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Chapter One
 
Dr. Rusty McElroy sat at a table in a small all-night cafe in Frankfurt, Germany. It was nearly one o’clock Wednesday morning, and “exhausted” didn’t even begin to scratch the surface of what he was feeling.
This was the middle of week two of a grueling series of professional conferences and private meetings with clients he was attending in the city. He’d managed to pry himself out of a dinner a little early, so he could prepare, just to discover the Wi-Fi was down at his hotel.
And, so, now he was here.
“No, I can’t do that,” he wearily said as he sat back and loosened his tie.
“What do you mean, you can’t do that?” Milo asked. “You’re standing right freaking there! Um, so to speak.”
“I crit fumbled last round,” Rusty reminded him as he tweaked the volume up a hair on his earbuds. “I’m stunned for another round.”
“Oh, fudge.”
“But he didn’t say fudge,” Eliza piped up, prompting a round of laughter from his iPad. He had its cover flipped up to double as its stand, the Skype app open as he watched the play from where Eliza had her iPad propped up next to her in his usual spot at the game table in Grant, Darryl, and Susie’s game room in Sarasota, Florida. There, it was almost seven on Tuesday evening.
“Danke,” Rusty said to the waiter when the man refilled his coffee for him.
This wasn’t the ideal way to play D&D with his friends, but he didn’t want to miss their game. Last week, he’d been able to play from his hotel room, even though it’d sucked having to put clothes on.
Skype worked both ways.
He loved his friends, and had even known some of them since high school, but he didn’t know them that well.
Well, actually he did, and most of them had seen him naked at some point. He’d even seen a couple of them naked. Still, they had to be cool around the game group, because John remained relatively clueless, and Darryl’s son, Kyle, was a teenager.
Someone male started singing “Danke Schoen” in Florida—he thought it might even be Axel, their distinctly evil and sadistic DM—and Rusty groaned.
“Come on. I begged you guys not to evil earworm me!”
Eliza giggled again. “That was your first mistake, barbarian. You should know better than to tell a group of sadists what makes you cringe.”
Rusty grumbled and reached out to fiddle with his set of polyhedral dice, where they sat on top of his game sheets. Translucent light blue with sparkles in them and black numbers, it was Eliza’s favorite set. She’d sent it with him on his trip as a little reminder of her for him.
Sure, he could have had Eliza play his character for him, but he missed her. This was one small way he could feel connected to her.
And a way to keep a little normalcy per his usual routine, especially since by the time he finally returned home, he’d have been gone nearly four weeks, total. While being a global financial expert had its perks in terms of their personal finances, it was times like this that suuuuuucked.
Three hours later, Rusty was about to fall asleep despite having lost count of how many cups of coffee he’d consumed, and having lasted through a shift change and now having a new server.
Still, he didn’t want to log off.
The game was breaking up, Axel’s phone having wheezed out the sound of the TARDIS taking off at ten p.m. Florida time. Eliza picked up the iPad and brought it close to her face, her gaze glancing around for a moment before she smiled directly into the camera.
She also dropped her voice. “Want to ride home with me, Rus? Or do you need to get to bed?”
He didn’t miss she used his name.
He knew she wouldn’t miss how he answered, either. “My first meeting isn’t until after lunch today, Ma’am.”
He might have planned that into the itinerary.
For all three Tuesdays he’d be there.
“Okay. Let me grab my stuff and we can say good-bye and blow this pop stand.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.” He sat back in his chair as she set the iPad down again, this time flat on the table. He could see part of the ceiling and half of her face as she gathered her game sheets together. She had the originals of his sheets with her, and he had copies. That way, if something came up, she could still play his character for him.
She’d hooked her iPad into her phone’s hot-spot upon reaching Grant’s tonight, because they had unlimited data on their cell plan, and she was a little superstitious sometimes. She didn’t like the idea of maybe losing the connection with him if she had to switch from Grant’s Wi-Fi to her hot-spot.
After saying their good-byes, where she carried him facing out so he could wave and talk to the others, they headed out to her SUV.
“Want me to belt you in, barbarian?” she teased as she set her things in the back seat.
If he was there, he’d be carrying everything for her, holding her door open for her—passenger side, because he’d be driving her.
He hated that he wasn’t there for her, even though he knew damn well it was this very same job that kept them able to live the way they did. Sure, they wanted for nothing, and lived in the house he grew up in, but it also meant he could have Eliza retire and not need to work.
“I want to watch you drive, Ma’am,” he quietly said.
Overall, he had little to bitch about professionally.
This was one of those rare times, with loneliness and homesickness so painfully keening that he struggled not to break down crying right there.
Retirement was looking good. Better every month. Their bottom line meant he could do it.
Except…fear. Fear of not being able to take care of Eliza, old fears creeping in, of the long hours his mother worked, until she worked herself to death.
I don’t want to die like that.
The way his younger brother almost did.
I wish Eliza was here with me.
But they didn’t want to leave their two bulldogs alone for that long. They’d only just adopted Chica a few weeks before Rusty was scheduled to leave on the trip. She’d settled in quickly with Boo, their other, older bulldog, but neither of them wanted the dog to think they’d abandoned her.
He wanted to buy an RV, take them, the dogs, and travel the US.
Except…work.
In his line of work, taking a month off here and there wasn’t advisable. Volatile markets, political upheavals, Brexit—all sorts of stuff. Hell, the nearly a month he’d be gone and hyper-focused on what he was doing over here now meant he’d be playing catch-up for weeks on the back end upon returning to Florida.
And his own back end wasn’t getting the kind of workout he wished it was, either. Not with Eliza being home and not with him.
Once she was safely belted in and had started the SUV, she smiled at him. “Are you really okay, honey?”
“I’m just tired, Ma’am. I want to make sure you’re safely home first, though.”
“Kailey called me this afternoon.”
“How’s she doing?”
“Good. Just wanted to chat. She indicated things are going well with Gerald.”
Rusty grumbled. “Why can’t I pound him?”
“Hey, you told me I couldn’t pound him.”
“At least you got to nearly dislocate his shoulder.”
She snorted. “That’ll teach him to startle me.”
“He didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Maybe I did mean to scare the crap out of him.” Her wicked smile confirmed something Rusty had long suspected ever since the incident happened, but hadn’t outright asked.
“I think you did that, Ma’am. And then some. I kinda suspected you meant to do it.”
“Can’t sneak anything past you, can I, barbarian?”
It felt good to chuckle. “Love you, Ma’am.”
“Love you, too, Rus.” She sighed. “Miss you like hell.”
“Miss you, too.”
She glanced his direction. “You going to be able to sleep after all that coffee?”
“I hope so.” He wanted to reach out and touch her. She was so close, merely inches away, and yet completely unavailable to him right now like this.
“You have permission, you know.”
She didn’t need to specify what permission she meant. “I know, Ma’am,” he softly said.
“Have you?”
“No, Ma’am.”
Eliza audibly sighed and sent another glance his way. “Rus, I told you before you left, do what you need to do to get through this. It’s okay.”
He propped his chin in his left palm, his elbow on the table. “I’m a big boy. I’ll survive. I survived a couple of years of a certain gorgeous girl grinding on me. I can survive a few weeks.”
“Yeah, but I was helping you relieve the pressure in other ways back then.”
He shrugged without dislodging his chin. “Doesn’t matter.”
Besides, when he wasn’t with her now, experience had shown him, it was damned near impossible for him to come. He could get himself to the edge and usually couldn’t get over.
Not without Eliza there.
And then he’d just be lonely, horny, and frustrated as hell. Sure, there’d been times at home he’d been horny and she hadn’t been in the mood, so she’d told him to take care of himself.
That was a direct order. And he was usually lying with his head tucked against her shoulder while he did it, breathing in her scent, listening to her voice in his ear, feeling her fingers caressing his cheek, or tangled in his hair.
Her teeth clamping down on his shoulder, or nails raking up his abs.
Something.
He needed that, needed the pain to really sail over the edge like that when masturbating. Absolutely he could have sex with her—as vanilla as it ever got between them, anyway—and not need pain to make it over.
But that was with her. 
And he wasn’t with her right now.
Sometimes he could make it over if he had her on Skype, talking him through it.
Kind of difficult to do with no Wi-Fi. Besides, he honestly wasn’t in the mood to do anything. He was too tired and too lonely, and trying to force himself to come “just because” frequently kicked him in the ass on the back side with bad nightmares of what he’d endured as a kid.
Nightmares made infinitely worse by not having Eliza in bed with him to soothe him back to sleep.
When Eliza made it home, he watched while she once again juggled her things. He hated that she had to carry her own stuff. No, Eliza was far from helpless.
But that was his job. Taking care of her and things around the house should be what he was doing right now.
He felt like he was failing her, even though he logically knew she didn’t feel like that.
The bullydog dance times two now, with Boo and with Chica, as Eliza tried to avoid getting slobbered by bulldog tongues on her way to shut off the alarm.
“Come on, babies. Let’s go outside for final walkies so I can finish talking to Daddy.”
Now he blinked back tears as he watched the two fawn and white bulldogs clumsily bounce around Eliza as they headed for the back door with her.
He missed Eliza, he missed their babies, and he missed the hell out of Kailey, even though he was used to her being away because of college.
Our baby is all grown up.
An Olympian-to-be, in a relationship…quite possibly going to get married.
Grandkids, maybe.
Eliza held the iPad so he could see the dogs. He leaned forward, watching the two bulldogs as they scrambled outside to the fenced in yard.
“It’s muggy tonight,” Eliza said. “Got up to ninety today.”
“It’s in the fifties here.” He kind of liked that one thing about being here. He didn’t mind the cooler weather, unless he wanted to be out naked in it at the clothing-optional resort up in Pasco County that he frequented from time-to-time for naked running to help settle his mind.
Couldn’t exactly do that in their neighborhood. Neighbors might…complain.
To put it mildly.
“Are you taking care of yourself, Rus?”
He sighed at her insistence on talking as equals. He much preferred Ma’am mode. “Li, you’re not with me. I’m doing my best to muddle through, the way I always do.”
“Are you taking some time off when you come home?”
“Yeah. Already told them I’ll be out at least another three days, maybe five.”
“I worry about you when you’re not home.”
“I worry about you, too, Ma’am.”
“I can take care of myself,” she said.
“But it’s my job to take care of you.” He knew he was close to pouting and really didn’t care.
“You are taking care of me,” she gently said. “You’re hard at work. I don’t want you working yourself to death, though.”
“You know what I mean. I’m not there taking care of you.”
Eliza got the dogs called in and gave them their cookies before she headed for the bedroom with the tablet. “I don’t want to say good-night yet, sweetie, but you need to go to bed.” She sat on their bed, propping the tablet on his side of the bed before she stretched out on hers, on her side, facing him.
He missed her so much it made his heart ache in bad, bad ways. “Aren’t you going to get undressed?”
She smiled. “Not until after we say good-night and I sign off. You’re not exactly in a naked-friendly place, honey. No show for you tonight.”
He grumbled but realized, no, he didn’t want anyone else seeing her like that. “Love you.”
“I love you, too, Rus. Please think about doing something when you’re back in your room.” He shrugged, which he damn well knew she understood, because she sighed. “You’re stubborn.”
“Sorry, Ma’am.”
“Wasn’t meaning you needed to apologize.” She reached out toward the screen, and he couldn’t help but do the same. “Go on and go to bed. Sweet dreams.”
“I’ll dream about you.”
“I’ll dream about you, too. Love you.”
“Love you, too, Ma’am.”
Eliza was nearly always the one to end their calls, because he couldn’t bear to. Especially when he’d been away from her for so long. Once she was gone, he closed the tablet cover and sat back, rubbing at his eyes after removing his earbuds. After settling his tab, he trudged back to the hotel, weary through to his core.
Sure, he’d take a hot shower and collapse in bed, but sleep wouldn’t be soon in coming.
Not because of all the coffee he’d consumed, but because he was alone. He never slept well without Eliza in bed with him.
She helped keep the worst of his nightmares away.
 




