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To my readers, always


 

CHAPTER 1

 

Jeremiah was waiting in the lobby of the car-rental company for the woman who was supposed to be joining him on a work trip. They needed to take a trip to the West Coast to figure out what was causing delays with the equipment they needed for the tours Jeremiah gave. They’d only exchanged curt emails and one brief phone call that left him with more questions than answers.

The lobby smelled like stale air freshener. When the door finally opened, the woman who stepped in didn’t look like anyone he’d expected. She was confident, composed, and scanning the room like she already knew who he was. She walked right over to him and stuck out her hand.

“I’m Stephanie. You must be Jeremiah.”

He nodded, a little taken aback. He was a laid-back guy who spent many of his days giving nature tours, but the hotel chain they partnered with had asked him to join Stephanie for a trip to the West Coast to find out why they couldn’t get several of the supplies that they needed. Since he oversaw the nature tours program for all the hotels, it was his job to join Stephanie.

“That’s me,” he said with a faint smile. “Nice to meet you.”

Stephanie’s demeanor was cool as she turned toward the counter. “Let’s get this over with. This trip is such a waste of time. Between you and me, I told the hotel to cancel your program.”

Jeremiah’s eyes widened, but he didn’t have a chance to respond before Stephanie made her way to the counter to claim their rental car. He stood behind her as she filled out the paperwork, making sure the car had all the insurance they needed for both of them to drive. “I don’t want to stop. We need to get to California as quickly as possible.”

“Okay,” Jeremiah said faintly, not sure how to respond. He didn’t enjoy Stephanie’s attitude about the trip. He was looking forward to meeting someone new and chatting about life, but it was clear Stephanie wasn’t that type of person, and now he would have to be stuck with her for the next several days.

The man behind the counter took them outside to check out the SUV they would be using for their trip, pointing out any dents that were already present. Stephanie took painstaking photos of every single detail, telling the man she didn’t want any funny games when they returned from California. Jeremiah had shown up in an Uber and had a bunch of gear sitting by the rental company’s entrance. He just wanted to throw them into the trunk and hit the road, but Stephanie spent nearly twenty minutes talking to the man before she seemed satisfied with his answers.

“You can never be too careful with these places. You buy insurance, and they still find a way to hit you with a charge.”

Jeremiah nodded, feeling sorry for the guy who worked at the car rental agency. “He’s covered as well, isn’t he?” she asked, causing the attendant to sigh as he turned on his heels to address her.

“Yes, as I told you before, you are both covered by the plan. You shouldn’t have anything to worry about.”

“Shouldn’t,” Stephanie said smugly as she opened the door. “You people are something else. Come on, Jeremiah. We don’t have all day.”

Jeremiah shot the man a look of apology, but the man looked like he felt sorrier for Jeremiah. After all, he was the one who would have to be stuck with Stephanie for the next few days. He grabbed his equipment from the side of the building and packed it into the trunk, eager to hit the road.

“If you need something to eat, you should let me know now. When I said that I didn’t want to stop, I meant it.”

“Not even for gas?”

“Don’t be sarcastic,” Stephanie said sharply. “I do not have time for sarcasm. This trip wouldn’t even be happening if the ports weren’t bottlenecked. What is it you need, anyway?”

“There’s some specialty equipment that we needed for a few of the hotels. Stuff to go hiking, kayaking, and rock climbing. I told the hotel to buy the products from another vendor, but they refused.”

Stephanie sighed. “They probably got a backroom deal on the stuff they already ordered. It happens all the time, and I’m the one left trying to put the pieces together.”

“You must be pretty high up in the company.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Stephanie said as she turned onto the road. Her voice was sharp and intense, and her presence just made Jeremiah want to wither away into the void. He loved his job and even gave up his career in sales to do it. He still worked as a volunteer paramedic sometimes, but his life was dedicated to the wilderness and teaching people about it. He couldn’t imagine going back to a life of visiting doctors and trying to sell them products.

“Huh, Jeremiah? I asked you a question!”

“Nothing,” he said softly. “Forget I said anything.”

Stephanie sighed and punched the radio, filling the car with noise. It was a welcome distraction for Jeremiah, who was stuck wondering how in the world he was going to get through the next few days with this intense woman.


 

CHAPTER 2

 

Stephanie had been driving for three hours at that point. They had a huge argument over whether they should take the coastal route along US-101 or the inland route along I-5. Jeremiah argued for the longer, more scenic route along the coast, but Stephanie refused. She needed to get to Los Angeles and back to Portland as quickly as humanly possible, but she felt bad for being such a bitch. She really wasn’t trying to be a bitch, but her boss Patrick had forced her on this trip and somehow blamed her for the bottlenecked ports.

She glanced out of the corner of her eye at Jeremiah, wishing he didn’t look so sad. They’d been silent for over an hour, and she really didn’t want to spend the rest of her trip like this. “How did you get into the nature business?”

“Like you care,” Jeremiah said dismissively and went back to looking out of the window.

“I do care,” Stephanie said, even though she wasn’t sure that she actually did, but she needed to make conversation with this man. They both got sucked into this work trip, and they might as well make the most of it. “I mean, I’d like to get to know you.”

Jeremiah looked at her through the corner of his eye, wondering what game she was playing. “Why don’t you tell me something about yourself first?”

“Fine,” she said. “I’m an ice queen because nobody ever took me seriously when I was younger. It turned me into a demanding adult.”

“You can say that again,” said Jeremiah. When she looked at him with daggers, he cleared his throat and thought of something to share about his life. “I work as a volunteer paramedic when I’m not giving nature tours.”

“Aren’t you the owner of Wild Thread Expeditions?”

He nodded.

“Then how in the world do you have time to be a volunteer paramedic as well? I could never.”

“I find if something is important enough, there’s always time.”

Stephanie looked at the man sitting next to her in a new light, feeling rather selfish for the life she led. She couldn’t remember the last time she volunteered to do something that wasn’t paid for by her employer. She quickly thought of ten different things she could do to help the world but knew she wouldn’t do any of them.

