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Chapter One

 

Rusty McElroy fell in love with Eliza when he was sixteen years old, on the day they met.

That also happened to be the first time she thoroughly kicked his ass.

It was the first weekend of their sophomore year of high school, and the first weekend their medieval LARP group had gotten together since school let out for summer break late last May. He’d never seen Eliza before that day, but she’d been invited by one of his friends who shared Biology with her during second period.

Brown eyes and short, reddish-brown hair, slim, she was dressed in a men’s costume—a blue tunic, grey leggings, authentic-looking leather boots, and black leather bracers on both arms.

Not cheap-ass, Costumes-R-Us bracers, either. Custom-made, embossed leather, and considering how small she was, they must have been fitted to her.

The green thread of envy over kids being better equipped than him had never extended to women before, but this girl looked like she’d just walked out of the 1600s and was ready to battle somebody.

Some of their group, comprised of kids and adults, was either in SCA, involved in BARF or the Sarasota Medieval Fair, or other local Ren Fair groups, or all of the above.

The rest of them just liked to dress up, run around, and beat the crap out of each other with fake weaponry while pretending to talk in very bad British, Scottish, and other accents.

What Rusty hadn’t realized at that time, however, was that Eliza was a weapon.

And there was not a damn thing fake about her.

He was about to learn that.

Painfully.

Apparently his friends thought it’d be funny to pair him with her to spar, since she was new to the group, he didn’t have a girlfriend, and they knew he hated fighting women—unless he knew they could hold their own against him—because he was terrified he’d accidentally hurt them.

Well, that was one of the reasons. The other reason he kept to himself, because no one else needed to know that. And based on his size and behavior, everyone assumed the first reason.

That meant there were only two women he’d willingly fight in their group, both of them in their twenties, but neither was there today. One was a karate black belt and the other a kickboxing teacher who’d spent eight years as an MP in the Marines over in the Middle East.

Already six two, despite being gangly, he’d grown into his limbs and was fast and sure. Two years of judo hadn’t hurt any.

Except the local rec center, where he’d been taking the classes for free, lost their instructor and that meant an end to his lessons. No way could his mom afford to pay for private lessons.

Another reason he wasn’t in SCA or active in the local ren fairs yet, because it just wasn’t in their budget.

So he kept in shape by running, usually late at night when it was cooler and there was nobody around. He couldn’t afford to be on the cross-country team at school, but he knew he needed a way to keep burning off the darkness in his brain. Between running and the combat, it helped.

Gave him a way to zone out.

Run to exhaustion, step into a dark and wooded area to jerk off and get rid of the boner the pain of running caused him, and get himself home to collapse.

This group was free to all comers. Since they met at a county park, it didn’t cost them anything for the facility. There were people there dressed in everything from shorts and T-shirts, all the way up to full plate armor.

Rusty had cobbled together his tunic with clearance fabric for a buck a yard and a sewing machine he’d checked out from the library for two weeks after the librarian spent ten minutes showing him how to thread it and change out the needle in case he broke one.

His mom had found the black, plus-sized women’s stirrup pants that he used as leggings at a thrift shop, and he’d taken them in at the waist so they’d fit him and cut the elastic stirrups off the bottom. They hit him about six inches above his ankles, which was fine, because he wore second-hand leather hiking boots and black socks.

In other words, he’d put in some effort despite his lack of funds.

His wasters, a short sword and a broadsword, both wooden, he’d bought used from another kid after mowing lawns for neighbors to earn the money. And the same friend’s dad had just set up a garage forge and was going to start teaching them how to make better, more realistic weapons this fall, once the weather cooled a little. Rusty had made a wooden shield that looked like crap but had saved him a few bumps and bruises over the years.

Of course Duke, one of the guys running the combat today, ordered Rusty and Eliza into a combat area first. They used an elimination process with three chalk circles in the grass, but made sure everyone got to fight at least once per session. Sometimes the older kids and adults would spar with the younger, less experienced ones, not giving them an easy win but letting them get some time in, at least.

Rusty swallowed hard as he stared down at the girl, who was maybe five three. Instead of a sword she wore a long leather pouch slung crossways on her back, the strap to the front.

A challenging gaze atop a confident smirk beat its way into his heart and almost made him take a step away from her.

“Don’t hold back, dude,” she softly said.

He forgot to use his accent. “You’re a girl.”

Her smirk widened. “Thanks for noticing.”

Rusty’s heart did a weird little shimmy he’d never felt before. “Rusty.”

“Eliza. We gonna talk or fight?”

“Come on, Rusty!” Duke yelled from outside the circle in his fake Scottish brogue. “Move yer bloody arse. Time’s a-wastin’, boyo.”

Rusty drew his waster from his belt, the short sword this time, and readied his shield.

She didn’t even have a shield, and her hands were still empty.

Duke blew his whistle and Rusty found himself circling as Eliza pivoted in place, looking all too confident for her stature and unarmed status when compared to him.

Fuck. Goddammit, Duke. He knew this was a setup, that Duke and the others were eagerly anticipating this fight because Rusty would basically let her take swats at him until she wore herself out and he could finally go in for a non-assholish kill.

He hadn’t been able to get a good look at what was in her pouch either, because she kept her back to him as he circled.

“You need to draw your weapon, M’lady,” he said in character. This week his British accent was more Tom Baker’s Doctor than Cockney accent. He was still trying to decide on one, but after someone telling him he sounded like the cereal commercial leprechaun last year, he’d leave the Irish accents to someone else to mangle.

Her gaze narrowed. “I shall,” she said so quietly that he knew only he could hear her and he couldn’t tell if she was using an accent or not. “Once you quit acting like a puss.”

Something inside him snapped. Yes, it was wrong to fight a woman. But he suddenly wanted to kick this woman’s ass for accidentally stepping on that emotional landmine she didn’t even know was there.

He was never really sure what happened next, despite everyone else going quiet as they watched the demolition take place. He’d lunged, shield up and sword ready to take a strike at her thigh, which would be counted as a disabling landed hit and end the match.

Except…next thing he knew, he was on his back, the air driven from his lungs by the impact of her somehow sweeping his legs out from under him and him hitting the ground. Now she had two foam-covered sticks in her hands and he desperately used his shield and his sword to deflect her hits, which fell fast, hard, and heavy.

He could tell from the light in her eyes and the grin on her face that even though she could easily go for a disabling hit, she wanted this fight to continue.

She was toying with him.

The way he’d pretty much expected to toy with her.

Reinforced when she landed a staccato series of blows on his shield that painfully jarred him all the way to his shoulder before she stepped back so he could scramble to his feet.

Now everyone was cheering, for her, for him, he wasn’t sure. Around him, the world faded as he met her gaze and recognized a darkness there that spoke to him.

This time, he didn’t hold back when he charged, letting out a roar as he did.

“There you go, barbarian,” she softly said as she feinted and dodged and deflected his blows with her sticks. “Let’s do this right, aye?” She moved like she knew exactly what she was doing, and it finally hit him squarely between the eyes that she’d had martial arts training of some sort.

He stepped back to reevaluate his attack, circling each other now, and he felt like the prey instead of the hunter. He wasn’t used to this. His judo training had all been unarmed combat. But whatever she’d had, she used her sticks like they were extensions of her, not just blindly swinging at him like some kids did when they watched too much Robin Hood on TV.

That funny little shimmy his heart had made earlier returned and now pounded in his skull, and it wasn’t just the thrill of combat, the exertion under a hot Florida August afternoon sun, or old nightmares accidentally dredged close to the surface by her words.

Their joust started in earnest, him unable to land any hits on her as she fought two-handed as easily as he did with one, no fumbles in coordination, no hesitation. It was almost like she anticipated every move he made and countered it before his brain could even send the signals to his limbs to take action.

A step behind her the entire round.

No doubt about it.

About ten minutes in, he was sweating his balls off and she looked like she’d just stepped out of a deep freeze. Part of him wanted to blindly charge her again to force her to make the kill and end this, because he sensed she was enjoying their sparring too much to do that on her own.

Part of him never wanted this to end.

For the first time in his life, he truly understood all the bullshit in the sappy rock ballads about love.

He wanted to remain a step behind her for the rest of his life.

It was his own stupidity that brought it to a close. At some point, his left hiking boot laces had come untied, and he stepped on them with his right foot and tripped himself as he tried to pivot from one of her blows. He couldn’t bring his shield or sword up fast enough to deflect, and she didn’t realize he was going down until after she’d made contact with his right side.

“I yield, M’lady,” Rusty said, finally remembering they were supposed to be in character.

Duke blew his whistle. “Kill! Match to the lady!”

Around them, everyone cheered as Eliza smoothly slipped the sticks back into their pouch without taking her gaze off him.

Then she extended a hand to him to help him up.

He dropped his sword and let her, the darkness between them burning hotter and brighter even than the Florida sun blazing overhead.

She smiled up at him. “Let’s go sit in the shade and get some water in us.”

He nodded, then bowed from his waist. “After you, M’lady.” 


Chapter Two

 

Now

 

Eliza poked Rusty in the shoulder. “Come on, barbarian. Make a move. You’re holding up the game.” It was their regular Tuesday night D&D game at Grant, Darryl, and Susan’s house.

“Don’t rush me.” Rusty stared at the battle map on the table. There were several options available to him, but few which wouldn’t cost him at least several more hit points that he couldn’t afford to lose, unless he dropped all his weapons and made a full withdrawal.

That was an option he didn’t want to take. The coward’s way out.

The way that might even lead to a TPK, and he was kind of fond of this character he was playing.

But he was low in HP to begin with, and he’d already used his barbarian rage ability once earlier in the game day and couldn’t use it again until tomorrow.

Axel, their DM, wore a shit-eating grin where he sat at his end of the table. “Do I need to start a timer?”

“Shut up, sadist,” Rusty growled.

That made Eliza, Axel, Michael, and Grant all burst out laughing. No coincidence they were also sadists.

As did Darryl, Susan, and Skye, the masochistic members of their merry band of murderhobos.

John and Milo weren’t completely in on the joke, but they chuckled anyway, as did Darryl’s teenage son, Kyle.

Rusty knew his character was in serious jeopardy of dying before this battle ended, but he was hoping to postpone that for at least a few more rounds. Maybe one of their other player characters making a move might help him.

“Hold action,” he muttered. It was the best of a bad batch of options.

Eliza’s left eyebrow arched. “Seriously? You have a twenty-five initiative, and you’re holding action? When you’re our party’s meat shield?”

“How many healing spells you got left?” he shot back.

She snagged his player sheet from in front of him, then her jaw fell. “Yikes. Sorry.” She returned his sheet.

“Exactly.” He sat back. “And I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m out of healing potions.”

“Told you we should have stopped at that last town,” Darryl said. “Nobody listens to the damn bard.”

Grant snorted. “To be fair, you playing a bard is sort of typecasting.”

“Why? Because I play musical instruments and get easily distracted?”

“Yes,” everyone else at the table said, prompting another round of laughter.

By the time they ended that evening a little after ten p.m., Rusty was down to three hit points, but he was still alive, as was most of their party. Although Milo’s character was down to zero and would have to make stabilization rolls until someone could heal him back to at least one HP to keep him alive.

After saying their good-byes to everyone, Rusty grabbed their things and followed Eliza down the hall and out to her SUV. He opened the passenger door for her and then walked around to the driver’s side, stashing their things in the back seat before climbing behind the wheel.

She was smiling at him.

“What?”

An eyebrow slid up.

“Ma’am,” he belatedly added.

Apparently she was in a mood to let that slide. “Feeling a little better, barbarian?”

They’d spent most of Saturday afternoon and evening at Venture, taking part in the club’s new critter group’s first play session, then back later after dinner for a heavy scene. He still bore marks on his ass that ached in a wonderful way when he sat.

They’d spent most of Sunday cuddled together, and a little talking. Mostly cuddling.

He was pretty talked out right now. “Yes, Ma’am.” He started the car and backed out of the driveway.

“Did you hear from Corey today?”

One of the things he really didn’t want to talk about, but he answered. “Yes, Ma’am. I offered for us to come up this weekend if they need us, but he said no, they’re okay, and they’ll keep us posted. He was fully cleared by his doctors on Monday.”

Her hand came to rest on his right thigh and she gently squeezed. “Then we need to sit back and wait.”

“I know.”

It wasn’t an option he liked, though. Corey was his little brother. It was kind of his job to take care of him. Like he’d been doing ever since their dad died when they were kids, leaving their mom alone to work two jobs to raise them and keep a roof over their heads.

It grated his soul raw when he couldn’t do something to help.

“How’s Marcy doing, did he say?”

“She had another chemo treatment yesterday. It’s still too soon to tell. Doctors are still hopeful, but won’t give them anything better than that.”

 

* * * *

 

Eliza got it. She understood Rusty’s frustration and helplessness. Marcy’s breast cancer, and Corey’s heart attack not long after her diagnosis, had drained Rusty’s emotional tank.

It didn’t help that his brother and sister-in-law lived outside of Atlanta, while they were here in Sarasota.

A whole houseful of emotional baggage weighed on her sweet husband’s mind, but there were few ways for her to access it to talk to him about it. Trial and error during their thirty-plus years together had taught her that.

Now, she had a fairly reliable way of getting through to him.

Except it meant waiting for him to break down and let her in through one of the cracks in his facade once they formed, before he hurriedly plastered over them again.

It also usually meant having to beat his ass to finally get him all the way there, to a vulnerable place where he’d finally open up, the way she had on Saturday.

“I’ll walk Boo, Ma’am,” he said when he pulled into their driveway.

“Thanks, sweetie.” She dug her keys out and while Rusty got their things from the car, Eliza unlocked the front door and did the familiar back-and-forth dance with the fifty-pound bulldog to keep from getting slimed on her way to deactivate their alarm.

She kicked off her shoes and reached down to scratch the bulldog’s rump. “Daddy said he’ll walk you shortly.”

She shnurfled at Eliza and did her little hopping dance, rearing up on her back legs a few inches and bouncing. The fawn and white dog had the coordination of a drunken rock, but she was a sweetheart with a loving personality.

Eliza dropped her purse on the couch on her way down the hall to their bedroom. Behind her, she heard the front door open and close and Rusty’s voice as he greeted Boo, along with more excited shnurfles from the bulldog and the sound of her nails clicking on the tile as she excitedly danced for him.

Eliza missed Kailey while she was at college, but she wouldn’t deny it was nice having her barbarian able to freely indulge his nudist side without worry about them being walked in on. As Eliza prepared for bed, Rusty returned from walking Boo, naked except for his leather collar and wrist and ankle cuffs. He carried his clothes over to the hamper.

No doubt he’d stripped as soon as he’d stepped inside the back door after Boo’s walk.

Except…

She sighed as she watched from in the bathroom while he walked over to the end of the bed and knelt on the floor there, instead of at the side. Full formal bow, his forehead resting on the backs of his hands, which were pressed flat against the floor.

My poor guy.

But sympathy wasn’t what he wanted right now.

Wanted, or needed.

What her sweet barbarian needed was telegraphed clearly in this one silent action. While it hadn’t exactly been on her game plan tonight, especially so soon after she’d beaten the crap out of him Saturday night, no way would she put it off or deny him.

After she finished in the bathroom, she walked over to the closet without speaking or getting dressed. She quickly selected a harsh riding crop and returned to sit on the end of the bed, her feet in front of him.

He edged forward so he could kiss and nuzzle the tops of her feet, his touch feather-light but not tickling her.

His soft, straight, dark brown hair was only lightly peppered with strands of silver here and there. Most people assumed he was years younger than he actually was, in his late thirties or early forties, not almost fifty. Especially if they saw him rolling around in combat during SCA or a LARP with people half their ages or younger.

Marks from Saturday night’s play still striped his shoulders, back, and what little she could see of his ass from this angle. She also knew his thighs still bore her stripes and marks.

Over the years, the chiseled angles of his muscles had softened a little, but he was still in damned good shape. Around two hundred and eighty-five pounds, most of that was muscle on his six four frame.

He had a nice ass, too. Always had.

She set the riding crop on the bed next to her and patted her lap, and it was just loud enough he could hear her. He sat up and laid his head in her lap, his arms encircling her, hands clasped behind her. His breath felt warm against her bare thighs. As she ran her hands through his hair, mussing it, she leaned over, folding her body around him. Skimming her hands down his back, she rested her head against his.

“Say it.” She always made sure.

“Please, Ma’am.”

She nuzzled her face against his scalp, inhaling, loving his scent. He always smelled sweet and that was just him, like green spring grass wet against your toes.

She made him wait for it as she stroked his back, feeling the tension bunching his trapezius muscles and deltoids and the shallow breaths that hardly made his ribs rise and fall.

Waited for him to settle, like a wild animal barely tamed. That’s what he felt like to her, in many ways. Early on in their relationship, he’d been like a scared colt that could act calm and easy one minute, and be frantically bucking and struggling the next. Now, he was more like a feral stallion that had been lovingly gentled, but could still occasionally startle, nostrils flaring and ears up as it leaned back and away from the perceived threat and barely remained under his rider’s control.

Barely.

But on the good days when his mind and soul lay sweet and easily open for her, he was all gentle nuzzles and friendly snorts, solidly by her side like a well-trained pony, muscles relaxed.

This was not one of those times.

Sometimes, he would take a weekday afternoon or even a Saturday and drive up to Pasco County, to Terrapin Lakes, a clothing-optional resort he was a member of. There, he’d spend hours running their nature trails, pushing himself hard until he returned home to her, ragged and spent and needing her to gently sew the torn seams of his soul together again. He hadn’t taken time like that lately, partly because of his work and partly because of their schedule visiting Kailey or going up to Atlanta for Corey and Marcy. And she suspected that’s why he needed her so much like this now.

It took a few minutes. She didn’t speak, waiting for him to remember to breathe, gently stroking his back, his arms, waiting.

Waiting.

She’d always wait for him.

Tonight it took him about ten minutes before he drew in a long, slow, deep breath, held it, then let it out again. From that point on, he breathed, he relaxed, and she could get started.

Sitting up, she stroked his head. “Over the end of the bed.”

He smoothly rose and side-stepped, immediately bending over, arms stretched over his head and palms flat against the covers, legs spread wide.

Picking up the crop, she stood to his left, her left hand settling in the small of his back. Without warning or orders to count, she quickly lit into him, watching his hands, increasing the power and speed of her strokes as she layered them up and down the backs of his thighs, against his ass, fresh welts blooming over his older bruises.

Once he was fisting the covers, the muscles on his arms corded and bunched with pain, his back bowed, she eased up a little, slower strokes but still as fierce, until she knew she’d given him enough. Then she set the riding crop aside and smoothed her hands over his hot flesh, stepping behind him and pressing her thighs against his.

Rusty sucked in a haggard breath, held it, and shakily let it out again as he rocked back to press against her. Eliza folded her body over his. She was too tired to give him a long fuck tonight, but knew he didn’t have to have that with this.

This…what he needed, clearing his brain, and the next part, would be enough for him.

Pegging him was merely the icing on the cake, in his head.

Part of her hated that she was wet and horny now. Not that she felt there was anything wrong with her for doing this to him, because that wasn’t the case at all.

She hated the reason why he needed this, the events that had led to this place for them. It wasn’t based simply on fun and enjoyment.

It was a dark and painful need.

Dark shadows she couldn’t ever fully erase completely from his soul, although she’d laid her body over his wounds as best she could throughout their life together, as much as he’d let her in the beginning, and then taking over and giving him no choice but to accept her love once he’d fully given himself to her.

She climbed up and over him, onto the bed, all the way up to the headboard where she sat up and spread her legs wide. He stretched, reaching to stroke the tops of her feet, now watching, waiting, hunger in his eyes.

He knew.

Tonight he’d get a special reward.

Waiting until his green gaze settled on hers, she smiled and crooked a finger at him.

His speed shocked her. Always did. Like watching a lithe jungle cat launch itself off a branch or something, he lunged, burying his face between her thighs with a happy moan.

She watched, loved watching him do this. With her hands buried in his hair, he swiped his tongue from ass all the way up to her clit and back again, no hesitation whatsoever.

She didn’t hold back, either. It was easy to let go and give in, not torment him tonight, not make him earn it. He already had.

He didn’t stop after he’d teased the first orgasm out of her with his tongue flicking her clit. As she recovered from the first, he hooked his arms around her thighs and pulled her down the bed a little, her feet resting on his knees, hips angled up, all the better to eat you out, my dear.

And his cock, that sweet, cut, nine inches of stiff meat ready and eager to service her once he’d taken care of her first. The purple head already smeared with pre-cum leaking from it and proud and sensitive. She loved tying him up and edging him with her mouth, making him beg for relief.

No begging tonight.

Not from him, anyways.

He rimmed her, teasing, his tongue punching through and making her moan before he moved up and buried his tongue in her pussy, fucking her there, too, lapping up her juices. Back to her clit, long strokes up and down the length of her cunt as he toyed with her. He knew her body as well as his own, and every languid swipe up her labia and around her swollen nub was meant to tease. To remind her he knew his place but he enjoyed this.

No chore for him.

He’d start out every morning eating her out if it was up to him, and she knew it.

He’d tried that, too, early in their relationship, until it was making them late every day and she had to put a stop to that except on weekends or special occasions.

His lips latched onto her clit and with his chin wedged between her ass cheeks and his nose buried in the short and well-trimmed landing strip of dark hair along her mound, he took her to heaven again. He had this special trick of lightly tugging on her clit, not quite sucking, but just as powerful and right along the edge of too much and not enough at the same time.

Eliza’s back arched as she came again. Her fingers dug into his scalp and his fingers dug into her thighs. A low, sweet growl rolled through him and now he sucked, hard, setting off one final series of explosions in her cunt that rattled her spine all the way to her brain and curled her toes.

Then he was on her, dragging her into his lap and onto his cock before he fell forward, hands planted on both sides of her head, Eliza caged by his body. This was always his reward when she signaled him like this, he was allowed to take what he wanted then, and he did.

Slanting his lips over hers, he kissed her, another moan rolling through him as his sweet cock fucked her. She tasted her juices on his lips, and now her hands were on his head, his shoulders, holding him close and never wanting to let him go.

Tonight he fucked her hard, deep, jabbing thrusts that dragged the head of his cock along the front of her pussy with every stroke and threatened to tip her over the edge once more.

“Give it to me, baby,” she whispered. “I want it. Please.”

His thrusts slowed, long-stroking her as he bent his head to her ear, another code unlocking this drawer in his soul and opening it for his pleasure…and hers.

“Maybe I’m just hitting my stride. Maybe I want to fuck you all night like this.”

He could, too. Operant conditioning was a heartless bitch. She’d inadvertently trained him so well that he could hold back hours if he tried hard enough.

And he had one Saturday, when he’d earned very special privileges and she’d let him tie her up and have his way with her for the day.

He’d fucked her in every way possible, playing with her like a dog with a chew toy.

Sure, she could trip several switches in him and flip him back, set his orgasm off in her time and not his, but what was the fun in that? He’d wanted this, needed it.

And sometimes, she needed it, too. Not that she needed him on top or as a Top, but she needed proof his spirit wasn’t broken. That he was under her by choice, by desire, not because he felt compelled to for her reasons and not his own.

A soft reset.

A sexual palate cleanser.

Reassurance that he really was happy with her and what they did.

He sat up and cupped her breasts in his hands, his fingers tugging on her nipples and his body grinding against her clit at the bottom of every stroke into her pussy.

It was more than enough. Her cunt clamped down on his cock when she exploded, and he grinned down at her. “Oh, yeah.”

When he’d sensed she’d finished, he pulled out, flipped her onto her hands and knees, and before she could even brace herself his cock slid into her cunt and bottomed out, making her and him moan in sweet harmony.

“That’s what I wanted, baby.”

She rested her head on the bed and held on for the ride. He didn’t disappoint, either. Grabbing her hips, he rode her hard, not just thrusting into her but pulling her onto his cock and all she could do was brace herself and let him. It didn’t take him long to finish. He’d started coming and kept fucking her all the way through it, his cum filling her and leaking out around where they were joined as he fucked and fucked and—

The gasp, and the way his hands clamped down on her hips as he buried himself deep inside her one final time. Primal and raw and dirty. A far tamer version of how he’d fucked her the night they’d found out she was pregnant with Kailey. During those days while trying to get pregnant, he’d wanted to make love to her face-to-face every time, watching her come on his cock, and she’d wanted to see him come, too.

But the celebrations were always this, animalistic and primal and coring through all the daily bullshit and masks they wore for civilization.

This was them, their nature.

Their love story had always been sweetest and hottest played out in the shadows, dark mansions with tall windows and endless moors outside, the two of them free to unleash their needs with each other, almost like a gothic love story except for that one little point—that she was always in charge.

And they both liked it like that.

He dropped onto her, fingers finding hers and lacing with them, his legs stretched out along hers, nearly a foot taller than her.

She squeezed his hands and waited for her pulse and his to slow and return to normal.

Then he pulled out and rolled off her, pulling her into his arms so he could kiss her again.

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

Her sweet barbarian, back in his mind.

