was starting to clear as she made her way back to Lost River, she found herself wondering if he was just keeping that side of himself hidden until she let her guard down. What if he was waiting for her to really fall for him before he started getting bossy? What if he was smart enough to be more subtle about it, letting it out little by little over time, until she was just like her friends, doing whatever Daddy said without her even realizing it had happened?

      “Stop it, Noelle. You’re spiraling,” she muttered to herself, gripping the steering wheel hard enough for her knuckles to turn white as she practiced the breathing techniques she’d learned online.

      Normally when she had one of these anxiety spirals, she’d call Taylor and word vomit for a few minutes until she’d gotten all the weird, annoying thoughts out of her head. Taylor would listen until the end, and then ask some kind of insightful question that would invariably go right to the heart of the real issue.

      But she wasn’t quite ready to tell Taylor she was dipping her toes in the Daddy pool, so to speak. Not when she was still feeling so uncertain about it herself. When she’d made that stupid profile on that stupid site a few weeks ago, it had seemed like the perfect solution to her problem. Want to fit in with your friends? Do what your friends are doing. Simple.

      Or so it had seemed. Now, after having talked to a half dozen men who seemed to expect her unwavering obedience without so much as a “Hi, how ya doin’?” she wasn’t feeling quite so sure of herself anymore.

      And if she talked to Taylor, no doubt she would want to get Carly in on the conversation, and the two of them were bound to have a million questions Noelle didn’t have answers for just yet.

      No, Taylor and Carly were definitely out. Which meant their daddies—Noelle’s brother, Ian, and his best friend, Matt—were out as well, since they couldn’t be trusted to keep anything secret from their Little girls.

      Ginny would probably have some kind of sage wisdom to offer, but Noelle would have to explain the whole situation from the beginning to catch her up. And not only did Noelle not have the time or patience for such an explanation, it would require sharing Taylor and Carly’s secrets for Ginny to truly understand. Which she would never do in a million years.

      There was one person in their friend group who already knew all those pesky little details, and tended to give really great advice. Even when it wasn’t the advice you wanted to hear.

      With her options limited, Noelle turned onto the road that would take her away from town and out to old Widow McDowell’s farm.

      Not that Edie was old. In reality, she was only in her mid-thirties, just a few years older than Ian and Matt. But after her husband’s sudden passing, she’d embraced the ‘eccentric old widow’ role with fervor, and the title had become almost a term of endearment among the residents of Lost River.

      Despite the late hour, Edie’s house was lit up like a beacon, and Noelle nearly sighed with relief at the sight. It hadn’t occurred to her until she’d actually spotted the house that Edie might be in bed already. With a farm full of rescue animals to care for, she tended to be the ‘early to bed, early to rise’ type.

      “Edie?” Noelle called as she pushed open the front door, glancing around for any sight of her friend.

      “Kitchen!”

      Closing the door behind her, Noelle made her way to the cozy little kitchen where she found Edie pulling a pair of mugs down from a cabinet. On the stove, a bright yellow tea kettle sat on a glowing red eye.

      “Chamomile or Earl Grey?” Edie asked with a glance over her shoulder.

      “You’re making tea?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s what you do when a friend shows up on your doorstep in the middle of the night. You make tea and you listen to whatever it is they’ve got on their mind. I also have a lavender blend if you think you might need help getting to sleep tonight.”

      “Ah, Earl Grey, I guess.” Pulling a chair out from the battered old table, Noelle sat and propped her chin on her hands as she watched Edie putter around the kitchen. “How did you know I had something on my mind?”

      “Can’t think of another reason you’d be driving all the way out here at nearly ten in the evening.” Two steaming mugs in hand, Edie joined her at the table. “Sugar’s in that little cup there. So, how was your date?”

      Pausing with a scoop of sugar halfway to her mug, Noelle scowled at Edie’s smug smile as the other woman lifted her cup to her lips. “Why does it have to be about my date? Maybe I’m here for business advice.”

      “If it was business, you’d ask during business hours. Late night visits are for personal shit. And since you spend the evening with a boy, it makes sense he’s the one who’s got you all twisted up.”

      “There is personal stuff that’s not relationship related at all, you know.”

      “But not this time.”

      “No, not this time, dammit. Do you have to know everything?”

      “I don’t know everything. But I know you.”