“What made you want to become a tour guide?”

“It was something I did in high school for extra money. I never thought I would make a career out of it back then, but nothing else brought me as much happiness,” Jeremiah said, feeling himself open up to this intense stranger, yet he could see a softness about her. One that she’d probably buried deep inside years ago.

“It’s crazy how life works, huh?”

“You can say that again.”

Stephanie glanced at the gas gauge, and it wouldn’t be long before they needed to fill up. She looked out for the exit signs, seeing a truck stop. “How about we stop for gas? Are you hungry?”

Jeremiah nodded. “I could use a snack. They probably have bags of chips and stuff.”

“There’s a restaurant… if you’d rather sit down.”

He smiled broadly. “Yeah, I’d like that. I can take over driving when we leave.”

Stephanie nodded. “Thanks. I need a break. I honestly hate driving so much, and I am not ready to drive in LA.”

“You and me both,” Jeremiah said with a laugh as Stephanie took the off-ramp.  They pulled into the truck stop, which had a hole-in-the-wall restaurant attached to it. Jeremiah pumped the gas while Stephanie went inside to freshen up. He pulled into a parking space after he pumped the gas and went inside to join her, requesting a table before she emerged from the bathroom.

She let out a delighted sigh when she sat. “It feels so good to stretch my legs,” Stephanie said casually as she picked up the menu, looking over the different greasy options that the truck-stop diner offered. She hadn’t eaten anything like it in years, but she was craving a heaping plate of biscuits and gravy for whatever reason.

Jeremiah sat across from her, confused by how much she’d changed from when they were at the car rental company. The lines around her eyes were no longer hard and intense. She seemed softer and more at ease, and Jeremiah didn’t want to mess up her newfound demeanor by saying the wrong thing, so he kept his mouth shut.

“What kind of music do you like?” Stephanie asked as she placed her menu on the table, ready to order. “I probably should have asked you that before we hit the road, huh?”

“It’s not a big deal,” he assured her. “I don’t have the pickiest taste in music, but I usually listen to rock. What about you?”

“I also like rock, but I usually listen to stuff on the softer side. Anything with an acoustic guitar makes my heart sing.”

“Nice,” Jeremiah said. “I actually play the guitar.”

“No way! Did you bring it with you?”

He chuckled. “No. I didn’t think I would have the chance to play it, so I left it at home.”

“That’s too bad,” Stephanie said with a frown. “I would have loved to hear you play.”

“Next time,” he said with a casual smile.

Stephanie agreed with a nod, her eyes widening as she saw her huge plate of biscuits and gravy coming toward the table. Jeremiah ordered a country-fried steak and was delighted when it landed in front of him. He could hardly believe its massive size, but that was the best thing about eating at unpretentious restaurants. They often gave more than enough food to stay full for the entire day.

Jeremiah and Stephanie continued chatting about their lives as they ate, but there was a drop in conversation to make room with the bites. Jeremiah appreciated how hard Stephanie worked, and she was impressed by the business he’d created and how he’d gotten the hotel to go along with it.

“Not everyone lasts as long as you.”

“Trust me, I know. I’ve seen how cutthroat the business can be, but I understand they only want to offer the best experiences to their guests.”

“That’s probably why you’ve lasted as long as you have.”

Jeremiah smiled, feeling proud of himself. He didn’t always take the time to congratulate himself on all the work he’d done to reach this level of success. He just went through the days, trying his best to make each and every one of his customers happy with their experiences in nature. He saw firsthand how a good tour could change the lives of his visitors.

Stephanie pushed her plate away when there was only a bite or two left, groaning as she rubbed her stomach. “Geez, what in the world have I done? I shouldn’t have eaten all that food.”

Jeremiah was nearly finished with his country fried steak as well, but he ate until there wasn’t a single bite of food left on the plate. He’d skipped breakfast that morning and was happy to finally be full. He wasn’t sure how he was going to drive for so many hours, but he would find a way to make it work.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stop at all? We could get a hotel at the halfway point. We still have plenty of time.”

Stephanie narrowed her eyes at Jeremiah. “That’s cute, but no. I want to get there a day before our meeting to surprise them and see what’s happening on the docks now. Not after they’ve had time to sweep away their mistakes.”

Jeremiah nodded solemnly. He understood where Stephanie was coming from, but how in the world was he going to stay awake for that entire drive?

As though she was reading his mind, she said, “don’t worry, Jeremiah. You’ll have plenty of time to sleep when I take over the driving. I just need to rest my eyes first,” Stephanie said and stifled a yawn. She pulled out her company credit card and handed it to the server when they came by to clear the plates, telling them that they needed to get back on the road as quickly as possible.

They were laughing when they exited the restaurant, but their laughter stopped when they saw that the backseat car door was open. Stephanie gasped, running to the car, screaming when she opened the door. “My laptop! My tablet! Everything! It’s gone!” She slammed her hand on the SUV and screamed so loudly Jeremiah had to cover his ears. Birds flew from the trees. People turned to look at them.

“What happened? The windows aren’t broken.”

Life drained from Stephanie’s body. She hadn’t locked the car. The memory came back to her like a meteor falling from the sky. She couldn’t see straight. Panic gripped her chest. Jeremiah came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, trying to calm her, but it was useless. She pushed him and ran away from the SUV.

“No! No! This can’t be happening!” She charged inside of the truck stop, racing to the counter. “I need to speak to your manager at once! My laptop has been stolen from the parking lot! Show me your video feeds! Now! I need to catch this man!” Every word she spoke got louder and louder. She sounded completely hysterical.

“Stephanie,” Jeremiah said gently as he came up by her side. “Don’t you have backups of the files?”

“That computer! It’s worth thousands!”