Chapter Two
 
“So what do you think?”
Eliza realized Cali had been speaking directly to her. “Huh? Sorry.”
“What do you think of the idea?”
Eliza sat back and rubbed at her eyes. “Sorry, my mind drifted. I’m not at my best today. Run it past me again, please.”
“Having Sean and Rusty gimped out in T-rex mode at the next critters night we hold at the club. One of them in the office, one out in the dungeon, complete with some sort of bondage or rope harnesses and wearing DM name tags.”
Loren snorted. “I think it’s fucking hysterical.”
“I’m good with that,” Eliza said. “When is it, again?”
“Three weeks.”
Eliza did a few mental calculations. “Rus will be home by then. He’s a tentative yes. I don’t like to plan too much for him right after one of these trips. I need to evaluate how he’s doing when he gets back. He might need a few weekends of down-time.”
June seemed to be studying her through narrowed eyes. “Are you all right, honey?”
This was their nearly weekly girls’ morning out late brunch. This Thursday, their group was comprised of Eliza, Cali, June, Loren, and Leah. The attendees varied from week to week, depending on who was available. Sometimes Essie and Marcia joined them, sometimes Shayla did, as well. And a few others. Tilly was too busy to make them lately, unfortunately.
“Not sleeping well with Rus gone,” Eliza admitted. “And I’m worried about him.”
“Worried how?” Leah asked.
“He doesn’t do well on these long trips. I mean, he handles his work part okay, but he gets to where he can barely sleep toward the end. This trip will be almost four weeks long by the time he finally makes it home.”
Cali sucked in a sharp breath. “Yikes. Sorry. Where is he?”
“Europe. Frankfurt, Germany, but he also has stops in Brussels, London, and Paris. No downtime for him at all. A couple of conferences, and a lot of meetings with clients who needed face-time with him for various reasons.”
Cali smirked. “I still can’t believe he’s a doctor.”
June playfully backhanded Eliza’s shoulder. “I can’t believe you don’t dress him out in a suit and tie for more of the private parties. He’s an even hotter hottie then.”
“Am I stupid? Like I want to keep fighting women off him every damn time I turn around.” But Eliza wore her own smile. She knew she had no worries about her sweet barbarian. She totally owned Rusty’s heart. Three decades together, and there wasn’t an ounce of worry in her mind about his fidelity.
It was other women making him uncomfortable with advances that she worried about. For his part, Rus would usually retreat immediately to Eliza’s side, afraid to hurt feelings or accidentally encourage behavior. More than once Eliza had to step in a little more than in a friendly way, both at munches and at the club, when subby women tried to glom onto him.
Once he was in pet mode it wasn’t an issue, because then it was obvious he was not the Top in their dynamic.
But the man looked fucking hot in a suit.
Cali nodded. “I feel you there. Max and Sean look pretty damn good dressed up, too.” Her eyes widened. “Oooh! Suit Night for a theme!” She grabbed her phone and started typing on it.
June smiled and shook her head. “Annnd there’s the tax-deductible ‘work-related meeting’ designation we needed to write this meal off.” Her husband, Scrye, was an accountant.
“Damn right,” Cali muttered. “I’m picking up the tab today, by the way.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Leah said.
“I want to. You guys have been incredible helping out at Venture. Marcia told me to do it.”
Cali was now their official volunteer coordinator. Since everyone who helped out at Venture was a volunteer, including owners Marcia and Derrick, they tried to give the volunteers a few perks when they could.
Especially now, with Kel and Mal, co-owners of the club with Marcia and Derrick, currently unable to volunteer due to some personal issues they were dealing with. Volunteers were keeping them going.
“Are we lacking for theme nights?” Leah asked.
“Yeah. I hate recycling the same ones over and over again. Pirates, Ren Fair, Steampunk, Leather and Lace, Critters, Littles—and the holidays, of course.” She stared at a list on her phone.
“Vikings?” Eliza suggested. “The show’s pretty popular. And there’s Ron’s group. Plus, Ev’s part of all of that.”
“True.” Cali tapped the entry into her phone. “That’s a good idea.”
Eliza was trying to think of more for her when her own cell rang, the screen reading Kailey.
Since they were in a corner booth, and Eliza would have had to make at least two people move in either direction to get out, she opted to take the call right there. “Hey, honey. What’s up?”
“Can Dad come help us move this weekend? I tried calling his phone, but it went to voice mail. I kinda need to know now, before I ask anyone else.”
A wide range of emotions washed through Eliza all at once, but her years spent teaching in the county school system had helped her hone her poker voice. “You’re moving this weekend?”
“Yeah.”
“Why did you say ‘us’?”
“Could you ask him if he’s available?”
“Don’t think I don’t see you changing the subject. Dad’s still out of town for a couple of weeks, over in Europe for work. He’s not getting regular calls or texts, only through the Signal app.”
“Oh, shoot. I was thinking that trip was next month. I thought when you said he was out of town you meant he’d be back this weekend.”
Eliza bypassed mom-voice and went straight-up Domme. “Answer my question, young lady.”
Kailey sighed. “Gerald and I are moving in together. His roommate is flaking, and Jareh’s boyfriend wants to move in with her. We found an apartment and can move this weekend.”
Eliza was well aware of all her friends having fallen silent around the table, and were now watching and listening to her.
She didn’t care.
“You sure that’s a good idea?”
“Mom, I know you don’t like him, but—”
“I never said I didn’t like him.”
“You nearly dislocated his shoulder!”
“Nearly dislocating his shoulder isn’t not-liking him. That’s sending a warning shot over his freaking bow not to break my little girl’s heart or I’ll break his freaking neck. And to answer your question, I’ll come up and help. When are you moving?”
“Um, that’s okay, Mom. We can—”
“When. Are. You. Moving?”
Kailey audibly sighed. “We’re starting Saturday morning at eight,” she mumbled.
“Now tell me what the hell happened between now and when we talked on Tuesday.” She didn’t care if her friends all heard this.
“His roommate lost yet another job, and doesn’t have the money for his share of the expenses this month. He told Gerald yesterday. We went looking at apartments and found a nice one really close to campus that we can easily afford together. Jareh’s boyfriend, Leon, has been wanting to move in with her for a while, so this works out perfectly.”
“I thought you and Gerald weren’t quite that serious yet?”
“We…” Kailey sighed. “Yes, we’re having sex, and have been, okay? No, we’re not getting married yet. Yes, he knows if he gets me pregnant that they’ll never find his body. That’s why we’re using doubly-redundant multiple forms of birth control. I’m not missing the Olympics. And I’m getting my degree before I even think about marriage. He knows I might never want to get married, and he’s okay with that.”
On the one hand, Eliza wanted to drive up to Gainesville that afternoon and kill the guy.
On the other, she remembered her own youth, and how she once swore she’d never get married.
Rusty had been willing to wait.
Even if it took her years.
Still together thirty years later, they had a strong, unbreakable bond.
How her parents had supported them.
“I’ll come up Saturday to help you move, and—” June interrupted her by waving her hand. “Hold on, honey.”
“I’ll drive up with you. We can take Mark’s truck. He can’t come because his back’s acting up, though.”
If Gerald thought she was scary, June would put the fear of very old gods they didn’t even have names for anymore into the kid. “June said she’ll come with me and we can drive Mark’s truck.”
“Really?” That was a snarky tone.
“Yeah—June. You know June. Aunt June and Uncle Mark.” Silence met that. “Hello?”
“Yes, Mom, I know who Aunt June is. You mean the friend you have who’s even fricking scarier than you.”
Eliza chuckled. “The one and the same, honey.”
 
* * * *
 
As Eliza drove home later from the brunch, she wasn’t sure how to break the news about Kailey’s move to Rusty. He’d probably insist on doing something stupid, like flying home to keep her from killing Gerald.
Actually, Eliza was looking forward to Gerald meeting June. The tiny woman was terrifying.
Sure, it was overkill, but Eliza didn’t like to leave anything to chance. Especially when it came to their daughter.
Maybe it would be better not to say anything to Rus yet.
She hated playing the Ma’am card in a situation like this, because anything to do with Kailey was one of the few situations where Rusty would roll out with tanks and machine guns to handle it. Versus her sweet knight and barbarian, who’d defer to her over nearly everything else if she pushed him just a little.
No, she wouldn’t kill Gerald, or even severely injure him. The mindfuck she could put the guy through after their first encounter meant he was already terrified of her.
That was good enough.
For now.
At home, Eliza had to do the eager bullydog two-step around Boo and Chica to reach the alarm keypad without getting slimed by the two enthusiastic bulldog girls. Then she took them out for walkies before taking a look at the house to see what needed doing.
Note to self—call Rebecca to dog-sit for me Saturday.
It was weird rattling around here all by herself. She didn’t like the potential preview it gave her of one day in the future.
Didn’t like to think about the morning Rusty’s mom died, in the very room that was now their bedroom.
Didn’t like to remember the haunted, lost, childlike tone in Rusty’s voice when he’d called her house that morning—a call he later admitted he didn’t even remember making. The thousand-yard stare he’d worn through the next couple of days, until she’d managed to get time alone with him and bring him back to her.
Her sweet, loving husband.
If Kailey and Gerald felt even a fraction as much love and devotion toward each other as she and Rus felt for each other, then they likely would make it for life.
She would never want to deny her daughter the happiness they’d had.
But it never hurt to stack the deck with a little insurance. A lesser man would be scared off instead of riding out the storms.
Better to find that out now.
Maybe I should ask Scrye to take June’s gun away from her.
Eliza hadn’t needed a gun to exact the revenge she’d taken against the monster in Rusty’s past.
And now that man would literally spend eternity mixed with used cat litter.
Apropos, considering the man had been a piece of shit.
Both she and Rusty had been extraordinarily vigilant during Kailey’s childhood, carefully screening people who would have alone time with her, including the parents of her friends. She never went to a sleepover that Rusty hadn’t first paid for a full background check on the people and they’d both gotten to know them well first.
They’d also made sure Kailey could protect herself, hence their family involvement in LARPing, Ren Fair, martial arts—all those things that meant Kailey was nearly as lethal a weapon as her mother.
Not to mention the long talks they’d had with her, sometimes uncomfortable talks, but ones to ensure their daughter knew what was right and what was wrong, that she could always say no to someone, and that adults could be predators, even when other people liked and trusted them.
Eliza had just changed into shorts and a T-shirt when her phone rang with an incoming Signal call a little after one.
Rusty. He used the app when traveling overseas because he could call over Wi-Fi and not need another phone.
Smiling, she settled on the couch. “Hey, barbarian.”
“Hello, Ma’am.”
She frowned. “What’s wrong?” He sounded…off.
“I’m tired and I miss you.”
That sealed it—she’d wait until after the fact to tell Rus about the latest update regarding Kailey and Gerald. “Are you going to go to bed at a decent hour tonight?”
“Yeah. I don’t have anything else going on this evening. I grabbed take-out. Now I’m going to pig out and hopefully eat myself into a carb coma.”
“You naked?”
He tiredly laughed. “Yes, Ma’am. Being forced to wear clothes all the time is the second-worst part of this damn trip.”
My poor guy. He really was happiest running around the house naked and taking care of her.
Not that she minded the view in the slightest.
“I just got home a little bit ago. All the girls say hi, and they miss you.”
“Hi back.” She heard him let out a soft grunt and imagined him settling on his bed. “I miss the gang.”
“Yeah, well, I plan on hogging you for several days when you get home. Not sure if we’ll make it out to Venture that weekend or not. Already reminded Axel gaming’s off that Tuesday, and had Cali take us off the volunteer schedule.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.” She heard the sound of him opening something, followed by his voice sounding like he had a mouthful of food. “My first couple of days home, I just want to move between the bed and the couch and back to bed, with stops by the bathroom and shower.”
“We’ll take care of that for you, sweetie. Whatcha eating?”
“Schweineschnitzel, Spätzle, and Schwäbischer Kartoffelsalat.”
She laughed. “How many pounds have you gained?”
“I think I’ve lost two or three. I take the stairs whenever I can, and usually walk to my appointments, unless it’s just too far.”
“Your German’s sounding a little better than last time.”
“Should be. I’ve had three meetings in German so far because they forgot to send translators, and their English was worse than my German. I warned Darby my third day here to contact everyone and remind them to make sure they arrange for translators if their reps can’t speak English fluently. Problem is finding qualified translators who will also sign NDAs.”
“I’m sorry, sweetie.” She could envision him sprawled on the bed, the takeout carton propped on his chest while he shoveled the potato salad, pasta, and crunchy fried, breaded pork into his mouth.
God, I wish I was there with him.
At least the carb-heavy dinner would probably knock him out.
“You going to let me talk you into rubbing one out tonight?” she teased.
“No, I think I just want to stuff my face and collapse. Sorry, Ma’am.”
“Honey, you don’t owe me an apology.” Yep, the info about Kailey could wait. She’d also text Kailey and make sure she kept it to herself, for now. Including keeping it off Facebook.
Rus had enough on his plate to deal with.
Eliza found her phone charger and plugged it in while they talked, knowing he was going to drain her phone at this rate. She was happy to listen to him eat while they chatted, her eyes closed as she pictured his sweet green eyes.
“Have you done any sightseeing while there?” she asked.
“No, Ma’am. Been too busy. When I wasn’t too busy, I was too tired.”
“Didn’t you schedule any time off, sweetie?”
“No, Ma’am. Not besides game nights. I knew it was going to be a long enough trip as it was. I just want it done and get back to you.”
Even after all these years, he could still twist her heart around his in good little knots. “Aww.” She was usually the only one who got to see his soft side like this. Friends thought he was a big goofball, a playful, funny guy.
His soft, vulnerable side was reserved nearly exclusively for her. Even Kailey didn’t usually get to see this side of her dad.
Nearly forty-five minutes later, he’d finished eating and it sounded like he was starting to drift off.
“I need you to get some sleep, sweetie,” she said. “You sound exhausted.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” He yawned. “Love you.”
“Love you, too, honey. Have a good night. Text me when you wake up in the morning.” Once she ended the call, she immediately texted Kailey.
 
Don’t tell your dad about moving yet. He’s having a rough trip. I’ll tell him after it’s done.
 
She responded after a couple of minutes.
 
Yes, ma’am.
 
Eliza snorted as she read her daughter’s text. Yeah, I guess I do rule the roost.
 




Chapter Three
 
“So you haven’t said anything to Rusty, huh?” June asked.
It was too damn early on that pre-dawn Saturday morning for polite conversation. But since June had offered to come with, and she was driving them up to Gainesville, the least Eliza could do was respond.
“No, he’s not having a good trip.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
“It’s okay. I mean, and this is between us, of course. You’ve seen him. You know what he’s like. It’s been almost three weeks since he was home, and he’s got another week to go. He has to spend this entire trip ‘on.’ In Dr. McElroy mode. He’s not used to that. He’s used to getting daily decompression with me, even if all we do is snuggle on the couch and watch TV.”
“Yeah, I understand that. That’s me with Scrye.”
“It wouldn’t shock me if he starts talking about maybe retiring.”
“Wow. He’s awfully young to retire, isn’t he?”
“Yeah, but we were smart early on about saving. And we didn’t have to buy a house, either. We paid Corey and Marcy a fair share years ago, even though he didn’t have to. His mom left the house to him because he was older than Corey. And Rusty worked his ass off taking care of Corey after she died. But he wanted to be fair.”
“Did they ask for it?”
“No. Kind of a ‘welcome to parenthood’ gift from us when they had Jordan. We took an equity loan, but we paid that off pretty quickly.”
“Then why do you sound like him retiring isn’t a good thing?”
Eliza stared out the windshield for a long moment. “Not that it’s not a good thing, but even though trips like this take a lot out of him, I think he’d feel kind of lost without a job. He’s damn good at what he does. And it’s not the kind of job where he could take a couple of months off and then come back. Shit happens fast in the world.”
“Could he not take the overseas trips?”
“Not when clients specifically request him, or he’s asked to be a keynote or featured speaker at a conference, like he was for this one.”
“Ah.”
“Yeah.” Eliza smiled. “My barbarian is a popular and well-known expert in his field.”
“Still can’t reconcile a global financial expert wearing a T-Rex outfit with a bondage harness on it.”
Eliza giggled. “It’s one of his many charms.”
“So.” June glanced at her. “We scaring the living shit out of this kid today? Daddy told me I’m not allowed to shoot him, but he didn’t say I couldn’t terrify the piss out of him.”
This was something Eliza had personally struggled with. “While I don’t want him hating me, I would appreciate a third party evaluating him. In all honesty, he seems like a good kid, but…” Another shrug. “I want another person looking at this situation.”
“I can do that. But we’re good with me scaring him?”
“Oh, we’re definitely good with you scaring him.”
June’s smile would have chilled Eliza had she not been friends with the other woman for over twenty years. “Excellent.”
 
