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            AUTHOR’S NOTE:

          

        

      

    

    
      The following story is completely fictional.  The characters are all over the age of 18 and as adults choose to live their lives in an age play environment.

      

      This is a series of books that can be read in any order.  You may, however, choose to read them sequentially to enjoy the characters best.  Subsequent books will feature characters that appear in previous novels as well as new faces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AN INVITATION TO BE PART OF  PEPPER’S LITTLES LEAGUE!

          

        

      

    

    
      Want to read more stories featuring Littles?  Join Pepper North’s newsletter.  Every other issue will include a short story as well as other fun features!  She promises not to overwhelm your mailbox and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a special bonus, Pepper will send you a free collection of three short stories to get you started on all the Littles’ fun activities!

      

      Here’s the link:

      

      http://BookHip.com/FJBPQV
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      Sharon sank down on the pew reserved for her at the front of the small chapel, her gaze fixed on the polished wood urn. Roger. She couldn’t believe that he was gone. A chill ran through her, and she wrapped her arms around herself.

      Easton Edgewater immediately slid his arm across the seatback to pull his former administrative assistant close. His warmth seeped into her side, providing comfort. He turned to the woman on his other side and suggested, “Piper, Sharon’s cold in here. Could you sit on her other side?”

      Piper nodded and patted her Daddy’s thigh before standing.

      “I’ve got it,” a deep voice replied, making her freeze in place. Piper smiled at the large man and sat back down.

      “Knox.” Sharon smiled as Edgewater Industries’ head of security filled the empty space beside her.

      Easton patted his newly arriving employee’s broad shoulder before removing his arm.

      Sharon leaned toward Knox to whisper, “Thank you for coming.”

      “I wouldn’t be anywhere else. I should have been here earlier. I’m sorry.”

      “You got here just in time,” she rushed to assure him.

      Waving a hand at the table set up before the altar, Sharon’s voice broke as she shared, “That container is so small. It’s hard to imagine Roger is… That he’s in there.”

      Knox simply patted her on the knee. Sharon knew he understood. Her mind focused on the most improbable things as she tried to hold herself together.

      “That burled wood is the perfect touch. It reminds me of the handcrafted bowl in your entryway. Where did Roger find that?” Knox asked as if to distract her.

      “In a small wood carver’s shop in the Ozarks of Missouri. It was frightfully expensive, but Roger bought it for himself and considered it his Christmas present for five years. He didn’t splurge on much, but those things he bought, he loved.” Sharon smiled as she remembered his expression upon finding it. “He had the artisan describe the entire process of how it was made. We were in that shop for a couple of hours.”

      A door opened and the minister entered. A hush fell over the small assembly as the service began. Other than Sharon, there were no living relatives on either side left to attend. Only their friends filled the sparse pews of the chapel. Sharon had struggled to know what to do for the memorial service.

      She didn’t remember a lot of it. A few bible verses, a beautiful song, and it was over. Clutching the handful of tissues she had soaked with her tears, Sharon stood to thank the minister when he approached. Knox stripped them from her hand without a fuss to allow her to shake the officiant’s hand.

      “You have my deepest condolences, Mrs. Ross. If I can be of assistance to you as you grieve, please do not hesitate to call,” the kind man offered.

      “Thank you. I appreciate you leading the service. I needed to say goodbye,” Sharon expressed her gratitude.

      “We all need closure. It was my pleasure to help.”

      As the minister stepped away, Sharon realized she had a check for him. She fumbled with her purse, trying to open it.

      “Everything is taken care of,” Knox reassured her.

      “Thank you.”

      Exhaustion settled over her. How long had it been since she’d slept? Sharon weaved slightly as she stood in place. People streamed toward her to give their condolences. Stiffening her spine, she forced herself to stand straight.

      “Sit here,” Knox instructed, guiding her to a tall stool that he produced from somewhere.

      Grateful, she looked over her shoulder to nod her thanks. Knox settled close by, allowing her to speak individually to those who had attended while keeping her in sight. Sharon enjoyed speaking to those who had known Roger. A few shared fun stories that she’d forgotten or never heard from her husband. It was good to focus on all the positives from his life.

      When the crowd dwindled, Knox appeared by her side. “It’s time to leave, Sharon. Would you like me to carry the urn?”

      “No, I need to do it.”

      Sharon walked to the small display table with him and ran a hand over the sleek wood. “I miss him. I know this sounds awful, but I’d said goodbye to the man I married months ago.”

      “That sounds honest, not awful,” Knox observed.

      She pulled the urn to her body and wrapped her arms around it to lift the container. The weight of the ashes surprised her each time. A lump formed in her throat and she couldn’t breathe. Blindly, she turned to Knox.

      “What am I going to do?” she asked, her voice sounding desperate to her own ears.