Jeremiah had checked the trunk, and most of his things were gone as well. His computer and sports equipment had vanished, but he was doing his best to remain calm. He couldn’t reach Stephanie’s level of panic.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. We can’t release any video feeds without a warrant. If you leave your number, I can have a look at the security cameras at the end of my shift, but I’m the only manager on duty right now, so—”

Stephanie freaked out, cursing up a storm at the poor man. Jeremiah could hardly stand the sight. “Sorry,” he said and pulled her away as she continued yelling and screaming. “Stephanie, snap out of it!” he hollered at her when they got outside. “You’re not the only one who got their shit stolen!”

Her eyes widened like she’d been slapped in the face. Her entire expression changed, going from enraged to sadness. She took a few steps away from Jeremiah and then walked around him, staring off into the distance as she put one foot in front of the other. She reached the edge of the walkway and pushed her hands into her hair, rocking back and forth on her heels.

“Stephanie,” Jeremiah said as he slowly came up behind her. “We’ll get through this. We can get through anything.”

She wanted to yell at him, but her mouth wouldn’t move. She was too depressed. Her boss Patrick was going to kill her. She could already hear him yelling at her about how much work she lost, and she wasn’t prepared to hear it. She needed an escape.

“Where are we?”

“Huh?” Jeremiah asked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… where are we?” she shouted. “Take me somewhere to forget all of this! I don’t want to deal with it!”

“We’re not too far from Crater Lake National Park. You want me to drive us there?”

Stephanie nodded, going limp. She couldn’t even think about what’d happened to her laptop. She could go onto her cell phone and shut it down remotely, which she did on their way to the park, but losing her laptop had reset the course of her history. There was no telling how she would find a way out of the hole. Perhaps she would even lose her job, and if she did, she wanted to at least enjoy herself in the process.


 

CHAPTER 3

 

They arrived at Crater Lake National Park a little over an hour later. Stephanie hadn’t said much since she exploded at the truck stop. She’d taken the time to erase the files on her computer from her cell phone, but she didn’t have energy for much else.

“We’re lucky it’s a slow day and that they had a place at the lodge,” Jeremiah said as he parked the car. “I thought for sure they would be sold out.”

“It’ll be nice to stay here,” Stephanie said as she looked out of the window, taking in the gorgeous landscape. She had to wonder where things went sideways in her life. She used to be so bright and confident without a care in the world, but now it was like she couldn’t even get through a day without causing someone to look at her like she’d lost her mind. “I need a break from the world.”

Jeremiah felt sad when he looked at Stephanie. She was so beautiful but clearly run down from the stressors of the job. It was demanding working for a world-class hotel chain at such a high level. He wondered how she managed it. When he worked as a paramedic, it was stressful and often times heart-wrenching work, but at least he was there to save someone’s life. The job gave him a purpose, but what did working for a multinational corporation give Stephanie?

“When was the last time you went camping?”

Stephanie laughed. “Who knows? When I was in Girl Scouts?”

“There’s nothing more healing for the mind than a walk in nature,” Jeremiah said seriously, which was something he believed to his core. There were plenty of people who would push back against his assessment, but he’d seen people come to his tours broken and leave whole. He knew the healing powers nature could have, and Stephanie was in desperate need of some rest and relaxation.

“When was the last time you took a break from work?”

Stephanie’s smile dropped into a frown. “I can’t remember the last time I took a break. I’ve always told myself that the traveling I do is like a vacation, but that’s not true, is it?”

“No,” Jeremiah said, shaking his head. “You need time away from your phone and computer. I was honestly surprised when the hotel told me about this trip. There are plenty of materials I would like to have, but it never seemed like the end of the world that I didn’t have them.”

She chuckled. “Probably on your end, but my boss Patrick has been freaking out that the quality of our product is decreasing. He thinks if everything isn’t exactly as stated that we’re failing, and part of me agrees with him, but the other part of me wants to tell him to kiss my ass.”

“Yeah, let that part out!”

Stephanie thought about what she’d say to her boss if he were there, going through the words in her mind, but she wouldn’t confront him. 

“Say it, Stephanie! I can tell that you’re holding something in,” Jeremiah said, encouraging her. “Don’t hold back!”

“Fuck you, Patrick! Fuck you and all of your crazy missions! I wouldn’t have lost my laptop today if you hadn’t sent me on this stupid, pointless trip! Who fucking cares if we’re down a few products? The entire country is dealing with the same fucking issue!” Stephanie slammed the passenger’s side console. She was enraged.

“Who’s Patrick?”

“My dumbass fucking boss. He’s always throwing everyone else under the bus to protect himself! He couldn’t care less about us, and I don’t even think he cares about the business. He’s just an asshole who will do anything to stay in power. I’m surprised you don’t know him.”

Jeremiah shrugged. “I don’t really keep up with the hotel people. Just happy they keep sending me customers.”

“You’re lucky you don’t have to deal with him.”

“I’m sorry that you do,” Jeremiah said sincerely. “I don’t know how you stand the corporate world.”

“You and me both.”

Jeremiah sighed, feeling sorry for Stephanie. She probably started out on her job with the highest of hopes, only for them to come crashing back down to reality. “Why don’t we get out of the car? You can take a shower and relax, and then we can meet for dinner. I hear the food is excellent.”

Stephanie nodded, realizing that they were still sitting in the car even though they’d arrived over fifteen minutes ago. She just wished the day could have been easier. She wished that she weren’t feeling so stressed and anxious, but what was the point? Her computer had gotten stolen. She would have to figure out what to do about that the following day at the earliest. There was no point in wallowing over what she couldn’t control.

“I’d like that,” she said finally. “Thank you for not judging me.”

“We all freak out sometimes.”

Stephanie took a deep breath and exhaled sharply. “Yeah, that’s true, but today was extra special, huh?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Water under the bridge. Now, come on. I want to shower and check out the lake before the sun goes down.”

Stephanie opened her door, thankful the bandits had been generous enough to leave her clothes.