* * * *
 
They made it to Gainesville by seven and hit a drive-through for breakfast near Kailey’s apartment, opting to wait to eat there. When Eliza knocked, Kailey opened the door and greeted them with hugs.
“Hey, Aunt June. Please don’t kill him.”
June snorted. “Damn. We’ve got her trained well, don’t we?”
Eliza traded a fist-bump with her friend.
They walked in and Jerah, Kailey’s friend whom she’d lived with the past two years, emerged from her room to hug them, too.
“I wouldn’t be letting her move in with him if I thought he was a jerk,” Jerah assured them. “I’m a protective bestie. His father’s a total tool, but Gerald’s a nice guy.”
“Gee, thanks,” Kailey snarked. “I think.”
They sat on the couch to eat their breakfasts while the girls finished getting dressed and started another pot of coffee brewing. There were stacks of neatly labelled boxes filling one corner of the small living room, meaning Kailey had already been working on this.
Eliza expected no less of her daughter. Kailey wasn’t one to leave anything to chance.
“How are we moving your bed?” Eliza called out.
“Very carefully,” she snarked back.
June giggled. “I forgot how much like you she is.”
Eliza ignored her friend’s jibe. “No, seriously. How are we moving it?”
Kailey appeared in her bedroom doorway. “Gerald and several of his friends are helping with it. I don’t want to completely disassemble it.”
“I brought Dad’s tool bag with me.”
“Oh. Well, that will help.”
“Yeah, it will.”
“What’s so special about her bed?” June asked.
“It’s a queen-sized frame Rusty customized. He attached a fireproof gun safe underneath it, because he knew she wouldn’t be able to have a permanent gun safe in an apartment. It’s hidden by one of the side panels. The frame alone weighs several hundred pounds. It’ll hold her six skeet shotguns, with a little extra room for jewelry, her passport, things like that.”
“Oh, wow!”
“Yeah. It’s bolted together with some pretty beefy hardware, and it’s a massive pain in the butt to move.”
Kailey finally emerged from her room. She now wore a T-shirt and shorts, and had pulled her long, reddish-brown hair back in a ponytail. “Promise me you won’t dislocate Gerald’s shoulder today, please?”
Eliza held up a hand. “I promise I won’t attack him and that I will adhere to Florida’s ‘stand your ground’ laws.”
June snickered and fist-bumped her.
“Mom!”
“All right. We’ll behave. Unless he gives us reason not to.”
Kailey walked over, sort of hugging herself. “Mom, I love him, okay? I’ve asked all my friends about him, for their honest opinions. I really want to give us a chance.” She sat on the couch, next to Eliza. “He looks at me the way Dad looks at you.”
Eliza sighed and finally hugged her. “Just remember school and competition comes first. You won’t get these chances again at this age. If he’s worth it, he’ll be happy to wait.”
“He is, and he is.”
Eliza was going to reply when there was a knock on the door. Kailey rose and answered it to reveal Gerald standing there.
“Hey.” She greeted him with a kiss. “Why didn’t you use your key?”
“Because I didn’t know if your mom was here yet. Hi, Mrs. McElroy.”
June smoothly rose and seemed to study him. “This him?”
“Yep.” Eliza stood. “Hey, Gerald.”
June walked over to him. Even though he stood around six-two, he looked terrified of June, who was probably a foot shorter than him.
June crossed her arms and stared up at him for a long, intense moment. “You know who I am?” she softly asked.
Eliza somehow struggled against and overcame the urge to burst out laughing at the guy’s obvious terror.
“No, ma’am.”
June hooked a thumb at Eliza. “I make her look like Winnie the Pooh. I literally killed a guy who was attacking a friend of mine. I have a husband who makes Rusty look like a short, skinny twig. I have anger issues and a concealed carry permit.”
Eliza was honestly shocked the kid hadn’t pissed himself yet.
Kailey edged in front of him. “Aunt June, please don’t terrorize him yet. He’s just met you.”
“But that’s the best time to terrorize them, sweetie. So they know what they’re dealing with.” She brightly smiled. “Besides, if he’s not a dick and doesn’t get on my bad side, then he has nothing to worry about, right?”
Kailey rolled her eyes and looked to Eliza. “Mom, help. Please?”
Eliza snorted. “Oh, no. If he wants to be part of this family, then he needs to get used to this now. Besides, if Dad was here, he probably would have already dragged him outside for a ‘chat’ alone with him. You know he would.” Rusty was several inches taller than the guy, and could easily pound the kid.
Gerald swallowed hard, but didn’t reply.
Kailey looked up at him. “It’s okay. They’re just really protective.”
To his credit, he gently eased Kailey out of the way and stepped up to June, holding his hand out. “Gerald Louis, ma’am. It’s nice to meet you.”
June scowled before bursting out laughing and bypassing the handshake to pull the kid in for a hug. “Honey, if you can get through that without pissing yourself, you can call me Aunt June.”
Eliza walked over to hug him next. “And you can call me and Rusty Mom and Dad.” She hugged him. “But if you fuck up, you’re going to wish you’d never met any of us.”
 
* * * *
 
The kids had already been moving some things over to the new place, which they’d actually received the keys for yesterday morning. Small stuff, like kitchen items, clothes, and other things that they could either put away or stack off to the side, out of the way for moving in furniture. The small two-bedroom apartment was in an acceptable complex whose residents were a mix of college students, university employees, and young families.
It was actually a better complex than the one Kailey had been living in, newer and with better amenities, not to mention fifteen minutes closer to campus.
What sucked was that their unit was on the second floor, and there was no elevator.
The first task was to move all of Kailey’s things over, starting with the bed frame. Since Eliza and June had the only truck, and it would take several of Gerald’s friends to help, Eliza got started with the disassembly process. She’d helped Rus build it in the first place, helping him with the modifications and the initial assembly in their garage before they’d disassembled it and delivered it to Kailey with a rented box truck.
By late that afternoon, Gerald’s apartment was emptied and cleaned—because he’d already evicted his friend, who’d literally been living on an air mattress in the other bedroom and had no other furniture that was his—Kailey was completely moved, and they’d even moved most of Jerah’s boyfriend’s things over.
Throughout the day, Eliza had carefully watched Gerald’s behavior…and had also watched June watching Gerald.
On the last trip back to Jerah’s, alone with her friend in June’s truck, Eliza asked it. “Well?”
June shrugged, not needing clarification. “I like the kid. He’s polite, he seems to be super-subby to Kailey, and don’t be shocked if we one day see both of them at a FemDom night at Venture.”
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.”
“Does she know about you and Rus?”
“She knows I’m the head of our household and that her dad defers to me on everything. We’ve never discussed the…specifics. I mean, we had the sex talk with her, and she’s always known she can ask questions. And she has, in the past. Plus, she knows Rus is a nudist and likes to go to up to Terrapin Lakes. But I spared her the specifics of our sex life.”
“Ditto. The girls know Daddy’s in charge, and Mom’s happy with that, but it doesn’t have to be their choice. We’ve talked about consent and what’s okay and what’s not.”
“Exactly.”
“Although, after the Fifty Shades stuff, it wouldn’t shock me if my girls know. Or if Kailey knows.”
“Me, either.” They rode in comfortable silence for a moment. “It’s hard to let go.”
June snorted. “Don’t I fricking know it.”
“Now comes the hard part.”
“Trying not to ask her every day if you need to come kill him?”
Eliza laughed. “No, figuring out how to break this news to Rus when he comes home.”
 




Chapter Four
 
Rusty groaned. “Milo, what the hell, man?” He subtracted another six points from his hit points, leaving him at six.
Not good, considering he was a barbarian and one of their party’s meat shields.
And they were still in active combat against six opponents who were proving to be anything but squishy.
“I’m sorry, dude!” Not only had Milo rolled a one before attempting to cast his spell—a critical fumble—Axel had made him roll percentile dice to see what kind of fumble he’d made. Then Axel consulted a fumble chart.
Milo’s cleric’s spell had backfired and nailed Rusty.
Somewhere beyond the reach of the camera of Eliza’s tablet, Axel evilly cackled. “The dice giveth, and the dice taketh away,” Axel said.
“Your house rules suck,” Rusty muttered. “Fumble for spell failure shouldn’t include critical damage.” He adjusted how his tablet was sitting in his lap. He’d pulled on a T-shirt and shorts for the game, and sat propped against the headboard of his hotel room bed, his knees bent and the tablet resting on his thighs.
This setup definitely beat the coffee shop from last week.
“Not what you were saying when my rogue severed his own hand when Eliza fumbled her light spell while I was picking that lock during that last campaign you ran for us,” Axel said.
Rusty wanted to come back with a snappy…well, comeback, but he was too tired, too brain-dead…
And Axel was absolutely right.
Rusty had cackled his fucking ass off that night when applying the fumble chart, laughing so hard he could hardly read the damn chart.
He sighed and dropped his pencil onto the bed. “Yeah, okay, fair enough. Just be aware, everyone, that I’m down to six HP, and I only have two more rounds left in my rage before that ends and I lose more HP.”
Darryl grumbled. “I’m down to my last healing potion. I’ll hand it to you my next turn.”
“What initiative was that?” Axel asked. “Fourteen?”
“Yeah,” several of them agreed.
“Okay. Thirteen.”
Eliza spoke up. “Thirteen. Keep your potion for now, Darryl.” She reached in front of the camera, which was focused on the battle mat and figures there, and moved her character into a square next to Rusty’s character. “I move there and cast cure moderate on our barbarian for”—the sound of dice in her felt-lined roller—“twenty-two points.”
Rusty sighed. “Thanks, honey.” He noted it on his character sheet.
“And you provoke an attack of opportunity from the Drow when you move past his square,” Axel said to Eliza. “What’s your AC?”
Shit. She was their party’s strongest caster.
“Sixteen,” she said.
The sound of dice rolling. “You take five points slashing damage when you pass the Drow.”
“Sorry, honey,” Rusty said.
A moment later, his Signal app buzzed on his phone. He opened it to find a text from her.
 
That’s okay, barbarian. I’ll fuck it out of your ass when you get home. 3;)
 
He knew she meant it as a light-hearted joke, but a wave of homesickness slammed into him so hard and unexpectedly that he nearly started bawling right there. The only thing that allowed him to keep his shit together was knowing that everyone else could see him on the tablet.
Well, everyone except Eliza, who, could she see him right now, likely would have snatched up the tablet and taken it—and him—into a separate room to talk in private.
He didn’t want to embarrass her or himself in front of their friends, either.
At least by that time next week he’d be home in Florida, with her, in their bed. There wouldn’t be any gaming next week with the two of them out, but they’d warned Axel and the others well in advance about that.
This week had been another absolute grind. At least tonight he was in London, and would finish the rest of his trip there. He’d arrived late that afternoon, and would have meetings starting tomorrow afternoon and running up until late the night before he flew back to the States. He was far more familiar with the city than he was the others he’d been in, and speaking the language fluently didn’t hurt, either.
He managed to pull himself together, though, before anyone noticed.
Later, once he and Eliza were in her SUV and on the way home, she could speak freely. “I’m guessing you won’t let me talk you into doing something tonight?”
“No, thank you, Ma’am. I’m too exhausted.”
“Would you prefer I stop asking while you’re gone?”
She’d asked nearly every time they had a chance to have a video call like this, which wasn’t every night. It depended on his Wi-Fi connection and schedule and energy levels.
And he always felt vaguely guilty when he turned her down, because he knew she was worried about him.
“Ma’am, I know I have permission. I just…can’t. Not this trip. I’m sorry.”
“Rus, it’s nothing you need to apologize for. I feel bad I’m not there to help you out.”
“Maybe next trip.” He’d have to make another trip to Frankfurt in six months, but that one would only last four days, not a grind like this one.
“Okay. I’ll stop bringing it up.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.”
“Rus.”
He sighed. “Li, I’m okay. I’ll get through it.”
She didn’t speak again for a moment, glancing at him occasionally as she drove. “Permissions still stand, though. All right?”
“I know. If I decide to, I’ll tell you.”
 
* * * *
 
Truth be told, Eliza hadn’t felt like masturbating without Rusty, either. She knew she could talk him into trying if she couched it in terms of she was horny and wanted him to do it with her, but she wasn’t going to play that game.
Manipulation like that had no place in their relationship. Not in their marriage, and not in their M/s dynamic.
A mindfuck was totally different.
Except she could hear it in his voice, how exhausted he was. Not just physically tired, but emotionally.
Yeah, he’s not going to be happy when I tell him about Kailey.
But that news would have to wait until he was back home. Kailey knew not to post anything to Facebook about it, either, because Rusty was friends with her on there. Last thing Eliza needed was Rus finding out about her move second-hand like that when he was already stressed to the max.
“How was your flight over?”
“Fortunately uneventful.” He’d pulled off his shirt as soon as she’d gotten him in the car, but she wasn’t sure if he was totally naked or not.
She didn’t like the dark lines under his eyes. “Maybe I should let you get off here and get to sleep.”
“I’d rather wait until you’re home, Ma’am.”
She didn’t even bother trying to correct him. Defaulting to “Ma’am mode” was a comfort for him.
If it made him feel better to stay on the line for a few more minutes…well, she’d do it.
“Anything been going on?” he asked.
She was glad for the car’s darkened interior. “Everything’s fine.” Technically not a fib. “Just the same ole same old. I told Cali I’d volunteer Friday night as a DM. She’s a little short-handed.”
“Anything new about Mal?”
“No, I haven’t talked to Kel or Chelbie.”
“Make sure to send me a text when you get home.”
“Rus, I’m not sending you a text in the middle of the night.”
“It’ll be after seven in the morning, honey. I’ll be up. I have meetings Saturday morning.”
“Oh, true. I hate the fucking time difference.”
“At least it’s only five hours now.” She heard him make a pained grunt and glanced at the screen in time to see him shift position in the bed. In time to see he also still wore shorts.
“You can get naked, honey.”
“But what if we’re in an accident? I can’t be naked.” She glanced again and caught his weary smile.
Her man. This was him, every exhausted ounce of him.
His playful, gentle sense of humor, his concern, his need to protect his family even though he damn well knew she could protect herself.
“Plus seeing your nekkidness might be considered distracted driving,” she teased.
“Well, duh.” His screen shifted position, and she realized he was lying down now, because his face appeared sideways.
He’d likely be asleep soon.
“I’ll let the babies say good-night to you, then you go to sleep.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” He yawned, and she fought the urge to yawn in reply.
After making it home uneventfully, and barely avoiding being slobbered on by the two girls while disarming the alarm, Eliza put her stuff down on the couch and then knelt so the dogs could see the tablet screen. “Say good-night to Daddy.”
Both bulldogs sniffed and snorted at the screen, and his exhausted smile was worth it. “Hey, sweeties. Booger girl, Chica. Daddy loves you.”
Okay, she was going to start crying if she didn’t get him off the call. “Love you, honey. Get some sleep, okay?”
“Yes, Ma’am. Love you, too.” He touched the screen and she reached out and touched it before ending the call.
Boo managed to snort right in her face, getting bulldog slobber all over Eliza’s cheek.
“Thanks, honey. I needed a bully bath tonight.”
On her other side, Chica sneezed, adding more slobber.
Eliza closed her eyes and started laughing, which soon devolved into tears. She’d never tell Rus about this, about plopping down right there while the two dogs swarmed her, sniffling and shnurffling and trying to figure out why Mommy’s face was leaking.
Please don’t let him die before me. I can’t bear to lose him.
Maybe that was a selfish request on her part, but there it was. Something she’d never admit to anyone else, not even him.
The sooner he could retire, the happier she’d be.
Finally, she untangled herself from the dogs and headed to the kitchen to wash bulldog slobber off her face before taking them outside for evening walkies.
 