She palmed his cheek. “Better?”

He nodded, nuzzling noses with her. “You always make it better, Ma’am.” 


Chapter Three

 

Eliza hated that she was running late for her regular Wednesday morning brunch, but it couldn’t be helped. Kailey had called her, looking for advice about dealing with an idiot at the trap and skeet complex she usually practiced at. An older man who’d been a member there for decades, and who was starting to irritate Kailey with his unsolicited and usually erroneous advice.

“I’ve tried being polite, Mom, but he doesn’t take a hint.”

“Have you asked George or one of the other guys to tell him to back off?”

“No one wants to. They’re afraid of pissing him off.”

“Why?”

“Exactly. He’s like in his seventies and is one of the first members they had.”

“Ah, one of those kinds. Is he handsy?”

Kailey snorted. “Is he dead? No, he’s not handsy, but it seems he’s made it his mission to give unsolicited advice. He apparently does it to every woman, unless she’s his age and been shooting a while. Now, maybe if I was a noob just starting out, sure. The guy rarely shoots over twenty. Not like he’s an expert I’d ever ask for training tips. I don’t think I’ve shot twenty or under since I was like sixteen. And, hellooo, I teach private lessons.”

Kailey had a literal wall full of awards from shooting trap. In addition to her medals and trophies and awards for martial arts, archery, and other sports.

“Does he know that?”

“He apparently doesn’t believe it, not that I care what he thinks.”

“Has he actually seen you shoot a full round?”

“No. He usually shows up when we’re finishing and I try to get out of there as fast as possible when he does so I don’t get into it with him and end up getting myself thrown out of the club.”

“Then ask him to shoot a couple of rounds with you.”

“What?”

“Look, once you skunk him, act all friendly and proceed to tell him how he can improve his game, and offer him a free lesson if he needs it. Then inform him, oh, by the way, you made the USA ladies Olympic trap team a couple of months ago, and smile as you walk away.”

“Ugh. He’s obnoxious, though. I mean, not like feel-me-up obnoxious, just…old-fart obnoxious.”

“Even better. Guys like that don’t like being shown up. He’ll probably never bother you again once you dust him with a twenty-five.”

“I guess it can’t hurt.”

“That’s my girl.”

Cali, Leah, and Essie were already at the restaurant when Eliza arrived, but Loren wasn’t there yet.

“She’s on her way,” Cali told Eliza as she sat down, before she could even ask. “She blames Ross for getting an idea and losing track of time during its implementation.”

Eliza laughed. “I can only imagine what kind of idea that sadist had.” Eliza gave her drink order to the waitress and waited until she left to ask her next question. “Any news from Chelbie?”

“Baby news, or Mal news?” Essie asked.

“Either. Or both.”

“Doctor said baby seems healthy,” Essie said. “She’s out in California with Rich right now, while he’s recording with Mevi’s band.”

“Yeah, I have some Mal news,” Cali quietly said.

Leah scowled. “What’s wrong? Is she okay?”

Eliza had already heard this because she’d been at the club Saturday when Kel stopped by.

“Kel stopped by the club Saturday night,” Cali told the other two women. “This isn’t for general consumption, either. She’s in-patient again.”

Essie sighed. “Dammit. I really hoped she’d pulled through the worst of it.”

“He said she had a setback and lost some of the weight she’d regained. And…there was some other behavioral stuff. They’re working on adjusting her meds.”

“Damn,” Leah softly said, staring at her place setting. “She was a fucking skeleton when we visited her a couple of months ago. That can’t be healthy.”

“Hence why she’s in-patient again.” Cali looked…bereft. “Kel offered to give us his share of the club since we’ve been volunteering.”

“What?” Leah and Essie exclaimed in unison.

Eliza stayed quiet since she’d already heard this, too.

Cali held her hands up. “We told him no, we don’t want a share of the club. Besides, what I didn’t tell him is we wouldn’t feel right taking a share. And, frankly, the three of us were worried even if we did take his share, they’d drop out of the lifestyle altogether and we’d never see them again. I want them to feel like they still have a home here, you know? I also don’t want Mal thinking it’s some sort of failure, or her fault, or something.”

The other three women nodded.

“On top of that, we don’t have time for another business. A weekend a month, or a night here or there? Sure. That we can do. But we have the website, the guys have evil day jobs, and frankly, that’s more than enough to keep us busy. Actually, it’s too much, right now. I need to get us ready for the fetish convention up in Tampa. I still have a bunch of product I want to get made to take with us. I can always strong-arm enough volunteers to fill in where we need them at the club, but I really hope Kel and Mal make it back.”

Loren walked in, spied them, and hurried over to join them. “Sorry.”

They all looked at her expectantly.

“What?” she finally asked.

Eliza grinned. “Spill it. What’d he do?”

Loren rolled her eyes. “I’m about to order that damn Dom to go back to working at the office full time. He’s got way too much time on his hands being part-time retired.” She glanced around and leaned in, dropping her voice. “He was looking for alternate uses for Christmas lights. ’Nuff said.”

“Not nearly ’nuff,” Eliza snarked. “Come on, you have to give us more than that.”

Loren glared at her. “You’re a sadist.”

“Duh.”

“You’ll just try it on poor Rusty.”

“Again, duh.”

“No.” Loren gave her drink order to the waitress and got herself settled in her seat. “Now, where were we?”

They filled her in on the latest about Mal, Loren’s expression growing sad. “Yeah, I don’t want to see Kel sell out. Hell, Ross and I will step up and take a weekend, if we need to.”

“We’ll help,” Leah said. “Me and Seth both.”

“You and I already talked about this,” Eliza said. “Whatever you need, Rusty and I will help.”

“I appreciate it. I’ll sit down with the schedule and let you guys know. I need to get through this damn convention first. We need it for the business exposure, but now I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t signed us up for it.”

“When’s the R&D party, anyway?” Eliza asked. “Or is that still on?”

“Something else I was going to talk to you guys about today. This Friday evening. From about seven—or whenever you can arrive—until we finish. We’ll supply pizza. I already e-mailed Tony and Landry. Abbey and John are in, too.”

Leah rubbed her hands together. “I love your R&D parties. I feel like I’m special.”

Cali chuckled. “You are special.”

“No, like really special. We get to see and try the goodies before they debut. It’s cool!”

“We’ll see how special you feel when Seth’s trying one of my new whips on you.”

“You say that like it’s a threat instead of a promise of good things to come.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not real confident in my whipmaking skills yet.”

Once they finished their meal and were heading up front to pay their tabs at the counter, Cali tugged Eliza’s arm to hold her back. “Can you hang for a minute after?”

“Sure.” Eliza didn’t need to be hit over the head with a clue-by-four and wouldn’t pester Cali with questions in front of the others.

After they’d said their final good-byes in the parking lot, and it was just Eliza and Cali, she got right to her point. “Are you and Rusty available next month during the third weekend?”

“That’s the weekend of the con, right?”

“Yeah. Specifically, if we pay your entry fees and hotel room, could we sucker you two into helping us with our booth? We’ll pay you.”

“First of all, yes we’ll help, and no, you won’t pay us for helping. But we will accept the room and entry fees. What’s going on?”

“I trust you guys, you know the implements, you know us, and I don’t want the guys married to the booth all weekend.”

“Afraid of bad Lydia memories for Sean?”

“Oh, my god, yes!” She hugged Eliza. “How’d you guess?”

She shrugged. “Lydia was a bitch. We despised her. Best thing the boys did was to dump her ass. Seeing how torn up Sean was, dealing with her being murdered, it’s not hard to add those facts together. I mean, I know he hated her guts, but…yeah. I get it. They went through hell with her. Of course you can count us in. I’ll make sure Rebecca can babysit Boo for us.”

“You guys are awesome!” Cali hugged her again.

“And I’m usually free most days. If you want help making stuff, I’d be happy to come over. I’m used to handling tools. Rusty and I spent a lot of time making things like weapons for SCA and LARPing.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, absolutely. I’d love to help out. Free,” Eliza added before Cali could say something. “It’ll get me out of the house more often, now that I’m not teaching all the time. I’ll work for gourmet coffee, how’s that sound?”

“Tomorrow morning at nine? I’ve got to run errands today.”

“Sounds good. It’s a date.”

Eliza headed home after saying good-bye to Cali. It would be fun doing something different. Helping out friends.

Something to get her out of the house, now that she wasn’t teaching at the dojo every day. Her body couldn’t take a pounding like it could when she was in her twenties, and Rusty had begged her to retire. When she’d first retired from teaching history for the county school system seven years ago, able to do that because of Rusty’s salary, she’d started teaching full-time at the dojo because it’d been fun.

It wasn’t fun anymore. Not five-days-a-week fun, at least.

More like once-a-week fun. Except for right now, she was taking a break from that, too, with Corey and Marcy’s health issues. Another reason Rusty wanted her home, in case they needed to leave at a moment’s notice to go to Atlanta.

Boo greeted her at the front door and Eliza danced around her to avoid the tongue slobber of doom from the bulldog before shutting off the alarm.

“Come on, sweetie. Walkies.” Eliza noticed the light blinking on the cordless phone’s base sitting on the kitchen counter, so she snagged the phone on her way past it to the rear sliders. They didn’t get many phone calls at the house, and she knew she should ditch the landline, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do it yet. Especially since it’d been Rusty and Corey’s mom’s phone number before she died.

While Boo sniffed and shnurfled her way around the backyard, Eliza played the voice mail, which had been left just after she’d headed out for brunch with the girls.

The woman sounded practiced, official. Calm. “My name is Lisa Williamton, from Evers Martin Assisted Living Facility in Orlando, and I’m trying to reach Mr. Rusty McElroy. This is in regards to his uncle, Borden McElroy. My office number is (407) 555-3468.”

Eliza was trying to figure out how to delete the message when the phone rang with an incoming call. Instead of hanging up on that one, she accidentally hung up on the voice mail system and heard a woman speaking.

“Hello?”

Shit. “Um, hello?”

“Hi. My name is Lisa Williamton, from Evers Martin Assisted—”

“I’m Eliza McElroy, Rusty’s wife. I just got home and played your earlier message. How can I help you?” Tingling numbness was setting in, tight, centered around her chest.

“Is Mr. McElroy available?”

“No. He’s out of town for four weeks for work. In Europe. He’s not available by phone. Can I help you?” The numbness was spreading quickly and she made mental notes of what she said in case she needed to remember the lies later.

“Oh. Well, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but his uncle passed away last night. Mr. McElroy is listed as the next of kin.”

Eliza had clamped her lips together to keep from screaming, then managed to swallow that back before she tightly replied. “That’s too bad.” Yeah, that sounded normal enough.

“I understand that they weren’t very close, but when he was admitted here last year, that was the only contact listed in his file…”

Twenty minutes later, Eliza stood in the kitchen and had taken a few notes, and a couple of ibuprofen. She suspected she was going to need something a lot stronger than that when Rus came home and she had to have this conversation with him.

Boo patiently sat in front of her with her left front paw raised, but she was starting to snort a little.

“Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie.” She gave the bulldog two cookies for being so patient and waiting for her accustomed treat.

Eliza knelt and petted the bulldog, who rewarded her by sneezing spittle in her face. Eliza cringed, then laughed.

“Yeah, always know where we stand with you, sweetie, huh?”

The bulldog let out another snotty sneeze.

Right into Eliza’s face.

“Aaaand on that note, I think I need another shower.” 


Chapter Four

 

The phone on Rusty’s desk buzzed Wednesday afternoon. Darby, his administrative assistant.

“Dr. McElroy? Your three o’clock appointment is here.”

He reached over and tapped the intercom button. “Thanks. Please show him back.”

He took a sip of cold coffee from the stainless steel travel tumbler on his desk before standing and grabbing his blazer off the back of his chair and sliding it on. By the time he’d gotten it buttoned, he heard the knock on his door.

“Come in.”

Darby opened the door and led the way for his visitor. Rusty rounded his desk. “Colin Greeson? Rusty McElroy.”

They shook hands as Darby left them alone, closing the door behind her while Rusty indicated the chairs in front of his desk. The man was in his late sixties, Rusty knew, and he had reddish hair, blue eyes, and ruddy cheeks in an otherwise pale complexion. He was dressed nicely, his suit likely custom-tailored and not off the rack, and he carried a leather satchel.

The man worked for an international financial company based in London. His firm had been a client of theirs for two years now, and they’d created several highly detailed and confidential reports for them ahead of and in the wake of the BREXIT vote.

“Nice to finally get to meet ye in person, Rusty. Feel like I already know ye, we’ve talked so often.” Colin’s Welsh burr sounded even more pronounced in person than it did on the phone.

Rusty sat behind his desk. “I’m surprised they let you away from your office. What’d you do, use bolt cutters to cut the chain holding you to your desk?”

Colin laughed. “Yer not half wrong. How do ye stand this bloody heat, anyway?” He wore a tie and blazer.

“I was born and raised here. Native Floridian.”

“Ye poor sod.” Colin smiled. “Then again, I guess ye wouldn’t survive in our cold, rainy winters.”

Rusty suspected they’d dance around the issue all afternoon if he didn’t bring it bluntly to point. “You said you wanted to go through the Masterson report?”

Colin’s expression grew serious. “I do.” He withdrew a tablet from his satchel. “Ye warned me I likely wouldn’t care fer what I saw in there, but I need some clarification on a few of the finer points…”

Rusty had spent the past twenty-two years working for Davis, Schilling, and Cox—the last name which always made him inwardly giggle like a fourteen-year-old boy. The economic think-tank, based in Sarasota, had hired him right out of graduate school based on a recommendation from his doctoral advisor and the strength of his dissertation. He’d started out as an economics analyst for them, compiling numbers and running reports and processing statistics.

Now, he was an expert in European-American commerce, as well as Caribbean and Central American influences on the US markets. His advice was highly sought by companies and even government organizations from all over the world. As one of their senior analysts, he earned the big bucks they paid him. He’d refused dozens of job offers over the years that would have taken him to New York, Washington DC, or even overseas. First because he didn’t want to move away from Corey.

Later, after Corey graduated college and was on his own, because Rusty refused to uproot Eliza and Kailey, even though Eliza had told him she’d be fine moving if that’s what he wanted to do.

Except he hadn’t wanted to. Not only did Kailey have school and friends and all her activities, all his friends lived around here. It was comfortable.

They lived in the house he’d grown up in.

The house his parents had died in.

Sure, he could be making much better money had he moved, but he was making decent money now, he could support his family, had a good life, and was generally happy.

Couldn’t ask for much better than that.

He knew how damned lucky he was to have the things he did and the job he did.

They spent nearly four hours going over the details, Rusty detailing finer points of the report best not put into writing, or even said over a Skype call. Greeson wasn’t only in Florida to talk to him, he was also here on vacation with his family, then had several appointments in Washington DC and New York City the week after, mixing business with pleasure.

Rusty had warned Eliza before leaving for work that he’d be meeting late with a client, and that if she wanted to eat without him, he’d grab something on the way home. Once he’d seen Greeson out, he texted her.

 

Just finished, Ma’am. Leaving work shortly. Do You want me to bring anything home for You?

 

He’d made it out to his car when she replied.

 

Just you.

 

He couldn’t help but smile over that.

On his way home he grabbed Taco Bell. Since it was less than five minutes from the house, he held off trying to eat in the car. He’d eat at home, curled up on the couch with Eliza and letting the day drain from him.

He’d definitely needed the extra beating she’d given him last night, but today he felt steadier as a result. Didn’t hurt he was busy at work today, keeping his mind off other things.

Boo greeted him at the door when he walked in, and he held his Taco Bell bag out of her reach. “Hey, sweetie, where’s Mommy?” He toed off his shoes. Usually he stripped in the foyer as soon as he was through the door, dodging Boo’s slobbery tongue the whole time, but he didn’t want to set his food down where the bulldog could snag it.

Eliza stepped into view from the kitchen. As he looked across the living room at her, he knew something had happened. The only time she had that look in her eyes was when she had bad news to unwillingly share.

“What’s wrong?”

Instead of indicating for him to go ahead and get undressed, she motioned toward the couch.

His heart fell.

“Just tell me, Li, please? Is Kailey all right?”

“She’s fine. This isn’t about her. Or Marcy and Corey,” she quickly added, anticipating his next question. She crossed the room and sat on the end of the couch, patting the cushions in the middle, next to her.

He walked into the living room and set his laptop case on the floor next to the couch. His gaze never left hers as he sat, the Taco Bell bag in his lap.

She turned to face him, sitting cross-legged. “Got a call today, sweetie. And you need to know about it.”

Boo was trying to nose her way into his lap, shnurfling over the aroma of his dinner. Eliza snapped her fingers without looking at her and the bulldog’s plump rump dropped to the floor. Still, she gave Eliza an impatient snort.

“A call from who?”

“It was from an ALF in Orlando. Your uncle died last night. They had our house number and you were listed as his next of kin.”

He didn’t remember shoving the bag of food at her, or bolting down the hall. The next thing he remembered, he was kneeling in the guest bath and retching into the toilet just before it turned into full-on puking.

Eliza followed, kneeling next to him, her arm around his shoulders and talking to him but he couldn’t hear her over the dull roar in his ears. He didn’t just feel sick—he thought he might be close to passing out.

His stomach hurt, from puking, from the dry heaves that followed once his stomach was empty, from the ragged sobs rolling from him like thunder over the Gulf during a summer storm.

“I’ve got you, Rus,” she said, the first clear words to pierce through the storm and reach his brain after who knew how long. “Breathe. Keep breathing.”

He spit, still not sure he could move yet. He felt Eliza stretch, reaching for something, the sound of water running. Then she draped a wet hand towel around his neck before she loosened his tie. He closed his eyes and struggled against all the darkness and demons beating on his mental doors, doors he’d long ago locked but through which things sometimes seeped around the edges. Rarely anymore, but it felt like all the locks had busted open deep in the dungeons of the gothic manor of his mind and filled his soul with toxic sewage.

All the things he’d struggled not to think about or let consume his life now threatening to overwash him like a rancid tsunami.

“Rus?”

He sat back on his heels, body trembling. He couldn’t talk yet. He…couldn’t.

 

* * * *

 

Eliza knew it’d be bad, but had hoped it wouldn’t be this bad. That time and healing and her love would make this easier on him. Maybe even a celebration, of sorts. Banishing the demon for good.

This was a pot she hadn’t stirred in years. A pot she’d hoped would fall away into oblivion and never be mentioned again, much less have the lid ripped off it to reveal it was still in full boil.

His flesh was white and clammy and the distant, haunted look in his eyes shredded her soul.

She wanted to do nothing more than wrap herself around him, binding his wounds with her body, but knew all the love in the world couldn’t take away the memories of what he’d been through.

She didn’t speak again, waiting, knowing he’d have to center himself and pull out of this tailspin on his own. She couldn’t do it for him, no matter how badly she wanted to.

He crumpled to the floor, crying, his head in her lap. She pulled the towel from behind his neck and wiped his face with it, stroking his hair and trying to soothe him as best she could. It took him another good twenty minutes to come back to her, finally meet her gaze when she tried to get him to look at her.

“Hey,” she softly said. “Let’s get you into the shower, okay?”

He nodded.

They stood. She flushed the toilet while he washed his hands and rinsed his mouth out. She held out her hands to him. He took them, letting her lead him down the hall to their bedroom and into the master bath. There, he docilely stood while she undressed him, dropped her own clothes to the floor, and led him into their shower.

With the hot water beating on them, she held him under the spray, stroking his back, his head on her shoulder. After a while, a long, sad sigh escaped him.

He lifted his head from her shoulder and kissed her. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

She debated flipping him back into equals, or letting him pick. He’d avoid dealing with this if he could. Maybe it was time she forced him to face it head-on now that there had come a natural “deal with it” point.

Cupping his face in her hands, she kissed him again, opting to let him decide. A long, slow kiss, sweet, opening the door to wherever he wanted it to lead.

She felt his cock stir against her stomach, and there was her answer. His flesh couldn’t lie to her about what he needed, even if his mind had no clue.

Before he could stop her, she dropped to her knees, her hands sliding down the backs of his legs and holding on.

His.

Always his.

His cock fully hardened in her mouth as his low, sweet groan rolled through her. Rusty grabbed her head, burying his fingers in her hair for a good grip as he slowly took charge and started fucking her mouth.

In some ways, she could soothe her barbarian’s soul. Reminding him he was able to take control when he needed to for him, that they were a team, that she was always on his side.

His.

Lightly raking her nails up and down the backs of his thighs encouraged him to go harder, deeper, until her eyes streamed and she was drooling and happy that he’d found his groove as his cock buried deep in her throat. Every thrust slapped his balls against her chin, and she reminded herself to breathe through her nose and ride it out for him.

It didn’t take long. Anger and pain and sex were irreparably hard-wired together in his brain, long before she’d met him. Salty cum filled her mouth and she swallowed, swallowed, everything, including his rage and his pain.

She didn’t move at first, holding his wilting cock in her mouth and letting him breathe and settle, but then he yanked her up off the floor, practically slamming her against the shower wall. He dropped to his knees in front of her, shoving his face between her thighs and reaching up to squeeze her breasts with his hands.

Eliza’s eyes dropped closed. She slung one thigh over his shoulders to give him more access, met with an approving growl. She braced herself with a hand on his other shoulder.

This wasn’t making love—this was raw and hungry and scratching his claws on the bark to announce his territory. Not over her, but himself.

Reminding himself of who he was.

Who they were together.

He ate her pussy like a starving man, using every trick he had to make her quickly explode with his lips wrapped around her clit and two fingers fucking her cunt. He barely gave her time to recover from that one before he did it again, and again, until she finally realized he wasn’t going to stop.

She patted him on the head. “Rus.”

Panting like he’d just run a marathon, he sat back and stared up at her.

Eliza slid down the wall, straddling his lap and wrapping her arms and legs around him.

When he wrapped his arms around her and tightly squeezed, she knew he was back. All of him.

His kisses, sweet and slow and tasting like her pussy, feathered across her lips. “Is there anything I have to do?” he softly asked.

“I’ll have Ed take care of it, sweetie.”

“Okay.” He rested his forehead against hers, eyes closed. “How?”

“Stroke. But he had Alzheimer’s.”

He nodded a little, without losing contact with her. “Okay. Why us?”

“He was being covered by Medicaid, I guess. Indigent. Somewhere in his case file, your name and information was listed. But we’ve lived here a long time, so no telling where it came from. Might even have been him, or someone looking us up through voter ID records. We have your mom’s old phone number for the landline. Our address never changed.”

“Yeah.” The heavy sigh escaped him and floated around in the steamy shower for a few minutes before being sucked down the drain with the water.

“Can I make you some soup or something?”

He finally opened his eyes. “I guess my tacos are cold, if Booger didn’t eat them. I really wanted tacos.”

She smiled over the dog’s nickname. “No, I put them up high. But I’ll run go get you more, Rus.”

He started to say no, she knew he was, and let him pause, then reconsider it. “Thanks, honey. I appreciate that. I’m not going to argue with you tonight.”

They untangled from each other and she soaped his back. Then she rinsed off and stepped out before he did, and in five minutes, she was on her way.

 

* * * *

 

Rusty stayed in the shower, leaning against the wall and letting the water beat against his flesh.

Motherfucker.

He’d honestly hoped the fucker had died years ago. He’d never looked, never researched. He didn’t want to know. The guy had already been dead to him, as far as he was concerned.

It was preferable that way.

He hadn’t seen him since he was a kid, had no contact with him. Had almost expected to see him at their mom’s funeral, but had he shown up he knew Eliza would have taken care of him.

Kailey didn’t even know she had a granduncle on his side. She only knew Corey and Marcy, and Eliza’s family.

He’d made it out of the shower and dried off by the time Eliza returned with hot food. He was naked, but hadn’t put on his collar and cuffs yet. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel like wearing them, but he knew she might want to talk more and she preferred when they had to deal with weighty stuff to do it as equals.

Rusty sat with Eliza on the couch, with Boo looking on and drooling, as Rusty ate Eliza told him about her day, brunch with her friends, that she was going over to Cali’s tomorrow, the plan to help out at the fetish convention, and the R&D party on Friday.

“Is it a need-to-know party?” he asked.

“Yeah. Not general knowledge.”

“Okay. Sounds like fun. I don’t mind helping make stuff after work, if they need the extra help.”

He knew she was watching him, the way she always did.

The way he loved.

“I’m okay, Ma’am.”

She pressed a kiss to his bare shoulder. “You sure, Rus?”

He didn’t want to be Rusty. He wanted to be her pet, her barbarian.

Hers.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She brushed his damp hair back with her fingers. He leaned into her touch, loving it, loving her. She took damn good care of him and always had.

That was just one of the many reasons he loved her. 


Chapter Five

 

Then

 

“Roll for initiative,” Rusty said.

The other six kids around the dining room table, including Eliza, all rolled D20s.

At seventeen, he and Eliza, along with his friend Mike Kennedy, were the oldest, and they would be juniors in high school when it started up again in August. Then there was Corey and his friends, Darryl, Grant, and Susie. They were all younger than Rusty. Corey was thirteen, and the other kids were in the same grade as him, and about the same age.