      “You are going to do what I bet your Daddy told you to do when you heard his diagnosis. You are going to grieve and miss the man who loved you more than life itself. You’re going to be proud of yourself for caring for him until his time came. And you’re going to figure out how to allow yourself to live and be happy for all the years you have left.”

      Sharon looked at him in astonishment as Roger’s words echoed in her mind. I love you, Sharon. Remember that. Forget all this. Live a magnificent life.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      Knox wrapped an arm around her waist and guided her out of the beautiful chapel and into the bright, sunny day. She blinked into the light as she emerged. Life went on. Sharon hugged the urn to her body.
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      Three months later, Sharon walked out the back door of the home Roger and she had selected for the amazing view. Crossing the long backyard, she walked with purpose. The weight of the urn in her arms seemed lighter today than it had after the service.

      Approaching the edge of the water, she waded out onto the shallow rocks to where the blue turned a darker shade. There, the water was deepest along the shoreline. Repeatedly, Roger had targeted that spot while fishing in a vain attempt to capture the massive catfish who’d taunted him for years. She’d never seen it, but he swore it was there. Sharon had teased him about Moby Cat for years.

      Unscrewing the top of the wooden container, Sharon didn’t hesitate. She sprinkled the ashes into the water, watching them shimmer on the surface before sinking. The urn became lighter in her arms as she tilted it to pour the last portion out.

      “I’ll always love you, Roger,” she promised in a voice that sounded stronger to her ears than she felt.

      A flash of motion captured her attention. Sharon’s breath caught in her throat as she watched in delight. Roger’s catfish leapt from the blue water in a spiral that revealed the immense size of the creature. The splash as it hit the surface of the lake sent widening circles toward her legs and toward the center of the vast body of water.

      “By damn, Roger. Moby Cat wasn’t a fisherman’s tale!” Sharon blew her husband a kiss goodbye. Leave it to her Daddy to make her laugh as she completed his final instruction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Sharon!” Easton answered on the first ring. “When are you coming back?”

      “Monday if you have a job for me,” she proposed.

      “Perfect. I’ve reserved you a room in B Tower if you’d like to stay here during the week to cut down on travel time,” he suggested.

      “Thank you, Easton. That would be convenient.” She grinned at the phone. Her boss had read her mind before she could even ask. “Want to tell me what I’m going to do?”

      “Monday, you have an appointment with me at eight a.m. We’ll go over the details then. Move in the weekend before so you have a chance to settle in before diving into work.”

      Shaking her head as she disconnected, Sharon headed to the bedroom to pack. She’d just take enough for a couple of weeks. Then when she was settled, she’d decide what to do with the house.

      Located on the far side of the lake, the drive to reach the front gate of the community took twenty to thirty minutes. It wasn’t too far from Edgewater Industries. She’d driven that circuitous route frequently with Roger as they both headed in to work. Sharon just wasn’t sure she wanted to mess with it now. Staying in the apartment would be easier.
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      Sharon rolled her suitcase toward the front entrance of B Tower on the Edgewater Industries’ campus Saturday morning. The guards at the gate had greeted her warmly and offered to help her unload her car. With only one bag, she’d assured them she could handle it.

      “About time you came back,” the deep gravelly voice said, pulling her attention from her thoughts.

      “Knox! I’m glad to see you.” Sharon smiled at the large man holding the door open for her.

      “Likewise. Is this all you brought?” he asked, taking the handle of the suitcase from her.

      “I’m hoping I didn’t forget anything,” she confided.

      “Come on. Let’s get your badge updated and pick up the key to your apartment.” Knox glided her bag over the doorsill without an ounce of effort.

      Grateful for his help, she followed him to the security desk. Knox circled behind the desk to open a folder with her name on it. The badge she’d surrendered on her last day sat on top.

      “I pulled a few strings and got you a new lanyard. Yours looked like it had been caught in a file cabinet or doused with that black ink from the copy machines a few times,” he observed with a raised eyebrow.

      “How did you guess?” she asked with a laugh. Rising to her tippy toes, Sharon tried to peek at the papers in her file.

      “What position does Easton have me slated for?”

      “Monday. It’s all top secret until your meeting.” Knox pointed to the band of tape obscuring her assignment before closing the file.

      “But you know?”

      “I know everything.”

      “Tell me. I won’t spill the beans to Easton. I’ll look surprised.”

      When Knox looked skeptical, Sharon crossed her fingers over her heart. “Promise!”

      “Monday at your meeting,” Knox corrected, handing her the badge.

      “You’re killing me here, Knox.”

      “I’m glad you’re back. Let’s go see your apartment,” he invited, changing the subject.

      Taking command of her bag once again, Knox led her to the elevators. Pushing the button to the eighth floor, he reported, “You’ve been assigned room eight-twenty-six. It has a good view of the green space between the B and C towers.”