 

CHAPTER 4

 

Crater Lake stared at them through the windows of the dining hall as the sun descended from the sky. It was easily one of the most beautiful sights Stephanie had ever seen. She spent so many hours staring at her computer screen, and now she wondered what all that time was worth.

“Is this what you do every day? Just look at pretty things?” Stephanie asked mindlessly as she held the stem of her wine glass. They’d ordered a bottle of white to share along with mussels as an appetizer.

“Pretty much,” Jeremiah said with a bright smile. He looked so happy and relaxed, like he didn’t have a care in the world. Most of his outdoor equipment had been stolen along with her technology, but he didn’t seem fazed. “I also volunteer to clean up trash from the side of the road. Help keep the world clean.”

Stephanie’s eyes widened. She couldn’t believe this man across from her. He was twice the human she’d ever be. “Of course you do.”

“What? You say that like it’s a bad thing!”

“Of course it’s not, but I’m really starting to question my life decisions after this afternoon. Why don’t I take more vacations? I’ve been to so many different major cities. My passport is filled with stamps, but did I ever take the time to explore those cities? No!”

Jeremiah sucked in a sharp breath. Stephanie’s energy was a lot to handle, but he wanted to be here for her in this time of need. “Why do you think you didn’t take the opportunity to enjoy those places?”

She shrugged. “When would I have had the time? Patrick has always had me on a tight schedule, texting or calling me every chance he got.”

“Damn, he doesn’t give you a break, huh?”

“Not in the slightest,” she said. “I wish we had a better relationship, but he’s a chameleon. When his bosses come around, he’s the nicest man in the world, but he turns the second they leave. It’s honestly terrifying to watch.”

“I feel bad for his girlfriend.”

“Trust me, he can’t keep one to save his life.”

Jeremiah was thankful to be the boss of his own enterprise, the master of his own destiny. He felt for people who didn’t have the freedom he had, but it took a lot of hard work to reach the point he did. It certainly wasn’t without sacrifice.

“Why do you stay working there?”

Stephanie shrugged. “Why does anyone stay working anywhere? Money,” she said. “I don’t know why I put up with it, but every time I think about quitting, I get some type of bonus that makes me stay. It’s also nice that I don’t have to pay for any of my travel expenses.”

“Will they cover your laptop?”

“Probably,” she said. “I don’t know. I haven’t told Patrick what happened yet, and he would not be happy about us stopping here,” Stephanie said as she spooned a few more mussels onto her plate.

They ate their mussels in silence for a few minutes, thankful when the other dishes arrived. Stephanie had ordered their bison meatloaf, and Jeremiah got the salmon dish. Stephanie had never eaten bison in her life, but it was even more delicious than cow.

“It’s a shame what they did to all those bison,” she said with a shake of the head. “I cried when we read about how the bison population plummeted in the nineteenth century when I was in middle school. I used to care a lot about nature once upon a time.”

“I’m sure you still do,” Jeremiah said between bites of his salmon. “You can’t beat yourself up so much, Stephanie. We’re all doing the best we can in this messed-up world.”

“You seem to be doing pretty well for yourself,” Stephanie said, even though a few days ago she knew she would have thought otherwise reading about Jeremiah’s life on paper. For far too long, she only cared about accolades, diplomas, and status. She’d spent her entire career climbing a corporate ladder, and where had it gotten her? Nowhere except the other side of a mental breakdown.

She missed her younger days, when she used to find men and dominate them. She had a collection of wonderful toys gathering dust at the back of her closet. It was hard to pinpoint exactly when she started changing, but it was at some point over the past five years. Maybe she’d become too bogged down by work. Maybe she just stopped finding herself sexy. She didn’t know what it was, but it’d been at least two years since she last dominated a man properly.

Jeremiah could tell that Stephanie’s train of thought had shifted by the look in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing,” Stephanie said quickly, shaking the naughty thoughts from her mind. As cute as Jeremiah was, they were still on a work trip, and she couldn’t be unprofessional. “I was just thinking about my past.”

“Can you tell me something about your past?”

“Something like what?”

He shrugged. “Have you had a boyfriend?”

“That’s a rather intimate topic, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, I guess,” he said, sounding somber.

Stephanie didn’t want their lovely evening to end, realizing that she had to be more open with this man who’d saved her from a full-blown panic attack. “Sorry, I’m so used to always being in work mode. I have dated a lot but haven’t had a boyfriend in years. You? Do you have a girlfriend? Boyfriend?”

Jeremiah chuckled. “No boys for me, but no, I don’t have a girlfriend. My ex-girlfriend Josephine and I dated for a few years, but she accused me of being too committed to my job. Go figure.”

“You? God, she wouldn’t know what to do with me, huh?”

“No,” he said with an intoxicating laugh. “I don’t think she would. She wanted me to be free to hang out with her at all times. It became a bit much.”

“Oh my, gosh. I couldn’t!”

“Neither could I, which was why we broke up. Last I saw, she was dating someone else, though, so I’m happy for her.”

“Good,” Stephanie said, returning to her delicious meatloaf. “Should we have coffee on the terrace for dessert? The sunset is lighting up the sky.”

“Yeah, let’s do it,” Jeremiah said and lifted his hand to signal their server who rushed over to fill the coffee order. They took their coffees out to the terrace, full of the delicious food and wine. Stephanie let out a deep exhale, thankful to be somewhere so tranquil.

“I could get used to this,” she said.

“Me too,” Jeremiah said, looking over at her with a sparkle in his eyes. She turned back to the lake quickly, but something had awakened inside of her. She took a sip of her coffee to distract herself, but when she turned back to Jeremiah, his eyes were still on her. “Are you feeling better?” he asked.

“A bit,” she said. “I don’t know what Patrick will say when he finds out about my computer, but there’s not much I can do about that now, is there?”

“Did you ever hear from the truck stop?”

She chuckled. “Not a word, but I’m not worried about it. I deleted everything remotely, so they have a computer they can sell or use. Hope they’re happy.”

“Criminals shouldn’t win so easily.”