Rusty didn’t mind the younger kids, because this was kind of his job, taking care of Corey. The other kids weren’t any trouble to look after. With their mom working her ass off, Rusty was the default babysitter.

He had to be.

The other option…wasn’t. He wouldn’t let their mom go there, anyway, not that she’d ever know that, or know why.

He’d take care of Corey if they weren’t in school. And he had Eliza there helping him, so it wasn’t like he was by himself. Plus Mike, even though Mike was there to play, not to babysit.

It was summer vacation, just another Tuesday for them. Today, they didn’t have a LARP game or anything else going on. His mom had asked him to please make taking care of Corey his part-time job for the summer, and Rusty didn’t have any trouble doing that. Corey even helped him mow neighbors’ lawns, and they shared the money from that. Kept both of them busy and able to buy little things here and there without asking their mom for money they knew she really couldn’t spare.

Rusty missed their dad. Corey had been so young when he’d died, he barely remembered him. But Rusty would never complain to his mom about helping out.

Not and risk the alternative.

“Oh, shit,” Corey muttered.

“Language,” Rusty said. “You roll a 1?”

Corey nodded.

They were teaching the younger kids the game, and so far, they were picking it up really quickly. Dungeons and Dragons was a lot of fun to play, and Rusty enjoyed being the DM—dungeon master. That meant he was in charge of the play. He had one module, the basic box set. But using the rules, he’d written his own adventure for them since he couldn’t afford to buy pre-made modules. His world was a quasi-gothic version of Florida in an alternate timeline, with dragons and wizards and all sorts of bad nasties to fight, castles to conquer, and knights and ladies to rule the land.

So far, the younger kids were loving it.

Even more importantly, so was Eliza.

She’d let her hair grow out in the time they’d been dating. Not that he’d asked her to, but it was like she’d sensed he liked long hair and let it grow.

If anything, he was under her spell, ready and willing to follow her, at her beck and call. Some of their friends teased him that she had a pet—he wouldn’t deny it, either, and it didn’t offend him in the least.

He damn sure didn’t mind being her pet. She seemed to get him, and liked him for who he was without wanting to change him. They were dating and spent every spare second together, studying at her house or his, depending on whether or not he had to watch Corey. It wasn’t uncommon for him to take Corey with him to Eliza’s house, for them to eat dinner there with her and her parents.

He didn’t mind having Corey with him. Just being with Eliza was enough, even if they weren’t alone.

They trained together, too. She was teaching Rusty combat moves, and her parents had bought him martial arts lessons for his birthday when they found out his father had died and his mom was stretching every dollar.

With Eliza in his life, he found himself not needing to run as much, for a multitude of reasons.

Her parents had also given him an old car that they’d bought cheap off one of Eliza’s father’s employees. An ugly old beater without working AC, but it ran. His mom was able to afford to add it to her insurance policy, and it sure took a lot of stress off her worrying if they were able to get around okay if she couldn’t get off work.

Rusty felt like he was pulling his weight.

Eliza was also driving, a nicer car than his, and she didn’t mind driving him and Corey around. They even chipped in for gas money if they were using her car instead of his.

It was like her parents had sort of adopted them, and Rusty didn’t mind in the least.

Eliza felt right. Perfect. Like she understood him.

Then again, she doesn’t really know about me.

He knew he should open up to her but that wasn’t exactly something he wanted to talk about with anyone. While he knew he loved Eliza, he wasn’t an idiot. Maybe they’d last, maybe in a month something would happen to blow up what they had.

The last thing he needed was someone having that kind of emotional ammunition against him.

She didn’t even know about what he did when he ran, even though he didn’t need to run as much now.

“I’ll let you take it at 10,” Rusty told Corey. Sure, it was stretching the rules, but he was the DM and could do that, if he wanted.

He never abused the power to throw stuff against them. If it made the game a little more fun for them to help them out, why not?

Right now, they were slogging through a cursed swamp.

Not exactly a stretch, considering Florida’s topography.

By the time he called an end to their session two hours later, all the players were still standing, but barely. They’d battled magical aquatic reptiles in the swamp and defeated them, and were on their way to claiming the treasure they’d been fighting for.

Eliza was going to drive the younger kids home, then come back to have dinner with Rusty and Corey. Once everyone else had left, Rusty sent Corey to get his shower. Rusty was packing his game stuff and clearing their dining room table when the phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Rusty? It’s your Uncle Borden. Long time, no talk.”

Frigid, terrifying darkness washed through his soul. “Mom’s not here.” He didn’t want to talk to him.

“Well, I was going to see if you and Corey wanted to get together with me this weekend. Haven’t seen you kids in forever.”

“We can’t. We have plans this weekend. I have to go, I’m cooking dinner.” He practically threw the handset onto the phone and backed away from it, wiping his palm against his shorts, sick fear congealing in his gut. For a moment he thought he was going to puke but managed to swallow it back.

Sonofabitch.

It’d been at least six months since the last time Borden had tried to talk them into doing something. The only good thing about his mom working so much was she wasn’t home when he called.

Rusty never told her he called, either.

Trembling, Rusty stood at the kitchen sink, fingers wrapped around the edge as he stared at the drain.

Fucker.

If he did somehow talk to their mom, Rusty had the perfect excuse—they had lawns to mow, and had games scheduled with the gang. His mom knew how much those games meant to them. Plus, Rusty had a martial arts class, and Corey liked to go and watch, although he usually sat there reading a book or doing homework. Eliza’s parents had offered to buy him lessons, too, but Corey wasn’t as physical as Rusty was.

He managed to pull himself together, get the table cleared, and start dinner before Corey emerged from the bathroom.

“Did I hear the phone ring?”

Rusty didn’t turn from the stove. “Yeah.”

“Well, who was it?”

“Uncle Borden.”

“Oh.”

Rusty turned at his tone and spotted the dark look on Corey’s face.

His heart hit his feet. “What?”

Corey shook his head. “Nothing. What’d he want?”

“I told him we were busy this weekend. Don’t worry about it.”

“Good.”

They’d never had a…conversation. Not about any of it.

Although he knew Corey had to suspect, if not outright know. He’d tried to protect him, but…

“Listen, I—”

“I don’t like him either, Rus.” Their gazes met, both of them with their dad’s green eyes.

Had it all been for nothing? Everything he’d endured?

“What’s for dinner?” Corey asked. “Smells great.”

Like that, Rusty knew there wouldn’t be a conversation between them. Not now, maybe not ever.

Maybe that was for the best.

“Cube steak.”

“Great. I like those.”

Rusty took care of most of the cooking now, too. He didn’t mind that, either.

Corey headed for the cabinet to get plates and place settings. “For the record, thank you.”

Rusty glanced his way. “For what?”

Corey sighed, but it sounded old, a soul-weary one. “For…everything. For being my big brother. For…taking care of me.” He hesitated. “Keeping him away from me.”

Rusty closed his eyes and came damn close to crying. His question had been answered.

If he did nothing else in his life but protect Corey, that was enough for him. “You’re welcome. Love you, kiddo.”

“Love you, too. Do you think Mom’s going to take some time off soon?”

“I don’t know. She’s making more money on this shift than on the day shift. I know she wants to try to get in as much overtime as possible before school starts and she has to switch back.”

“She should work the shift she wants to. We’d be okay. I know she’s stressing about money.”

“Not as much as she was.”

“I can mow more lawns.”

“You need to study. You have scholarships to earn. Only way we’re going to be able to get into college. And you will go to college.” Rusty was nearly certain he’d already earned an academic scholarship to USF, but his senior year would be the benchmark. His mom had offered to apply for loans for him if he didn’t land a scholarship, but he didn’t want her to do that.

It was up to him to live his life and earn his way.

Eliza returned just as Rusty was ready to serve dinner. He’d made a plate for their mom and wrapped it with foil and sat it in the fridge. When she returned home later, she’d nuke it.

After dinner, Rusty and Eliza headed to the living room to watch TV while Corey did the dishes. That was the agreed upon deal, the cook didn’t have to wash.

Once they were snuggled on the couch, Eliza stared at him. “You okay?”

Shit. She seemed to have radar when it came to him. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You guys fight after I left or something?”

“No. Just worried about Mom.” Not exactly a lie, because he was.

She continued to study him, like she wasn’t completely sure she believed him. Finally, she settled back against him to watch TV. Once Corey had gone to bed and Eliza had to go home, Rusty walked her out, where he held her as he leaned against her car. She felt perfect in his life, in all ways.

“Can I ask you something?” she finally said.

“Sure.”

“Are you happy with me?”

“What? Of course I am. Why’d you ask that?”

She stared up into his eyes. “You haven’t…” Her lips pressed together into a thin line, like she was trying to decide how to say it. “I’ve been giving you hints and you don’t take me up on them.”

“Hints?”

She ground herself against his hips and, oh yeah, now he knew what she meant.

“That,” she said.

“Corey’s always around, Li. Plus we’re both going to college. I don’t want us to do something and accidentally end up with a baby.” Also not exactly a lie.

Just not the whole truth.

She kept grinding against him, though, knowing exactly what she was doing to him. No way she couldn’t feel his reaction between them. “I’d like a little…more, please? You don’t need to worry about my honor, barbarian.”

Normally, he gave Eliza anything she wanted, always let her have her way. He liked things being like this.

In this one way, he had his reasons and needed to try to keep a head on his shoulders. He’d been able to stall her during the school year, between studying and classes and LARPing on the weekends and…

Yeah. But now, with summer upon them, excuses were harder to come by.

And it was nearly painfully hard for him to think with her doing that to him. He finally settled his hands on her ass to hold her still.

“I love you,” he said. “Next weekend he’s going on that camping trip with his friends. Maybe we can fool around a little then. I’m kind of a parent now, in some ways, and it’s easy for me to remember why we need to be careful. I dang sure don’t want a baby to take care of. Taking care of a little brother’s hard enough.”

She wore a playful pout that meant she wasn’t going to push him harder, but she wasn’t exactly satisfied. “Okay.” She rose on her toes to kiss him good-bye, and he held her door for her while she got in.

“Call me when you get home, please?”

“I will, barbarian.” He shut the door for her and watched her drive away, reaching down to adjust himself.

Shit. He’d definitely need a run tonight. He didn’t want to talk about…that. He didn’t even like thinking about it.

Sooner or later, he was going to have to confront the issue with her.

Hopefully she’d be patient with him.

Even pets had their limits. 


Chapter Six

 

Now

 

Eliza started off her Thursday morning making a call to Ed Payne, their friend and attorney, to deal with whatever had to be dealt with regarding Borden McElroy.

She also gave him strict orders not to talk to Rusty about it.

At all.

He didn’t ask why because he was that good and that close of a friend. He knew when not to ask.

With that task handed off and worth every penny she’d pay him for the job, she headed to Cali’s. “So what’s first?” Eliza asked upon arrival.

“We have a couple of paddles we sell a shit-ton of online. I want to make sure we have plenty to take with us. They’re one of our less expensive models, but they’re easy to make. The boys got them cut out, but they need to be finished, sanding and smoothing the edges.”

“Sounds easy enough.”

“If we finish those, I have some others we can work on.”

Baxter, Cali’s black and white tuxedo cat, sauntered into the kitchen to greet Eliza.

“Well, there’s the nip addict.” Eliza knelt to pet him.

“Yeah, we warned him we were going to cut him off.”

“How’d he react?”

“He sank his claws into Sean’s stomach.”

“Yowch.”

“Yeah. It’s safer for all of us to indulge his addiction.”

“Sounds like it.”

“I really appreciate this, Eliza. Are you sure you won’t let me pay you?”

“I did say I’d work for gourmet coffee.”

Cali pointed to a cabinet. “Your choice. I’ll make us a fresh pot.” She dumped the dregs of what was left and washed out the carafe.

Eliza opened the cabinet. “Oooh, girl. You weren’t kidding.” She selected a caramel truffle flavor and handed the bag to Cali.

“You need to let me do something for you besides just coffee.”

Eliza shrugged. “I’ll never turn down free implements to use on the barbarian.”

Cali snickered. “Poor Rusty.”

“You’re not married to him.”

Cali’s smile faded. “Look, feel free to tell me to mind my business if you want, but is everything okay?”

Eliza hoped her smile still looked right. “This isn’t for public consumption, but Rusty’s brother had a heart attack right on the heels of his wife being diagnosed with breast cancer.”

“Oh, my god! Are they okay?”

“His brother was just cleared to go back to work, and she’s undergoing chemo right now. But…yeah. That was what’s been going on. Rus is pretty protective of his brother and hasn’t been handling it well.”

“Is there anything we can do for you guys?”

“Please don’t ask him about it. He’s…” She tried to decide how to word it without sounding weird. “He doesn’t like to talk about some things. That’s why he needed a good beating last weekend. Part of his process.”

“Oh, yeah, no, I won’t say a word.” Cali hugged her. “I’m just…on the heels of Kel and Mal and their issues, we were kind of worried about you guys the other night.”

Eliza relaxed, now that she knew Cali was satisfied with her answer, and that Cali’s mind had gone in a totally different direction. “The barbarian and I are good, I swear. I appreciate the concern, though. He’s still happy putting up with me after over thirty years together.”

Cali smiled. “What was he like as a kid?” She took down a bottle of ibuprofen from a cabinet.

“Pretty much like he is now, only broke.” Her smile faded. “Their mom was widowed when Corey and Rusty were kids. She had to work a lot. It nearly destroyed Rus when she died. He had to take care of Corey, make sure he got through high school and into college, all while himself going to college. My parents sort of adopted them unofficially to help out.”

“Wow. I didn’t know any of that.”

“Like I said, he’s pretty closed-mouthed about certain things. Makes him damn good at his job.”

Cali stared at her for a moment. “You know, it just occurred to me, I really don’t know what his job is other than ‘financial analyst’. I don’t even know what that means. Is he, like, a stockbroker or something?” She poured herself a glass of water and swallowed a couple of ibuprofen.

This was a topic Eliza could talk about. Mostly because she didn’t even know everything he did. “He works for a firm that generates highly specialized and classified financial reports for banks and other companies around the world. His doctorate’s in economics.”

Cali had been taking a drink of water—which was why Eliza carefully timed her comment.

The spit-take was epic and well worth the set-up.

Cali stared at her with wide eyes. “Rusty’s a doctor?” she asked when she quit coughing and choking.

Eliza grinned. “At work he’s known as Dr. McElroy. He’s actually one of the pre-eminent authorities in the US on what he does, and he has a strong professional reputation in the UK and EU.”

“Holy shit!”

“I know, right? The barbarian looks damn good in a suit and tie, let me tell you what.”

“I mean…” She leaned against the counter. “No offense, I never pictured him doing something like that.”

“Neither did he. His doctoral advisor put his thesis in front of the right person at the right time, and they hired him with the ink still drying on his PhD certificate. He’s been with them ever since. Started out as a numbers cruncher for them. Now he’s one of their senior analysts. He’s always had a way with numbers and economics really interested him. He had sort of planned to get a job at a bank and work his way up there, but things just worked out right for him.”

“Holy cow. Why doesn’t he talk about this? That’s, like, really cool.”

“The think-tank he works for is exclusive and pricey because of the privacy of the work they do. He had a guy fly in from the UK to talk to him in person yesterday about one of their reports because the client didn’t want any kind of a paper trail. Not because it’s illegal or anything, but because of the highly sensitive level of confidentiality they need. And if you’re not involved in finance, it’s kinda boring.”

“Ah. Well, I guess those would be valid reasons not to talk about it.”

“Trust me, he doesn’t talk to me much about what he does, even the parts he can talk about. I start zoning out and threaten to not spank him.”

Cali laughed. “And you’re sort of retired, right?”

“Not sort of—I am. I taught for the county school system. I retired seven years ago and was teaching various martial arts at a local dojo for a while. Rus asked me to stop because it was starting to take a toll on my body. I sometimes forget I’m not a kid anymore.” She smiled. “And with his salary, we’re okay. Kailey landed scholarships for college, so that was a huge weight off our shoulders.”

“I wouldn’t have thought Sarasota was a hotbed for financial stuff.”

“The founders of the firm were originally from New York. They came down here on vacation one winter, loved the weather, loved even more that it was cheaper to live here than in New York, and that we don’t have a state income tax. So they moved their operations here.”

Once the coffee was ready, Cali grabbed them two travel mugs to take out to the garage with them. She flipped on a window AC unit to keep it cool while they worked.

The job was…ridiculously easy, to be honest. Eliza had spent countless hours in her dad’s garage with him and Rusty, making weapons and costume components for themselves and other kids who didn’t have the access to tools. Then, later, with Rus in their garage as they made their own items, and taught Kailey how to wield tools.

They finished the first two batches of paddles before lunchtime, which amazed Cali.

“You sure you don’t want to be paid? I honestly didn’t expect to get half this done by now. You’re like four of my guys.”

Eliza grinned. “In addition to gourmet coffee, I’ll also work for food. How’s that?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

 

* * * *

 

Rusty stared at his computer screen Thursday afternoon and wondered if it was too soon to take more ibuprofen for the massive migraine trying to settle in his skull. The report he was trying to work on wasn’t making sense, and he damn well knew why.

Until he could get his brain focused, work wasn’t happening.

At lunch time he gave up trying and packed his stuff. He stopped at Darby’s desk on his way out. “I need to go home and try to get rid of this headache. Text me if anyone needs me. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Sure, Dr. McElroy.”

Except when he got in his car and loosened his tie, he didn’t head home. He aimed his car north on I-75 after punching in a quick text to Eliza.

 

TL, Ma’am. Sorry.

 

He set his phone to silent and dropped it into the passenger seat. He suspected she wouldn’t punish him for the break in protocol, considering the circumstances, but he knew the only way he could get rid of this headache, the kind of one he hadn’t had in a few years, would be to get away for a few hours.

Not even a session on the bench could help him out right now.

When he reached Terrapin Lakes up in Pasco County, he slowed as he approached the members’ gate, which opened automatically for the barcode sticker on his rear window. He pulled through and drove around to the day use parking area, which at that time of day on a Thursday was practically empty.

It didn’t take him long to strip and grab his sneakers and a pair of socks from the trunk. He kept a pair in there, and a towel, just in case.

In case of times like these.

He checked his phone one more time and found a reply from Eliza.

 

<3 Text me on your way home. Love you, R.

 

He breathed in a sigh of relief. Instinctively, he’d known she’d be okay with this, but every time she reaffirmed his faith in her, it was a small victory for his soul.

The key fob for his car fit into a small pouch hooked to his right shoelaces. After locking the car, he headed out for the trail he wanted, not even bothering with sunscreen.

If he burned, it’d be one more distraction.

Of course he wouldn’t be masturbating on this run. Besides the fact that could get him in trouble here, it was against Eliza’s rules.

He’d been a member of the clothing-optional resort for several years now. Eliza wasn’t, technically, but with his family membership he could bring her in as a guest if she chose to come. Which she usually didn’t. It wasn’t her thing, but she understood why he needed this.

It didn’t take him long to settle into a blistering pace as he ran through pine woods and marshy cypress wetland trails that sometimes turned into boardwalks. This was why he liked this place, the solitude, the raw nature, the ability to shed everything and lose himself for a while. Running in their neighborhood didn’t give him the same endorphin dump this did.

This was him, in total control, and picking every step, taking every breath, him alone and no one else.

This was him, able to temporarily forget the dark nights and pain and whispered threats and sickening praise. The hands he couldn’t shove away because he had to protect Corey from this.

This was him, reconciling the shame he felt as a kid over his body betraying him during those waking nightmares with the knowledge he now held as an adult that he hadn’t done anything wrong and had no control over the situation back then.

He ran. He ran until his chest hurt from his lungs burning, his calf and thigh muscles burning, his feet hurting at the start of a blister on his left heel, scrapes and scratches from getting too close to brush and branches along the side of the trail, mosquito bites, and, yes, sunburn.

It was nearly dusk when he stopped in the woods not far from the parking area, hands on his knees, bent over and gasping for air as he silently cried it out. By the time he emerged from the trail and grabbed the towel from his trunk, he knew he could put on his human suit again for a little while, at least until he got home and Eliza could finish soothing him back to what normally passed for himself.

He walked over to the outdoor showers near the pool area and rinsed off the sweat and dirt. Then he returned to his car, pulled on his slacks and shirt without bothering with a T-shirt or underwear, or even socks and shoes. As he sat there with the car running and the AC on and cooling the interior, he texted her.

 

OMW, Ma’am. Dinner options?

 

They had their own text shorthand developed over the years. She must have been waiting for his text and he felt bad that she’d probably been worried about him.

 

I ate with Cali, Sean, and Max. Stop and get something in your stomach B4 interstate pls. Love you. SYS.

 

As he read her message the sob escaped him, catching him by surprise.

Dammit.

He had more emotions pent up inside him than he’d realized if just seeing her admonishment to eat, and her “love you, see you soon” could choke him up like that.

He set the phone to the side, cranked up his favorite XM heavy metal rock channel, and headed out in search of food before he hit I-75 south.

 

* * * *

 

Oh, Rus.

Eliza didn’t expect another text from him before he returned home, unless he hit bad traffic or something that would delay him enough to make her worry. His demons had to be particularly loud and raucous today if he’d cut work and headed to Terrapin Lakes without waiting to get permission from her. Usually, he had a feeling he’d need to get away and make a point of mentioning it ahead of time in case he did. She always gave him blanket permission to go.

She’d never told him no.

Still, he liked the protocol, even though in a case like this she felt it shouldn’t be one.

It was a comfort for him and no skin off her nose.

It wasn’t like there was anything she could do to fix this for him. Everything she could do was simply to help him deal and cope and process and live with it.

She couldn’t go back in time and wipe away the events, although god knew she’d done her best at the time.

When his car pulled into the driveway, Boo’s head popped up and she launched her clumsy body toward the entry. Eliza was waiting for him in the hall when he stepped through the front door.

He looked like hell, had probably gotten himself sunburned, too. Shirt untucked and unbuttoned at the collar, carrying his shoes, tie, and blazer.

Upon realizing she stood there, he put everything down and folded to his knees in front of her.

Eliza immediately stepped forward and knelt in front of him, pulling him into her lap even as he started crying, face pressed against her stomach and curing into a tight ball in her arms.

“I’ve got you,” she whispered into his ear. “I’ve always got you, Rus. Always.” As she held him, she thought back to the early days, when they were teenagers, and how young and naive she’d been to think true evil was a myth and there were no such things as monsters to plague kids’ nights.


Chapter Seven

 

Then

 

With her parents out of town until Sunday evening, Eliza wanted to take advantage of tonight. Almost the end of their junior year, and Rusty had turned eighteen a few weeks before. She would in another couple of months.

Tonight, it’d be just her and Rusty, alone, without Corey tagging along because he was spending the weekend at a friend’s house, an uninterrupted swath of time for them.

While what they had was amazing, she wanted…more. Not like she wanted to run around on Rusty, either. She was happy with the status quo, especially since they’d both be going to college after the end of the next school year.

Eliza was under no illusions that things could get rocky between them once college started. This was their last year to really coast and be kids, and dammit, she wanted it. She didn’t know if what they had could survive college and the time suck it’d be on them, and she wanted this memory between them if nothing else.

She knew Rusty wasn’t gay—well, she hoped he wasn’t gay. Would he kiss her like he did, or his body respond to hers—and some of the other things they’d already done—if he was? Hell, considering the other things they’d already done together, intercourse would almost be…tame.

But she wanted it, with him, and like so many other firsts they’d already shared, she wanted it to be Rusty.

They rarely got alone-alone time like this, without worrying about someone coming home or Corey popping out of his bedroom to bother them.

Tonight she was cooking dinner for him and would tell him she wanted to go all the way with him. She’d even stopped by the drugstore and bought a box of condoms for insurance. Yes, she’d been on the pill for over a year because of her monthly headaches, but no way in hell did she want to get pregnant before she was ready. On that point she was in full agreement with him.

When he finally arrived a little before five, she’d had a shower, shaved everything, wore a sundress she knew he liked seeing her in, and had a roast in the oven.

“Hey, what’s the special occasion?” He leaned in for a kiss when she opened the door for him.

“Us.” She shut the door behind him.

When he turned, she spotted the puzzled frown scrunching up his eyebrows. “Huh?”

Her sweet, clueless barbarian. She rose up onto her toes and draped her arms around his neck, kissing him again. “My parents aren’t coming home until late tomorrow. That means you and I have all night long, by ourselves.” She rubbed her body against his, noticing the sudden, hard bulge pressed against her. “And I want to do something we haven’t done before.”

His eyes widened and she wasn’t prepared for it when he caught her wrists, peeled her arms off him, and stepped back, holding her away from him. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what?”

“Uh, sex, Rus. I want to go all the way tonight.”

His throat nervously worked. “No, we can’t.”

“Yes, we can. I’m on the pill and I bought condoms, just in case. Double insurance. My parents won’t be back. Your mom knows you’re not coming home tonight. It’s perfect!”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Why not?”