      “You’ve checked it out for me?” Sharon asked in surprise.

      “I stocked your apartment with some food so you could settle in tonight. The Littles are having a Saturday night pizza party in the lobby tonight. It’s becoming a weekly event. Easton and Piper will be there.”

      “Maybe I can find out what my assignment is going to be,” she joked, before adding, “Thank you, Knox, for the food. You’re right. That makes my transition here a bit easier.”

      The duo walked down the hallway in silence to reach the correct apartment. Sharon loved the cheerfully decorated doors that they passed. There was so much life here. Not like…

      Her eyes filled with tears and Sharon tried furiously to blink them away. She stiffened her spine, trying to invoke a professional demeanor. This isn’t home. You can’t just cry at random moments.

      “Little girl. You’ve been so brave.” Knox’s gravelly voice poured over her as he stopped and drew her to him. His arms wrapped around her back as he squeezed her tight.

      “Don’t!” she begged. “I’ll just cry harder.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that. You had the rug pulled out from under you and then an avalanche of crap rained down on top of you.”

      The visual image he shared popped into her mind. Unable to resist, Sharon laughed, even as tears continued to pour down her cheeks. “You sure don’t sugarcoat things, Knox.”

      “I never have.” Knox carefully wiped the tears from her cheeks with swipes of his thumbs. The raw power of his hands contrasted with his gentle touch.

      Looking into his deep brown eyes, Sharon whispered, “I may have come back too fast. I don’t know if I can do this, Knox.”

      “Do what?”

      “Be the uber professional administrative assistant. Be in total control of myself. That mask seems to have disappeared.”

      “Good riddance. No one wants you to wear a mask—Easton especially.”

      “He always saw through it to know when I was worried or nervous.”

      “Daddies always know,” Knox confirmed.

      “I miss him, Knox,” Sharon confessed. Her eyes filled with tears once again. “But he hadn’t been my Daddy for a long time.”

      Knox didn’t say anything. He leaned forward to press a kiss on her forehead before taking her hand and tugging her and the suitcase to her door.

      Sharon looked sideways at the large man who’d just kissed her. Knox had been a friend forever. That tender kiss wasn’t from a co-worker. Had Knox ever been just another employee?

      “Press your hand on the panel, Sharon,” he instructed after setting up the pad to key in her print.

      Obeying automatically, Sharon followed his directions. She watched the display turn green, signifying that the process was complete, before removing her hand. With a twist of the knob, Knox opened the door and ushered her inside. He rolled the suitcase to the bedroom and lifted it onto the bed before returning to Sharon’s side as she looked around.

      “This is really nice,” Sharon commented. The large windows let in lots of light, making the space inviting. She ran a hand over the soft material of the sectional sofa filling the open living space. It begged her to stretch out and watch a movie on the large TV mounted on the wall.

      “Are all the apartments this nice?” she asked. “I remember him telling the designer to make them all different. He didn’t want an industrial, manufactured feel.”

      “They’re all very comfortable. The Littles seem to love their apartments. You can ask them tonight. You’ll come, won’t you? To pizza night?”

      “I love pizza. What time?”

      “The pizza arrives at six. Come early to chat. Soft drinks will be provided but you can bring some of that sweet tea you’re addicted to,” Knox added as he walked to the door.

      Sharon laughed as she followed him. “My addiction is strong.”

      When Knox opened the door and stepped into the hall, she gathered her courage to ask. “Knox, that kiss—what do you want from me?”

      “Now, nothing. Soon, everything. I won’t allow you to spend the rest of your life grieving, Roni. Roger didn’t want that for you.”

      “He didn’t.” Sharon swallowed hard before meeting Knox’s gaze once again. “I don’t know…”

      “You will. I’ll be here,” he promised. “See you tonight for pizza.”

      “O-okay.”

      Closing the door, Sharon peeked through the peephole to see Knox looking back at her. He put his hand on his chest, pressing his palm to his heart. She felt her pulse jump in response to the tender gesture.

      Her mind reeling with the emotions of leaving the lake house, moving, returning to Edgewater Industries, and Knox, Sharon got busy unpacking and exploring. With only one suitcase, she finished quickly. Checking the refrigerator, Sharon stared at the contents. Basic staples lined the shelves, but one thing stood out. A freshly brewed pitcher of tea she knew would be sweet sat front and center. A smile spread across her lips. Knox.
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      The elevator dinged open, and Sharon stepped out with a glass of sweet tea that could have rivaled her grandmother’s. She studied the area, testing her memory of names and faces. To her delight, one woman immediately smiled and darted across the room to greet her.

      “Sharon! I can’t believe you’re here,” Piper said warmly.

      “Hi, Piper. I’m glad to see you’ve survived!”