“No, they shouldn’t,” she agreed. “That’s the world we live in, though, isn’t it?”

“Unfortunately,” he said.

They sat in silence for a few minutes while they enjoyed their coffees, but the tension between them was blatantly obvious. They kept looking at each other through the corner of their eyes. Jeremiah couldn’t remember the last time he really wanted to get to know a girl, but Stephanie seemed like a wonderful woman beneath the stressed-out exterior.

“Guess we should be getting to bed. We should hit the road early in the morning.”

“We should, but I was thinking maybe we could go on a hike first… if you’re willing to be my guide.”

“Yeah,” said Jeremiah. “I’d love to be your guide.” 

“Cool. Walk me back to my room?”

He nodded. Stephanie paid the bill with her company credit card, and then they made their way back to their hotel rooms, which were side by side. They lingered outside of the door, so Jeremiah decided to take the leap. He stepped forward, moving his lips closer to hers, and then they kissed.

Stephanie stood frozen for a second, her mind racing with thoughts, but Jeremiah pushed a little harder into the kiss, relinquishing her of worries. She moaned into his mouth, feeling ten years younger as he pushed her up against the wall. They pulled apart before they got too carried away, but there was no denying that something had shifted in the air.

“See you in the morning,” he said and stepped toward his room. “I had a lovely day.”

“Yeah,” Stephanie said and touched her lips as the door closed behind him.


 

CHAPTER 5

 

“Rise and shine,” Jeremiah said through the door after knocking, causing Stephanie to stir in her bed. She groaned as she rolled over to look at the alarm clock. “It’s too early,” she shouted. “Let me sleep!”

“We have to hit the road, and we agreed to go on a hike first. Come on, Stephanie! You’ll love it!”

She grabbed the pillow next to her and threw it at the door. “No!” she hissed. “I’m not ready for the day!”

Jeremiah was silent for long enough to make Stephanie question her decision. Was she looking for a fight? “Are you still there, Jeremiah?”

“I’m still here,” he said as brightly as the morning sun. “Meet me in the dining hall? We can grab a quick breakfast before we hit the trails. They open at seven, and I want to be the first one there!”

“I’ll be down in fifteen,” Stephanie said and tossed the covers from her body. She groaned as she threw her legs over the side of the bed. She was in no mood to face the day, but she couldn’t stay in bed forever, and she wanted to see Jeremiah in his hiking clothes. He probably looked pretty cute. What was wrong with a little eye candy?

Stephanie washed her face in the sink. She’d taken a shower before climbing into bed the night before, so she didn’t need much time to get ready. She picked out something comfortable to wear on the trails. She hoped her tennis shoes would do.

Jeremiah was sitting at a table nursing a cup of coffee when she arrived at the dining lounge. He looked rather handsome in the moisture-wicking clothes that clung to his body. She waved at him, loving how his face brightened when he saw her.

“How did you sleep?” she asked and gave him a hug, wishing she were comfortable enough to kiss his lips, but she couldn’t help wondering if it had been the wine.

“Well,” he said. “You?”

“Better than I thought I would,” she admitted. “It was nice not going straight to my laptop when I woke up.”

“Is that what you normally do?”

“Yes,” she said ruefully. “I’m not the best at maintaining distance between my work and my personal life.”

“Maybe the universe is trying to teach you a lesson. If your computer hadn’t been stolen, we would probably be in Los Angeles already, wouldn’t we?”

Stephanie sighed, remembering her plan to drive through the night. How crazy was she to think that would have been a good idea? “I guess so,” she said. “I’m sorry for putting that pressure on you.”

“Not gonna lie, I was afraid to push back against you.”

“Most people are,” she said. “I don’t give off the nicest demeanor, do I?”

He shrugged. “I feel like being in nature would do you some good. What are you going to order?”

She got the goat-cheese omelet. He got their biscuits and gravy. They both drank far too much coffee and laughed about life in ways Stephanie hadn’t in years. She was still pissed that some asshole had stolen all her gadgets, but she was happy to have an excuse to be free of the grind. She ate her omelet, smiling naturally for the first time in what felt like years.

“How far are we going to hike? Will my tennis shoes be okay?”

“We’ll take the easy trails, so your shoes will be fine. As far as time is concerned, how long do you have? Has Patrick called?”

She glanced at her phone, noticing a text message for the first time. She sighed and unlocked her phone, cringing when she saw that Patrick had sent her a message, but she intended to ignore it. “How about an hour? Is that enough time?”

“Plenty of time,” he said.

They finished their meals and hit the trail. Stephanie kept her phone turned off the entire time. Patrick would freak out if his call went straight to voicemail, but she was tired. She needed a break, and she quite enjoyed having Jeremiah as her guide, pointing out tons of plants and wildlife along the way. 


 

CHAPTER 6

 

Patrick called eight times while Stephanie was on the trail with Jeremiah, but she didn’t care. She was so relaxed after hearing the birds sing in the trees and filling her lungs with the clean air. They were back on the road to Sacramento, and she was dreading the conversation she could no longer ignore.

“It’ll be okay,” Jeremiah assured her as she stared at her cell phone screen with blank eyes. “He has to understand.”

“I don’t think he will,” she said and hit the call button. The phone didn’t even ring once before Patrick answered. “Where in the world are you? What is going on, Stephanie? I demand an answer at once!”

Stephanie held the phone away from her ear, already feeling exhausted by the conversation. When she didn’t say anything, he kept going on and on about how she wasn’t being a star employee. She glanced at Jeremiah who offered her an encouraging smile. “Patrick, shut up!”

The phone line went silent for three horrendous seconds. “Excuse me?”

“Please, Patrick. You won’t even let me talk! My laptop was stolen yesterday from my car. I lost everything!”

“Stolen? With company records?” Patrick exploded, going off on her.

“Don’t worry, I deleted my files remotely, but we spent the night at Crater Lake to regroup. It was a stressful day.”