One of those dark shadows crossed his expression, not the funtime shadows where she could meet him and enjoy herself trying to beat the crap out of each other with wasters or the bastons—the sticks used in Filipino stick fighting that she was teaching him—or other mock combat.

One of the dark shadows she suspected hid something deep inside him that no one else knew.

“Just…because.”

She had to ask it. “Are you gay? Because if you are, please quit screwing with my head and my heart. I love you, and I thought you were attracted to me and love me.”

The shadows lessened a little, his expression softening. “I do love you, and I am attracted to you. But…we can’t. Not now. Not yet. And no, I’m definitely not gay. Hello.” He pressed her hand against the front of his shorts and she felt his cock straining against the fabric. “I’d think that’d be obvious based on the stuff we do together.”

Eliza fought the urge to struggle and break free of his grip. Not because she didn’t want to grab him there, because—hellooo, hunky and hung—but because she was afraid she was going to take him down and take her frustrations out on him in ways that would be the bad kind of painful for him.

“Then what’s the problem, Rus?”

“I…” He sighed. “I have my reasons. Maybe it sounds dumb and stupid and old-fashioned, but I want to wait until we’re married.”

“So…I’m good enough to give you a blowjob, but not good enough to fuck? Is that what you’re telling me?”

She might as well have slapped him, the way he recoiled from her words, but he pulled her into his arms. “That’s not it. I’ll…I’ll do just about anything with and to you, baby, but please. Let me have this.”

There was a desperate, plaintive tone to his voice she’d never heard before. Even during the times she’d had fun making him beg. “What aren’t you telling me, Rus?”

“I can’t talk about it. Not right now and maybe not ever, but if you really love me, Li, please let me have this and trust me when I say it’s what I need.”

It didn’t make sense to her. She could tell he was horny. No way to hide it, actually.

That’s when the other side of this smacked her from behind.

Finally. “Are you saying you want to marry me?”

“I’m saying I love you enough that I want to wait because I think what we have is worth waiting for.”

“I’m not ready to say I want to get married yet. Maybe not even after college. You know that. Marriage is a big step and a lifetime commitment, and I want to make sure when I do that it’s right.”

“I know,” he quietly said.

“We’ve talked about this before, Rus. I’ve flat-out told you marriage might not be on the table for me. Ever.”

“I know.”

“I’m not about to toss my future away and hand my life over to someone else. I want to be in charge of my life.”

His voice grew even quieter. “I know.”

She drew back enough she could look him in the eyes. “So you’re willing to just, what, fool around like this for years, maybe?”

He nodded. “Yeah. If that’s what it takes.”

“That means you’re a virgin?”

He nodded again.

This wasn’t making sense to her. Like she was missing a big piece of the puzzle.

“Why are you okay doing other stuff and that one thing is off the table?”

His dense, heavy sigh sucked all the light and half the oxygen out of the room. His hands cradled her face as he stared down at her, and she wasn’t sure but thought he was close to tears. “I’m sorry if what I’m offering isn’t enough for you, baby.”

His tone broke her heart. Somewhere, something had happened to her sweet barbarian, and it evoked every protective instinct within her. “Is this about your dad?”

“No. I mean, indirectly, I guess. Please?”

“You know I’m not worried about my honor, right?” Except she knew. She could make any threat, use any number of temptations on him, and he would not budge from this decision. It was one of the things she loved about him, that he had his principles, and he wouldn’t waver from them.

Her sweet knight, always honorable, a man of his word.

It took him several minutes to finally speak again, and his voice sounded jagged and raw and full of old pain that she sensed predated her by years.

“Some things are meant to be really special. I don’t mean that in some religious way, either. This is something I want to have a good memory of for the rest of our lives. I need something that’s just you and me and untainted by anything else. You want to ride my face and make me go to sleep with blue balls, I’ll do it. You want me to not jerk off in the shower, okay. You want to be in charge? Okay. You want to make me your slave? Good, fine. You make any rules you want about our relationship, and I’ll follow them, and I’ll wait as long as it takes because I love you. All I’m asking for, beyond not cheating on me, or lying to me, is to give me this one thing. Please, Eliza.”

The last two words were delivered in a nearly choked tone, enough to practically drive her to tears.

“You’re not fooling around with anyone else, are you?”

He shook his head. “No one but you, I swear. I’ve never been with a girl before you. Not and did the things we’ve done.”

“Or a guy?”

“I told you, I’m not gay.”

She studied his eyes, the pain in them, everything mixed together with an intensity she nearly couldn’t tolerate.

“Okay,” she finally said. “But if you can’t trust me enough to talk to me to tell me exactly why you need to wait, that’s still not going to happen between us until you can. I don’t like secrets.”

He slowly nodded. “I understand.”

“What if you can’t make it to that point? Where you feel you can talk about it with me?”

At this point his gaze faltered, dropping to the floor. “I don’t know. I’ll try. I swear. But…not right now. Not tonight.” He dropped to his knees in front of her and encircled her with his arms, his face pressed against her stomach. “This isn’t about you. There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re beautiful and perfect and I don’t want anyone but you. This is about me and…” She felt his hands skim up and down her ass through the sundress. Then he looked up at her. “You’re not wearing any panties.”

She smiled down at him, playing with his hair. “Nope.”

A soft moan escaped him and he buried his face against her stomach again. “Jeez, Li, you’re killing me, baby.”

She thought about telling him well, if he’d just do what she wanted to do tonight, he wouldn’t be in agony.

Except that almost felt like rubbing his face in it in a bad way, and it didn’t set well with her at all.

She opted for humor. “Well, since you’re already on your knees, you can—oh!”

He dove under her sundress.

When she could finally speak about twenty minutes later, she was sitting cradled in his lap on the floor, a playful smile on his face.

“What about you?” she mumbled.

“What about me? I can wait until after dinner. Frankly, dinner smells great.”

She buried her face against the side of his neck. “What if I decide to make you wait and hold it?”

He groaned. “M’lady has my oath,” he said in character. “This knight obeys his Lady’s word.”

Yeah, she wasn’t going to make him wait long. She loved it when he did that, talked like that, and not even the goofy but halfway decent British accent could kill her mood.

She loved it when he deferred to her like that, which was nearly always.

Except this one time.

“Let’s eat dinner,” she said. “Then I’ll take care of my knight.”

He stared down into her face, caressing her cheek. “I love you, Eliza.” He was back to using his normal voice, except he spoke so softly she almost couldn’t hear him. “I mean it. I’m going to wear you down and marry you one day, even if you make me wait decades.”

She believed him. “Love you, too. I can’t promise you I’m going to want to get married, though.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“And you’ll still wait?”

He smiled, back to the accent. “A knight doesn’t give up on his lady that easily, ma’am.” 


Chapter Eight

 

Now

 

Eliza finally coaxed Rusty up off the floor and into their bathroom to take a shower. She didn’t chastise him for the sunburn, or the scrapes and scratches.

He’d punished himself enough. He was too damned good at doing that.

Always had been.

In the shower he stood with his hands braced against the wall while she tenderly washed every inch of him, not letting him do anything.

Taking care of him.

Reminding him she was always here, waiting for him, ready to catch him when he fell.

Strong enough to hold on to him and help him safely ride out the storms until he felt like he could stand on his own again.

After their shower, she didn’t even bother taking him back out to the living room. She led him to bed and turned the TV on before curling up under the covers with him. He lay on his side, facing her, his arms around her and head tucked against her chest. His anchor.

His lighthouse.

No doubt that these were storms in his soul, worse than any hurricane and every bit as destructive.

Except…now, maybe, perhaps he could start ridding himself of the demon whose deep roots had long festered in his soul. With Borden dead and gone, could Rusty chop his way out of that mental jungle holding him hostage?

She wouldn’t bring it up though. Not unless he did first. However he chose to deal with this, that was his call.

At least now she totally got why Cali had wanted to dump Lydia’s ashes at the beach instead of flushing them, or putting them in Venture’s butt bucket out front, or any other number of ideas she’d been handed by people.

Gone. Totally gone, nowhere around.

No reminders in a physical way.

That’s what she told Ed she wanted to do.

After a while, there was something else she needed to ask, though. “Do you want me to tell Cali we can’t make it to the R&D party tomorrow night?”

“No, Ma’am. I want to go.” His soft, shredded voice tore at her heart. He didn’t look at her, either, his head still tucked against her. “How’d today go?”

“We got a lot done. A lot more than Cali thought we would. Started working on a new toy they’re producing. A beater. Heavy, braided rope, about a foot long, epoxied into a metal pipe handle. Pretty damned wicked. Got over a dozen of those made.”

“That’s the one you tested on me at their last party?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“I liked that one.”

Maybe this would be a strange conversation for any other couple, but Eliza felt a modicum of relief creep in. If he was talking like this, it meant he was slowly healing from this latest round.

Even if their topic of discussion was sadistic implements.

“Cali’s going to talk to Rebecca about making a chainmaille shirt for Baxter for a photo shoot.”

He actually snorted, and that made him turn his face so he could look up at her. His handsome green eyes were bloodshot and rimmed with red. “Baxter’s going to be even more famous.”

“Well, she made one for Chewi. I told Cali she should rig up a bondage harness of some sort for Sean while he’s wearing Stumpy.” Stumpy was the inflatable T-Rex costume Max and Cali had purchased for Sean to wear after Eliza got one for Rusty to wear.

“Because you’re helllpful, Ma’am.”

“Damn right I am. Then Cali told me Sean had already created a strap-on harness to wear on it.”

A full-on laugh escaped him. “I bet that was a sight to see.”

“It was. Cali showed me the pictures.”

He laced fingers with her and brought her hand to his lips to kiss it. “I love you.”

Eliza threaded the fingers of her other hand through his hair, gently ruffling it. “I love you, too. You know I do.”

He tucked her hand against his chest. “Do you ever wish you had a normal guy?”

“Do you ever wish you had a normal woman?”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

His gaze held hers before his eyes closed again. “I love what we have. I love that you were the good girl teacher during the day and the sort of gothic bad girl with me at home. How you used to make me help you get dressed for work by helping you put on your garter belt and stockings, and the lacy black panties and bra that would get me hard watching you wear them, and then sliding on a modest dress or pantsuit over them. Knowing you were doing it on purpose to torture me all day thinking about what you were wearing. Knowing you did it just to fuck with me like that. Knowing I was the only person who knew about it besides you. That you did it for me. I love going to work the day after you’ve beaten my ass and squirming in my chair to feel the cane marks you left on me. I love that I can serve you and you don’t make me feel like less of a man for it. I love that you put up with me. I love that you get me.”

Eliza pressed her lips to his forehead. “Like Morticia and Gomez.”

“Kailey said if we wear those costumes one more Halloween she’s going to scream.”

“Let her. We gave her parents who are still in love with each other three decades later. We can dress up however we damn well want. She probably won’t be home for Halloween this year anyway. What difference does it make?”

His eyes opened again and he studied her face. “Will it get easier now?”

She was so used to his thoughts quickly switching tracks that it didn’t derail her. “I don’t know, sweetie. I can’t answer that for you. I wish I could. Doesn’t matter, because I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere. I think I’ve proven that.”

Rusty went quiet for several minutes. “I wish I could stop being angry. Mom had to work so fucking hard all the damn time. He should have been there to support us, not…”

She didn’t interrupt, waiting him out.

“I shouldn’t have been put into that position as a kid, and I don’t even mean just what he did. I mean having to raise Corey because she was working her ass off. Your parents were there for us. Even after Mom died, I couldn’t call him and say, ‘Hey, I really need to focus on my studies, can you come over here or let Corey stay with you tonight?’ None of that could happen because of what he was.”

Nuzzling his temple, she kept quiet, let it spill out of him the only way it could. If she interrupted him now, he might not get it out.

“Motherfucker,” he muttered. “Hope there is a hell and he’s rotting in it.”

 

* * * *

 

Was he a lucky man?

In the cosmic scheme of things, yeah, he was. He got it. Rusty knew he couldn’t change the past, but Eliza had, no shit, kept him sane and held together. He would have likely drunk himself to death without her. Never could have survived what he’d been through without her walking beside him.

Putting up with him.

She could have had her pick of men, and for whatever crazy reason, she loved him.

It pissed him off he couldn’t pull himself out of this tailspin with a few snarky comments and turning his back to the past. But he couldn’t.

The past made him.

The past nearly broke him.

The past was there, not going anywhere, no matter how much he wanted to forget it even existed.

“Is Ed going to handle everything?” he eventually asked.

“Everything.”

He slowly nodded. “Hold off on getting rid of his ashes.”

“Sure, but why?”

“I want to decide how to do it. Not keeping them. Get the cheapest-ass urn or whatever is available. Put them in a fucking coffee can, for all I care. But I don’t want to tell you to get rid of them and then regret not being part of it later.”

She nuzzled his head. “Whatever you want, sweetie. Are you going to tell Corey?”

“He doesn’t have any use for him, either.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He thought about it. “I don’t know yet. He’s got enough on his plate.”

“Fair enough.”

He nuzzled his face in the valley between her breasts and deeply inhaled. Sometimes, he watched their poly friends playing together at the private parties and idly wondered what it’d be like to be in a dynamic like that.

Except the past would slap him in the face and he knew a harmless sexual fantasy was totally different than seriously thinking about giving up perfection.

He was many things, but a stupid man he was not. He even had a doctorate to prove it.

No way he’d ever give up what he had with Eliza, or fuck it up by doing something stupid like wanting to disturb the perfect balance they already had with their dynamic.

And he wasn’t much of a sharer.

Eliza soothed his soul. Their mutual forays into the sweetly dark, devious, and depraved gothic halls of their dynamic left him feeling peace. A peace he’d never felt anywhere else, and couldn’t imagine feeling with anyone else.

Eliza stroked the back of his head as he started nibbling along the swell of her breasts. When her grip in his hair tightened, almost painfully, he froze, waiting.

Always waiting.

She eased his head over to her left breast, allowing him to flick his tongue out and tease her nipple.

A soft, gentle sigh escaped her. “Yeah, like that, baby.”

He wrapped his lips around her nipple and lightly teased it, gently sucking, waiting for more direction. Tonight he was happy to be hers, to be used by her, hopefully rewarded for his service to her.

Was he horny?

Uh, duh. She had to know it from the way his hard cock rubbed against her leg, but he wouldn’t push yet. Not now.

Not tonight.

Tonight he needed his Ma’am. Her strength, her love.

Her.

He’d take what she gave him, happy for it. Because she took care of him and kept him sane.

She curled her body closer to him, hooking a leg over his and slowly rocking her hips against his thigh in that sultry way that made his cock painfully ache and throb and want to be buried inside her. The way she slid her pussy along his thigh, rubbing.

Using him for her pleasure.

It always melted his heart in good ways.

After a few minutes of him teasing her left nipple, she moved his head to her right and he repeated the treatment. He knew what she wanted, a long, slow, sweet build-up until the point she could ride his cock, or maybe his face.

Either way, he was good with that.

When her fingers closed around his cock and started slowly stroking, it took every ounce of self-control he had not to start humping her hand. He hadn’t been given permission to do that. She ground her clit against his thigh and he started feeling his skin grow slick from where her juices flowed.

Breathe.

Sometimes she deliberately set him up to fail and receive punishment, but only during an actual scene. Not during this, time between them with all his walls and defenses down and open to her.

“You close?” she asked.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She released his cock and flipped him onto his back, her strength always surprising him in good ways. He never had to hold back with her. She preferred it when he got rough and she could reciprocate, sexy struggle snuggles that left them both exhausted and sated and smiling.

Swinging a leg over him, she mounted him, smiling as she slowly impaled herself on his cock. When she pulled his hands from her hips back up to her breasts, he immediately started playing with her nipples, knowing what she wanted and needed. Her cunt felt hot and wet and all he wanted to do was fill her, be hers, let her use his body for her pleasure.

Holding back was hard, damned hard with her pussy grinding against him, but then she showed him mercy. She reached between her legs to play with her clit and when he felt her climax, every wave of pleasure squeezing his cock threatened to toss him over the cliff with her.

Once she finished, she smiled down at him. “Barbarian’s choice.”

He flipped her onto her back, her legs over his shoulders and pressed against her chest as he plunged his cock into her pussy again. He kissed her, fucking her mouth with his tongue even as he fucked her pussy and wondering if he could get her over once more before he came.

Settling into a rhythm he knew he could maintain, he silently urged her to follow, to join him, to lead him to those sweet, dark halls. This was a tame night for them. There were times an outsider watching them might think they were attacking each other instead of making love.

Eliza’s nails raked down his back, drawing a hiss from him. He lifted his mouth from hers and spotted the playful look in her brown eyes. “You want to play that game, hmm?”

He pulled out and flipped her over onto her hands and knees, fucking her again and this time reaching around her and playing with her clit. When he folded his body around her and bit down on the back of her left shoulder, she came, squeezing his cock again.

“Oh, baby. There you are.” He wasn’t the only masochist between them, although hers was limited only to sexy time, not like he needed. He bit the back of her right shoulder as he continued fucking her, rolling her clit between his fingers, rough, barbarian in the house. She met him thrust for thrust, her hands fisting the covers and a nonstop moan rolling from her. Like this he could fuck her even more deeply while holding back more easily.

After three more from her, he felt the edges of his stamina fraying. Exhaustion—mental and physical—creeping in and leeching his energy. He grabbed her hips and dug in, fucking her, riding her, surprised when one last small climax rippled through her as he slammed into her and exploded, filling her with his cum and his love and his trust.

Everything.

It all belonged to her.

His pain, his grief, his secrets.

His need.

Panting, he didn’t pull out but hooked an arm around her as he flopped onto his side, her body stretched along his. She tucked a foot between his calves, wiggling her ass against him. His face nuzzled perfectly in the crook of her neck, and he breathed in her sweet scent as his pulse slowed and eased.

“Better, barbarian?”

He nuzzled the shell of her ear. “Better, Ma’am. Always better with you. Love you.”

She squeezed his arm, holding it tightly against her. “Love you, too, Rus.” 


Chapter Nine

 

Then

 

Something seemed to be bothering Rusty all that Saturday, ever since he’d arrived at Eliza’s earlier for them to head to combat practice. They’d taken her car and left his at her house.

Rus acted growly, broody, quiet, and not at all playful. Except when she asked, he insisted he was fine.

He acted anything but fine, from the tense carriage of his neck and shoulders, to the way he clenched his jaw…

To the way he legit tried to beat the crap out of people, until Eliza had to step in and spar with him herself. Otherwise, he risked either hurting someone or pissing everyone off. Three months into their senior year of high school, and while Eliza still wasn’t sure she’d ever want to actually get married, she knew she didn’t want to lose Rusty. She loved him, was in love with him, and he’d never given her a reason to think he wanted anyone but her.

But today…today he was starting to piss her right the hell off.

And that wasn’t normal for him.

During a break she pulled him aside and confronted him. “What’s going on?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he muttered.

“This is not a ‘doesn’t matter’ attitude. Do we need to go home?”

He rolled his neck as he stared out over the field where others were practicing. “No.”

Over the time they’d dated, she’d started to discover things about Rusty. Not just big things, but little things, too.

Like when something was bothering him, he’d talk when he was ready, and the harder she pressed and pecked, the longer it’d take him.

But he never directly lied to her.

And he would always talk to her. Eventually.

Still…this felt…bigger. Deeper.

Far more serious than anything before.

She needed to know. “Did I do something to upset you? Because if I did, please tell me so we can talk about it, huh?” She took a swig from a bottle of water. It was hotter than hell today, and trying to keep up with Rus and wear him down was making her sweat like crazy.

Finally, a sigh, a slight slump in his posture. “No, sweetheart, you didn’t.” He pulled her in for a long, sweaty hug. She didn’t care, it was his sweat and even a sweaty barbarian hug was still a great hug. “I love you. I’m sorry I’m a grouch today.”

“We can skip the party tonight, you know.”

“I kinda want to go.”

“In this mood?”

“It might cheer me up.”

She’d been kind of hoping they could skip the party, go back to her place, and spend the night watching TV and cuddling. Her parents were out of town, and Corey was camping with friends. Rusty’s mom was working the late shift, so he could be out all night as long as he left her a note. Eliza was used to the no-sex part and had accepted that, but she still craved spending alone time with Rusty, snuggling, or even doing other things that didn’t cross Rusty’s self-imposed line.

Things that were pretty sexy in their own right.

“Can we not stay real late, though?” she asked.

“We won’t stay late.” He flashed a smile she knew was forced, but didn’t call him out on it. “We’ll have plenty of alone time later.”

 

* * * *

 

After practice, they’d returned to her house to shower and chill for a little bit. She’d even coaxed him into the shower with her, but that’s when she knew whatever was bothering him was really bad and she wouldn’t be able to talk him into skipping the party. His body didn’t show the slightest bit of interest in the gentle teasing she’d tried.

So she soaped his back for him and let him hug her for a long, quiet moment before he released her with a kiss to the top of her head.

This felt…wrong.

Bad.

And she knew all she could do was wait him out.

Tonight’s party was supposed to be wild, but so far, Eliza wasn’t seeing it. The parents of one of their friends were out of town, and the guy’s college-aged sister was “babysitting.” Still feeling sort of dehydrated from their earlier practice, Eliza stuck to drinking water while Rusty hit the punch.

After his third cup of the stuff, when she finally noticed him laughing a little too loudly and his smile wider than usual, she sniffed his cup and then took a sip.

“Holy fuck,” she muttered as he tried to reach for his cup. “This stuff’s spiked.”

“I know!” He kissed her, and for a moment the sweet, cool feel of his lips distracted her from the fact that hellooo, he was well on his way to being drunk.

It also allowed him to distract her enough for him to snag his cup from her, quickly turning so he could drain it in a few gulps before heading back for more.

Well, hell.

At least she was driving them tonight, so there was that. What the hell, Rus was usually a pretty straight guy normally. He wasn’t a drinker. He didn’t smoke or do drugs.

Wasn’t like they’d have to worry about him getting in trouble, since they were going back to her house. With her parents out of town, wasn’t like they’d see him drunk and then rat him out to his mom.

And something had finally pulled Rusty out of his funk, at least. So there was that bonus.

Maybe he needs this.

The pizzas arrived, and Eliza snagged herself several pieces while Rusty had ended up in a discussion about a video game with a couple of guys. She thought about making him eat so he wasn’t pounding back the spiked punch on an empty stomach, but then decided no, screw it. He was a big boy and didn’t need her to baby him.

She took her pizza outside to the lanai and grabbed an empty chair out there. Swimming wasn’t in her plans tonight, either, even though it was a pool party and there were plenty of kids already in the pool.

What she wanted to do was go home with Rus and cuddle in front of the TV. Possibly get him to talk. Maybe coax him into sliding his hand down her pants or…something.

She had an itch she wanted scratched, and she didn’t want to have to resort to self-scratching tonight when she had Rusty and no parental interruptions.

Thirty minutes later, she could see through the sliding glass doors that he was still talking with the same group of friends, but at least he had a piece of pizza in one hand now.

Progress.

She headed back to the living room to watch a movie on TV with some other, quieter kids who weren’t swimming or talking.

By nine she was starting to yawn a little and wanted to go home. When she went in search of Rusty she found him out in the backyard talking to some friends. By the way he was swaying on his feet, she suspected he’d had several more cups of punch.

“Come on, barbarian,” she said, taking the cup from him. “Time to go.” It was still half-full.

He looked like he was having trouble focusing on her. “Why?”

“Because it’s getting late and I’m turning into a pumpkin. We’re going back to my house. Remember?”

She didn’t want to say it loud so that others heard her parents were out of town. Last thing she needed was calling the cops because a bunch of friends descended on her house for an impromptu party. Her mom knew Rusty sometimes spent the night when they were out of town for one of her father’s work events, but it was sort of a don’t ask, don’t tell thing. She got good grades, they came home to find the house the way they left it, and they knew Rus and Corey’s home situation wasn’t ideal.

He reached for his cup, but she easily dodged his slow reflexes and dropped into the tone she used on him during combat practice or their lessons, somewhere between instructor and his Lady. “I’m cutting you off, big guy. You’re done.”

It looked like he was going to give up, but then someone called her name and when she looked, Rusty grabbed for the cup. Between her trying to get free and him trying to yank on the cup, it somehow managed to get splashed all over his face and shirt, and now she was really irritated at him. She didn’t want that shit all over her car.

“Dammit, Rusty!”

He looked down at his shirt and stuck his lower lip out like a toddler. She also realized he was really swaying on his feet.

Fuck. He’s really drunk.

Totally wasted. How many cups of that shit did he drink?

She sighed. “Come on, barbarian. Let’s clean you up and get out of here.”

She managed to guide him inside and into the pool bathroom—barely. Staggering under his weight but unwilling to ask anyone for help, she used her foot to kick the toilet seat and lid down and managed to aim his body for it, fortunately sticking the landing on the first try. Turning, she closed and locked the door before looking around to see what was there. Grabbing a washcloth off a shelf holding clean towels, she wet it and wiped his face and arms and shirt, trying to get as much of the spilled punch off him as she could.

“Rus, you’re a mess.”