Chapter Five
 
Late Monday afternoon, Rusty willed the plane to fly faster, carry him home sooner. He wanted to be on the ground in Tampa, so he could run for the plane’s exit as soon as they were allowed to deplane.
All he wanted was to be in Eliza’s arms again.
It would take every ounce of self-control that he had to keep from dropping to his knees in front of her right there in the main terminal, but totes worth the agony of waiting to do that until they returned home.
Didn’t help that he was so fucking horny he could barely see straight now.
I need to get laid.
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
No, correction. I need a beating.
A long, hard, ass-striping, blood-drawing, breath-stealing, tear-crying beating.
None of his usual outlets had been available to him, between his schedule and the circumstances. No Eliza, no naked running.
Running on a treadmill just wasn’t as satisfying, even though he’d tried it a few times in hotel exercise rooms during this trip.
Not being home, he hadn’t been able to go to combat practice with their LARP group, either. While it wasn’t as satisfying an outlet, at least the energy expenditure, combined with the pain, helped center him.
He hated having to wear all these fucking clothes all the goddamned time.
He wanted his bed, his house, his shower.
His wife.
His whole damn life.
When he had to take these trips, by the time he returned home it felt like he was no longer Rusty, but Dr. McElroy.
Like the suit he had to put on every day to go to work had taken over his life instead of being only a part of his life.
He hated that.
He preferred being Eliza’s Barbarian, the husband, father, and friend.
Dr. McElroy was a necessary evil to pay their bills and support their fun-time activities, of both the kinky and vanilla flavors.
Dr. McElroy had successfully taken care of his family, including being able to allow Eliza to retire from teaching school.
Dr. McElroy was well-respected in multiple countries, a renowned expert in his field, and better than well-compensated for his knowledge and talents.
He was also boring as fuck, to an almost painful level.
And not the happy-funtime kind of painful, either. The nauseatingly vanilla, respectable kind of painful.
He settled back in his seat, restless, his seatbelt nearly chafing him, in addition to the rest of his clothes. Eliza had asked him to wear khakis and a button-up shirt home, along with a blazer and tie. So he’d donned the blazer and tie at his layover in Atlanta, grabbing them from his bag at the Customs check and putting them on before boarding the flight from Atlanta to Tampa.
He didn’t know why she’d asked, but hoped it meant she had a reason. Usually, she didn’t specify how he was to dress when it came to a business trip, even the flying home part. Work was normally off-limits from their play.
Although, technically, flying home wasn’t work.
I just want to run around naked. Is that too much to ask?
He couldn’t even take his shoes off on the flight, because, ew.
At least he was flying first class—larger seats, and a little more legroom for his six-four frame.
There were a few perks to his job.
While it was tempting to order a couple of drinks to help him zone out, he knew that’d only make him feel worse later. A trip this long already took a lot out of him. At least this final leg was short, just Atlanta to Tampa, barely an hour long.
Note to self—don’t bitch about Tampa-to-DC flights anymore.
It was easy to forget how crappy this slog was when he didn’t have to do it every week.
He signaled the flight attendant for another soda water. Even though he had in-flight Wi-Fi, he didn’t feel like watching anything, or reading anything, or…anything.
He was too amped up to sleep.
Home.
The first time he had to take one of these long-ass trips, Kailey was still young, and he’d felt guilty as hell for leaving Eliza alone with their daughter, while Eliza was still working full-time, too. Li practically had to shove him onto the plane to get him to leave.
Now, Li was retired, although she sometimes taught martial arts part-time for fun, and Kailey was on her own.
Their house was paid off. Had been since he’d started college, when his mom had died and her life insurance paid it off.
If it hadn’t been for Li, and her parents, his life would have been so different. So would his brother’s life. Rusty damn well knew it was his future in-laws who’d made all the difference, allowing Li to basically move in with them, helping with everything in the wake of their mother’s death. Allowing him to attend college and still take care of Corey, who was four years younger than him.
He was the man he’d become, in no small part, due to Eliza’s love and her family’s love.
We’re still young enough to have fun. Maybe I need to sit down with her and talk about this.
He did enjoy his work. That wasn’t the problem. It was mentally challenging, it was emotionally and professionally gratifying to be looked at as a globally recognized expert, and it paid damn good.
Eliza received a pension from her years spent teaching. Just that alone would take care of their monthly bills. That wasn’t counting their retirement accounts and savings.
But…
The old fear liked to gnaw at him. Remembering how hard his mom had to work to make ends meet and keep them together as a family after his father’s death. How there’d barely been enough money to make do with, and he’d had to learn to be thrifty and how to grind his way through earning money through jobs like mowing neighborhood lawns.
Rational Rusty knew they could easily maintain their current lifestyle for decades, as long as they didn’t waste money.
Rusty the teenager who was barely a man when thrust into the role remembered those bleak, early days of struggling to be both a brother and a parent and trying not to fuck either one up.
Corey had nearly died from a heart attack. His wife, Marcy, was recovering from a fight with breast cancer.
Life was fucking short.
Too damned short, especially when he loved Eliza as deeply as he did.
Too damned short to waste any more of it than he absolutely had to stuck in an office or on a fucking cigar-shaped petri dish twenty thousand feet in the air.
 
* * * *
 
Rusty was already looking for familiar landmarks as they made the final approach to Tampa International from the north. He felt like a kid awaiting Christmas morning, his hands clamped around the armrests, impatiently tapping his right foot, visualizing how best to jump out of his seat so he could snatch his carryons from their currently stowed places and burst out of the plane and pound down the jetway.
He knew Eliza would be waiting for him to pick him up. She always picked him up. And she likely wouldn’t let him drive them home, even though he would offer to. She’d want him to rest.
She’d have already stocked his favorite foods and snacks for him so they wouldn’t have to leave the house for a couple of days, if they didn’t want to.
She’d probably already put Kailey on alert not to call or text unless it was an emergency, that they’d be in nesting mode.
Gaming would be cancelled, since they’d both be out.
He loved his friends, but unless they wanted to move the game to his house for that week, he wasn’t putting on pants and going anywhere he didn’t absolutely have to.
He closed his eyes as the jet descended, the familiar sound of the engines changing tone and the landing gear going down lifting his heart. The feel of them touching down, brakes being applied.
Without even realizing it, he’d already unfastened his seatbelt and grabbed the bag from under the seat in front of him. The one overhead was right by his seat, so he could easily grab it.
Another perk of first class—it wasn’t as crowded.
Barely remembering that trampling people was generally frowned upon, Rusty waited until they were almost at the terminal to stand and retrieve his overhead bag. He wasn’t the only one, so he didn’t have to worry about getting chastised by a flight attendant. He’d learned over the years how soon was too soon, and how soon wasn’t worth them arguing over.
Moments later, he was queued nearly at the front of the line to exit the aircraft.
He didn’t even bother powering on his phone until he’d made it into one of the monorail cars heading to the main terminal. Delaying reaching Eliza wasn’t worth it. And he shoved it into the pocket of his blazer as it started vibrating with alerts finally catching up with him.
Bursting out of the monorail at the main terminal, he immediately spotted her standing near the end of the exit chute and watched her smile as she stepped back, away from the end of it because she knew he’d seen her. Because she also knew he wouldn’t be letting go of her for a few minutes and she didn’t want to block foot traffic.
And he didn’t give a fuck who was watching when he dropped both his bags upon reaching her, grabbed her, and gave her a “please take me home and fuck me right now” kiss.
Her arms draped around his neck, tightly holding him, one hand stroking the back of his head as he held her with his face pressed into the crook of her neck and inhaled. He wasn’t afraid of squeezing her too tightly because he knew how strong she truly was. She was more than strong enough to take anything he could dish out, which was one of the reasons he loved her so damn much.
It finally felt like he could really breathe again.
She didn’t talk, knowing him better than he knew himself, letting him have this moment, this grounding.
Because that’s what it felt like, that his loose tether had finally been captured and once again securely wrapped around her steadfast strength and love.
“I missed you so much, Ma’am,” he finally whispered.
“I missed you, too, baby.”
When he lifted his head, he finally processed she wore a long, flowing skirt and a tank top, one of his favorite outfits. Casual, but still pretty, almost dressy. She smiled up at him. “Let’s get your luggage and go home, barbarian. The girls are eager to see Daddy.”
He didn’t release her and stared down into her brown eyes. “Daddy’s eager to spend some quality time with Mommy.”
She smiled. “Oh, we’re going to do that,” she softly said. “I’ve got plans for you.”
His cock, which had already been semi-hard, finished fully hardening against her in his slacks. It took every ounce of will he had not to start grinding against her right there. It’d been almost four weeks since he’d last come, the night before he flew out, when they’d made love.
“I can’t wait, Ma’am,” he said.
Her smile widened. “You won’t have to wait long, baby.”




Chapter Six
 
Eliza wondered how long it’d take her sweet barbarian to grok her plan. She held hands with him all the way downstairs to baggage claim, where he left her with his two carryon bags while he found himself a place close to the opening where the conveyor belt emerged from the bowels of the main terminal. Ten minutes later, they had his bags and were making their way to the elevator up to the parking garage.
Fortunately, it was late in the afternoon, and she’d been able to get there early enough to grab exactly the parking spot she wanted—on the western side of the garage, along the outer wall, so she could back in. She popped the button on her key fob to unlock the doors as they walked up.
“Babe, why did you back in?” he asked, carefully trying to maneuver his luggage between their SUV and the truck next to them without scratching either.
“I had my reasons.” She lifted the rear hatch and set his carryon bags inside. Then she boosted herself up to sit there, facing him.
And she lifted her skirt to reveal she was naked underneath.
She giggled as Rusty’s eyes widened when he turned. “Goddamn, Li!”
She reached for him, pulling him close so she could work on his belt. “Make it fast, barbarian.” She glanced around and wrapped her legs around his waist as he managed to fumble his slacks open.
Then they were both sighing as his cock sank deep inside her pussy, bottoming out in that delicious way he always had.
She draped her arms around his neck. “Better get to it, honey.”
His lips closed over hers as he started fucking her, frantic and needy and sending her heart soaring the way it always did when she turned him loose like this. Her pet, off his chain and somewhat in control.
Temporarily.
No, she wouldn’t be able to come like this, it would be too fast and not nearly private enough for her to enjoy it. Except she loved every hard thrust, the way he ran his hands up her thighs to her ass and how his fingers dug in as he quickly fucked her, hard, every moan he made swallowed by her lips on his.
With the sun to the west, people wouldn’t be looking this direction for long, and it would hopefully keep them from getting caught. The two large trucks parked on either side of them would also help protect them from view.
She reached up and fisted his hair with her right hand, squeezing, holding tightly enough to probably make his eyes water, and it was more than enough. He smelled warm and tired, that sweet scent that was all him after a day spent on airplanes and traveling back to her.
And damn, had she missed him.
With a soft, muffled cry he drove home a few more thrusts before burying his cock deep inside her and falling still.
Eliza pulled her head back enough to look him in the eyes. There was her guy, the sweet, sated barbarian, her pliant pet.
Her loving, obedient knight.
“Better, baby?” She loosened her grip on his hair, stroking again, soothing him.
He rested his forehead against hers. “God, I missed you so damn much.” He finally seemed to remember they were in a parking garage and glanced around. “Sure I can’t take care of you?”
“At home, sweetie.”
“Now I know why you insisted on the blazer.” After glancing around, his gaze settled on hers, a playful smile on his face.
“Extra coverage, just in case. No law against a married couple sitting here kissing.” She held his blazer out and open, glancing around as he pulled out and tucked back in, getting everything arranged. Then he smoothed her skirt down her thighs and kissed her again.
“I love you so much,” he said.
“Love you, too, barbarian. Now let’s get home so you can take care of me.”
“Absolutely.” He took the keys from her. “I’ll drive.”
It was on the tip of her tongue to overrule him, but she could tell he really wanted to do that. “Okay. This time.”
He leaned in and nuzzled his lips along the side of her neck. “Maybe Ma’am could tease me on the way home.”
“You are a masochist.”
He snorted. “Duh. Ma’am,” he quickly added.
 