Patrick yelled about how she wasn’t on vacation. Jeremiah glanced over at her sadly, hating that she had to deal with such a terrible man. There was no way he would have been able to last in her job with a boss like Patrick. He wanted to snatch the phone from her and hang up, but that would probably only cause more problems.

“We’re stopping in Sacramento so that I can buy another computer. I’m not sure we’ll make it to the docks in time for our meeting.”

“What?” he screamed. “You must make it in time! Do I need to have a conversation with Calvin?” Patrick asked, referring to his boss. He was all too eager to throw his subordinates under the bus, and Calvin was far too eager to fire them at Patrick’s word. “He would not be happy to hear that you wasted an entire night at a lodge.”

“Patrick, will you please stop? Why do you have to be like this?”

“Like what? Do I need to remind you that we employ you?”

“My shit was stolen, Patrick! Stolen! I have to get a new computer one way or another.”

“Well, make sure you don’t charge it to the company car. You can send us the receipt, but we’ll have to make sure it goes through the proper channels before we give you any type of reimbursement.”

“Fine,” Stephanie said sharply and ended the call.

Jeremiah was staring at her with wide eyes when she turned to glance at him. “Is he like that all the time?”

“Pretty much,” she said. “Unless Calvin is in the room. Then he’s the nicest man in the world. It’s disgusting. I hate him so much!”

“You have every right to hate that monster! I would never talk to any of my employees like that. You could always come work for me if you wanted. I probably couldn’t pay you what the hotel is paying, but you shouldn’t have to deal with that.”

She shook her head. “No, I shouldn’t, but I do. Let’s just get to Sacramento so that I can get this computer.”

Jeremiah nodded, feeling sorry for Stephanie. From his perspective, she was a victim of abuse. She probably made a ton of money in her role, but what was the money worth when she couldn’t even enjoy her life?

***

They arrived in Sacramento a few hours later and went straight to the nearest Apple store. Stephanie became depressed upon seeing how much she had to spend, but what other choice did she have? Patrick told her not to use the company credit card, and she needed a new laptop and tablet and all the other accessories she used to function on a daily basis, but something didn’t feel quite right when she had them in her hands.

“What’s wrong?” Jeremiah asked as they walked out of the Apple store. “Did you forget something?”

“My soul?” she asked sarcastically. “Do you mind if we go to a hotel to set up all this stuff? I won’t be able to do it in the car.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. Jeremiah didn’t want to push back against her, even though she looked utterly depressed about the situation. She found a nice and affordable hotel across the road from the shopping mall. She hated that she had to spend even more money on this horrid work trip, but at least Jeremiah was there to keep her company.

They checked in under her name. She didn’t risk using her company credit card after the conversation she’d had with Patrick, and she was boiling with anger by the time she stepped into the hotel room. “Can you believe that asshole? I mean, seriously! What business does he have talking to me like that? Does he know how difficult the past twenty-four hours have been?”

“You shouldn’t stand for it,” agreed Jeremiah. 

“I don’t know why I do,” she said sadly. “I’m so tired of doing all this shit.” She stared at the huge pile of Apple products in front of her. Most people would be over the moon to have all these gadgets, but she only saw a ball and chain. She saw products that were holding her back from living the life she truly deserved.

“Why do I keep doing this to myself? It’s not worth it and hasn’t been for a long time.”

“Fuck your boss!”

“Yeah, fuck him!” Stephanie felt so good screaming the words. She didn’t want to deal with Patrick another day in her life. She honestly didn’t know why she was putting up with this job when she was smart enough to find another. Heck, she could start her own business if she wanted. She knew how to move products across the world and knew that there were plenty of people who would be happy to pay for her services.

Stephanie stared at the daunting task in front of her and decided she wasn’t going to do it. She simply couldn’t. She’d spent far too much of her life bending over backwards for a man who treated her like shit. Despite losing her gadgets, the past twenty-four hours had been the best of her life. She would never forget how beautiful Crater Lake looked while they ate. She would never forget how much she enjoyed learning about the birds and plants and all the other animals they saw during their hike.

“I’m not doing it,” she said and turned away from the boxes containing her new laptop, tablet, and accessories. “Patrick can kiss my ass. That meeting is tomorrow. If they really want to talk to us, they can do it virtually. I told him as much when he first told me I needed to drive to LA, but he didn’t listen.”

Jeremiah was so proud of her for standing up for herself. “Yeah, it honestly sounds pointless to me. Being there or not isn’t going to change the fact that the products haven’t arrived.”

“Exactly,” she said. “He’s fucking crazy! I can’t take his shit anymore!”

“Don’t do it! It’s not worth the stress.”

“Let’s go back to the mall.”

“What do you want there?”

“The Cheesecake Factory,” she said. “Are you okay with that?”

“Yeah, absolutely! I love their eggroll sampler!”

“Perfect,” Stephanie said and stood from the desk. “We can stay here tonight then. We should probably get you a room when we get back, but I’m starving, and I need a drink to take my mind off Patrick. It’s only a matter of time before he calls again, and I want to be prepared.”

Jeremiah nodded. “Sure, we can get me a room on the way back,” he said. “Or I could always stay in here. There are two beds.”

Stephanie glanced at the beds, nodding mindlessly. “Yeah, I guess I should save some money since Patrick will probably fire me when he finds out I’m being defiant, but I can’t stand it anymore.”

Jeremiah walked over to her and held her hands in his. “I’m proud of you, Stephanie. You’re making the right decision.”

“Let’s hope so,” she said and went to put on her shoes.


 

CHAPTER 7

 

“Cheers,” Stephanie said and clinked her glass with Jeremiah’s. They’d ordered a bottle of red wine to share and had a table full of appetizers. Patrick had called once while they were eating, but Stephanie let it go to voicemail. She no longer had the energy to care. She didn’t even have the energy to fight for her job if it came down to it. She only wanted to enjoy this early dinner with Jeremiah.

“So,” he said after finishing off the last eggroll. “Do you really not have a boyfriend?”