He stared at her hands, and when he looked up, there were tears in his eyes.

Caught off-guard, she cradled his face in her hands. “Sweetie, what’s wrong?”

He wrapped his arms around her and pressed his face against her midsection. “Uncle Borden called my Mom this morning. Asked when my graduation is.”

She thought he was going to continue, but he didn’t. She knew very little about the man, had remembered maybe hearing Rusty’s mom mention him, but Eliza hadn’t met him. “Oookay?”

“Said he wants to be there. Mentioned taking Corey on a camping trip next month. Which is why he really called.” His hands tightly fisted the back of her shirt, where he had hold of it, like a desperate, drowning man. He pressed his face even more tightly against her and her arms automatically wrapped around him. Protective.

“Rus,” she softly said, sensing this was what had driven his dark mood all day, “you need to talk to me.”

The tears. It ripped her to pieces from the inside out, the sound of him crying, his whole body shaking with the force of it. “He’s a fucking monster,” he whispered.

Cold, metallic fear coated her tongue as dread cloaked her, the suspicion already sinking in but she needed to hear him say it.

And she knew she couldn’t force him to say it.

Or could she?

Dropping her head onto his, kissing his scalp, she kept herself wrapped around him, the spilled punch now the last thing on her mind. “Tell me,” she whispered.

She could barely understand him through his ragged sobs. “It was…after Dad died. Mom…had to work a lot of night shifts. He volunteered to look after us at his place…or he’d take us camping and stuff. Started innocent. Then he’d start running his hand up my leg. That turned into him having me feel him, and when I said I didn’t want to, he told me he’d let Corey do it. Let! That if I told Mom, she’d have no one to help her and she could lose custody of us.”

Eliza barely contained her smoldering rage and forced herself to remain quiet and let him talk. She suspected if she interrupted him that she might not get the whole story out of him until much later. That to talk about it now was an act of bravery he’d never contemplated committing before her or before now.

Triggered by the alcohol, he’d finally broken.

“It took him about a month to work up to making me…do more. Fucker told me he was teaching me how to be a man. Jerk me off while he made me…” He shuddered. “Then he started…fucking me.” More sobs, ripping her heart and soul to raw and bleeding pieces with every gasping breath. “Told me every time I tried to stop him if I didn’t do it, he’d just use Corey.”

She had to know. “How old were you when this started?”

“Nine. Until I was thirteen and Mom could leave me in charge of Corey and she got her shifts changed back to day full-time for a while. I’d beg him not to do it, and he’d tell me I must like it if he could get me to…” He shuddered again. “Or if I wouldn’t do it, he’d use Corey.” More shudders. “I wanted to kill myself and knew if I did he’d just go after Corey, and he’d have no one to protect him. Almost did it. Thought about stepping out in front of a car during a run. Thought about it a lot, to get away from the memories.” He sniffled. “Until I met you.”

Nuzzling his temple, everything he’d said about not wanting to have sex until they got married slipped a notch sideways and finally slid into place.

Eliza understood.

Everything.

A few muttered comments that she’d lacked context for coming into clear, sharp, gruesome focus.

Because…

Rus needed the good memory. He needed something untainted.

He needed her and them and what they had together to overshadow what he’d been through.

He hadn’t lied to her when he said he hadn’t been with a guy—rape wasn’t “being with” a guy.

This was why he was so wrapped up in his need for what they had to be built on a solid foundation. Because so much had been fucking taken away from him already, and he needed to reclaim what he could in the only way he could.

She gently rocked him as he cried, his sobs muffled against her shirt even as her own rage boiled over. He was drunker than shit, and that was the only reason he’d been able to finally admit this.

I want to kill that fucker.

During one small lull, she asked. “Does he live around here?”

“Yeah. Fucker. Rents a house off 41 near Clark Road.”

That was only about fifteen minutes away. “Did he ever touch Corey?”

“I don’t think so. I managed to protect him. But…” He shuddered. “Maybe he’s going to try now.”

“Have you ever talked to Corey about this?”

“Sort of. I told him don’t ever be alone with the guy. And he…understood. But I think he knows. I think there were a couple of nights I think he was awake when Borden…”

“Okay…okay. Shh.” She stroked his hair. “I have you, sweetie. I got you. I’m here.” She buried her face in his hair and held on tight. “I’m right here and I’ve got you. And I promise you, he’s not touching you or Corey ever again.”


Chapter Ten

 

Now

 

Rusty was looking forward to tonight’s party to take his mind off the world. Being it was at Cali’s, that meant anything went in terms of sexy play. It’d be a much smaller party than usual, too, so the atmosphere would be laid back, relaxed. Only people they knew really well and had known for years, meaning he wouldn’t feel like he had to be on guard. Not that he ever felt unsafe at one of the private parties, that wasn’t it at all. But he knew his closest friends would never judge him and Eliza. At some of the larger private parties, where he might not know everyone there, or not know them well, it was more difficult for him to sometimes relax all the way.

Eliza could beat the crap out of him tonight, maybe even make him come while she did it, and by the time he finally went to sleep that night he wouldn’t dream the dark thoughts that haunted him still.

In fact, it was hard for him to think at work today.

Especially with the damn butt plug Eliza had wedged in his ass after asking him what his day looked like.

Fortunately, it was an easy day and he didn’t have any clients to talk to, no meetings or phone calls scheduled, just absorbing details from a couple of reports some of their junior analysts had submitted for review before offering them to their clients.

Easy.

Well, he was hard.

Due to the butt plug.

It wasn’t even mostly the butt plug distracting him today. Wouldn’t be the first, or even the thirty-first time he’d spent the day at work with something up his ass, or a chastity cage locked on him. Not because she thought he’d break any of her rules, but because having one locked on made him hornier than hell, because when he got hard it hurt, which made him horny, which dropped him into an endless cycle of neediness by the time he got home to her.

And he loved every fucking minute of it.

Today’s distraction was more wondering why he’d ended up the point of contact for Borden. If Eliza could find that out, no doubt she would, but he didn’t want to get involved in that process.

And he wondered what the hell he should do with Borden. What level of hell could he create there on earth to satisfy the craving for revenge he still held?

By the time he returned home that evening, he desperately needed a beating. At the front door he gave Boo her greeting and toed off his loafers before reaching for his belt.

Eliza made a noise, the kind of “stop it” noise they made at Boo. He looked up and spotted her at the end of the hall, smiling.

Then realized she’d made the noise at him. “Huh?”

She walked toward him, and then it registered she’d put on one of the dresses that—yep, hard—always got a reaction out of him. Deep royal blue and nearly ankle length, with a full, flowing skirt and a gauzy overshirt on the top that covered the sleeveless bodice with shimmering black tulle.

“Want you dressed just like that, barbarian.” She snugged up his tie then grabbed it, easing him down to her for a hello kiss. “The gang’s never seen you dressed up like this.”

He swallowed hard. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Another peck on the lips. “You can go take out the butt plug. Hurry up. I want to get going.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She released him and he headed for their bedroom, do not pass go, do not stop to contemplate her orders.

After he took care of her orders and had washed it and was washing his hands, he glanced at himself in the mirror. Tie and blazer, no different than any other work day. He rarely dressed down in the office even though jeans with button-up dress shirts for men was acceptable on Fridays if not taking any client meetings. Even on the rare days he went in on a weekend, he usually put on a suit, or at the very least khakis and an Oxford shirt or something.

He always had, from the start. He was dressing the part even when he only had two blazers and two ties and Eliza was washing his dress slacks and shirts for him and pressing them herself to save on dry cleaning expenses.

When he returned to the living room he noticed she had the implement and rope bags ready, as well as another duffel bag he assumed were clothes. When he started to drop to his knees in front of her, she stopped him with that noise again.

“You can do that at Cali’s.” She grabbed his tie again and pulled him in for another kiss. “Did I ever tell you how sexy you look in a suit, Dr. McElroy?”

His cock hardened again. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

She draped her arms around him. “Maybe I should bring you lunch one day next week.”

He swallowed hard. “Ma’am’s choice.” Last time she had, she’d sat in his chair while he’d knelt under the desk and licked her to a couple of orgasms.

He’d had to wait to come until he got home.

Although when he had been promoted several years ago and received his current office, she had come over one evening after everyone else had left and let him fuck her on it, and in his chair, just to mark the territory.

“Get our things loaded, please. You can drive my SUV.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He waited until she’d let go of him and then finished smoothing his rumples to do it.

She was enjoying keeping him off-balance, he could see it.

He loved it.

It always seemed like she knew exactly what he needed and when, or knew enough to let him pick their path those rare times when she wasn’t sure.

She got the alarm set and locked the house and he had the passenger door open and waiting for her when she reached the vehicle.

When she sat, he held her hand and helped her in. She hiked up her dress so he could see she wore a garter belt and stockings and he seriously thought he might come right there.

She winked at him. “Like what you see?”

“You know I do, Ma’am.”

“Good boy. Let’s go.”

He closed her door and hurried around to the driver’s side. He had to adjust the seat all the way back since she was so much shorter than him.

“I don’t know how much Cali, Max, and Sean are saying to the others about us working with them next weekend,” Eliza said. “So let them be the ones to mention the convention, if they do at all.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He felt his world growing calmer, stress melting away. This always happened.

She was in charge, and all he had to do was what she told him to. His mind could focus on her and only her.

It was…a relief.

“Thank you for not making me wear the T-Rex, Ma’am.”

She snickered, her hand coming to rest on his thigh. “Well, for starters, you’ve been a good boy. I haven’t needed to engage in behavior modification with you.” She stroked his thigh. “And secondly, it’s not a costume party. But I find it ironic that you won’t mind wearing it at the booth.”

“Lots of people will be in costumes.”

“True.”

“I am a complicated barbarian.”

She laughed. “Very true. And I love you for it.”

 

* * * *

 

Eliza knew most everyone there tonight would be dressed casually. Maybe jeans for some of the guys, but it was meant to be a low-key event.

By dressing up, and keeping him in a suit, she’d be throwing him off a little mentally, but in a different way than he was used to.

Plus she felt it’d be fun to work Cali up and turn her loose on her guys. Eliza knew how hot Rusty looked in a suit.

She also knew Cali had a suit fetish.

Sean and Max would be lucky if she didn’t start making them dress in suits for work every day.

That was the kind of “law of unintended sadistic circumstances” she could really get behind.

They were the first ones there and, yes, when Cali answered the door, her eyes widened when she got a load of him. “Holy…wow. Um, hey, guys.”

Eliza grinned as she stepped in and hugged her. “Hot, right?” she whispered in Cali’s ear.

“Uh huh!”

Max rounded the corner from the kitchen, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and barefoot. He pulled up short when he saw Rusty. “Wow, did you come right from work?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

Max shook with him. “Hell, I’m not technically bi, but I’d do you if we were both available.”

Rusty smirked. “Thanks. I think.” He shot Eliza an arched eyebrow and she grinned.

Busted.

Even better.

She led the way inside to pick a spot to dump their stuff. Rusty leaned in after he emptied his hands.

“You’re sneaky, Ma’am,” he whispered.

“Moi?”

“You play innocent sadist about as well as Landry does.”

“He doesn’t.”

“Exactly.”

She grinned and palmed his bulge, which was, she was happy to see, quite eager. “I did bring shorts and a T-shirt for you to change into…later. I’m enjoying this.”

“Yes, you are.” He laid a hand over hers and squeezed, hard, making her grin even more. “Ma’am.”

The fire in his eyes told her she now had a very dangerous pet on the metaphorical leash. He was all-in and eager to play. This could backfire on her and she’d find herself bent over and getting fucked if she wasn’t careful.

Not that that was a bad thing, but if she wanted to keep Rusty on the pet side of the line, instead of breaking through to eager Knight with a sword to sheath, she’d need to tread lightly until she got him on the bench.

And she loved these times even more. A party like this, with friends who’d completely understand, was the perfect opportunity to tease him to the edge. He’d never break protocol in front of a larger group of people.

Sometimes she loved to live dangerously.

She could also guarantee the absolute last thing on his mind right now was his uncle or anything else other than how long until he could get fucked and/or a beating.

And that was her true goal.

 

* * * *

 

Everyone else had arrived by 7:30 and they settled in to eat pizza. Eliza had already previewed the new toys while helping Cali the other day. That meant she’d been able to stake out her favorites to try on him.

Instead of bogarting them, though, she gave the others time to look them over and appraise them. There were also two prototype frames to be tested, but Eliza honestly didn’t feel like dealing with either of those tonight, opting to let others play on those.

“So, what we need from everyone is honest feedback,” Cali said. She pointed to notecards and pens on the table with the implements. “Don’t just tell us you like it. What do you like about it, what don’t you like about it, recommendations for alterations, all of that. How does it feel, how could it be improved, everything. You guys have all been through this before and know the drill.”

She held up a nylon whip. “Who wants to test this one out? I’m not sure I’m happy with it. It’s a new technique.”

Landry held up a hand before Seth could and ended up with it. He smiled at Bob, who’d come with him tonight. “You don’t mind, do you, pet?”

Bob grinned. “No, Master. Not in the least.”

“Where’s Cris?” Eliza asked. She already knew Tilly had flown out to LA that morning with Nick and Lucas for an unplanned trip to handle a snafu on a movie production, but usually Bob travelled with her for work.

“Home with KC. He threw his back out yesterday giving her horsey rides in the living room.”

Rusty laughed. “Ah, I remember those days.”

“When we left, she was painting his toenails.” Landry smiled. “I gave her strict orders to make him take it easy.”

“Oh, that poor bastard.”

Landry’s smile turned into a grin. “Quite right. I must say, Eliza, your pet is rather fetching tonight.”

She grinned, ruffling Rusty’s hair. “See? Even the gay Dom thinks you’re hot in a suit.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

Max put on some music. As everyone broke up into their own combinations of partners, Eliza led Rusty over to the bench near where they’d dropped their stuff. She’d picked a couple of implements from the pile, including a metal paddle with holes drilled in it, and something that looked like a heavy PVC pipe but was more flexible than he was used to.

She finally allowed him to strip, glad to see he was horny. After getting him cuffed and collared and clipped down to the bench, she walked around to his head, a blindfold and ball-gag in her hand.

“Last requests?”

He made fish lips at her, and she leaned in for a kiss.

“Ma’am’s choice,” he said.

“Good boy. New implements after the warm-up.” She blindfolded and gagged him and got started. Bare-handed spanking, then some Florentine flogging, just to get the blood pumping.

His and hers.

She tried the pipe-looking thing first after lightly smacking it against her thigh to get a feel for how dense it was. The first impact was a fraction of her full strength, to gauge how he’d take it. Then she gradually increased the strength of the swats with it until his head came up, a cue he needed a minute to process it.

She rubbed it in and walked over to his head. “Well?”

He pushed his ball-gag out far enough he could talk. “Wow. That’s fucking intense. That’s nearly as bad as that fucking Delrin hex-rod Abbey has that you borrowed.”

“Excellent. Metal paddle next.”

It was lightweight, but the holes drilled into it changed the way it felt, reducing air friction against it that would cushion an impact a little. Plus the holes themselves made the sensation different.

After she finally got a head raise out of him, she checked in.

“I don’t like that one. It’s…weird. Cross between stingy and smacky, but it’s hard to process.”

She stroked his head. “We’ll talk about it later then.”

More flogging, to settle him back into a good headspace before she dropped him into a hard and heavy scene. She’d either go lighter and make it last longer, or heavier and shorten the duration. Tonight she knew he could deal with heavier, so she only used one acrylic paddle and one wooden paddle on him before she segued into crops and canes.

A fine sheen of sweat covered his body when she finished with him twenty minutes later, and the few lingering bruises left from the previous weekend and earlier in the week were now completely covered by fresh welts and marks he’d enjoy all weekend. When she finished she left him clipped to the bench and walked around to his head. Leaving the blindfold in place, she removed his gag, lifted her skirt, and dropped it over his head.

He knew what was going to happen and already had his mouth open when she pulled his face into her pussy. She held on to his shoulders as he quickly worked her up to her first climax. She hadn’t worn panties under the garter belt, and being used like this after a hard scene was one of his favorite things. Immobile, at her mercy—she knew if she touched his cock too soon he’d likely explode.

Her pet—tamed and safely drawn into her arms, at her beck and call.

She pulled away after two orgasms, barely able to stay upright. The ball-gag went back into his mouth because he’d get loud. After catching her breath, she dug what she’d need out of her bag for the next part of the festivities.

As soon as she put the cock ring on him, he knew what was going to happen. She could tell from the way his toes curled, his body straining against the clips holding him securely to the bench. The condom rolled onto him likely finished telling the tale.

She pulled a nitrile glove onto her right hand, lubed her first two fingers, and then stood behind him. No words were necessary, and from the way his hips were already humping the air, she knew he was gone.

Carefully, she slid the two lubed fingers into his ass, loving the deep rolling moan erupting from him. With her left hand she slowly stroked his cock, her right teasing and milking his prostate. The first orgasm hit pretty quickly, and she relentlessly continued stroking his cock, keeping him hard, her barbarian now a puddle of need and desire as she drove him toward a second one.

Something else she’d trained him with, but he wasn’t as fond of doing this at the larger parties. She respected that, but the smaller parties were different. As he writhed on the bench, caught in an agonizing ecstasy, she finally got a second one out of him. His entire body went rigid, straining against his cuffs as he orgasmed.

Then she stopped, removing her fingers from his ass as he collapsed, physically spent and limp on the bench.

She stripped the glove off inside out, got the condom off him, and quickly cleaned up in the guest bath steps away, where she could still keep an eye on him. Returning to him, she unclipped him and pressed a hand between his shoulders.

Stay.

She cleaned up their implements, including wiping down the loaners. After she spread a blanket on the floor by the wall and out of the way, she got him moved and then wiped down the bench so someone else could have it.

Snuggle time. Blindfold still on, he curled up, head in her lap as she draped another throw over him and let him sip from a bottle of water.

This was part of the time she loved, the energy still swirling around them. At home they’d fuck and usually fall asleep. Here, she could savor her own headspace and process and just…be for a few minutes.

Like Rusty could.

It took him over thirty minutes to finally come up and function again. After she removed the blindfold she stared into his green gaze, tonight dark and lush like a jungle forest, full of emeralds and shadows and his focus on her.

“Better?”

He leaned in and kissed her, the way she loved, the subtle tinge of power but deferring to her.

Always.

“Yes, Ma’am.” The outer edges of his eyes crinkled in a smile as he licked his lips, down his chin where she knew he could still taste her juices on him.

“Go ahead and clean up and put on your shorts and T-shirt. Let’s tell them what we thought about them and head home.”

“For part two?”

“Absolutely.”

 

* * * *

 

It was all Rusty could do to focus on the discussion with Cali, Max, and Sean about the implements.

His mind was already on getting home…and what he’d do to Eliza when they got there.

If she’d let him.

That little taste of her wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy him. Maybe he didn’t get physical pleasure from making her come, but mentally and emotionally it revved him up in ways an orgasm couldn’t.

She was his everything, and he wanted to show her that.

She eventually took pity on him and they started saying their good-byes. As they headed for the car, she looked up at him. “Do I need to drive?”

“No, Ma’am. I’m good.”

He set the bags down so he could open her door for her. She’d let him leave his collar on for the short drive home. There, she unlocked the front door and got the alarm shut off.

“I’ll walk Booger,” she said. “You go wait for me.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

He was waiting in the bedroom for her, kneeling how he knew she wanted him.

She stopped in front of him, his mouth practically drooling over her shoes as he stared at her feet.

“Let me guess what you want to do?” She sounded amused.

“Please, Ma’am?” The urge had grown nearly to a craving, an unquenchable thirst.

Need.

Hunger.

She stepped around him, and he turned, following, until she was at the end of the bed. She teased him, slowly tapping the toe of her left shoe, knowing what this was doing to him.

“Oka—oh!”

He was up and under the hem of her dress before she could even get the second syllable out. With the sweet globes of her ass gripped in his hands, he closed his eyes and swiped his tongue around her clit. The sounds she made sent him beyond any headspace a beating did.

This was her, raw and passionate and powerful and all her defenses down.

Only for him.

He drew the first one out, taking his time and building her up over and over again before finally punting her off the edge by sucking hard on her clit.

Then he started all over again, needing more.

Aching for it.

They ended up sprawled over the end of the bed when her knees finally gave out around the third. Tonight she finally made him stop after the fifth, patting his head through the dress.

Himself satisfied, he emerged from the darkness and smiled up at her.

Thoroughly wrecked.

Thoroughly his.

She’d never been with another guy, only him, and he didn’t take that for granted or think it meant he didn’t have to do his best every damn time.

He’d seen hell, lived through it.

She was his heaven.

Tonight after he crawled up the bed to her, she rolled onto her side and slung a leg over his hip, perfect alignment for his cock to slide inside her slick pussy.

Nuzzling the base of his throat, she nipped him there. “Do it, baby.”

He fucked her slowly, taking his time and knowing she was done for the night, but savoring it with her as he always did.

He was kissing her when he came and she swallowed every moan, every satisfied ache sated.

For now.

He rolled onto his back, her draped over him and his cock still inside her. He loved this, too, fucking her when he was naked and vulnerable and she was still fully or partially dressed.

She made no sign of moving. “Better, Rus?”

“Mm-hmm. Thank you, Ma’am.”

He must have dozed, because when he opened his eyes she was naked and it was dark in the bedroom, the bedside table lamp closed.

In sleep, she was still tightly snuggled against him.

Now knowing exactly where she was, he snuggled a little closer and sank back into contented sleep without worries about who might wake him up.


Chapter Twelve

 

Then

 

Eliza half-walked, half-dragged Rusty out of her car and inside her house. At least he hadn’t puked in her car on the way home.

In her bedroom, she settled him in bed, making sure he saw the bucket she left for him on the floor in case he got sick.

He grabbed for her arm. “Where are you going?” His hoarse, pained voice ripped at her soul.

She gently squeezed his hand before peeling his fingers off her arm. “I’ll be right back. You stay here and stay in bed, unless you get sick. Hear me? That’s an order.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Another catch in her chest. She leaned in and pressed a kiss to his forehead. “Stay,” she whispered. “Be my good boy.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She grabbed her practice bag from the closet on her way out. In the living room, she dug out black yoga capris and a form-fitting black tank top she wore under whatever uniform she was wearing at practice and put them on. In her parents’ room, she found an old navy blue ski cap in her dad’s dresser drawer and pulled that on, making sure her hair was tucked in.

The phone book gave her the info she needed.

Before she got into her car, she grabbed what she’d need from the trunk, wanting to be in and out as quickly and quietly as possible.

It took her fifteen minutes to make the drive. She parked three blocks away on the street in front of a darkened house, but across from one that looked like a party was still in progress, lots of cars and she could hear people out in the backyard. Glancing around, she saw no one was watching as she got out and locked the car, leaving her keys on the ground inside the back passenger tire, where they couldn’t be seen.

With the strap of the carrying pouch for her Arnis bastons worn cross-ways, she stayed low and moved quickly, through yards, skirting around houses that looked alive within.

When she reached the house, the mailbox read McElroy.

Stepping onto the porch, she glanced around before ringing the bell and hoped her smile looked right.

The older man who answered the door stood maybe two inches shorter than Rusty, and looked a lot like him and the pictures she’d seen of Rusty’s dad, except thinner, borderline scrawny.

Here she was, a girl, nearly a foot shorter than him. Tiny.

Harmless.

“Can I help you, honey?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I think I wrote my friend’s address down wrong, and now my car died and won’t start. I’m trying to find her house. May I please use your phone to call her?”

“Sure.” He unlocked the screen door and pushed it open, welcoming her inside. “What’s her name?”

She hoped he wasn’t much of a reader.

“Nora Roberts.” She stepped to the side, facing him after crossing the threshold, as if waiting for him to lead the way to the phone. Eliza’s gaze quickly swept the house. No sign of a dog, or another person, and only one car sat in the driveway.

“Don’t know any Roberts.” He closed the front door and walked past her. “Phone’s in here, honey. Follow me.”

“Thank you, Mister…”

“McElroy,” he said. “Borden McElroy.”

“Maybe your wife or kids know them?”

He let out a harsh-sounding laugh. “Single, and no kids. I’m alone.”

“I know a guy named Rusty. Any relation?”

“Yeah, that’s my older nephew, and—”

The bastons—not the padded practice ones but the real, hard, ones—were in her hands almost before she realized it. The first shot, she took out his right knee from behind, then striking at the left and bringing him down.

“This is for Rusty and Corey, you son of a bitch,” she growled before leaping on top of him. She dropped the bastons and rabbit-punched him in the kidneys, catching him in the nuts with her foot as he rolled onto his side in agony.

“What—”

She kicked him in the stomach, driving the breath from him in a gasping wheeze. “Shut up and maybe I won’t fucking kill you, asshole. Motherfucking child rapist.” Two punches to the sternum, another to his ear.

Eliza systematically destroyed him, avoiding his face and lower arms, taking out her fury on him with sticks and fists until she stood over him and stared down at him.