* * * *
 
Rusty opened the passenger door for Eliza and then leaned over, stretching to start the car so she’d have AC before he went back to the hatch to finish stowing his bags. No, he hadn’t expected this lovely welcome home treat.
Normally, Eliza was very careful to make sure they didn’t do anything that would get them caught, so this was reckless by her standards.
It just showed him how much she loved him.
A little naughty was fun from time to time.
Once he had the bags loaded and the hatch shut, he made his way around to the driver’s seat, got the seat pushed back so he didn’t kneecap himself on the steering wheel, and climbed in.
“Damn, it’s good to be back.”
“Do we need to stop and get you something to eat first?”
“Not if we have food at home, Ma’am. I snacked in Atlanta.”
“Oh, we have plenty of food. I stocked up.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.”
He got them out of the parking garage onto I-275 to head south, holding her hand the entire way. The sun was quickly dropping toward the horizon as they crossed Tampa Bay over the Skyway Bridge.
“I’m so glad I never took one of those other jobs,” he said. “I can’t imagine living anywhere but here.”
“Me, too,” Eliza said. “We’re damned lucky.” She sighed. “And there’s something I need to tell you. Don’t get upset.”
Rusty felt his beloved barbarian headspace flee without a look back, Dr. McElroy completely in the house again. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. But I need you to stay calm.” She knew postponing this would risk him seeing something about it on Facebook from one of Kailey’s friends, or her accidentally spilling the beans. And if that news came from someone other than her, Eliza knew the fallout would be infinitely worse.
Add in that she wouldn’t be able to relax and truly enjoy his homecoming until this was handled, and it was best to do it now, get it out of the way, and deal with it.
They were approaching the exit for the southern rest stop. He veered off and took it, turning right instead of left so he could park next to the water.
He shoved the shifter into park and turned to face her. “What happened, Eliza?”
She unfastened her seat belt and turned to face him. “Kailey and Gerald moved in together two weekends ag—”
“What? What the hell, Eliza? Why didn’t you tell me? What about school and the Olympics?”
She took a deep breath. “Because I didn’t want you freaking out when there was nothing you could do about it anyway.”
“I damn sure can do something about it! I’ll go kick that fucker’s ass, and—”
“Rus, it’s done. June and I drove up and helped them. She’s still in school, and she’s still shooting.”
A weird mix of anger and hurt swirled and pulsed through him. Since the beginning, he and Eliza were a team. She’d taken care of him, he’d taken care of her.
That’s just how they did things.
Now he felt like he’d been frozen out.
“Did he get her pregnant?”
“No, they’re using backup precautions.”
“How can you be so fucking calm about this?”
“Because I am okay with it. June and I put extra fear of us into the guy, but honestly? He’s nice. He loves Kailey.”
Rusty punched the steering wheel and stared out over the Gulf. “If he fucks up her education or her competing—”
“He won’t, honey. I had a long talk with him. You know who he really reminds me of?”
“Who?”
“You.”
That finally made him look at her. “What do you mean?”
“He looks at her the way you used to look at me when we were that age. He knows she might want to wait years to get married. He wants her to get her degree, and he wants to get his. He’s willing to follow her wherever she wants to go, too. He was adorable. He takes care of her the way you take care of me.”
She was using that gentle tone of voice he knew far too well. One she usually needed to use on him when his demons howled a little too loudly.
Soft enough he was forced to listen to her and shove everything else aside.
“What happened to their plan?”
Eliza detailed the roommate ruckus and how the moving day had come about.
His gaze returned to the Gulf while she talked and he tried to listen and not let rage consume him.
When she finished, he needed a few minutes to just sit there and…think.
Finally, he managed to form words that weren’t variations of fuck. “What did June think of him?”
“June likes him. She agrees she thinks he’s a subby, and that Kailey’s apple didn’t fall far from my tree.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
She reached over and wrapped her fingers around his hand. “Because I knew you’d be pissed off, and it’d add one more level of stress you didn’t need to deal with. I’m sorry I handled it like this, but I’d do it again, if I had to, given similar circumstances. You sounded worse every time I talked to you. I dealt with this.”
“What if he fucks up or fucks her over?”
“I pulled her aside and told her that if it doesn’t work out, she needs to tell me. That we’ll pay half the apartment expenses for her for six months, or until she gets a new roommate, if she needs to kick him out.”
A little of the tension in his shoulders and neck eased just a hair. “You think she’ll admit it if it doesn’t work out?”
“I think so. So did June.”
He rubbed at his eyes with his free hand, exhaustion sweeping through him. “I don’t like the idea of her living with him.”
“She’s not a baby. She’s twenty-one. She’s an adult. We were living together when we were years younger than that.”
“Yeah, but that was different.”
“How, Rus?”
“It just…was. I had Corey to take care of. Mom had just died.”
“Exactly. All the stress we were under, and look at us. They aren’t going through a fraction of the stress and pressures we did. They don’t have the worries we did. They can focus on each other and their schoolwork. He helps her train. He pulls for her, he cleans her guns, he reloads her shells. Rus, the guy adores her. He talks about her plans, not his. He follows her around like a puppy. And look at June and Mark. They got married really young, even younger than we were, and they’ve been together, what, about as long as we have?”
“How do we know he’s not glomming on to her?”
“Because he’s not trying to control her. He even admitted to me his dad doesn’t like Kailey because she’s so strong. She stood up to the guy once when he was giving Gerald some shit. Backed him down. He thinks she’s pushing Gerald around, but Gerald said he told his dad it wasn’t any of his business. His parents are divorced, obviously. He said his mom loves Kailey.”
Rusty blew out a breath. “So I need to go pound that fucker, is what you’re saying?” He glanced at her and spotted her smile.
“Guy’s a loser, honey. Gerald’s dad, not Gerald. Three-time divorcé. Gerald’s not giving the guy any rent-free space in his head. They know there’s no sure-fire guarantee they’ll make it long-term, but they’re being smart. They know they need to write a pre-nup if they reach that point. Right now, his focus is doing everything he can to help her get to the Olympics. He’s going to do all the chores so she can study. Does that sound like a bad guy?”
“She’s our baby,” he muttered. “If he hurts her, I’m going to kill him.”
“Who was giving me shit about nearly dislocating his shoulder?”
“I’m sorry I stopped you.”
She squeezed his hand. “She’s our baby, but she’s not a baby. Not anymore. We have to let her live her life.”
Part of him wanted to hold on to his anger.
Part of him knew she was absolutely correct.
He tipped his head back against his seat. “Did we give her everything she needs to succeed in life?”
“I think so. She’s doing great, Rus. We raised a smart kid. A strong woman.”
He snorted. “That poor bastard.” He looked at her.
She wore a playful smirk. “You regret what we have?”
“Not in the slightest.”
“Then who’s to say she’s not his dream come true?”
“I’ll fucking kill him if he gets her pregnant before she gets her degree.”
“You won’t have to. I’ll beat you to it.” She squeezed his hand again. “Admit it. You weren’t doing well this trip, were you?”
He couldn’t meet her gaze. “No, Ma’am,” he softly admitted.
She cupped his face with her other hand. “And you probably didn’t tell me everything, did you?”
Another sigh. “No, Ma’am.”
“Why?”
“Because I didn’t want to worry you,” he mumbled.
“We okay?”
He turned his face so he could kiss her hand. “Yes, Ma’am.” He laid his hand over hers.
“Okay, then. How about we go home so I can get you naked, feed you, and let you take care of me?”
“I really missed being naked. I always forget how miserable these trips can be. At least at work I’m in my office and can choose when to interact with people. Or it’s on the phone. And when I leave, I’m done for the day.”
“You okay to drive? Or you want me to?”
“I’ll drive, Ma’am.” He kissed her palm once more before releasing her and shifting the SUV into reverse. “Can we sleep in tomorrow morning?”
Eliza stroked his thigh. “We can stay in bed all day long.”
 




Chapter Seven
 
Rusty had never been so glad to pull into his own driveway than he was that evening. “Home sweet home.”
Eliza patted his thigh. “I’ll get the alarm shut off and walk the girls while you unload the car.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.”
She offered him a smile. “Good to have you home, sweetie.”
She headed inside while he unloaded his bags. As soon as he had the front door shut behind him, he locked it and toed off his shoes.
Home.
He shrugged off his blazer, dropped it onto the floor because it needed a trip to the cleaner’s anyway, and reached for his tie to loosen it, pulling it off over his head without untying it. Closing his eyes, he dropped his tie onto his jacket and started working on his shirt buttons.
He heard the back sliding glass door open. “Go get Daddy!”
Immediately accompanied by the sound of two sets of bulldog nails scrabbling on the floor, and shnurfly bulldog grunts and panting.
He opened his eyes in time to see two eager, clumsy fawn and white bulldogs charging through the living room toward him. He dropped to his knees to greet them, immediately getting slobbered. The bullydog greeting committee.
He didn’t even care.
It’s so good to be home.
Boo and Chica eagerly surrounded him, sniffing him, licking his face, their docked tails and rumps wagging, and what little irritation still remained in him from finding out about Kailey and Gerald evaporated.
Nothing bad could survive the onslaught of bullydog, woogah-woogah cheer. One of the things he desperately loved so much about them and the breed as a whole.
Eliza chuckled as she walked up to them. “I warned them I was bringing Daddy home. I don’t think they believed me. Sit!”
Rusty fought the urge to plop back onto his butt as both bulldogs’ rumps hit the floor and they looked over their shoulders at Eliza.
“Good babies.” She handed them cookies and patted their heads.
Rusty pooked out his lower lip.
“What’s the boo-boo lip for?” she asked.
“I want a cookie, Ma’am.”
As if she threw off a disguise, Eliza was gone and Ma’am was suddenly in the house. She hiked up her skirt and spread her legs. “You need to earn that, barbarian.”
He nearly knocked her over when he lunged for her, making her laugh as he hooked his arms around the backs of her thighs. She reached down and grabbed a fistful of his hair for balance as his mouth latched on to her pussy and a sweet moan rolled out of her.
This.
He turned them so she could lean against the wall. Then he yanked her skirt down and off her before he shouldered her thighs wider apart for better access.
This was something else the trip had denied him for too damn long. If it was up to him, he’d start every morning eating her out and making her come. Her taste all over his face, her sweet, warm flesh in his mouth.
She was his drug, and he’d fight anyone who tried to keep him from her.
He tasted himself on her, inside her. Memories of when they were trying to get pregnant with Kailey flashed through his mind.
How they’d made love every night with Ma’am and her knight temporarily on hiatus. That had all been Rusty and Eliza, face-to-face and slow, sweet lovemaking.
In sharp contrast to the crazy, animalistic celebration they’d held the night after learning Eliza was pregnant.
She’d shaved her pussy before coming to pick him up—he didn’t feel even a trace of stubble as his lips and tongue explored every inch of her labia, around her clit, his tongue dipping inside her cunt and lapping up her juices and his own. He growled a warning into her flesh as her hand tightened in his hair and she tried tugging him away from her.
He would not relinquish his cookie.
She was his cookie.
Ma’am might be in the house and in control, but the barbarian had been denied too damn long already. Unless Eliza safeworded, he wasn’t stopping. Not yet.
Not until he had her coming all over his face and was covered in her sweet juices, once again marked as Hers.
It was all he ever wanted to be.
Eliza chuckled. “Okay, baby. Go for it. I was going to let you take me to the bedroom, get naked, and give your knees a rest, but if you insist.”
He didn’t give a fuck about his knees. Her sweet, musky scent intoxicated him, made his cock throb in his slacks. Sure, it was a kind of torture being clothed and having her like this, but he didn’t fucking care.
He was home.
As her clit swelled, he worked it with his tongue, teasing her, soon drawing noises from her that told him she was clearly on her way to her own orgasm. He shifted position a little, shoving her firmly against the wall as he started driving his tongue into her cunt. Swiping it along her clit with every stroke, flicking the tip of his tongue up and over it, down and inside her again, he felt her body start to tense in his hands.
He backed off a little and nuzzled his mouth against the inside of her right thigh, her squeal of pain as he bit her, hard, making his cock throb even more. He sucked on her flesh, then repeated the action on her inner left thigh before his attention returned to her pussy. Back and forth, edging her higher, biting, more edging, every noise rolling from her music to his soul and sending him sliding down into his beloved barbarian mode for Her.
Maybe he was her willing pet, but he’d been away from her too long and was feeling a little feral right now.
Needing to reclaim what was his. Mark his territory.
Eliza would end up with fingerprint-shaped bruises on her thighs tomorrow, and more than a few bite marks, but she wouldn’t mind them. She never did.
Just like he didn’t mind wearing her marks.
This was all part and parcel of their gothic love story, the dark halls and wild moors and deep, passionate love that had filled their three decades together. He still saw the girl he fell in love with that afternoon, the girl who kicked his ass and who’d owned his heart and soul from that moment on.
 
* * * *
 
Yes, she was in charge, and Rus was happy to let her be in charge.
Still, it was nice when he got like this, a little demanding in good ways, still proving he wanted and needed her.
Still making her feel beautiful and sexy.
Growling and biting? Oooh, yeah. That always made her wet. For right now she was his chew toy, and happy to be so.
That hot, skilled tongue of his, knowing her body, nothing boring or routine about their lovemaking even this many years later. He knew what worked, knew how to make her scream with need and desire, how to wring every last ounce of pleasure from her.
It reaffirmed for her that his spirit wasn’t broken. That he willingly chose to submit to her, not because he felt he had to, but because he wanted to.
That was even sexier than anything they did together.
Her man, this big, lovable goofball, was a deeply-layered, complex guy. She was the only person who got to see most of those layers, and she selfishly guarded and nurtured them, never taking for granted the trust he placed in her time and again.
While Rusty’s mouth drove her up the hill, she leaned back against the wall, her hands buried in his hair, now holding him pressed against her instead of trying to dislodge him. He wanted to kneel there?
Fine.
Whatever her sweet barbarian wanted.
He kept her heading up, up, dips and drives, biting her, back to cycling through hard and swift strokes with his tongue and slow, languid circles, just to repeat the pattern.
When she hit the point between wanting to be in control and needing him to get her over, she knew he knew it. Another sexy growl rolled from him over her plaintive whines.
That almost shoved her over the edge.
Primal. She loved this about him, that he wasn’t afraid to get rough with her. She loved getting rough—giving and receiving.
It was part of everything that was so sweet and hot and right about what they had together. From those early days when they were kids and he wouldn’t let her cross that one line with him—but they’d literally done pretty much everything else—there’d always been an edge to what they did.
His teeth lightly scraped over her sensitive, swollen clit, and combined with the delicious rasp of his stubble rubbing against the insides of her thighs, it tripped her over the edge the next time he wrapped his lips around her clit and sucked.
Not bothering to stay quiet, she closed her eyes and let the moans roll free from her, his happy growls in counterpoint telling her he knew where he had her, and now she was in trouble.
He practically had her balancing on the toes of one foot when he shoved his face harder against her cunt, devouring her, keeping her coming and coming all over his mouth.
There was never a more devoted pet than her sweet Knight. Never a man who took greater pleasure in giving his Lady her pleasure.
It became his pleasure, his sole need.
Even through all of this she found herself grinding against him, rocking her hips in time with his mouth, wanting it, needing all of him, wanting everything he could give her and more.
She didn’t know how long he kept her hovering in that sweet hell, the borderline of too much and not enough blurred beyond all recognition. Except she wasn’t expecting it when he grabbed her and shifted her, standing, shoving her against the wall and crashing his mouth against hers.
Automatically, her arms draped around his neck. Then she felt his hands working. He jerked his belt open and ripped it from the loops. Before she could process it, he’d shoved her hands over her head, wrapped the belt around her wrists, and pulled it tight.
His lips covered hers again, a crushing, possessive, growling kiss that completely melted her. She felt his other hand fumbling his slacks open. Then his thighs shoved hers apart and his cock slid inside her. She tasted her juices on his mouth and didn’t even care. They were decades past the point of any squeamishness over something like that. He reveled in painting himself with her, and she with him.
With his left hand, he kept a hold on the belt. His right settled on her ass, fingers digging in as he fucked her. Unlike the quick pressure relief of the parking garage, this was a hard, long, brutal fuck, every thrust slamming them against the wall and each grunt reverberating from his mouth to hers.
She was coming again before she even had a chance to realize it, his cock hitting her perfectly inside, his body out.
Another wordless, breathless grunt rolled from him, sounding satisfied and possessive and completely, utterly gone from any coherent headspace he might normally have. Rusty pounded his cock into her, able to last longer this time due to their earlier encounter and Eliza knowing he needed this.
While he fucked her she kissed him back, sucking on his tongue while he plundered her mouth every bit as hard as his cock plundered her cunt.
Every bit as wild and raw as their wedding night, when he’d finally crossed that line with her and let go, cemented their union in the best way possible.
Rusty paced himself, fucking a couple more orgasms out of her over the next fifteen minutes before he finally came with several deep, ball-slapping thrusts, falling still buried inside her. His kisses gentled, eased, sweet sucking licks and nibbles while both of them caught their breath. He loosened the belt from around her wrists and dropped it to the floor as her arms settled around his neck again. She buried her fingers in his hair, playing with it, her own darker needs sated now that she was satisfied her sweet knight was home in her arms once more.
Finally, he rested his forehead against hers. “We’re being watched,” he said.
She looked to see both bulldogs sitting there, watching them.
Boo picked up her front left paw and let out an impatient chuff.
Rusty snorted. “I think we were just scored by the Russian judge.”
“She’s mad I’m hogging Daddy.”
He kissed his way down her jawline to her neck, where he nibbled her. “They can wait. I needed you.” She heard him deeply inhale, the way he did when he was sniffing her. The way she absolutely loved when he did it.
She licked his cheek, all the way to his ear, nipping him. “Shower, then food?”
“Fuck yes, please.”
She giggled. “I’m so glad you’re home.”
“Me, too.” After one final kiss, he released her and finished stripping while she went to get cookies for the patient dogs.
“Freeeeeedom!” he called out, making her laugh when she turned to see him doing a naked, hip-swiveling celebratory dance.
He gathered all his clothes and carried them to the bedroom, where Eliza joined him in the shower a few minutes later.
Eliza ran her hands through his hair. “Are you really happy with me after all these years?”
“Honey, right now I’m happier than a seagull with a french fry. Seriously.”
She snorted. “Yes, that’s romantic. Hallmark should put that on an anniversary card.”
“Maybe that could be my post-retirement gig?”
She snuggled tightly against him. “Nope. Your post-retirement gig will be spent as a full-time barbarian taking care of your Ma’am. I’m not sharing your time with anyone.”
He grinned. “That will make me happier than a seagull with a Happy Meal.”
 