“Nope,” she said. “Most men can’t handle me.”

Jeremiah chuckled. “I’m not surprised to hear that.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“Can you elaborate?”

Stephanie folded her lips. How could she tell this cutie sitting across from her that she liked to make men worship her? She even liked to turn them into feminized sissy sluts if she got the chance. There was nothing hotter than a ladyboy who could bend over and take a spanking. She was getting a little hot just thinking about it.

“Uh oh. I’m sensing there’s something you’re not telling me. Are you a lesbian?”

“No,” she said. “I mean, I’ve kissed girls and stuff, but I prefer men… like you.”

Jeremiah blushed. His crush on Stephanie had shot to the moon over the past twenty-four hours. He thought she was so beautiful and confident and enchanting. Few women he’d met in his life compared to her radiance. “I like you too,” he admitted. “So, what are you hiding from me?”

“Let’s just say I’m not the most submissive woman in the world.”

Jeremiah’s cock jumped hearing those words. “Do tell.”

Stephanie narrowed her eyes, wondering what Jeremiah was getting at. She didn’t want to get all hot and bothered if he wasn’t going to put out. “What’s your deal?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… do you actually want to do something?”

Jeremiah licked his lips. “I mean… I don’t not want to do something.” He rubbed his cock through his pants. It was rock hard and ready to play, but he couldn’t help wondering what type of play Stephanie actually enjoyed. “Are you a dominatrix?”

“You could say that,” she said.

“Damn, that’s hot. Did you bring your toys with you?”

She shook her head, thinking about how they were gathering dust at the back of her closet. “It didn’t cross my mind, but I saw that there was a Spencer’s here. They usually have a toy or two. Have you ever submitted to a woman?”

Jeremiah shook his head. “No, but I’d be willing.”

“Mmm,” she purred and picked up her wine glass to take a sip. “That’s what I love to hear. Why don’t we go find a few toys? See how much you can handle.”

Jeremiah’s cock twitched in his pants, but he was down for some fun. “Good thing we only got one room, huh?”

“Guess so,” she said and threw back the rest of her wine. They got slices of cheesecake to go and made their way back to the hotel after stopping by Spencer’s to buy a dildo and a strap. Stephanie felt carefree for the first time in ages.


 

CHAPTER 8

 

They got back to the hotel room with a bottle of wine, toys, and their slices of cheesecake. Stephanie didn’t want to waste any time, though. She pushed Jeremiah to the bed when they walked through the door. If there was one thing she learned from being a dominatrix, it was that she had to take charge. She couldn’t let a man determine what they were going to do, or they would never submit.

She pushed Jeremiah back down to the bed when he lifted himself to kiss her. “No,” she said. “I’m in charge.”

Jeremiah nodded, feeling his entire body tingle more intensely than he’d felt before. So many women expected him to take charge. It was nice not having the pressure of performing. He was happy to follow instructions. Happy to let someone else dictate what he was to do.

Stephanie pressed her finger against his mouth as she straddled his hips. She rocked her hips back and forth like she was riding his dick, loving how he looked as he stared up at her. “You want that hard dick in my pussy?” Stephanie asked and reached down to press a hand against his crotch. He felt long and thick against her hand, and she couldn’t wait to have him inside of her, but he had to learn a lesson or two first.

“Yes,” he said in a breath. “Ride my dick!”

“Mmm, I bet you would love that, wouldn’t you?”

“So fucking much,” he said and thrusted his hips against her pussy. She moaned at the sensation.

“Have you ever dressed as a girl?”

“What?” he asked.

“I think you heard me,” she said. “Why don’t we put you in something cute? I noticed that you already shave your legs and body.”

“That’s to make it easier for me to find ticks. Not to wear women’s clothing.”

She shrugged. “Why don’t you go into the bathroom to get freshened up and put on one of my babydolls? Your legs would look so cute in it.”

Jeremiah’s cheeks burned bright red. He didn’t want to disappoint Stephanie, but wearing lingerie? Was it a bridge too far? How much was it worth to get his dick wet?

Stephanie lifted herself from his body, letting him roll off the bed. She stumbled into the bathroom and mindlessly turned on the water, feeling like he was living an out-of-body experience. He stepped into the hot stream of water and grabbed the razor he’d brought with him into the bathroom and lathered his legs with his favorite shaving cream. He made quick work getting his body smooth, which was something he did every other day, but this time felt different.

There was a sheer white babydoll dress waiting for him when he stepped out of the shower. He picked it up, revealing a tiny white thong as well. “What is this?” he asked through the bathroom door.

“Put them on, slut! I’m waiting for you!”

Jeremiah’s dick betrayed him, growing hard as he picked up the clothes and put them on his smooth body. He felt strangely sexy when he looked at himself in the mirror. He ran a hand along his side, loving how his legs looked in the dress and how his cock looked in the thong. He turned from side to side, mesmerized by his own reflection.

“Here I come!” he said and opened the door, gasping when he saw Stephanie lying on the bed in nothing other than a sheer babydoll of her own, except hers was pink. She wasn’t wearing panties or a bra. Jeremiah could see everything, and the sight of her beauty only made his cock throb harder.

“Come over here, handsome,” she said and waved at him with her finger. He moved toward the bed, falling at its edge onto his hands and knees. Stephanie pulled him atop of her and kissed him deeply. He moaned into her mouth when she squeezed his ass. They rubbed their crotches together, lost in the moment, and what a glorious moment it was, but Stephanie needed some sissy ass.

“Get on your hands and knees, sissy boy.”

Jeremiah did as he was told. Stephanie pulled a belt out of her suitcase and ran it against his ass cheeks, making him gasp and moan. “What are you doing to me?” he said.

“I’m going to make you feel good.”

Jeremiah tensed as she lifted the belt into the air, bringing it down on his ass. It wasn’t so hard that it hurt. It was the perfect amount of pain. “Fuck,” he said. “Do it again.”