“The small intestines are over twenty feet long, on average. You so much as fucking think about calling the cops, and I’ll come back one night while you’re sleeping and disembowel you and decorate your front bushes with them. You forget you have a goddamned sister-in-law or nephews. They are officially dead to you now. Rusty will tell Samantha you called and cancelled and said you can’t take Corey fishing or go to his graduation because you’re moving from the area for work. Understand? If you so much as think about Samantha again after this, or try to contact Rusty or Corey, I will pay you another visit. You’re also going to change your number so she can’t call you. We clear?”

He moaned, writhing in agony.

“I fucking said, are we clear?”

He finally nodded.

“I suggest you move sooner rather than later. The longer it takes you, the more I’m gonna want to pay you another visit. Besides, you call the cops about this? Well, Rusty and Corey will tell the cops about the shit you put Rusty through. I’m sure there were other victims, too. Then, what I started, some eager convicts in prison will gladly finish for me. They hate fucking child rapists, asshole.”

She took one hard, final strike against the side of his left knee with one of the bastons, the satisfying crack of bone vibrating all the way up her arm as he passed out from the pain.

She walked down to the bathroom and flicked on the light with one of her bastons.

She’d managed not to draw blood—another reason she’d avoided his face and head—and didn’t see any on her or her sticks, or the latex gloves she wore over her hands.

Still, she ran a piece of toilet paper over both sticks, which came up clean. She flushed the tissue and slid the sticks into their pouch, turning the light off with her finger now that she knew the gloves didn’t have blood on them.

Walking out to the living room, she glared at him and wondered about maybe setting up a fire. She could drag him onto the couch. He fell asleep with something on the stove and oopsies, but she knew that wouldn’t fly. Not after she’d beaten the crap out of him. That would draw more law enforcement attention.

Maybe if I have to come back I can do that.

She locked the doorknob and pulled it shut behind her.

The run back to her car felt twice as long as the trip there. She snagged the keys from their hiding spot and pulled away from the curb seconds later, stripping off the gloves and cutting through a fast-food restaurant’s parking lot to drop them in a trash bin.

Rusty was sound asleep when she returned home, grocery bags in hand. Gatorade, crackers, ginger ale, a few other tummy soothers. She hadn’t needed them, but she wanted an excuse in case it ever came out her car was seen around the neighborhood. The grocery store hadn’t been far from Borden McElroy’s house, and it’d still been open that late in the evening when the Publix they usually used closer to home was already closed.

Maybe careless, but better than nothing.

She dumped her clothes, her cloth sneakers, and the carry pouch for the bastons into the washer with a bunch of towels and started the wash cycle. Then she took a long, hot shower and hoped she hadn’t just ruined her life.

Worth it.

She had brought the bastons into the shower with her and thoroughly washed them, just in case.

By the time she had the clothes in the dryer and the bastons dried off, her left hand hurt and she realized she must have struck bone with one of her knuckles. She hadn’t noticed it at the time, too caught up in her rage.

She wrapped an ice pack and a dishtowel around it and walked into her room.

Rusty lay where she’d left him.

“I always got your back, big guy,” she whispered as she snuggled in close to him. “Don’t worry.”

 

* * * *

 

Early the next morning, Rusty still looked like death warmed over, and her left hand was swollen and black and blue.

That annoyed her. She was usually far more careful than that. She winced and sucked in a hiss of pain as she tried to flex it.

At least I have a good excuse.

If asked, she’d tell her parents it was a bad hit during combat practice, no harm, no foul. Wasn’t like she didn’t always have bruises on her somewhere, between SCA, LARPing, and her martial arts classes.

It was also a great alibi if the cops contacted her.

In the cold light of dawn, she knew she’d let her anger get the better of her.

Except…when she thought how close she’d come to losing Rusty…

Worth it.

She’d do it again, in a heartbeat.

Rusty let out a soft groan as he tried to move. “Fuck,” he muttered. “What the hell?”

“You hit the spiked punch and it hit back hard, barbarian.”

“I guess so.” He slowly cracked his eyes open. “How’d I get here?”

“I drove us home. My parents are gone until tonight, remember?”

She imagined he was replaying the night in his head, and she spotted the exact moment he reached the part where he remembered he’d confessed everything to her.

“Eliza—”

“Shh. Don’t worry about it. Your uncle is out of the picture.”

“I wish.”

She arched an eyebrow at him.

He frowned and slowly pushed himself until he was sitting up. “What happened?”

“Don’t ask.”

“Eliza—”

“Do. Not. Ask. Tell your mom he called and cancelled. Turns out he has to move because of work. That’s all you need to know.”

He saw her hand and reached for it, lightly brushed his fingers over the bruised swelling before his green gaze bored into hers. “I promise I’ll never ask you again, but I need to know. This is serious. If he…presses charges or something.”

“He won’t.” She wasn’t confident, but she needed him to think she was.

Rusty didn’t release her hand. “Please.”

“On the way home from the party, we stopped at the grocery store so I could run in and get stuff for your stomach. You waited in the car. Then I was here with you all night.”

He let out a sigh and cocked his head at her, meaning he would wait her out.

Against her better judgement, she finally admitted she’d paid Borden a visit.

But she refused to tell him what she’d done.

His fingers lightly played over the bruises, in a way that made her hand feel better, not worse. “We were here all night after the grocery run,” he said.

She slipped her other hand into his hair, her fingers sinking into it. “That’s right. Stupid me, I did this during practice yesterday with you and the guys. We noticed it later, while at the party. We fell asleep watching TV.”

He folded her into his arms and kissed her. Not like he was mauling her, or trying to get her interested in sexy time.

A knight and his Lady.

He tucked his head against her shoulder, his face pressed against her neck. “I love you, Ma’am,” he whispered. “Thank you.”

“That’s my job, to chase the nightmares away, right? To keep watch so my sweet Knight can sleep well. I promise.”

She felt his tears but didn’t say anything, knowing how pulled apart he was right now. “Yeah.”

Stroking the back of his head, she held him, letting him silently cry against her.

Now she wished she had killed the fucker.

When he finally pulled himself together, Rusty sat back and sniffled. “You’re the only person I’ve ever told.”

“I’ll never tell anyone. Unless you tell me to.”

He held her left hand again, that sweet, gentle touch of his. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed the bruises. His voice dropped into his character’s voice, but this was Rusty, from his heart, despite the British accent.

“My life, my love, my oath, M’lady.”

Maybe it was the only way he knew how to tell her.

A pleasant shiver rippled through her. Suddenly, she could imagine them together, twenty, forty, sixty years from now, just like this.

And she was good with that.

Really good.

She waited until he looked up again, his gaze meeting hers.

She met him there, in the field of combat, with her character’s voice. The fun shadows. The gothic hall their needs played within. “Forever mine, valiant knight? Heart and soul and body to me, forever? Your troth?”

“Forever,” he whispered across her swollen knuckles, kissing her hand again as his gaze never left hers. “For as long as M’lady wishes me to be in her service.”

“Then forever it shall be. Your pledge is gladly accepted.” She turned her hand in his and forced herself not to wince. Then she brought his hand to her lips, lightly biting the fleshy side of his hand under his pinky finger before kissing it. “Sealed with blood and honor.”

Her whole body felt alive in a way she’d never known before.

His gaze bored into hers, intense.

Earnest. “Sealed with blood and honor, M’lady.” 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Now

 

“He was indigent,” Ed told Eliza. “No assets.”

She sat in his office that Wednesday afternoon and stared at the small cardboard box sitting on his desk. “What about his personal possessions?”

“Unless you want a used toothbrush, a pair of slippers, and a hospital gown, there weren’t any. I made a judgment call. You’re welcome.”

“What happened to his stuff before he got there?”

He shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. They couldn’t tell me much before his arrival there. He’d been in another facility before, but they weren’t a lock-down facility with an Alzheimer’s ward. Before he arrived, he was still ambulatory for a couple of months. I did run a search on state unclaimed funds and his name doesn’t come up. Basically, that’s it.” He pointed to the box which held the urn, a plastic one like the one Cali had purchased for Lydia.

The cheapest one.

“Anything needing signatures?” she asked.

“Nope. I handled it all for you with the power of attorney.”

“How much?”

He handed her the statement and she pulled her checkbook from her purse.

“Is Rusty okay?” Ed asked.

“Yeah. He’ll be better once I finish dealing with this.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t like his uncle?”

“Ha! That’s an understatement.” She wrote out the check and ripped it from the checkbook to hand to him.

“I’m guessing he doesn’t want to talk about any of this?”

“He has his reasons.”

“Not a problem, just making sure.”

After returning the checkbook to her purse, she leaned forward, lifted the urn from the box, and shook it. “Now to figure out what to do about it.”

“Flush them?”

“I’m going to let Rusty have input. That’s probably too mundane for what this asshole deserves. And floating around in the ocean’s also too good for him.”

“Sounds like he was a charming fellow.”

“Sarcasm won’t get you into my pants, Ed.” She smiled. “But it’ll come close.”

He chuckled. “I love you guys, you know that, right?”

“That’s just because Kaden put up with us and our fun flavor of crazy.” She thumped the urn, a dull plastic sound. “Hope the barbarian comes up with something spectacular,” she said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“I hope he finds closure.”

“That makes two of us, believe me.”

She left the urn in the cargo area of her SUV. She didn’t even want the sonofabitch in her house.

Period.

Maybe it was a little irrational, because he was now reduced to a baggy full of ashes, but she wouldn’t disrespect Rusty’s trauma by bringing it inside.

She also wouldn’t bother him by telling him she had them yet. That could wait until he was home. He’d had a good weekend and several good days. Tomorrow they’d be heading to Tampa to help Cali, Sean, and Max, after helping them load at their place.

The guy was dead.

He damn sure could fucking wait.

And she needed to get them packed.

 

* * * *

 

Rusty left work a little early and brought dinner home, Chinese takeout. After dinner, he cleaned up the kitchen while Eliza stretched out on the couch. By the time he was finished, he realized she’d dozed off.

He stood in the kitchen doorway and stared at where she lay curled on her side on the couch, still seeing the beautiful girl he couldn’t believe had fallen for him.

Had fought for him.

Had probably come closer than anyone suspected of nearly killing for him.

If it wasn’t for the fact that he knew she needed the sleep because of the weekend they had ahead of them, he would have walked over, dropped to the floor next to her, and rested his head next to hers.

You saved me, Ma’am.

He never knew if she understood how literally he meant those words to her. Somehow, Fate had brought Eliza into his life, saving it.

Saving him.

He never gave a shit what people thought about his relationship with and to her, either. He didn’t care if people scoffed at him behind his back, or didn’t understand why he gave over to her in all ways.

They didn’t know him, not really.

Only three people truly knew what he’d endured, and one of them, she’d almost killed, and he was dead anyway.

Maybe he and Corey should have had a talk, but between losing their mom and trying to get by, those conversations fell to the wayside because Borden had been out of their lives and no longer a threat. Rusty suspected the whole situation might have fueled his brother’s unhealthy relationship with food, but they didn’t speak about that, either.

Some demons should never be raised, even if the process was meant to kill them.

Especially when they still wielded enough power to kill you in the process.

This was one of them.

Guess that answers my question.

He pulled on a pair of shorts to take Boo out for a walk, taking his phone with him so he could call Kailey. They’d shielded her from the kinky stuff growing up, but she knew in no uncertain terms that her mom ruled their house.

That Rusty was happiest like that.

Kailey couldn’t talk long, because she was getting ready to teach a trap lesson. He gave her a heads-up they would be out of town for the weekend so she wouldn’t worry if they didn’t respond to a call or text right away. Then he got Boo inside, started a load of laundry, and then contemplated the packed bags in their living room.

They would take Eliza’s SUV, but he wanted to be up and moving in the morning without having to deal with packing their own stuff. They’d promised Cali they’d be there by nine, and they had to load Boo up to take to Rebecca’s for the weekend.

I’d better get her car ready.

She usually had a gym bag in the back, or implements, or sneakers, or…something.

He wasn’t expecting to see the box with the plastic canister sitting there when he opened the back hatch.

Dark, icy slime crawled up his guts and shriveled his balls despite the eighty-degree heat outside. He fought the urge to slam the hatch closed and run.

He’s dead. He’s powerless.

The last time he’d had to endure his uncle’s attention had been an overnight shift his mom had to work to get overtime while covering for a friend, and the neighbors next door weren’t going to be home.

They’d had to stay at his uncle’s house. Rusty had just turned thirteen and he’d desperately hoped that night his uncle might not show up in the middle of the night, waking him to take him to his bedroom.

Knowing if he didn’t go Borden would simply go after Corey.

And the lock on Borden’s guest room door didn’t work.

The ever-present implied threats from the man that it’d be a shame if their mom lost custody of them.

The smell of the cigarette smoke on his breath. He always smoked one right before, and still, to that day, Rusty had a hard time not gagging if he got an accidental whiff of smoke.

It was four months later the next time their mom needed to work overnight, and Rusty finally convinced her he was old enough to babysit Corey. That they didn’t need their uncle.

Maybe she was just so tired she missed the desperation in his voice, how close he’d come to crying as he begged her to let him do it.

From that point on, Rusty had been able to dodge his uncle, both of them had. The older they got, the more their mom worked nights when she could, the pay better. Rusty would turn the ringers off on the phone in the daytime, and delete messages from Borden without telling her.

If he called at night, Rusty got him off the phone as soon as possible.

They were always “busy.”

Rusty also saved up money, taking his lunch instead of buying it, and changed the locks on their house himself, swapping his mom’s house key while she was asleep.

It meant Borden no longer had a key to their house. Not that Borden had ever done it there. He’d rarely come over to their house, and all the incidents had occurred at his.

“Rus?”

He startled, suddenly aware Eliza was standing there next to him. He’d blanked out so completely he hadn’t even been aware of her approach.

She pulled him into her arms. “Sorry. I didn’t know you were going to do this or I would have stalled you and moved it first.”

“It’s okay, Ma’am.”

“You’re trembling. Let’s go inside.”

“No. I don’t want him in your car.”

“I damn sure don’t want him in the house.”

“I’ll put him in the trunk of my car until I decide what to do.”

“You sure?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’ll do it. You go inside.”

He didn’t argue.

She followed him inside to get his keys and went back out. When she returned he was curled up on the couch and gladly put his head in her lap.

“What can I do, Rus?” she softly asked.

Boo walked over and shoved her face into his. Before he could move, she’d snorted dog snot all over him.

He started laughing, which at some point devolved into tears, and back into laughter. Eliza had wiped his face with the hem of her T-shirt and stared down at him. “Shower?”

He nodded. “Shower, please, Ma’am.”

“Are you okay?”

He nodded. “I’m going to get some good beatings this weekend. I don’t want one tonight.”

“You sure?”

He took a deep breath and hesitated before answering, thinking, taking mental inventory.

He looked up into her sweet brown eyes, remembering that morning he had his first hangover, and seeing how black and purple and swollen her hand had been and for a moment panicking and worrying he’d somehow hurt her.

“I’m sure, Li.”

She smiled. “Let’s go wash off the bully slobber then.”

“Gladly.” 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Then

 

The next day, Monday morning, Eliza wasn’t expecting it when Rusty showed up before school to pick her up and drive her.

“But I have lessons this afternoon.”

“I know. I’ll take you.” There was something different about him now. An easy, quiet feeling, like his previous restlessness was gone.

It suited him.

She cocked her head as she studied him, trying to puzzle this out in her mind before speaking. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

“I want to do this for you, Ma’am,” he softly said. “Please?”

It was the way his eyes briefly looked too bright, how he quickly blinked, combined with the ragged, tattered thread in his tone that sharpened her focus and knocked full understanding into her brain.

She opted to use humor, to pull this around and refocus him onto something positive. She reached out and poked him in the stomach. “I always wanted a pet barbarian.”

It worked. His smile lit her soul. “Ma’am always gets what she wants.”

Her mom walked in, dressed for work. “Oh, good morning, Rusty. What are you doing here?”

“I came to drive Eliza to school today, Mrs. Markham.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “Is something wrong with your car, honey?”

Eliza smiled. “No, ma’am. He lost a bet Saturday during practice. We’re taking mine.” Eliza met Rusty’s gaze and winked. “He’s going to start driving me a lot now. We can save gas this way.”

Donna Markham laughed and started to turn away from them to head for the kitchen. “Oh, you should have known better than to bet Eliza anything, Rusty. Especially combat.”

He returned Eliza’s smile and wink. “Yes, ma’am. You’d think I know better, but that’s okay. I didn’t mind losing this bet.”

Her mom turned back, the smile fading from her lips. “Look, I know you guys are…close.” She walked over to them. “If you need…” Her face turned red. “Eliza’s on the pill, but that’s not foolproof. You both have college to think about, okay? If you need extra…anything, I’ll buy it for you. Got it?”

It was Eliza’s turn to blush. “Mom!”

“I’m just saying. I’d be stupid to think me telling you not to have sex would work. I’d rather us be the parents you can come to rather than the parents who get broadsided by an unplanned grandbaby. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rusty said, looking completely unfazed. “We don’t want that to happen either.” His green eyes focused on Eliza, intense, driven. “Not until after we’ve been married a few years, at least. But I swear, we’re not having sex yet.”

Eliza’s throat went dry, and she spotted the way his lips quirked in that smile that always sucked her in.

Come play with me.

She nodded. But then again, hadn’t she already proposed to him Sunday morning in her bed?

“I promise we won’t freak out if you are,” her mom said.

“We’re not, Mom,” Eliza said. “We’ve…kissed and some stuff, but believe it or not, Rusty told me he wants us to wait.”

Her mom’s smile widened, and she threw her arms around Rusty in a hug. “I love you, kiddo. I really do.” She waggled a finger at him. “No eloping, huh? We’ll help out with the wedding as long as you wait until after graduation. Preferably until after college graduation, but I won’t get picky if you get married after your high school graduation. Please?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, still staring into Eliza’s eyes. “I promise.”

Eliza found herself blinking away tears as her mom wrapped her arms around them and hugged them both.

Rusty’s smile warmed Eliza’s heart and…other places.

Her dad walked in, carrying his blazer, his tie perfectly knotted. “Hey, Rusty. What’s up?”

“Bill,” her mom said, “I won the bet.”

“What bet?”

“They’re going to get married.”

He draped his blazer over a dining room chair and walked over. “After graduation?”

“Yes, sir,” Rusty said. “After.”

He hugged Rusty. “Well, congratulations, you two. We’d been wondering. Donna was convinced, but I thought for sure Eliza would shoot you down. No offense, as many times as she’s said she didn’t want to ever get married…eh, still going to college, right?”

“Yes, sir,” they both said.

Bill brightened. “Great! You two better get moving or you’ll be late for school.”

Eliza tossed Rusty her keys and he snagged them out of mid-air. Rusty grabbed Eliza’s backpack and practice bag from the couch and started for the front door, opening it and holding it for her.

She picked up her purse and walked past him, lightly touching the top of his foot with hers as she passed. “Thanks, barbarian.”

“You’re welcome, Ma’am.”

Once they were in his car and away from her house, she laid her hand on his thigh. They hadn’t talked more yesterday. They’d cuddled together on the couch all morning and afternoon, watching their favorite movies as she’d fed him and kept him hydrated as he tried to get rid of the horrendous headache he had from his hangover.

And she loved him.

She loved him more than anything or anyone in the world, and she understood him now. The dark fires that fueled his shadows.

Instead of a restless yearning for something she thought she wanted, she now felt completely at peace, content to wait as long as he needed her to wait.

Rusty completely belonged to her, heart and soul and body. She would do what she could to heal his soul, to sand the jagged edges of his battered psyche down enough that they didn’t gouge him, to love him through the bad memories and make sweet new ones with him.

She would wait. She’d wait as long as he needed her to, knowing now that yes, it would be better for him.

He needed this.

He needed her.

His hand covered hers and he gently squeezed.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“You don’t have to call me that all the time if you don’t want to.”

“What if I want to?” They’d reached a stoplight. He focused his green gaze on her and she fought the urge to squirm in her seat.

“Then I guess that’s fine. But I don’t want you to do what I say all the time just because I say it. I don’t want to boss you around and get you mad at me.”

“I won’t.”

“What if there’s something you want?”

He thought about it as his focus returned to the road ahead and he let up off the brake when the light turned green. “Then I’ll use your name instead of Ma’am. I belong to you. You’ve earned my trust and my love and your word is my law.”

This wasn’t a game, wasn’t a mock combat or playing around in a LARP or SCA or acting like one of their characters.

This was serious.

This was their life.

“You want me to be in charge?”

“As much or as little as you want to be, Ma’am. If there are things you want me to do, you tell me that, and I’ll do them. I still consider it you being in charge.”

She suppressed more squirming. Unlike most girls who dreamed about a prince riding in on a horse to sweep her off her feet and fix the world for her, she’d always wanted a loyal and faithful knight to do her bidding, hanging off her every word, simply awaiting her next order. That’s why she’d clicked so well and quickly with Rusty.

Now, she had him at her beck and call.

Literally.

What the hell do I do with him?

“Did you mean it about getting married?”

He glanced her way again. “I gave you my oath, M’lady. I meant every word.”

She brought his hand to her lips and kissed it, then pressed it against her chest, over her heart, so he could feel it beating. His certainty terrified her in a good way, because it meant if she was insane, at least she wasn’t alone in her madness.

“I’m sorry I got mad at you when you said you wanted to wait.”

He shrugged but the tension had returned to his jaw. “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”

 

* * * *

 

Rusty tried not to let his nerves get the better of him. All day, he was expecting to be yanked out of class and questioned, or hear that Eliza was arrested, but…

Nothing.

They got out of school twenty minutes before Corey did and were waiting for him in the pick-up line.

“Yay! Air-conditioning!” He buckled himself into the backseat. “Hey, Eliza.”

“Hey, squirt. We’ll be picking you up in my car from now on.”

“What happened to the Beast?” It was their nickname for Rusty’s POS.

“Nothing,” Rusty said. “Eliza’s being nice. What do you say?”

“Thanks, Eliza!”

“You’re welcome, kiddo. Want to come with us and watch my class?”

“Sure. I can do my homework.”

“That’s what I’m going to do,” Rusty said as he pulled away from the curb.

They even ended up eating dinner at Eliza’s house, after a quick stop by home to leave a note for their mom.

No cops.

No cops awaiting them at Eliza’s.

No messages on the answering machine at home, either. Rusty had checked while making Corey wait out in the car with Eliza.

Could I be that lucky?

If they tried to arrest Eliza, of course he’d lie and say he did it. Protect her. But as the week progressed and nothing…happened, he felt tension tightly winding inside him.

Friday morning, on his way to Eliza’s after taking Corey to school, he swung past Borden’s house and noted the For Rent sign in the yard.

Relief so strong and fierce he almost cried washed through him but he’d managed to pull himself together by the time he reached Eliza’s.

Later, for the first night in years, he slept without nightmares. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Now

 

Early Thursday afternoon, Rusty grabbed one of the dollies from the back of the truck and walked back to where Sean was unlocking the trailer. Cali, Eliza, and Max were inside the hotel, scoping out their booth in the vendor room up on the second floor. This was the designated load-in time, and other vendors were hauling carts and dollies and hand-carrying totes of stuff back and forth through the loading dock area adjacent to a service hallway that connected to the service elevators and back hallway that led into the vendor room.

They’d already checked in at the hotel and for the convention itself, and had unloaded their luggage into their rooms. Cali and Eliza drove up to Tampa in Eliza’s SUV, with Rusty riding with Sean and Max. Now they just had to beat the afternoon thunderstorms threatening to unload on them any minute.

“Man, we really appreciate this,” Sean said. “We have a ton of stuff to move. Even if you want to do nothing else this weekend except help with load-in and load-out, we’ll be happy with that. Been so long since we’ve done a large show like this, I forgot what they’re like.”

“Eliza and Cali have been planning,” Rusty said. “I think I’m going to end up spending most of the weekend in costume and playing guard-whatever. Beware the Bondage T-Rex. Rawr.”

Sean snorted. “Better you than me, dude. I don’t mind the website shoots, or at a private party, or even at the club. I have fun with those. But big events like this, I don’t want to be in a costume.”

“Eh, it’s fun. I volunteered. I’d rather have my face covered, quite honestly. Not much chance of running into any vanilla people I know here, but just in case.”

“Oh, dude, I’m sorry. You don’t have a morals clause or something, do you?”

“No worries. Not for anything like this, no. If this was some sort of banking event, yeah, that could be a conflict of interest if I was working it.”

Max walked out to meet them. “We found our booth. Man, it’s bigger than I was thinking it’d be. Glad Cali packed the extra tablecloths and stuff. She wasn’t kidding when she said we’d have plenty of room.”

“How big?” Sean asked.

“End of the aisle, both sides. Great placement. Right across from one of the big clip booths.”

“Holy cow. How’d she manage that?” Sean asked.

“Our girl is that good, buddy,” Max said. “We are a couple of lucky bastards.”

“I thought you were crafty bastards?” Rusty teased.

Sean smiled. “That, too.”