      “My head is over the water, at least,” Piper joked. “Thank goodness for all your organization and notes. I would have been lost without you.”

      “So, you and Easton?”

      “Daddy,” Piper confessed.

      Hugging the young woman, Sharon cheered, “I’m so happy for both of you!”

      “Thank you, Sharon. I’ll have to admit, you were right again,” Easton greeted his former administrative assistant.

      “I always was,” Sharon answered with a smile.

      “Do you know everyone else? Let me jog your mind. That’s Cynthia over there. She’s a new employee in the cafeteria. If she ever crafts a daily special, eat it…”

      “Belinda?” Sharon interrupted when she spotted the stunning blonde as she walked through one of the large glass doors with her heavy computer bag.

      “Sharon! I’m so glad to see you,” Belinda greeted her warmly as the newest arrival walked across the marble floor.

      “You live here, too?”

      “I moved in about two months ago. The darn computer network kept failing, and someone had to be close to wrangle it back into submission,” Belinda explained with a laugh. “I wish I’d moved here years ago.”

      “It seems like a wonderful group. Everyone is happy to see each other,” Sharon observed, looking over her shoulder at Easton.

      “Pizza is good for the soul. I’m Pete and this is Alan.” The brawny man stood and introduced the young man with him.

      “Pete, you work at the gate,” Sharon remembered.

      “Yes, I’m in security. Alan works in maintenance. If you ever need something fixed in your apartment, Alan’s a wizard at doing just about everything,” Pete bragged, rubbing Alan’s lower back.

      “You’re a good person to know. Hi, Alan,” Sharon greeted the younger man.

      “Pizza man!” Knox announced as he carried in a stack of pizzas.

      The smell of fresh crust, tomato sauce, and Italian seasoning filled the air, making mouths water. They put introductions on hold as everyone swarmed forward to grab a slice.

      Sharon hovered on the edge of the group. She automatically matched up all the couples in her mind, noting the Daddies caring for Littles as they helped them with plates and silverware. People settled on the couch in clumps—a couple even sitting on their Daddy’s lap. Overwhelming grief wrapped around her, squeezing Sharon so tight she struggled to breathe.

      Fleeing to the elevator, she pressed her hand desperately against the panel and almost fell through the doors when they opened quickly. When the steel barriers closed behind her, Sharon covered her face as tears streamed down her cheeks. She wanted to be happy for all the couples, but all she felt was pure jealousy that they had what she had lost.

      Her phone buzzed and Sharon looked at the screen as she stepped off the elevator. Easton. Sending it to voicemail, she hurried down the hall. Once in her apartment, she sent him a text.

      “Sorry. Can’t do that yet. I have food here. See you at work on Monday.”

      Collapsing to the couch, Sharon set her tea on the coffee table before dropping her head back against the cushions. She wiped her face. “You have got to get it together. Nothing is going to bring your Daddy back. Be happy for the time you got to spend with him,” she lectured herself as she took deep, calming breaths.

      When she felt back in control, Sharon went to the bathroom and blew her nose. Looking in the mirror at her blotchy face and smeared makeup, she made a silly face at herself. That bit of goofiness helped lighten her heart. Sharon washed her face and felt better.

      Someone knocked on the door. Sharon darted out of the small bathroom to peek through the peephole. Knox.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Open the door, Little girl.”

      The command in that gravelly voice made her twist the doorknob. Knox stood in front of the door with two boxes.

      “The pizza’s getting cold.”

      “You didn’t need to bring any up for me,” Sharon assured him.

      “I’m starving. You’re not going to make me eat alone, are you?”

      “You could eat with everyone downstairs,” she suggested.

      “Then the pizza really would get cold. Take pity on us. Invite me in, Roni.”

      Silently, she stepped back. She watched him walk in and put the pizza on the coffee table. When he sat down on the couch, she asked, “Roni?”

      “I like it. Don’t you?” Knox asked as he opened one box and took out a big slice of pepperoni. “I brought two. Pepperoni and deluxe. I hope you like one of them.”

      He took a big bite. Grabbing the remote, he settled back on the couch and turned on the TV. An animated movie popped up on the screen. Sharon watched for a few seconds before looking back at Knox. He simply patted the cushion next to him.

      “Pizza’s getting cold,” he reminded her.

      Sharon sat down on the edge of the couch to select a piece from the open box. She settled back on the couch next to Knox before taking a bite. “Yum.”

      “I know.”

      The pair sat quietly, munching on the delicious pizza as the movie unfolded on the screen before them. Knox got up to retrieve a roll of paper towels. He separated two sheets and folded them lengthwise, draping one over her lap like a fancy cloth napkin.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome, Roni.”

      He grabbed another piece of pizza and settled back against the couch to munch. His gaze fixed on
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