Chapter Eight
 
Rusty could hardly keep his eyes open after climbing into bed straight from the shower. Eliza brought him warmed up lasagna she’d made the night before, and he barely managed to finish that before passing out.
He was so tired he didn’t even mind not getting his ass beaten before he fell asleep.
That meant he was a level of exhausted he rarely felt.
Then again, two orgasms on top of a full tummy didn’t hurt any.
When he finally opened his eyes again, it was daylight, and his bladder felt like it was going to explode. He stumbled out of bed into the bathroom and chose to sit rather than risk his aim being as horrible as he suspected it might with the way he felt.
He was sitting there, trying to decide if he had the energy to stand or not, when Eliza walked in a couple of minutes later with a mug of coffee for him. “Here you go, barbarian.”
He took it with a pout. “I’m supposed to get you coffee, Ma’am.”
“Yeah, well, considering I didn’t want to wait until two o’clock in the afternoon to drink it, I decided I could let a few things slide today.”
“Holy shit. It’s two?”
“2:17.”
“Oh, wow.” He took a long, cautious sip. She’d nuked it for him to a perfectly warm and drinkable temp. “Sorry.”
“Why are you apologizing?”
“For collapsing last night.”
“Rus, do you honestly think I’d ding you for that? I know how worn out you are. To be honest, I’m fairly shocked you had the energy for two last night.” She headed for the bathroom door. “Shall I release the girls? I had to lock them out of the bedroom this morning. They kept nosing at your side of the bed and snorting at you. I was afraid they’d wake you up.”
“Yes, please.” She left the bathroom. After another sip, he set the mug on the counter, but before he could get up and finish, the bulldogs roared into the room and slammed into his legs, nearly knocking him off the toilet.
“There’s Daddy’s babies.” He spent another couple of minutes sitting there, loving up on them, just…being.
Nothing in his brain. Work knew not to contact him until tomorrow at the earliest, unless there was an emergency that absolutely could not wait.
In their business, there rarely was one of that magnitude.
Finally, the two dogs were reasonably satisfied he’d made up to them. He finished, washed his hands, and carried the coffee mug out to the kitchen with the bulldogs trailing in his wake. There he found Eliza was already cooking him breakfast—scrambled eggs and sausage links.
He set his mug down and wrapped his arms around her from behind, cupping his hands around her breasts through her T-shirt. She’d been letting her hair grow longer lately and had it pulled up in a messy bun on the back of her head, leaving her neck perfectly accessible for nuzzling.
“Good morning, Ma’am.” His cock was already inflating as he ground against her ass through her shorts.
She chuckled. “Good afternoon, barbarian. Feeling a little better?”
“It’ll take me a couple of days to get back on Florida time.”
“I’m sure. So what would you like to do today?”
“After breakfast? I want to get my ass beat.” He nipped her neck. “I mean, a hard, snot-crying, blood-drawing beating. Probably followed by a nap.”
“You faint at the sight of your own blood, doofus.”
“Not if I can’t see it, Ma’am.”
She tipped her head back, meeting his gaze. “Tied up?”
“If it isn’t too much trouble, yes, please, Ma’am.” Nibble nibble nibble.
She wiggled her ass against him. “I believe that can be arranged. But first, go put in the toy I left for you on the bed, and put on your collar and cuffs.”
His pulse spiked. Nibble. “Yes, Ma’am.” He eagerly returned to the bedroom and saw the vibrating butt plug lying there, along with his cuffs and collar. It took him a couple of minutes and more lube than usual to comfortably work the butt plug inside him in their bathroom, but he got it. Then he washed his hands and put on the cuffs and collar.
Peace almost immediately settled over him, even though he was walking a little funny. The toy wasn’t the largest in their collection, but depending on what setting she used, it could pack a hellacious punch.
At least he finally felt a little more normal.
Normal for him, anyway.
By the time he returned to the kitchen she had his plate ready for him. “I put a towel down for you on the couch, baby.” She rose onto her toes for a kiss.
“Thank you, Ma’am.” Normally on a day off like this, he’d be taking care of the house, of her, making her breakfast for her.
He didn’t like slacking, but yeah, he was still pretty tired, even though his cock was now fully hard and throbbing in anticipation of whatever Eliza had in store for him.
The two bulldogs, knowing Daddy now had food, followed him to the couch.
At least she waited until he was sitting on the couch to turn the butt plug on. The lowest setting, but still enough to make his eyes drop closed for a moment and forcing him to take a few deep breaths to adjust to the sensation without blowing his load.
“To answer your question,” she said, “yes, we’re back to normal orgasm rules.”
Dammit.
That meant he’d be punished if he came without permission, even if she was the reason he came. When he finally forced his eyes open again, he spotted her wicked smile.
Damn, I missed this.
 
* * * *
 
Eliza had decided to jump right in, knowing Rusty needed a fast return to “normalcy.”
Whatever the hell that meant.
She also had a strong suspicion that he absolutely would fall asleep again after they played. Full tummy, hard beating, and an orgasm?
That was like a guaranteed nap for him.
Although she didn’t want to admit she wanted him to sleep some more, mostly so he wouldn’t be thinking about Kailey and Gerald.
Or wanting to do something stupid like driving up to Gainesville to have a little “chat” with the kid.
After a couple more talks with June, Eliza knew the best thing to do would be to stay hands-off for now and be supportive. That way, if things did tank between them, Kailey would be more likely to admit it to them up front instead of waiting and trying to deal with it on her own.
While Eliza ruled the roost, if Rusty thought Kailey was in any kind of trouble, nothing Eliza said or did would keep him from going to help her.
Hence, bondage.
Because once he woke up from his nap—hopefully with him in a nice, deep submissive headspace, and with him still tied up—then she’d broach the subject with him again to make sure the matter was truly settled, and that he didn’t go off half-cocked.
If he still didn’t want to listen to her? Then she’d just keep him tied up for a while longer and give him another orgasm and beating.
She knew her barbarian.
He settled in and started eating. “I was thinking about maybe seeing if there was combat practice this weekend.”
“Really? I figured you’d want to stay home.”
“It’s been a couple of months since I made a practice. Unless you want me not to go.”
“I’m okay with it. I haven’t even been following the group. I saw something cross my Facebook feed a few weeks ago about Duke needing to step back for a while because of his job and looking for someone to take over temporarily, but I wasn’t paying attention.”
“Did you want to come?”
“Maybe.”
“I mean, if you don’t want me to go, I’ll stay home.”
She gently caught him by the chin and turned his head so he had to look her in the eyes. “Rus, I’ve never played that game with you in thirty years, and I’m not about to start now. If I wanted you to stay home, I’d say stay home. If I decide I want to go, I’ll go. It’s supposed to be hotter than balls, though. If I change my mind and want you to stay, I’ll tell you that.”
He took a deep breath and slowly let it out again. “Sorry.”
“You’re adorable, barbarian.”
While he ate, she tweaked the level of the butt plug up a couple of times. Not enough to get him over—yet—but more than enough to make sure his entire focus was on her and on being her good boy. After he’d washed his plate, he followed her back to their bedroom, where she’d already started the preparations.
Today, this scene would take place right there.
After locking the dogs out of the bedroom, Eliza snapped her fingers and pointed at the floor at the end of the bed, and Rusty immediately assumed the position to await her. Full, formal bow, hands in front of him, forehead on the floor.
She turned the butt plug down a notch and reached out with her right foot to stroke his balls. He jumped a little, but not enough to incur punishment.
Not today, at least.
“Good thing you’re taking a few days off,” she said as she continued preparing. “You’re going to have a hella hard time sitting tomorrow.”
“That’s what I’m hoping, Ma’am.”
 
* * * *
 
Boy, was he hoping.
This was the longest he’d gone in over a year without at least a spanking from her. As he knelt there on the floor, he felt his breathing and pulse slow as calm settled over him while she put on some music for them.
The collar around his neck felt like freedom restored to his soul.
Ma’am in charge, in control, taking care of him in the ways only she could, so he could, in turn, take care of her in the ways she wanted him to.
He heard her softly humming to herself as she finished getting everything ready. Then she stepped in front of him, her feet between his hands, and she tapped her right foot.
Edging forward, he kissed the top of her bare foot, running his lips and tongue over the top of it, then over to her left, where he repeated the gesture.
“All the way,” she softly said, all Ma’am in the house now.
He knew what she wanted, and was happy to see she’d gotten naked for this play.
Slowly, he worked his way up her legs, back and forth, worshipping her with his mouth. When she edged her feet apart as he reached the juncture of her thighs, he slowly swiped his tongue up her clit.
A low hiss escaped her. “That’s enough for now. Up over the end of the bed.”
He didn’t want to relinquish his prize and gave her one more quick lick before standing.
Lightning fast, she reached out and grabbed his throbbing cock, squeezing hard, almost to the point of pain. “What’d I tell you?”
“Sorry, Ma’am.”
But she wore a playful smile that told him he wasn’t in serious trouble.
Not this time.
When she released him, he leaned facedown over the towel on the end of the bed, arms outstretched. She quickly hooked ropes tied to snap-clips to his wrist cuffs, and nudged his legs wider apart so she could attach ones to his ankle cuffs.
Like that, he was immobilized.
He shuddered with pleasure as her hands caressed his back, from shoulders down. “Bit or ball?”
“Bit, please, Ma’am.”
She set the bit gag in his mouth and tightly buckled it around his head. If he needed to safeword, he’d lift his head.
He wouldn’t need to safeword.
Her hands returned to his back, down, up again, her thumbs digging into the muscles along his spine. Over to his shoulders, down his arms, up again. Back down to his ass, which she squeezed hard, fingers digging in before trailing down his thighs and up again.
During a pause he took a deep breath, knowing what was coming next.
And it did. Eliza started using her fists to pummel him, the pain a welcomed relief after so many weeks without it. Both a massage and a warm-up, even the harder, painful strokes blessed his system with endorphins and dopamine and the lovely little soup of brain chemicals these sessions always triggered.
Happiness so fierce slammed into him that it felt like he could sink into the mattress.
This.
Her.
His everything, right here. Why he worked so hard. Why he’d built a life for them.
His blessing, and his salvation.
Eliza quickly moved on to implements, floggers first, skipping the softer ones and going for a set with stiffer, braided leather falls that had a bit of bite to them. More pummeling and bare-handed spanking before switching to a strap, a leather tongue, a paddle.
More.
He wanted more, wanted it all, the sweet, hot burn starting to settle into his flesh and light his nerves on fire. In his ass, the butt plug continued buzzing away, no longer an annoyance but delivering a sweet edge to the bite of pain from every stroke landing on his flesh.
A soft, familiar hum started in his mind. Rusty closed his eyes and let it flow over him. Everything about this felt right and good, and he knew on the back side of it that he would feel a thousand times better once it ended.
Eliza knew him, knew his body, knew his very soul.
Even the darkest places.
She was his light, his beacon in the wilderness.
Even as he bit down on the gag and grunted, cried, screamed, she didn’t stop.
He didn’t want her to.
Sure, it was fun to play at one of the private Suncoast Society parties, or at the club, but it was even better here on their bed, where she didn’t have to hold back in any way.
When she bumped up the setting on the butt plug to a fast throb, he knew he was in for it. The next implement was a cane of some sort, accurately slicing right along the seam where ass met thigh and making him scream.
She stroked his hot ass. “I know,” she softly cooed. “But it’s what you need, isn’t it?”
At some point he’d started crying. “Yes, Ma’am,” he mumbled around the bit gag.
Before he’d barely finished saying that, another stroke, even harder than the first, sliced across his upper thighs and left a stripe of fiery pain in its wake.
These weren’t pulled strokes suggestive of what she was capable of.
Those were welts that he’d be shocked if she hadn’t drawn blood.
He hoped she had.
She swapped canes at some point, breaking out the Delrin hex rod, but pulling those strokes because that was the most wicked motherfucker in her collection. Back to another paddle, then more cane strokes. This was the grind, that last, agonizing bit before hitting the peak where he could coast down the other side.
Another adjustment to the butt plug, which now alternated buzzing with throbbing, pressed right up against his prostate and nearly making him come except for the exquisite agony rolling through him.
She knew this, too. Eliza was an expert in balancing the pain and pleasure so he could take more of both. As she reached a crescendo with the pain, he grunted through every impact, the pain now one deep, burning sensation from knees to shoulders.
Then the butt plug shut off.
As he struggled to catch his breath, he heard her don a glove, and then the feel of her removing the toy.
She took it to the bathroom and immediately returned.
He couldn’t see what she was doing behind him now, but he didn’t have to. He knew, and it’d been too fucking long since they’d last done this, too. He closed his eyes and rocked back as far as his bonds would allow, arching his back so he could stick his ass out even more for her.
She rewarded him with a pleased laugh. “Such a gooood boy,” she softly said.
He felt the press of the lubed dildo against his ass, and she easily slid home inside him until her cool thighs were pressed against the backs of his. She’d gone easy on him today, using one of the smaller ones.
He sort of wished she’d used a bigger one.
Maybe that could happen tomorrow.
Her flesh almost felt cold against his, sooo good, comforting, soothing.
“Ready for your reward, big guy?”
He let loose a needy groan and tried to fuck himself onto the strap-on.
“I take it that’s a yes?”
He nodded, now beyond coherent speech even if he didn’t have the bit gag in his mouth.
She reached forward and fixed that problem, unfastening it so he could spit it out.
“Tomorrow may never come, but I’m about to, Ma’am.”
She giggled. “Then by all means.” She grabbed his hips and started fucking him, knowing he wouldn’t quite be able to get over like this.
Every stroke felt fantastic, gliding against his sweet spot, but wasn’t quite enough.
Finally, as he grew more desperate, she took pity on him and gave him a reach-around. He fisted the covers under him as he started to come almost immediately, before she’d even given his cock more than two or three strokes with her hand.
After he finished, he limply collapsed onto the bed while she took the toy into the bathroom. When she returned, she climbed onto the bed, her legs spread, his face in her pussy.
“You know what to do,” she said.
Like a starving man, he devoured her. Not that he would have resisted even if he hadn’t been bound. He wanted her, wanted this, all of it.
Loved it and her.
It was probably the better part of thirty minutes and no telling how many orgasms later when she finally unsnapped the ropes from his cuffs so he could crawl up onto the bed and into her arms, where he almost immediately fell asleep.
 