Rusty helped Sean load a couple of the dollies. Then Rusty followed Max, who’d grabbed one of the dollies, into the hotel and the vendor room. Cali and Eliza were surveying the table setups.

“Holy cow,” Rusty said. “This is big.”

Eliza grinned. “I’m thinking guard T-Rex to start with. With the bondage harness on you, people will want to take pictures with you. It’ll be a great draw!”

Rusty unloaded the boxes. “Whatever Ma’am wants.” He leaned in for a kiss. “Will I need a mask under the costume?”

“Gotcha covered,” Cali said. “Eh, no pun intended.” She dug into one of the boxes she had brought in and pulled out a very simple Lone Ranger-style mask. “How’s that? Not as hot as a hood.”

“Perfect.” He held it up to his face. “The Masked Kinkster.”

It took them less than an hour to unload and help Cali arrange the displays and merchandise the way she wanted them. Then they unfolded tarps over everything, clamping them down to cover it all, and they were the last people out of the vendor room before the convention’s security locked the door. No one would be allowed in outside of the open times, so there wasn’t much chance of anything being stolen.

The five of them headed for the elevators. “I need a shower,” Cali said. “And a back rub.”

“Ditto,” Eliza said. “When do we need to be back down here?”

Cali looked at her phone. “Two hours.”

“Any ideas about dinner?” Rusty asked.

“If you want to get something from the hotel restaurant or room service and charge it to your room, go ahead,” Cali said. “That’s what we’re going to do.”

“Winnah, winnah, chicken dinnah,” Eliza said as she stepped onto the elevator when it slid open in front of them. “Sounds like a plan.”

They had adjoining rooms, but right now the doors were closed between them. After they’d locked themselves into their room, Eliza stripped off the T-shirt she’d been wearing and dropped her convention name badge onto the dresser. “How’s the ass feel?”

Rusty dropped his clothes onto the extra bed. “Stuffed, Ma’am.” His smile pulled a sexy one from her in return. “Did you bring extra batteries? Because at this rate, it’ll probably be dead by Sunday.”

She pulled the vibrating butt plug’s controller from the pocket of her shorts and switched it off, then handed it to him. “Take it out and clean up. You’ve earned a break.”

He gave her boo-boo lip. “Aww.”

She turned, playful evilness painted across her expression. “Don’t worry, barbarian. I have other things planned for you.”

“Yay!”

He headed to the bathroom to remove and wash the butt plug and take care of business. When he returned, she lay naked on her stomach on the bed they were sleeping in.

They’d designated the spare bed for raunchy sex and playing, as opposed to just sleeping.

He knew what she wanted, and as he headed over, she stopped him. “Order us food first, please.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He detoured to the room’s desk, where a menu sat. “Any preference?”

“Burger.”

He got their order placed with room service. That done, he straddled her on the bed and started massaging her shoulders.

Of course he was hard, he couldn’t help it.

That was kind of the point of her tormenting him ever since that morning with the vibrating butt plug.

One of the points.

The other point, he knew, was to keep his mind distracted.

Knowing she had something planned, which likely wouldn’t happen until after their food arrived, only made him hornier. He knew she’d packed a variety of toys and implements for the weekend, including a few things she hadn’t used on him in a while.

Eagerly, he worked on giving her a massage. Every sweet groan he pulled out of her made his cock twitch more.

Working up and down her body, from shoulders to back to legs and feet, he lost himself in the service. This wasn’t merely foreplay or even sexytime. This was him genuinely wanting to make her feel good and bring her relief for sore and aching muscles.

Because he loved making her happy.

His hands traced her muscles, her bones, knowing every line and curve and loving them and her. Perfection. This woman who could, quite literally, kick his ass. Not because he let her win, but because if she wanted to roll over and beat him up, she had the skills and practice to do so.

Maybe she saw him sometimes as a pet on a leash, but in truth he felt more like the protected one with her.

Not just physically, but emotionally and mentally, too.

“You are amazing, baby,” she mumbled against the covers. “I ever tell you that?”

He smiled, unable to help the warm feeling that flowed through him at her praise. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

She started to say something else, but a knock on their door caught their attention. “Ahh, food.”

He climbed off the bed, grabbed a towel to wrap around his hips, and answered the door. Once they were alone again he set the tray on the bed so they could eat. Eliza sat up, an adorable smile on her face.

“Feeling a little better, Ma’am?”

“I will after some food, some fun, and a shower.”

“I take it we’re not making it to the dungeon tonight?”

She snorted. “Cali said they’d be happy to loan us one of their bondage frames any time I want. We can have our own private dungeon at home.” She leaned in to kiss him. “That means I could hard-core play totally naked with you whenever I wanted. Or we can go to Venture for slightly less sexy play.”

His cock, which had mostly remained hard, twitched again. “Yes, Ma’am. I’d like that.”

“I’m sure you would.” She smiled. “You should see the new frame they’re working on now.”

He swallowed, nervous in the good way. “Yes, Ma’am. Max showed me this morning before we loaded the trailer.”

“Ahh.” Her smile widened. “That’s not a red.”

“No, Ma’am. It’s not.”

The latest iteration of their Doom bondage frame series, which wasn’t done yet and hadn’t been premiered at the R&D party, was…wicked. Like something out of a sexy sadist’s wet dream.

Then again, considering Max, Sean, and Cali were all switches and liked to use their gear on each other, that wasn’t very far off the mark.

“Does that mean I could tell Cali that once they’re ready for testing, I volunteer you as tribute?”

Her steady gaze made him swallow again. “Yes, Ma’am. As long as it’s you and me.”

“Of course.”

They ate and watched TV. Once they were done, Rusty cleared the dishes and set the tray out in the hall by the door. That done, he returned to sit on the bed and await her next command.

She reached out and trailed her fingers up and down his stiff cock, which stood rigid in his lap. “You going to be okay marching around in the T-Rex tonight?”

“Yes, Ma’am. It’ll be fun to help them out.”

“I need you to keep an eye out for something, just in case. On the way up, Cali told me about a customer that’s been e-mailing her. She thinks he’ll be okay, but…”

“She’s not sure?”

“Right. It’s one of those he could be a creeper or he could be totally innocent. But if at any time I suddenly become Cali? Go with it.”

“And be ready for combat?”

“Yeah.”

“Ah, so that’s why all three of them wrote the business name on their badges instead of a FetLife name?” All of them also had green badges, which indicated they were vendors and allowed them access to the vendor room a few minutes early, when security admitted vendors to prepare ahead of the opening time.

“Exactly.”

“Gotcha.” He sat up, his brain upshifting into a more logical mode. “Maybe I shouldn’t be in costume after all.”

“With me and Sean and Max, I’d rather have you there looking harmless. No one expects a T-Rex to be dangerous.”

He lifted an eyebrow at her.

“I mean the inflatable costume. You’re fricking adorable in it.”

“True. I am adorable. And I do have a nice ass.”

“Yeah, you do.” She smiled. “You’ve been such a good boy today, it’s your choice.”

She didn’t have to say it twice, and he didn’t have to ask what she meant. He knew what she was offering.

It didn’t escape him that there was a certain irony in wanting to make vanilla love to his wife when they were helping out at a booth at a BDSM convention, but he needed it.

Certain things in his life were connected to others, inadvertently or deliberately.

Eliza had healed his soul in many ways, but the thing awaiting him in the trunk of his car had become intrinsically linked to sex for him at an early age.

Nothing tender or loving or romantic about it, either.

She was the antidote to the bad shadows that threatened to sicken his soul.

He gathered her into his arms and stretched out next to her, kissing her, tracing soft, gentle paths down her jaw to her neck and back up again. Taking his time. Making love to her.

He could spend all day doing nothing but feathering his lips across her flesh and listening to her breathe.

Before their wedding night, they’d done a lot of things together, made each other come, knew each other’s bodies.

Sometimes, times like this, he liked to revisit that night.

Relive it, in some ways.

Rusty didn’t let her rush him as he slowly worked his way down her body, tracing spiraling circles around her nipples, down lower, until she was almost pushing his head where she wanted it.

Even then, he still took his time, loving her like this, that she dropped her defenses with him every bit as he did with her.

When he finally lowered his mouth to her clit, he didn’t make her come. Just enough to tease her until her clit was swollen and sensitive and he knew her pussy was throbbing and aching to be filled. Only then did he rise up on his arms and slowly slide his cock into her.

Reason had fled her brain. Her sweet brown eyes looked glazed under heavy lids, her lower lip caught under her teeth as she tried rocking her hips against him and that only made him slow down, waiting for her to settle.

His terms, this time.

She made a soft mewing sound but finally fell still, making him smile and lean in to kiss her. “That’s my baby.” He pressed his cock in deep, until he was fully sheathed in her sweet cunt. A satisfied sigh escaped him. “Exactly where I want to be.”

Slowly thrusting, he settled in and watched her face, enjoyed the way her hands roamed his arms, his back, shoulders, forcing herself to hold still or move with him and not step into control.

She always had control.

This was for him.

At this angle, he knew patience would pay eventually. Sure enough, it did. He maintained his rhythm, with every thrust his cock gliding along her clit, until her back arched and the walls of her pussy squeezed him.

He kissed the base of her throat while she moaned her way through the orgasm.

Once he had her here, he knew he could keep her here indefinitely. The first was always the hardest to get to like this, and the rest followed like gentle rain. Except today they didn’t have a lot of time. Otherwise, he’d make love to her all evening, or until she finally grew exhausted and brought it to a close. After the fourth one he picked up the pace and kept his eyes open, watching hers.

The electricity flowed through him when her gaze latched on to his and he finally let go, filling her, falling still and kissing her.

Loving her.

She wrapped her arms and legs around him and kissed him back, making no move to break free or rush him.

Nuzzling his forehead against hers, he let out a satisfied sigh. “Thank you, Li.”

Her fingers gently grazed his scalp, relaxing him. “Rus, seriously, I think I should thank you.” She wore an adorable, playful smirk.

“Not tired of me yet?”

“Not by a long shot. Tired of me?”

“Never, baby.” Another sweet kiss. “You keep me sane.”

She cradled his face in her palms and made him look her in the eyes. “Told you, you’re stuck with me. You pledged me a troth.”

“I’ll follow my Lady anywhere.”

“Then how about into the shower? I want to snuggle but I’ll fall asleep if we do.”

“Good idea.” One more kiss before he sat up. “Then Kinky T-Rex can make his appearance.” He held his hands up in T-Rex stance. “Rawr.”

She grinned. “Rawr is right, stud.” 


Chapter Sixteen

 

Then

 

Three weeks after his high school graduation, Rusty lay in his bed early that Saturday morning and ran through all the chores he needed to do. Once he started attending USF up in Tampa in the fall, he’d only be home on the weekends. And he’d have to have time to study.

Eliza’s parents were going to help out by paying the bulk of the rent and utilities for a small efficiency apartment right off campus so the two of them wouldn’t have to drive back and forth every day, and Rusty couldn’t afford to pay rent, much less that kind of gas money. He’d share Eliza’s car with her, and have his bike up there for getting around campus if he needed it.

A job would be out of the question. He’d have to be studying or going to classes. His scholarship would cover tuition and books, at least, and a tiny stipend he could use for food, and if he didn’t keep his grades up, he could lose it. It didn’t cover a dorm room, though.

And he had to be able to come home on weekends and help out around the house. Make sure Corey was okay and studying.

At least Borden wasn’t an issue any longer.

Today he needed to get the grass mowed and fix the toilet in his mom’s bathroom. It’d started running at random times and last night he’d bought the kit to replace the tank guts.

He dragged himself out of bed and headed for the hall bath. He heard Corey still snoring in his bedroom, but he didn’t hear his mom up and about.

That was…weird.

He knew she had to work today because he’d talked to her last night when she’d arrived home.

He finished and headed out to the kitchen to start the coffee. Peeking out the window showed his mom’s car still parked in its usual spot in the driveway.

It was rare his mom failed to get up on time or forgot to set her alarm, but once or twice a year it did happen. He hadn’t heard her alarm go off yet, either. And last night she’d looked so fucking exhausted it broke his heart.

When I start making money, I’m moving her in with me and Eliza so we can take care of her for a change. Or we’ll move back here so we can pay the bills here.

Finally, hoping he wasn’t interrupting some last-minute day off and well-needed sleep of hers, he made her mug of coffee exactly the way she liked it and walked down the hall to her bedroom.

No sounds from her bathroom, either, which backed against the one he and Corey shared.

He knocked. “Mom?”

No answer.

He knocked again, a little louder. “Mom?”

With an unfamiliar chill settling inside him, he tried the knob and found it unlocked. “Mom, it’s almost seven.” He cracked the door open a little, flinching when her alarm went off on her bedside table. As he opened the bedroom door wider, her bed came into view. She lay on her side, her back to him and not moving.

The chill quickly blew into a blizzard as he rushed across the room and set the coffee down next to the alarm clock, which he silenced. “Mom?”

He was afraid to touch her because…

That would make this real.

He wouldn’t wake up from this nightmare he felt himself spiraling into.

He wouldn’t be able to…breathe.

Think.

Forcing his feet to move, he circled her bed. For once, her face looked peaceful, at rest. But when he reached out and touched the back of his fingers to her cheek, her skin felt cool to the touch.

Too cool.

His voice choked, caught in his throat. “Mommy?” He sank to his knees and reached under the sheet to find her hand, also cool. “Mom?”

He must have finally gotten up and called 911 and Eliza’s house and awakened Corey. But as he and Corey knelt next to her bed while Eliza’s parents shoved past the paramedics standing in her bedroom, followed immediately by Eliza, he had no memory of doing any of that.

He could only remember holding Corey as they cried, thinking he was supposed to be strong now, the strong one, the one in charge, the adult, but he couldn’t stop looking at her peaceful face.

Didn’t want to leave her.

Eliza knelt on his right, where he held Corey from behind, afraid to let go of him. Her dad was trying to talk to them on his left, but nothing was piercing through the grey, fuzzy burr of noise winding up in his head.

He winced when Eliza bit his right ear, but it was enough. Just enough.

He looked at her, her brown eyes red and tears streaking her cheeks.

“Living room, sweetie. They…need to do what they need to do.”

He finally nodded and let her and her father help him and Corey to their feet. Both of them leaned in and kissed their mom’s forehead and finally made it out to the couch.

A deputy had arrived, but Rusty…

He couldn’t talk.

Eliza talked for him and he nodded in agreement. He had no memory of telling her what was going on, but maybe he had, or maybe she just knew him well enough to fill in the blanks.

“He went in to wake her up when he realized she wasn’t up. He found her like that.”

“It’s probably a heart attack or a stroke,” the deputy said. “But we’ll need to wait for an autopsy.”

Eliza sat on his right, having never let go of his arm. She perched next to him on the couch, feet under her, her other arm around his shoulders, holding him as he held Corey. Her mom had sat on Corey’s other side, holding him as best she could while Eliza’s father took over.

“Rusty will be nineteen in a couple of weeks,” Bill Markham said. “His little brother’s fifteen. We’ll have our lawyer draw up custody papers for him. Meanwhile, we’ll take responsibility for Corey.”

“No father?”

“Deceased when they were little. She never remarried. There’s—”

“No other family,” Eliza said, squeezing Rusty’s arm hard. “No other close family.”

“No other close family,” Rusty finally said.

He was aware of her father looking at her, then him, then back to the deputy. “No other close family. Just us.”

“And you are…”

“Bill and Donna Markham.” He spelled it for the deputy, and gave him their contact information. “We’re close family friends. Our daughter there, Eliza, and Rusty have been dating for two years. They’re starting USF in the fall…”

Rusty checked out.

 

* * * *

 

When he finally checked in again, Eliza and her father were going through the small desk in the corner of the living room, where their mom kept all her papers and sat to pay bills. Donna Markham sat where Eliza had been sitting, her arms around them. Corey still lay with his head in Rusty’s lap and sniffled.

Eliza walked back to them and knelt in front of Rusty. “Do you know your mom’s bank account pin code?”

He nodded.

“Dad said we should access it now, make a withdrawal, before the bank locks it down.”

“I’m on the account. I have my own debit card.” He’d never thought about it before, but remembered when he’d turned sixteen, how she’d taken him to the bank and they’d filled out forms. Her next batch of checks had both their names on it. The card that he kept in the back of his wallet and never thought about using unless she told him to.

But he’d never written checks on it. Ever. Sometimes he deposited her paychecks for her if she couldn’t get to the bank during business hours, but he would never go into the account without her permission. Money was tight as it was. He wouldn’t stress her out like that. The card, in his mind, was only for emergencies, and that meant something serious.

Like now.

Eliza stood. “Dad.” He turned and Eliza relayed the info.

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, good. Rusty, do you know where Samantha kept her checkbook and statements?”

“Bedroom. Checkbook in her purse. Bottom dresser drawer for the banking stuff.” That was one thing she didn’t keep on the desk, a less easy target if they were ever broken into.

He and Eliza disappeared down the hall and returned a few minutes later, carrying things. “Okay, we need to hit the bank Monday and get a current balance and see what’s going on,” Bill said. “And I’ll call on her life insurance policy.”

The phone had rung a few times, and either Eliza or her father answered it and talked. Rusty assumed his mom’s job calling to find out where she was, and then friends of hers from work as word spread.

Rusty checked out again and hoped he wouldn’t wake up from this nightmare, because he suspected reality would be even worse.

 

* * * *

 

Eliza sat on Rusty’s right. Corey sat on his left and her mom and dad on Corey’s other side. At least her funeral expenses were pre-paid. Like her husband, Samantha had wanted to be cremated and then the ashes interred in the same little mausoleum holding his ashes.

She worried about Rusty. She’d barely been able to get him to eat. He hardly spoke and only did what he was prompted to do by her. Her parents had basically moved her into the McElroys’ house, bringing her clothes and stuff so she could stay with the brothers and keep them moving and take care of them. Corey wasn’t taking it any easier than Rusty, but at least he was talking, functioning, would listen to her and follow her instructions.

If it hadn’t been for her parents, Eliza wasn’t sure what would have happened next. At least Samantha had a life insurance policy, and Eliza’s father and his attorney had figured out her finances and bills and filed an emergency motion to give Rusty custody of Corey, which had been granted. She’d also had a will, which her father’s attorney was handling the probate for. With the insurance policy, there was enough to finish paying off the house and give them a comfortable cushion to pay bills until Corey was out of high school, if they were careful. The rest could be put toward Corey’s college education if he needed it, but he’d already started applying for scholarships.

Her father’s attorney had mentioned there might even be scholarships for orphans, and her dad had started looking into that, as well.

The house now belonged to Rusty. Samantha had added Rusty to the title when he’d turned eighteen, which was when she’d apparently redone her will without telling the boys. She’d also granted custody of Corey to him.

Fortunately, no mention was made of Borden in the will.

And Rusty now had her car, which was older but reliable. Her dad talked about keeping the other car so Corey could start driving it when he turned sixteen.

Rusty signed what was put in front of him where he was told to, nodded his head a lot, and hardly spoke.

After the service, Eliza kept her arm around his in the receiving line as people gave the brothers their condolences. Finally, after what felt like forever, they climbed into her parents’ car and he drove them back to what was now Rusty’s house.

Corey retreated to his bedroom and Eliza finally convinced her parents to go home for a while and come back later, for dinner. She had her car there if she needed it, and had brought over more things.

Including something she suspected Rusty needed.

She changed into yoga pants and a sports bra with a black T-shirt over it. No shoes, because she’d be faster without them. After getting the back yard ready she went to Rusty’s room. He sat on the edge of his bed, still dressed in his slacks and dress shirt.

He wore his mom’s wedding and engagement rings on his right pinky finger, turning them around. Eliza hadn’t really noticed until Samantha died that she still wore her wedding rings. Her heart had broken when Martin died, and she’d never tried to replace him. She’d worn Martin’s wedding band on a gold necklace, and had been wearing it the night she died. Rusty had started wearing it.

Eliza loosened his tie and removed the necklace now, coaxing him to hand her the rings so she could add them to the necklace. But instead of putting it around his neck, she tucked it into his nightstand drawer.

“I want that,” he softly said.

“Later. We need to do something first.”

“Okay.”

It broke her heart. He didn’t question, and while always gentle, the soft tone of voice he now used sounded a step away from the grave.

She got him into shorts and a T-shirt and sneakers, because he’d need them. Then she led him out to the backyard.

This was the real reason she’d needed her parents to leave for a while. They might not understand.

She’d left two sets of bastons in the back yard.

Not padded ones—real ones.

She picked up both pairs and handed one to him and hoped she hadn’t misjudged her barbarian, because neither of them had protective gear and if he misjudged a hit it could kill her, as strong as he was.

It was a risk she was willing to take. He’d lost over ten pounds so far and no way he’d be able to function if he didn’t find his way back to the land of the living. His dreams for a college degree would disintegrate, and no way Samantha would want that.

She’d loved her boys and had confided to Eliza at their high school graduation that she loved her like a daughter and hoped they’d get married. That she loved how happy Eliza made Rusty.

How he smiled in a way with her in his life that he hadn’t smiled in years.

And Eliza had promised to spend her life taking care of him and keeping him smiling.

Promises to keep…and miles and miles before I sleep.

Rusty stared at her as if he hadn’t spent countless hours working out with her, mock combat and training with the sticks, as well as wasters and other weapons.

“Get on, then, barbarian,” she taunted in the Scottish accent she liked to use when going up against him like that. “Come at me, aye?”

“Eliza—”

She reached out and whacked him, hard, in the left thigh, hard enough to make him step back.

“Fuck! What the hell?”

She darted in again and smacked him in the right thigh, dropping the accent. “Only way this ends is you take me down.”

He’d never taken her down before. He’d come close several times, but he’d told her he never wanted her throwing a combat just because she felt sorry for him. If he won, he wanted it to be fairly won.

In return, he’d promised her he wouldn’t hold back with her just because she was a girl. That he’d go after her as hard as he would any other guy of comparable size and skills. He had her in size and strength, but she definitely had him in skill, and that leveled the playing field.

His green eyes darkened. “Li—”

“Shadows are calling,” she softly said. “Come and get me…if you can.”

He flashed over, letting out a blood-curdling roar of rage and pain as he charged her. She easily dodged him, delivering two hard smacks just under his hips, one with each stick.

When he turned on her, there was nothing left of Rusty. This was pure grief and anger and, finally, she breathed a sigh of relief that she’d pulled the scab off his mental wound so the abscess could freely drain.

No more talking, no friendly banter. He stalked her and she hated that it made her hornier than hell, but she paid close attention to his body language and dodged his every attack, landing hard blows along fleshy muscle and trying to avoid bony projections like knees and elbows.

The sun slowly arced over them and they took no breaks, sweat pouring down her face and his as they sparred. That was her eventual undoing. She lost her grip on the right baston on one pass, allowing him to flip it out of her hand with his. Before she could twist away from him, he pulled a judo move on her, knocking her legs out from under her and putting her on her back, driving the breath from her.

Then he was on her, his forearm against her neck and static in his gaze as sweat dripped from his face onto hers and she felt the world starting to spin as his hold choked her.

“I yield,” she finally gasped, then coughed as he sat back, still straddling her hips, his weight fully on her and pinning her to the grass.

When she stopped coughing he leaned in and kissed her, hard, his fist in her hair holding her in place and something good spun free inside her.

“When you get your degree,” he hoarsely said. “Then we’ll get married. Four years. Okay? I have to take care of Corey.”

“Bet you I can do it in three.” She’d decided to be a teacher, because she loved history. So she was going for an education degree with a minor in medieval history.

He blinked, then nodded. “Okay. Three. Degree first.”

“You’re gonna make me wait three years?”

“Want me to make it until I get my doctorate?”

“Fuck no.” She pulled him in for another kiss. “We can still do other stuff, right?”

He nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”

It was almost a physical shift, like a filter snapping into place over a camera lens, and she felt it.

She cupped his cheek with her hand. “You have to want to live. Keep living.”

“For you I will. Wait here.” He was up and off her before she could ask why.

She sat up and waited. When he returned, he knelt next to her. “I…I can’t afford a ring right now. I’ll buy you one of your own later, when I can. But Eliza, will you please marry me?”

Now she was the one crying as he slid his mom’s engagement ring onto her left ring finger.

It fit perfectly.

“Yes. But only if you promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“I don’t want another ring. I want this ring, and their wedding rings. They loved each other. She never stopped loving him. If you’re okay with it, I’m okay with it.”

His eyes filled with tears. “I love you so much, Li.”

“I love you, too, sweetie.” She finally looked at both of them, filthy and sweaty and in need of a shower. “Let’s go clean up.”

He nodded and after helping her stand, let her lead him into the house. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Now

 

Eliza looped Rusty’s name badge around his collar and secured it. “There you go.” Take a look at yourself.

He turned to look at himself in the full-length mirror on the closet door. The T-Rex outfit, complete with bondage harness and collar, was…hilarious, if she did say so herself.

“I’m going to be a hit. Can you make out my face?” He turned so she could look.