“Mmm, that’s what I like to hear.” She spanked his ass for the next couple minutes, pushing him to the edge of his pain threshold. “This ass is so fucking sexy.”

“It’s yours,” he said, feeling himself come undone. He had no idea what Stephanie was doing to him, but he loved every second of it. When she stepped off the bed, he looked over his shoulder, worried he’d done something wrong, but she was only grabbing the strap. She wrapped it around her waist expertly.

“Come over here and give mama a kiss,” Stephanie said and wagged her six-inch cock in the air. Her pussy juices were running down her thighs. She didn’t realize how badly she needed this, but damn it felt good. She was so happy she hadn’t bothered setting up her computer or tablet. She was so proud of herself for putting an end to the misery, if only for a night.

Jeremiah’s body shook as he wrapped his hand around the thick cock, slowly parting his lips. She pushed her hand into his hair and forced his lips down her shaft. “Suck my dick, sissy!”

He locked his lips around her dick and moaned deeply. He felt awkward at first, but Stephanie didn’t let him feel anything for long. She held the sides of his face and thrusted her hips quickly, fucking his mouth with vigor. He moaned on her cock as she overrode his mind. All he could do was grab his dick and hang on for the ride. He stroked his cock as he fucked her mouth hard, pulling out after a few minutes, leaving him utterly breathless.

“Get on the bed, slut!”

Jeremiah got onto his hands and knees at the edge of the bed. Stephanie stepped forward and lifted the white babydoll. She smacked his tender cheeks as she pressed the tip of the cock up against his hole. “Tell me you want this dick, slut!”

“I need it,” he said in a breath. “Give it to me.”

She pushed her cock a little harder up against his virgin hole. He was so tight she knew it was going to hurt, but they’d gotten a big bottle of lube at Spencer’s. She popped open the top and lathered her cock and his tight little hole. She gasped loudly when she slipped two fingers into his opening to stretch him.

“Can you handle this dick, slut?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Make me try.”

She added more lube before slipping her tip into his tight hole, making him scream out at the top of his lungs. She smacked his ass and told him to take a deep breath as she pushed deeper into his hole. He groaned and moaned as she stretched him until she was all the way down to her base. She slipped a hand into her strap to touch her pussy and clit, overwhelmed by the sight before her. Jeremiah’s little hole was stretched tight around her dick.

“You like this dick?”

“Yes,” he said. “Fuck me!”

“Careful what you wish for,” Stephanie said and pulled out to her tip before slamming back deep into his hole. He screamed out, but that didn’t stop her. She pounded his ass just as he’d requested. She could tell her sissy slut loved getting his hole worked. His hard cock swung back and forth between his legs. She kept going until he was hollering that the pleasure was too intense.

She didn’t stop fucking him until cum started shooting from his tip. “Fuck, Stephanie! Fuck!” Jeremiah cried out as he came all over the bedding beneath him. Strand after strand of cum flew from his tip, and it felt so fucking good. Stephanie reached into her strap and rubbed herself to orgasm to join him, screaming out at the top of her lungs when the orgasm hit.

They stayed locked together as the pleasure crashed over them in waves, eventually pulling apart when they couldn’t stand how good it felt for a second longer. “Fuck, that was amazing,” Jeremiah said as he collapsed to the bed.

Stephanie undid her strap and let it fall to the floor before joining Jeremiah. “Tell me about it. Want some cheesecake?”

He chuckled. “Yes, please.”


 

CHAPTER 9

 

Stephanie ignored her phone for the rest of the ride. She was too busy using Jeremiah’s sissy dick and hole to care about work, and honestly, it was the best decision she’d made in a long time. She felt more at ease than she had in years when she woke up the following morning. She knew that Patrick would be pissed she wasn’t in LA for the meeting, but she didn’t care.

“Stephanie! Where have you been?” Patrick asked when she called him at nine o’clock, which was pretty much midnight in his world. He’d called her at least twenty times since she decided not to set up her computer or tablet. “Your meeting is starting in a few hours. Please tell me you’re in LA.”

“No, Patrick. I’m still in Sacramento. I won’t be making the meeting unless it’s virtual, but actually, that probably won’t even work since I haven’t gotten the chance to set up my computer.”

“What?” Patrick screamed. “How could you?” He went on for the next five minutes screaming at the top of his lungs, but Stephanie was unbothered. She couldn’t have cared less about the meeting. She just wanted to get home to Portland.

“Can you handle the meeting? I need to finish some stuff around here, and I won’t have time.”

“Stephanie!”

“What?” she asked emotionlessly, pushing around pieces of fruit on her breakfast plate. “I’ve had a rough trip. My stuff got stolen, you keep yelling at me, and frankly, I’m tired of it. Figure this out on your own, Patrick. I’ve had an emergency,” she said and hung up the phone.

Jeremiah was sitting across from her. He got up and gave her a big kiss on the lips. “I’m so proud of you. You did the right thing.”

“Thanks,” she said with a big smile, feeling more like herself than she had in years.


 

CHAPTER 10

 

Two Months Later

“To you!” Jeremiah said as they sat on the terrace of a hip restaurant in Portland.

“To me!” Stephanie said and clinked her glass with his. She was feeling pretty good about herself seeing as Patrick had gotten fired while she’d been able to keep her job. She wasn’t sure what would happen when she returned to Portland from the trip, but after a long conversation with Patrick’s boss Calvin and a written testimony from Jeremiah, Calvin decided that Patrick was the problem and the reason behind the high turnover in the department. Now she was the one with Patrick’s job and couldn’t have been happier.

“I’m so proud of you for sticking up for yourself.”

“I’m not sure I would have been able to without your support.”

“Well, it’s the least I could do.”

“There are some other things you could do later,” she said with a glint in her eyes. Her collection of toys no longer had any dust on them, and Jeremiah had turned out to be the best submissive sissy slut she’d ever had in her life.

“Your wish is my command,” he said and took a drink.
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