Chapter Nine
 
It was after seven Tuesday evening before Rusty finally woke up again, his face pressed against Eliza’s stomach and one arm possessively draped around her.
Much the same way he used to sleep when she was pregnant with Kaylie, wanting to feel as many kicks as he could.
He snuggled tightly against her, his arm closing around her.
She played with his hair. “Hey, there, barbarian.”
He kissed her tummy. “Sorry I fell asleep on you, Ma’am.”
“Nah. Kind of expected it. I had a bit of a nap, too. I left the cleanup for you, though.”
He chuckled. “Yes, Ma’am. Gladly.”
“Meet me in the shower?”
He eased up her body to kiss her. “Yes, Ma’am.”
After cleaning up the toys and taking a long, sexy shower with Eliza, he felt worlds better.
Although now he was starving.
Together, they cooked dinner before he reluctantly pulled on a pair of shorts so they could take the dogs outside into the backyard. While they had a privacy fence, he didn’t like to risk full nakey outside too much before dark.
Although he did wear his cuffs and collar outside.
Eliza snuggled into his arms. “Feeling better?”
He rubbed his face against the top of her head. “Yes, Ma’am. Soooo much better.”
“How’s the ass?”
“Very sore, thank you.” Another kiss to the top of her head. “I missed you.”
“Missed you, too.”
Chica nosed the back of his left calf, leaving a slimy slobber trail behind. “Ew.”
Eliza giggled.
He looked down at the dog, who was now looking up at him and wagging her stubby tail.
“Yes, I missed you, too.”
Chica wagged harder, and then Boo walked over and slimed the back of his other calf.
Eliza stared up at him with those gorgeous brown eyes of hers, eyes he’d followed through hell and back, a gaze he’d die for.
“I don’t promise not to scare him,” he said, all levity temporarily banished from his voice.
She smirked. “I thought you were going to lecture me about not scaring him.”
“That was before the little bastard moved in with her.”
“Going to good cop/bad cop him, are we, barbarian?”
“If you’ve already turned away from the Dark Side, I guess so.”
“June has a finely honed bullshit meter,” she assured him. “If I wasn’t reasonably certain about him, she would have picked something up.”
“True.” He deeply inhaled, loving the scent of her. “But Kailey’s our baby.”
“Rus, we can’t hover over her through her entire life.”
“Wanna make a bet?” he growled.
Eliza gave him that look.
His ire withered under her look. “Why not?”
She snorted. “Sweetie, I’ve been chatting with her every day. They’re doing fine. Why don’t you call her and talk to her?”
“Fine,” he huffed.
She rose up onto her toes to kiss him. “I’ll corral the babies. Your phone’s on the counter on the charger.” She smacked his ass, making him wince, then smile.
“Yes, Ma’am.” He kissed her once more before heading inside.
Part of him knew Eliza was absolutely right.
The rest of him wanted to drive to Gainesville that night with a chainsaw, a shovel, and a map to the closest state forest.
After wiping the backs of his calves with damp paper towels to clean off the bulldog slobber, he retrieved his phone. Then he called up Kailey’s number and dialed it before he lost what little chill he’d managed to regain.
Which was practically none.
She answered on the second ring and sounded more nervous than he ever remembered hearing her sound. “Hey, Dad.”
“Hey, kiddo.” He closed his eyes as a series of images flashed through his mind. Of the first time they heard her heartbeat in the doctor’s office. The day she was born. Her first day of school.
The first time he put a waster in her hands and taught her how to use it and she clobbered a little boy who was two years older than her.
“How was your trip?” she asked.
“Long. Glad to be home.” He dove right in. “So I hear you and Gerald are living together now, huh?”
“Uh, yeah. Guess Mom told you the whole story, huh?”
“Uh huh.” He took a deep breath. “So, here comes the mandatory Dad talk.”
“Yeah, I figured.”
“What Mom said. If it doesn’t work, tell us. Please?”
“Dad, I promise. We’re not going to get married right now. School and competition first.”
“Just keep something in mind, sweetheart.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. If he hurts you, let him know that I will make what Mom did to him look like a friendly game of Twister. And you know I can do it.”
She grumbled, sounding so much like her mother it made his heart ache a little.
Gerald’s a lucky guy. Let’s hope she’s right about him.
“Dad, he’s scared of you, too. I promise.”
“How?”
She softly laughed. “I might have had fun telling a few war stories about you and the LARP group.”
“You did, huh?”
“Yeah. And he knows I can shoot, he’s seen me in the dojo. He’s…” She sighed. “He reminds me a lot of you. He looks at me the way you look at Mom.”
Well, shit.
He didn’t exactly have an argument against that. Yes, Eliza had said it, but hearing his daughter say it…
Sigh.
When he finally ended their phone call, he found Eliza chilling on the couch, a playful smile on her face. “Well?” she asked.
He curled up on the couch with his head in her lap. “I will kill him if he hurts her.”
She ran her fingers through his hair. “Of course you will, honey.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
“I really will.”
“My big, tough barbarian.”
He snuggled tighter against her. “It’s not fair she’s all grown up now.”
“I know.” Her fingers stroked against his scalp.
He sighed. “Did we give her all the tools she needs?”
“Oooh, yeah. And if we didn’t, we showed him she has a family he doesn’t want to fuck with.”
 
* * * *
 
By Friday evening, Rusty felt mostly recovered and decided he wanted to get back to at least one other thing he’d really missed—their LARP group. After a quick glance at the group’s Google calendar on their website to make sure there was a practice late that Saturday morning, he cleared it with Eliza to go and made sure to hunt down all his gear and get it ready.
This was the same group they’d been attending when the two of them first met. Some of the same people were still members, including Duke, who ran it. They’d seen second generations of kids pass through, and, in some cases, third generations, grandchildren enjoying participating and getting dirty and sweaty and having good, clean, sort-of violent fun.
Safely, of course.
He suspected Eliza wasn’t going to go when she didn’t bother to prep any of her gear ahead of time.
When they awoke late the next morning, after he started the morning by eating her out and then getting rewarded by being allowed to fuck her, Eliza confirmed her decision.
“I’m going to help Marcia do the shopping for the club today, but you go have fun.”
“You sure? I’ll go with you, if you want.”
She gave him a long, sweet kiss. “I’m sure.” She giggled as she licked her juices off his chin. “Might want to clean up before you head out, though. You’ll end up smelling a little funny once you start sweating.”
“Good point.”
An hour later, he was out the door and on his way to the county park. When he pulled into the parking area, he spotted his old friend, Kevin.
“Hey!”
Kevin turned, grinning. “Where you been hiding?”
“Me? Where’ve you been?” Rusty asked.
“Had to miss a couple of months. Knee surgery.”
“Man, that mean I need to take it easy on you?”
Kevin snorted. “As if. I brought chalk and rope. Looks like we’re the first here. Want to get the circles laid out?”
“Yeah.”
Twenty minutes later, a couple of other old-timers had also shown up while Rusty and Kevin started warming up inside one of the circles.
That’s when a young girl who wore a pinched, dour look on her face marched over. “What do you think you’re doing?”
Rusty turned. “Uh, we’re practicing.”
“That’s not what we choreographed.”
“Choreographed? Since when do we choreograph anything but the chess matches?”
“We do now!”
“And who the hell are you?”
“My name’s Gaylena. Who the hell are you?”
He stared at the girl. “Are you even eighteen? Where are your fricking parents?”
“I’m nineteen, and I’m in charge of this group.”
He snorted. “Now I know you’re full of shit. Duke’s in charge of the group. We’ve known each other since we were kids, honey, and I’ve been part of this group since then.”
“Well, I’ve never seen you.”
“I’ve been out of town for work. I missed a couple of months.”
“I’m in charge now. I took over when Duke needed to drop out for a while. I was the only one to volunteer to take over organizing everything. If you’d been here, you’d know that.”
Rusty exchanged a dubious glance with Kevin. “You hear about this?”
He shrugged. “I heard Duke handed the Facebook group and website and stuff over to someone temporarily, but I was laid up with my knee the past couple of months.”
She planted her fists on her hips. “We don’t just go running around with fake weapons. We’re currently choreographing the fight from Highlander.”
“Okay, you did get the memo we’re not representing Scots, right?”
“The moves are the same.” Cue eye-roll.
The duh was implied. 
Rusty clenched his fist in order to keep his arm at his side, because he reeeeeally wanted to punch this kid, girl or not.
“Honey, why don’t you stand back and watch and learn.” Rusty turned toward Kevin again, but the girl had the balls to enter the circle and get between them.
“You’re not understanding, dude. I’m in charge now.”
He had several inches, over fifty pounds, and several decades of experience on her. He could easily kick her ass.
Didn’t mean he should.
Some more kids, most who looked her age or younger, walked up.
“What’s going on, Gaylena?” one boy asked.
“These guys aren’t doing the routine.”
Rusty was trying hard to hold on to his chill. “We’ve been doing this since before you were even born, kiddo,” Rusty said.
He’d apparently struck a nerve. Her face scrunched up. “Don’t call me that!” She turned. “Mayghen! Where are you?”
“Here.” Another girl stepped around to the front of the group, and Rusty thought he recognized her, maybe?
“Tell them who runs the website and Facebook groups now.”
“You do.” But she didn’t look totally…convinced.
Or convincing.
“This is our practice,” Gaylena said. “I’ve had six summers at theater camp, and a semester of fencing. We’re going to make the ren fair appearances look good.”
Rusty sheathed his sword and planted his hands on his hips. “For starters, theater camp won’t do jack shit for you if you don’t know how to fight, how to fall.”
“We don’t need to know how to fight and fall. That’s why we’re choreographing everything.”
Rusty started studying the kids and realized he didn’t really recognize any of them as regulars, or kids of old-timers. In fact, only two adults he recognized had walked up while this confrontation was going on.
“Where are Jennifer and Jackson Shallis?” They were kids who wouldn’t miss a practice unless they were practically dead. They were seventeen-year-old twins, a brother and sister, and had been members of the group since they were able to walk.
The girl rolled her eyes at Rusty. “They were two of the defectors. They decided to go join the Vikings with the others.”
“What? Who the hell are all of you? This group’s literally been in existence for over thirty years, and I don’t recognize any of you.”
She stood a little straighter. “They’re my friends. We wanted to join SCA, but they require a lot of stuff we don’t have. This was easier.”
Kevin shook his head. “So, what, you take over?”
The guy who’d walked up, Pat, stepped into the circle and shook with Rusty and Kevin. “Thank god you guys showed up. This has been a real shit-show—”
“No one asked you!” Gaylena shrilly interrupted.
“That’s exactly my point,” Pat said, looking more than a little irate. “We’ve never heard of you kids before, and you took advantage of Duke by taking over the website and Facebook group when he was looking for help, then you barge into our practices, changing everything we’ve been doing for years. Without bothering to actually ask any of us if we wanted to change what and how we do things.”
“What?” Rusty turned on the girl. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
Pat continued. “She showed up the Saturday after he gave her the logins and made her an admin, her and her little friends here. Literally stomped in and told everyone how she was going to do things, and if they didn’t like it, they could leave.” He swept his arm out, indicating the lack of old-timers. “You can see how that played out.”
“Shit,” Rusty said.
Gaylena lifted her chin. “Still stands. I’m in charge.”
“You don’t deserve to be in charge!” Rusty advanced on her, and she did scramble back a step, much to his amusement.
“Well, who’s going to take it away from me!” she said. “Duke had to leave town for work and no one else wanted to do it. You should’ve stepped up.”
“I was out of town, but you can damn sure bet I could do a better job.”
Eliza was going to kill him, but he suspected she was going to take this little shit apart at the seams when she heard the story.
A story he wanted to learn more about before he did anything else.
“Then you should’ve volunteered.”
“I was out of town, kid. So you ruin a group just to feed your ego, huh?”
“I’m good! I know I can beat you!”
He snorted. “You think you can, huh?”
“Yeah.” Her coterie nodded behind her. “I was named best in camp in mock combat five years in a row. And I won third place at regionals three months ago for fencing. You want this group, then challenge me. Fight me for it. Or are you chicken?”
“Next Saturday,” Rusty said. “Same time. Right here. Winner gets the website and control of the Facebook group, and is in charge of running practices, all of that.”
“Deal.”
He turned to the other kids. “You all heard her make the deal, right?”
They nodded.
“Then I’ll see you in the circle next Saturday.”
Fuck. He stomped away toward the parking lot, Pat and Kevin on his heels.
“Eliza’s gonna kill you, isn’t she?” Kevin asked.
“Fuck, yeah, she’s gonna kill me.” Rusty suspected Eliza was going to put a hurting on Gaylena, too.
“Why didn’t you challenge her today and end it?” Pat asked.
“Because I want to talk to some of the others first. I want the full story.”
He also wanted to make sure Eliza would fight this battle for him. Because if he kicked the girl’s ass—which he easily could—that wasn’t a fair win, in his mind.
Eliza, at least, was close in size, and the girl was young, but Eliza had decades of training and skill on her.
There was also the whole problem that he needed Eliza to approve this.
 