“No, between the costume and the face mask, no one will be able to know who you are.” They’d written their FetLife names on their badges, not their real names. There was nothing on their FetLife accounts that could be traced back to their real identities, either. Not that it was much of a worry. With Eliza retired, and nothing they did that weekend that would impact Rusty’s job, it was more a comfort issue for them.

Eliza knocked on the adjoining door between the rooms. “We’re ready when you are,” she called out.

Cali opened their door and immediately burst out laughing at the sight of Rusty dressed in the T-Rex costume. “Oh. My. God! That’s awesome!”

Rusty curtsied, which was simultaneously awkward and hilarious. He pinwheeled his stubby arms in front of him. “Rawr.”

Sean appeared in the doorway. “Hey! You used my bondage harness and collar. Cool!”

Eliza hung her badge around her neck. “I’m hoping it draws spectators, if nothing else. People wanting to take pics of him.”

Cali snapped her fingers. “A couple of the fetish models I sent products to! Maybe we can get them to let us take a few pics with them. No one will know it’s him and not Sean. Hell, no one knows it’s Sean in the pics on our website, anyway. To everyone else, he’s just Stumpy.”

“I like how you think, Cali.” Eliza turned to Rusty. “Unless you know someone, do the silent act.”

He snapped his fingers and pointed double finger guns at her, then gave her a double thumbs-up.

Eliza grinned. “Smartass.”

He turned and apparently tried to slap his own ass, then realized it wouldn’t be possible with the costume.

“Aww. Help, please, Ma’am.” He turned so she could slap his ass for him, and she obliged. That cracked up Cali, Sean, and Max, who’d also walked over.

“We’d better head down,” Cali said.

They waited for the elevator. When the door of a car coming down from a floor above them opened, they all reacted the same when they saw the lone occupant.

Eliza finally said it. “Niall?”

“Long time, no see, eh?” he asked in his Irish brogue. He stepped forward and hit a button on the panel, holding it. “Going down, then, are we?”

“What are you doing here?” But his orange badge clearly meant he was a presenter. He had a different name on it than he used to use on FetLife when he lived in Sarasota five years ago and was still Aden’s Master. Before he’d moved out to California.

Aden had finally moved on but they’d all wondered before that if he’d ever get over his broken heart. Now Aden was dating a sweet woman and was her Dominant, but Eliza could painfully see the ache in his eyes when he watched Landry or any of the other male Doms playing with their male submissives or slaves.

“Teachin’ a couple o’ classes.”

Eliza finally stepped in, moving to the side so Rusty would have room in his costume to fit. Cali, Max, and Sean followed.

Niall punched the close door button. “I take it yer goin’ to the second floor?”

“Yeah,” Cali said. “Vending room. I didn’t realize you were teaching this year.”

“Heh.” Niall rubbed at the back of his neck. “Actually movin’ back,” he said. “Drove in a few days ago. Spent a couple o’ nights in Tampa with my Da, then I’ll start looking for a new place after this weekend. Start my new job next week. Hadn’t really told anyone yet. Can’t wait to get back together with the gang.”

Eliza exchanged a glance with Cali but kept her mouth shut.

Like hell she wanted to be the one who told Niall that Aden had moved on. They’d all liked Niall, and Aden. The men had parted amicably because Niall had gotten a good job out in California. Apparently Niall had tried to talk Aden into moving with him, but Aden had just bought a house and had a good job of his own and hadn’t been willing to give that up.

Fortunately, more people were able to cram into the elevator car on floors below them, sparing any of them from more talk. As they rode down, Eliza found herself rubbing her left thumb against her engagement and wedding rings, a nervous gesture she had, one she used to do all the time in her early teaching days, before she learned how to hold her own against classes full of middle-school kids. They’d used Rusty’s parents’ rings, Rusty’s father’s ring fitting him perfectly the day they’d married each other with her parents and Corey looking on in the county clerk’s office.

Cali grabbed Eliza’s arm after they all left the elevator and let Niall go on ahead of them. She held Eliza back.

“I saw Aden and Etsu earlier today,” Cali whispered. “When I finished checking in. They’re here.”

“Maybe they know. He sounded pretty chill.”

“No, I’d put money on Aden and Etsu not knowing. Aden would have said something. He’s never really gotten over Niall.”

Eliza stared down the hallway Niall had walked as Rusty waited for them to finish talking. “Not much we can do. It’s not our circus, nor our monkeys. Might want to tell Tony, though. I know he and Aden are good friends. If anyone’s going to know what to do, it’ll be him.”

“Good point.”

 

* * * *

 

Rusty couldn’t hear very well in the inflatable T-Rex costume, but he knew Eliza and Cali were trying to decide how or if they should say something to…someone, about Niall’s presence.

If given a vote, he’d vote to stay the hell out of it.

They got moving again, people smiling and laughing at his costume and even a few people wanting pictures of him or with him. Eliza stayed out of the shots, smiling as she looked on and finally got him into the vendor room so she could help the triad finish setting up.

“I think I need to hire you to help with promotions,” Cali said. “You called that right.”

“Hey, everyone loves the T-Rex videos online. That shit’s hysterical. They’re just damn funny. Bondage T-Rex only makes it funnier. Excuse me. ‘Stumpy.’” She pointed at Rusty. “Remember, you answer to Stumpy today.”

He snapped his fingers and pointed finger guns at her.

He supposed there was a lull in the class schedule, because as soon as the vendor room doors were open to customers, people flooded into the vendor hall. Part of his duties, in addition to being comic relief, were to help keep an eye on merchandise to prevent shrink. Cali had inventoried everything they brought, so at the end of the weekend, she’d know how much they were missing that was unaccounted for by purchases.

They’d been open for an hour when Cali had to run to the bathroom. Sean and Max were talking to customers. Eliza had just finished ringing up a customer when a man walked up behind her.

“Cali?”

She turned, smiling. “Hi. Can I help you?”

“I’m Dave Stuckey. We’ve been e-mailing.” He had a Georgia drawl and was about six two and lanky.

“Oh, sure. Hold on, let me get those things we put aside.” She dug a box out from under the table, and Rusty stepped in closer as her gaze caught and held his for a moment.

Dave Stuckey leaned in and said something to Eliza too low for Rusty to hear, but he could tell from the look on her face that it wasn’t exactly innocent.

Rusty made a stumpy-armed wave in Sean’s direction, finally catching his eye a couple of minutes later, and pointing at Eliza and the guy.

Sean stepped in. “How we doing, babe?” He slid an arm around Eliza’s waist and Rusty was shocked that, despite knowing this was the plan and that Sean was only acting, he had to take a deep breath and force himself not to step in and kick Sean’s ass.

Holy shit.

The irony didn’t escape him that the few times they’d had to deal with a drunk or idiot, like at a bar, Rusty had smiled and sat back and watched Eliza put the fear of her into them.

Except this was a BDSM convention where people should know better than to touch what wasn’t theirs, especially people.

Sean took over talking with the guy while keeping an arm around Eliza’s waist. When Rusty caught a glimpse of Cali rounding the corner on her way back, he caught her in his arms, turning his back to the booth and pretending to dance with her.

“Swap out name badges with me,” he whispered. “Now.” Hers had their vendor name on it. His only had his username on it, not their booth.

She was quick on the draw and did it without asking why. When he finally turned back, Max had swapped places with Sean talking with Dave Stuckey, while Sean was ringing someone up on the tablet. Eliza wore an evilly playful look Rusty knew far too well…

And Dave Stuckey wore a wide-eyed look that could only be described as, Oh, fuck.

Cali hung back. “I wonder what she said to him,” she muttered to Rusty.

He held his stubby arms up in a who knows? gesture, since shrugging in the outfit didn’t really translate.

Unfortunately, by the time they got the guy rung up and out of their booth, there were even more people browsing, wanting pictures with Rusty, and the evening got away from him. Even a brief power outage didn’t slow foot traffic down too much. Emergency lights in the ballroom that was the vendor area, combined with people using the flashlights on their cell phones, and a few of the vendors using battery-operated Christmas lights or other alternate lights as part of their displays, kept it safe and lit enough to see.

While the crowd thinned a little, they still did a brisk trade before the lights came back on not too long after. Cali had included battery-operated LED candles as part of their display, so people were naturally attracted to their booth. The tablets they were ringing people out on had full charges, so they could still process sales.

When they finally were able to close up and head back to their rooms—using the back service elevator to get to their floor at the recommendation of one of the security guys because of problems with the passenger elevators causing a logjam—they could talk.

“So what happened?” Cali asked. “With Dave Stuckey?”

Eliza grinned. “Fucker had the balls to ask if I—meaning you—could get together with him later for a drink in the hotel bar. That he really wanted to show you his appreciation for being so nice to him.”

“Oh, fuckballs. What’d you say?”

Her grin widened. “I told him that was a sweet offer, but I’d already promised Sean and Max to beat their asses tonight, then I had three CBT scenes lined up, as well as a scrotal saline scene. And then if I had any time left over, I was supposed to do a penis needle play scene.”

Rusty winced and closed his thighs together inside the costume. “Holy fuck. No wonder he looked sick.”

Max and Sean burst out laughing. “Oh, man,” Sean said. “That explains why he was so eager to get the fuck out of there.”

“Yeah. I did tell him the three of us might be able to squeeze some time in tomorrow night, but that I had a full slate of CBT and electro-sounding play lined up all night.”

Cali laughed so hard she had to lean against the elevator wall. “Fuckin’ A, girl!” She held a fist out for a bump from Eliza. “How’d you know he was a Dom and not a sub?”

“Took a guess when I sized him up when he arrived. He’d actually been watching the booth for a few minutes while talking to someone at the booth diagonal to us. He also called me ‘sweetie’ instead of ‘Ma’am.’ So far, all the subbies I’ve seen today, male and female, usually called me Ma’am when I was ringing them up. The Doms and Dommes haven’t, for the most part.”

“Ah.” The elevator shuddered to a stop at their floor, and it took them a minute to find their way from the back hallway into the main floor and find their rooms. “Make sure we remember where that’s at,” Cali said. “From what I’ve heard, the elevators are a nightmare this year.”

Back in the room, Eliza helped Rusty peel off the outfit and they jumped into the shower together. Later, stretching out on the bed with the TV on, Eliza snuggled close.

“Will it hurt your feelings if I say I only want to snuggle?”

“Nope. I’m kind of tired.”

She looked up into his face. “You were about to smack Sean, weren’t you?”

He felt heat fill his cheeks. “Huh?”

“Earlier. When he pretended I was Cali. I saw you take a step forward. I literally thought I was going to have to hold a hand out to stop you.”

“Sorry.”

“No, don’t be.” She patted his chest. “I thought it was hot.”

“You did?”

“Yeah.”

He settled in. “It just…it was weird. Took me a minute.”

“Why do you think I call you barbarian? I love that instinctive nature you have.”

He kissed the top of her head. “After this many years, you must love me.”

“Ditto.” She laced fingers with him. “Any regrets?”

He sighed into her hair. “Only that Mom and Dad never got to see us get married, or meet Kailey.”

“Yeah, me, too.”

As he drifted to sleep, at least for that night he knew he’d sleep well, with only the good kinds of dreams. 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Monday afternoon, Rusty lay on the couch with his head in Eliza’s lap as they watched Deadpool on TV. This was one of their favorite movies. She was glad he’d taken some long overdue vacation time. The convention had been fun, and a nice diversion from their daily lives, but it was sweet having him all to herself today with no pressures, no worries. He’d be going back to work tomorrow morning.

“I know what I want our couple’s costume to be for Halloween,” she said.

He glanced up, his sweet green eyes, the temporarily contented leafy mental jungle behind them. “What, Ma’am?”

“Deadpool and Harley. Suicide Squad movie version Harley.”

He laughed. “Yeah, that’s perfect, Ma’am.” His fingers closed around hers and he pulled her arm a little more snugly around him. “If I go as Red Tool, to match the Harley Quinn comics, hardly anyone would know who the hell I am.”

“Who said you were going to be Deadpool?”

His gaze cut back to her, but she couldn’t keep her smile hidden. His relieved laughter lifted her heart. Even though she had been halfway considering flipping the roles, now she wouldn’t. His relief was too sweet, too endearing.

“I love you, Ma’am.”

“Love you, too, barbarian.”

“I had fun this weekend. Thanks for agreeing to do it. I really needed it.”

She squeezed his hand. “So did I. We did a good deed, only cost us time and gas money, and we had fun. Can’t get much better than that.”

“Do you think Cali will have any other problems with that guy?”

She snorted. “Doubtful. I think I put the fear of me into him. Except he thought I was Cali. Any improper thoughts he might have had are probably gone now.”

“At least we didn’t get stuck in the elevators.”

She shuddered. “Damn right. Gawd.”

“So…Niall’s moving back, huh?”

“Lord, I can only imagine what that girl’s gonna go through.” She laughed. “Would serve both those guys right if she neutered them.”

He snorted. “At least me and John will fall to second place for crazy scenes. Niall’s insane.”

“No, Aden’s insane. Niall’s just a very creative sadist with an extremely willing masochist.” She was about to say something else when her cell phone rang with Kailey’s custom tone. Rusty hit pause on the DVR while she answered it in speakerphone mode. “Hey, sweetie. Dad’s here, too.”

“Well, Mom, you’ll want him there for this—you were right.”

“Um, great! About what?”

“I invited Mr. Thompson to shoot a round of trap with me and Gerald today.”

“Oh? And?”

“I shot a twenty-five, Gerald got a twenty-four, and the guy shot a seventeen. We asked if he wanted to shoot another round with us but he suddenly forgot something he had to do.”

Eliza offered a palm for a high-five with Rusty, who gave it to her. “Atta girl,” she said. “Bet he doesn’t give you any more unsolicited advice.”

“No. All his friends who watched were laughing their asses off when he left. They all congratulated me on popping his self-important bubble.”

“Proud of you, honey,” Rusty said. “Who’s Gerald again?”

Eliza snickered but didn’t say anything.

“You met him, Dad. Don’t start trying to threaten him. He’s already terrified of Mom after the last time you guys were up here.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault you didn’t tell me he had a key to your apartment,” she said.

“You nearly dislocated his shoulder!”

“He’s lucky she didn’t dislocate his head,” Rusty snarked.

“Dad!”

“I’m kidding.” He winked at Eliza. “Sort of.”

Kailey made an exasperated noise. “You guys need to get used to seeing a lot of him around.”

Rusty’s voice dropped into a threatening tone, one that made Eliza’s panties wet. “Wanna make a bet?”

“I really like him.”

Eliza sensed something big. “How much are we talking? Friends with bennies like, or have his babies like?”

“Somewhere in the middle. Enough that we’re talking about maybe getting an apartment together next year.”

“Not marriage?” Eliza asked.

“No, Mom. I don’t want to get married yet. He knows that. It’d be after the Olympics at the earliest that I’d even start thinking about that. And I still need to finish my degree. Nothing’s happening until after that happens. Well, except the Olympics. Duh.”

That gave them some breathing room to come to accept their baby was growing up. “So how badly does he hate me?” she asked.

“He doesn’t hate you, Mom. Like I said, he’s legit terrified of you now.”

“He should be,” Rusty said. “Your mom is terrifying.”

They talked for a few more minutes before Kailey had to get off the phone to go eat dinner. Rusty hit play on the remote and snuggled in again.

“I hate him already,” he said.

She smiled as she ruffled his hair. “So do I, sweetie.”

“They’ll probably get married, huh?”

“I don’t know. Depends. Notice the way he always held doors for her and stuff?”

He lifted his head again. “Huh?”

“Yeah. And how he deferred to her on everything?”

He grinned. “Apple didn’t fall far from the tree?”

“That’s what I’m sayin’. I could be wrong, but I got a distinct subby vibe from him.”

“Well then.” He laid his head back down. “Maybe I won’t hate him quite so much then.”

She snorted. “You’re too much, barbarian.”

 

* * * *

 

The next morning, Rusty stopped by Cali’s house on his way to work.

“Hey, you. This is unexpected. What’s up?”

“You still do work for the animal shelter, right?”

“I run their website for them. Why?”

“I need a favor.”

“What kind of favor?”

After telling her, he had to wait for her to stop laughing before she finally nodded. “I think we can arrange that. Let me make a phone call real quick.” She did, and ten minutes later, he was following her to the shelter.

When they got there, she led him around to the back side of the building, an employees’ entrance, where a screen door stood closed even though the sturdier, outer door stood open, presumably for ventilation.

“Anyone home?” she called out.

“Cali!” A woman unlocked the door and welcomed them in. “Hey, is this your friend?”

“Yeah. Rusty, Shelly. Shelly, Rusty. You got it?”

She smirked. “Right this way. You called just in time. Would have had to dig one out of the Dumpster if you’d been ten minutes later.”

This was the back side of the shelter, the intake side where animals not ready to be moved to the adoption side were cared for. It had been the original shelter facility when it was first built. The newer adoption side was a wing added after a large expansion a few years ago. While cosmetically not as pristine as the adoption side—which he knew because it was where they’d adopted Boo—it was clean and organized, the animals well-cared for.

The garbage can sat by another door he suspected led out to where their Dumpster was located.

“Held one back for you. They pick up our garbage this afternoon.”

He stared inside. It was a mix of used cat litter, clumps of litter-encrusted poop, newspaper, and other detritus from the normal course of cleaning up after the animals.

“This is perfect, thanks.” He opened the plastic urn, untied the plastic bag, and up-ended the plastic bag so the contents landed in a section of used litter. Shelly handed him a pooper scooper shovel, and he used it to mix the ashes in with the contents of the used cat litter, making sure to get lots of poop and urine clumps in it.

After dropping the bag and urn into the garbage can, he took out his phone and snapped several pictures. Once he verified it, he returned his phone to his pocket.

“Okay. Thanks. I really appreciate this.”

“Guess you hated the guy, huh?” Shelly asked.

“Yep. You could say that. And he despised cats. He was severely allergic to them.”

Shelly laughed. “You can wash your hands in the grooming room there.”

Cali led the way. He’d been careful not to get any yuck on his suit in the process, and as Cali was taking him back out, he stopped short in front of one of the kennel runs.

Inside was a depressed-looking bulldog who could have been Boo’s twin. Fawn and white, it lay there with its head on its paws, a full bowl of kibble sitting next to it.

He knelt in front of the run, the prickle of tears stinging his eyes as he coaxed the sad dog over to the front of the run. She licked his hand through the gate, but showed none of the enthusiasm of a happy dog.

Cali pulled paperwork from a plastic envelope on the front of the kennel run. “Owner surrender. She’s spayed, a year old. Said they’re moving and couldn’t take her. Up to date on all her shots, even chipped. Her hold is up end of today.”

“How do I adopt her?”

“You should bring Boo here to meet her, for starters. You don’t want to adopt her just to find out they can’t stand each other. You can put a hold on her until you can bring her in.” But now the bulldog was looking up at him with such plaintive hope he did start crying.

He pulled out his phone and called work to tell them he wasn’t coming in after all.

Then he called Eliza.

“Bring Boo. Right now.”

“Where?”

“The animal shelter.”

“Um, okay, stupid question. Why?”

“Just…please? I need you to bring her here.”

Her tone hardened. “We are not getting rid of Boo!”

“No! I…I need her to meet someone.”

Eliza paused.” Oookaaaay, can I ask another really stupid question?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“How did you end up at the animal shelter? You left for work.”

“Long story. I’m here with Cali. Please?”

He knew she was rolling her eyes from her tone, but she wasn’t going to argue. “What else do they need?”

“Just bring her. And the checkbook.”

“I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

“Thank you. I love you.”

“Love you, too, sweetie.”

Cali went to talk to Shelly, and they gave him a kennel lead to take the dog—whose name was Chica—out to one of the small exercise and meet-and-greet yards where they could play with her.

As soon as Chica realized she was being taken out of the kennel run, her stubby little docked tail started wagging, and she bounced her front legs off the ground and snorted almost identically to Boo. The first sign of her actually being…happy.

He didn’t give a shit who saw him cry at this point, and he gave even less shits about his clothes. Cali brought him some tissues and he sat on the ground playing with Chica with a couple of toys Cali brought to him. Then Cali disappeared for a few minutes, leaving him alone with the dog.

“You want to come home with me, sweetie? We have another bully girl who’d love a sister, I bet.” She snorted in his face, leaning against him as he scratched her chubby rump before she clumsily bounced after a toy he threw for her.

Hell, he’d be depressed, too, if he’d been with a family he thought loved him, then sent him away to a strange, scary place where he was locked away.

A happy world upended.

Cali returned, leading Eliza, who had Boo on her halter and leash.

“Oh, lord,” Eliza said, laughing. “They could be twins.”

“Right?” He managed to slip the kennel lead around Chica’s neck and they let the two dogs sniff each other.

Boo promptly sat down and lifted her left front leg for a treat.

Cali laughed. “What’s that mean?”

“She wants a bribe. Lucky for you, barbarian, I thought ahead.” She pulled a zipper-topped baggy full of the gourmet organic cookies they bought specially for Boo out of her pocket and slipped one to Boo. Then she held up one for the other dog. “What’s her name?”

“Chica,” Rusty said. “But we can change it later.”

Eliza knelt in front of the dog. “Hey, Chica. Want a cookie?”

The bulldog shnurfled her way over to Eliza, nosing her hand.

She held the cookie up. “Sit.”

The bulldog sat and Eliza gave her the cookie.

After ten minutes, it was plain to see the two dogs weren’t being aggressive to each other in the least. Cali left them to go talk to the staff to see if they could bend the rules and let them adopt her then instead of waiting until tomorrow.

Eliza stared into his eyes. “Short version. Now.”

He pulled his phone out and showed her a pic he’d taken.

She frowned, then smiled, then burst out laughing. “No. Fucking. Way.”

“Yeah.” He smiled at the picture. “He’ll spend eternity mixed in used cat litter. Can’t think of a more fitting ending for him.”

She started laughing so hard she had to lean against him. Once she could finally talk again, she asked, “You tell work you’re running late?”

“I told work I’m taking another day. Fuck ’em.”

“That’s my boy.” She stroked his cheek.

“I think this was meant to be. Her family moved and had to give her up. You should have seen her in the kennel rum. She looked so depress—”

She kissed him. “Shut up, let’s get the paperwork done and get her home, and then we can enjoy our day off with the new baby. Let her and Boo explore the backyard.”

“And then?”

Eliza cupped his cheek. “Then you and I can go back to bed and see how long you can last fucking my brains out, baby. It’s good to see you smile again.”

Less than an hour later, with Cali vouching for them, plus the staff able to see how well-cared for Boo was, they finished the paperwork and headed home with their newest member after buying her a leash and harness and food bowls from the shelter’s gift shop, as well as got enough of her current dry food to allow them to change her over to Boo’s food.

As they sat on the back porch and watched the two bulldogs playing in the yard, Rusty leaned against Eliza. He’d ditched his tie and blazer—which would both have to go to the cleaners since they were covered in bulldog hair and slobber. He’d rolled his sleeves up and unbuttoned his top two shirt buttons.

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

“Booger was lonely. She doesn’t get enough visits with Chewi. This’ll be good for her and for me. Keep us both a little more active.”

“Mom and Dad loved bulldogs.”

“I know.” They had pictures of his parents in their younger days with a pet bulldog, before Rusty was born. He’d died while Rusty was young, just a toddler, and he didn’t remember him.

He didn’t speak for a long moment. “You think maybe it was a sign?”

“It can be whatever you want it to be, sweetie.”

“I want to believe it’s a sign. That Mom and Dad somehow knew and led me to her. I wouldn’t have seen her if I hadn’t decided to dump his ashes there.”

“Yeah, how’d that happen?”

He shrugged. “I…just thought about it. I thought about asking Cali if I could borrow a bag of Baxter’s poop, then realized that was weird.”

“That was weird?”

“Well, even for me weird.”

She snorted. “Continue.”

“Then I realized I didn’t want his ashes anywhere around their house, even in their garbage, and I remembered she used to work at the shelter, and she does their website. I stopped by her house on my way to work, and she went with me to the shelter.”

“Ah. Connection achieved. Now I’m tracking.” She hooked her arm through his. “You did good, sweetie. I’m proud of you.”

“Now I can look at Chica, or whatever we rename her, and the highlight of today will always be her adoption, not…him.”

“Yep.”

More long, easy, quiet minutes. The two dogs, despite their age difference, were obviously getting along great. “Thank you, Li.”

She pressed a kiss against his shoulder. “You’re welcome. For what?”

He met her gaze. “For everything. For loving me. For not giving up on me or thinking I was too much trouble.”

She smiled, ruffling his hair. “Thanks for not being terrified of me.”

“Oh, I’m absolutely terrified of you, babe.” He grinned. “It’s one of the things that hardens my cock and makes me love you so damn much.”

She kissed him. “Let’s coax them inside and then you can take me to bed and show me.”

Boo ambled over, Chica on her heels, to get some pets.

Then she promptly sneezed in Rusty’s face.

Eliza fell over laughing.

“Thanks, Boo.”

Eliza howled with laughter.

Rusty sighed and wiped his face on his shirt sleeve. “See? This is why I like being naked. Less laundry to do.”
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