      Some of her annoyance faded at the simple statement and Noelle dropped the sugar into her tea with a sigh. “Yeah, you do. The date was… I don’t even know where to begin. He took me to dinner at his sister’s house, where I met his big, loud family. Including his adorable little nieces who made me read about a hundred bedtime stories before he dragged me out. It was amazing, honestly.”

      “Good. You deserve amazing.” Sipping her tea, Edie cocked an eyebrow at her from over the rim before setting the mug down again. “But you didn’t come all this way to gush about how amazing he is.”

      “No.” Her own tea sat untouched as Noelle weighed her words before deciding it was just better to get all her cards on the table. “He’s also a Daddy.”
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      It was a rare thing to see Edie McDowell so stunned she couldn’t speak. And normally, Noelle would find some satisfaction in the knowledge she’d been the one to shock her friend into silence, but tonight it only seemed like confirmation she’d made a huge, horrible mistake.

      “I knew it.” Groaning, Noelle shoved her tea aside and dropped her head into her hands. “God, I’m an idiot. What was I thinking? This whole thing was just fucking stupid.”

      “Well, now, seeing as how I don’t know what ‘this whole thing’ actually is, I can’t say that for sure. I’m thinking maybe you should back up a little and tell me the whole story.”

      “I don’t know where to start.”

      Some of the smug returned to Edie’s expression. “The beginning is usually a good place.”

      “Smartass.” More to buy herself some time than out of any desire to actually drink it, Noelle picked up her tea and sipped. “It’s hard feeling left out,” she said after a long stretch of surprisingly companionable silence.

      “Yeah. I suppose it is. So this is about Taylor, after all.”

      “I guess.” Tears, unbidden and unwanted, blurred her vision but Noelle ruthlessly blinked them back. “It’s just, she’s my best friend in the whole wide world. We’ve done everything together for as long as I can remember.”

      “And now she has this new thing that she does with Carly, and you’re not invited.”

      “I know it’s stupid to be jealous. It’s not even like Taylor and I are hanging out any less. She still comes over for movie nights. Sometimes Carly tags along but mostly it’s just the two of us like it’s always been. There’s absolutely no reason for me to be jealous that she’s hanging out with Carly, too.”

      “It’s hard to be rational about things when our emotions are involved. Especially when it’s someone we love.”

      “Thanks. I feel marginally less crazy now.”

      “Good.” Edie grinned, her sapphire eyes sparkling with amusement. “I promise you’re no crazier than the rest of us.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t see you out here making dating profiles on kinky websites hoping to find a Daddy just so you can hang out with your friend.”

      “Trust me, I have my own craziness. But tonight is about you.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Noelle waved her mug in Edie’s direction. “One of these days, I’m going to pin you down and make you share all your secrets. You’re lucky I’m in desperate need of advice right now.”

      “You’re welcome to try. Just have to catch me first.” Edie tilted her head to the side, studying Noelle with eyes that saw far too much for anyone’s own good. “So that’s how you met your Dominic? Through a kinky website?”

      “No, actually. You know how I told you I was meeting someone for coffee tonight?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, I met that guy through the site, and he turned out to be a huge asshole. I set up the coffee date just so I could tell him what an asshole he was to his face. Dom just so happened to be there and stepped in when the guy started looking like he wanted to break my neck.”

      “Sounds like I owe your Dominic a bottle of Scotch.”

      “I could have handled it. But yeah, I’m kinda glad he was there. Asshole Dom was a lot bigger in person than I expected.”

      “Jesus, Noelle. Maybe you having a Daddy is a good idea after all. Someone to keep you from getting yourself killed on a daily basis.”

      “I am not that bad, Edie.” Frowning down at the table, Noelle tapped her fingers against the side of her mug. “You really think a Daddy would be good for me?”

      “If that’s what you really want, sure. But I’m not convinced that having a Daddy just because your friends have Daddies is the right reason, honey.”

      “I know. I’m an asshole.”

      “I didn’t say that.” Edie’s eyes narrowed in that way she had that made it seem like she was looking right through you, down to your soul, and Noelle had to fight the urge to squirm under her gaze. “All right, let’s try this. Take Taylor and Carly out of the equation. Is there anything about having a Daddy that appeals to you?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t really given it much thought.”

      “Then give it some now.”

      “Ugh, fine.” Leaning back in her chair, Noelle mentally reviewed the interactions she’d seen between her friends and their Daddies. Mostly, as far as she could tell, it was all rules and punishments and “Daddy said so”. “Well, I know what I don’t like. I don’t like the idea of someone telling me what to do all the time.”
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