Chapter Ten
 
Eliza wasn’t home when Rusty returned way earlier than he’d originally anticipated.
Which was a good thing, because that gave him time to prepare.
His first call was to his friend Ron, who was involved with a Viking group.
I mean, how many can there be in Sarasota?
Ron was also a friend in common from the Suncoast Society.
“Hey, Rusty! Long time, no chat. What’s up?”
“I was busy with work and out of town, so let me summarize…”
Five minutes later, Ron was chuckling. “Yeah, we did just pick up a bunch of people from your group. The adults said fuck this shit and contacted us. They’re still doing their thing, just with us now. Some of them are also wanting to learn our fighting style, too, but they don’t have our weapons. It’s been fun mixing the practices. You know us—we like to have fun.”
“Yeah.” He rubbed at his forehead. “So if I get control of the group—”
“If? Dude, like there’s any doubt. You mean when.”
“Yeah, as long as Eliza clears it.”
“Ah. There is that.”
“Exactly. Can we still practice with you guys?”
“I was wondering why you weren’t coming out with everyone. Look, you guys are more than welcome to join us. It’s all good. We’re practicing over at Ev’s now a lot, because it’s closer.”
“Our Ev?”
“Yeah. Ev and Wylie.”
“Oh. That’s cool.”
“Right? Just clear it with your owner.” Ron laughed.
“Thanks.”
Rusty ended the call and grabbed a shower. He’d already walked the dogs, and was naked and in his cuffs and collar, when Eliza returned an hour later.
“You’re home early,” she noted.
“Yeah, about that…”
She groaned when he finished the story. “Really, Rus?”
“Well, it’s that, or I become a Viking.” He thought about it. “Yay! New kit and weapons and gear!”
She glared at him.
“I mean, aw, boo, I’d have to needlessly spend money on a new kit and weapons and shield and allll that other fun…stuff.”
She sighed. “Before we go fighting this literal battle, contact some of the others and make sure we’re not fighting a losing battle from the start.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, really. If no one wants to come back from the other group, it’s kind of a moot point, anyway.” She leaned against the kitchen counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “So tell me about this little bitch.”
He did.
Eliza looked more than smug. “What you’re saying is I can make an example out of her? Guilt-free?”
“Exactly.”
“And you want the responsibility of doing this? Running the group?”
“Kevin and Pat will help with running practices. We don’t have to worry about arranging a practice space if we’re combined with Ron’s group. There won’t be a lot to do differently than we already were.”
She studied him. “Okay, do it. Call around.” She pushed off from the counter. “What could possibly go wrong?”
 
* * * *
 
What happened out of the gate the next Saturday morning was that Chica let out a yip in the backyard when Eliza had them outside for their morning walkies. By the time Eliza ran over to her, the dog was limping. Somehow, she’d hooked her dewclaw nail on the tough runners of the Floratam grass in their backyard and ripped it off, leaving her bleeding.
“Shit! Rus!”
He came running, realized what was going on, and grabbed an old bath towel to wrap around her paw.
“I’ll run her to the vet,” Eliza said. “They’re open until noon. I’ll meet you at the park after I get her home.”
They didn’t have to be there for ninety minutes. “You want me to go with you to the vet?”
“No, dig the large crate out of the garage for me, wash and dry it, and set it up in the living room. I’ll crate her when I get her home and then head to the park.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” He immediately headed to the garage to do it.
This wasn’t how he envisioned the day going.
I hope I haven’t jinxed things.
He’d talked to over two dozen of the “old-timers” over the past week, and unanimously they’d agreed to Rusty’s plan. They’d be showing up today in support of Rusty and Eliza.
And yes, they all wanted to keep practicing with Ron’s group. Today was an off day for the Vikings, though, so it worked out all right.
Now all they had to do was get Eliza there to kick the little bitch’s ass.
 
* * * *
 
Rusty arrived at the park early and donned his full kit, including his sword. He’d watched several of the videos Gaylena had posted in the Facebook group, of her at “camp” and at her fencing competition.
When he researched the competition, it turned out there were only three people competing in her age and implement division.
In other words, she’d come in third by default.
Looooooser.
Her “choreography” left a lot to be desired, too. Her footwork was sloppy, as was her swordwork. It was blatantly obvious that she had no clue what the hell she was doing from a fighting viewpoint.
Kevin soon arrived, as did a few others.
“Where’s Eliza?” Kevin asked.
“She needed to take one of the dogs to the vet this morning. Ripped off a toenail somehow on her walk. She’s driving separately.”
“Yikes. I hope your dog’s okay.”
“Yeah, vet said it’s not unusual. Just had to stop the bleeding, is all. Eliza wanted to put her in a crate though, and of course it was out in the garage and needed cleaning. I got that ready for her. She told me to come on ahead.”
The “kids” started arriving and took up a position around one picnic table in the shade. Gaylena walked over, a smug look on her face. “You sure you want to do this, pops?”
Rusty made a fist but resisted the urge to sock her in her smirking mouth. “Not everyone’s here yet,” he said.
“Whatever.” She strolled back over to her group, several of them looking his way and laughing when she said something too low for them to hear.
“Why don’t we all just go with the Vikings?” Kevin asked. “Why are we fucking bothering with this bullshit?”
“Because it’s the fucking principle now,” Rusty said through his clenched jaw. “It’s our group. It’s been our group. Don’t worry, Eliza’s going to take care of it.”
“What if she won’t fight Eliza?”
Rusty smirked. “Oh, she’ll fight Eliza. Li won’t give her a choice.”
A bunch of the “old-timers” were standing near the circle and chatting when Eliza drove up in her SUV just before the regular start time. Rusty stared as Eliza marched across the field from the parking lot. She was dressed in black yoga capris, a form-fitting tank top over a sports bra, flip-flops…
And wore the pouch holding her bastons slung crossways over her back.
God help him, he was suddenly fighting the urge to squirm and adjust his cock.
Thank god I wore a jockstrap today.
At least his tunic hung low enough to hide his growing bulge.
He knew exactly why she’d chosen this particular outfit, and those particular weapons, instead of her usual kit and sword.
This was the point about to be driven home.
Hopefully straight through Gaylena’s skull.
Kevin leaned in. “Holy shit, she looks pissed.”
“Yeah,” Rusty muttered. “She absolutely is.”
Eliza snapped her fingers at him as she passed. Rusty scurried to fall in behind her as she strode over to where the gaggle of “popular kids” now stood gathered around Gaylena.
Eliza stopped a few feet away, her hands planted on her hips as she surveyed the kids for a long moment. “Which one of you little shits is Gaylena?” she finally asked.
The girl wore a smirk. “Oh, does pops need to have his wife come fight his battles for him?”
“Hey, kiddo. The deal was fighting you for control of the group, right? Didn’t say anything about he couldn’t appoint a champion to do it for him. My husband doesn’t kick little girls’ asses because he’s a gentleman, not because he can’t fight you.”
“Well, if that’s the case, my boyfriend, Jordan, can fight him.” She pointed to a kid standing just behind her, not much taller than Gaylena, who also wore an annoyingly smug expression.
Gaylena stood at least six inches taller than Eliza, and the smug, slow glance she gave Li told Rusty he might need to have an ambulance on standby for the girl when his wife finished taking her apart.
Rusty suppressed his amused smile as he watched the calculations spin through Eliza’s expression.
“I can take you, honey. No sweat.”
Gaylena snorted. “You’re going to fight me?”
“I’ll do you one better,” Eliza said. “I’ll kick your ass, then I’ll kick your boyfriend’s ass. Once I beat both of you, then we regain control of the Facebook group, website, and the group as a whole.”
“Kick our asses?” Gaylena sneered. “As if.”
“Well, if you’re too chicken to fight an old woman—”
“I didn’t say I was chicken!”
“Then grab your shit and get your ass in the circle. Or forfeit. Now.” Total mom voice.
Eliza started to turn and Rusty was more than a little amused to see indecision wash over Gaylena’s expression.
All the other kids were staring at Gaylena, though, expecting her to follow through with it.
Jordan didn’t look none too thrilled, either.
Eliza kicked off her flip-flops outside the circle and stepped inside it, where she started stretching and cracking her neck. Rusty circled around the far side, hand on the hilt of his bastard sword, and grabbed his cell phone from his leather pouch so he could film this.
Gaylena, surrounded and more or less propelled by her coterie, made her way toward the circle. At the edge, she stared at Eliza.
“You’re not wearing any armor. How am I supposed to fight you?”
“You told Rus you were an expert. Shouldn’t matter.” Eliza chuckled. “Don’t worry, honey. I won’t hurt you too much. Don’t bother pulling your punches, either. You’ll need all the help you can get.”
Jordan handed Gaylena her helmet. She finally put it on, and then donned her leather gauntlets.
Kevin and his wife, and about a dozen of the other old-timers, walked over to stand with Rusty. All of them had cell phones in hand, video cameras at the ready.
“Yeah, Gaylena,” Kevin said. “We all heard you mouthing off last week. Control of the group goes to the winner. That’s what you said.” He was already filming.
“How am I supposed to fight you if you don’t have any weapons?” Gaylena’s voice had risen in pitch.
Rusty knew that tone.
That was fear.
“Honey, this group has always been about inclusion, not exclusion,” Eliza said. “Regardless of the kind of weapons or period the participants wanted to reflect. The only time we worried about being ‘correct’ was when we participated in the human chess matches at Ren Fair. Otherwise, we matched like to like in terms of skill, weapons, and gear. While some of us are also in SCA, this group ain’t the SCA. Things don’t have to come out of fricking tombs or museums to be used in skirmishes.”
Eliza crossed her arms over her chest and gave Gaylena a dismissive glance. “Had you taken time to actually learn the group’s history, like a leader should, you’d fucking know that.”
“You can take her, Gaylena,” one of the other girls said.
“She doesn’t have any armor or pads on!”
A slow smile filled Eliza’s face where she now stood dead center in the circle. “Bok.”
“What?”
“Bok bok. Chicken.” Eliza clapped her hands and rubbed them together. “Get your ass out here, or yield so I can kick your boyfriend’s ass. I have places to be, kiddo, and I’ve had a shitty morning. Let’s gitter done.”
Rusty didn’t know if it was the disquieting smile Eliza used—one he knew all too well—or her complete, unshakable confidence that was rattling the girl, but Gaylena reluctantly stepped inside the circle as her friend Mayghen pulled out her whistle.
“All right. Fighters ready? Begin.” She blew the whistle.
Eliza stood there, hands on her hips, feet shoulder-width apart. He could tell she was balancing on the balls of her feet.
“Ooh, ten bucks says Eliza sends both of them out of here in an ambulance,” Kevin muttered to Rusty, where he now stood filming.
“Nope. Won’t take that bet. That’s a sucker’s bet.”
“You want to go grab pizza when we’re done here?” Kevin asked.
Rusty shrugged. “Sure. Sounds good.”
“Ooh, did someone say pizza?” one of the others asked. “I could go for that.”
“We need to have practice first,” Rusty said.
“And wait for EMS to haul the victims off,” Pat added, followed by an evil cackle.
Gaylena held her sword in a two-handed grip that didn’t look nearly as confident as she did in her choreographed “routines.”
“Did you guys say pizza?” Eliza asked without taking her eyes off Gaylena.
“Yeah, honey,” Rusty said, already knowing what she was doing. “Pietro’s, maybe.”
“That sounds good.” She was pivoting now as Gaylena circled her. “We haven’t been there in a while.”
“I think it’s been a couple of months,” he agreed, enjoying the mindfuck they were giving the girl.
Gaylena charged and Eliza easily dodged the girl, spinning and kicking her in the ass and shoving her off-balance on the follow-through, nearly sending Gaylena flying face-first into the grass. Somehow, the kid managed to keep her footing.
A collective gasp rose from the other kids, while the adults burst out laughing. Gaylena didn’t trip, but she came damn close to it. And when she wheeled around, Rusty could tell she was pissed off.
Eliza could have easily disarmed her on that pass and ended the match right there, but she was making a point.
A point that wouldn’t soon be forgotten by Gaylena or any of her posse.
“Oh, honey, remind me we need to stop by PetSmart on the way home,” Eliza called out to him. “I’m out of ear wipes for the babies.”
“Sure thing, sweetheart.”
“You cheated,” Gaylena said.
“Sweetie, the rules have been the same since we were kids—yield, or fight until the match is called by the ref. This is what combat’s about. You want to choreograph everything, go form a drama group. We do skirmishes. We don’t go around filming YouTube fan movies of fights.”
Gaylena charged again, leading with her sword. Rusty winced when Eliza dodged, drawing her bastons as she did. Another gasp of awe rose from the kids when Eliza blocked the girl’s blade by crossing the sticks in front of her, shoving them up high, and kicking Gaylena square in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her.
Eliza stepped back. “We’ve taught people how to defend themselves, sweetie. I’ve got three black belts in three different disciplines and I’m not even breaking a sweat yet. You ready to give up before I kick your ass or you keel over from sunstroke?”
Gaylena stood hunched over and coughing near the far edge of the circle, shaking her head.
Jordan looked a little green.
The other kids had fallen silent.
Eliza turned her back on the girl and walked toward Rusty, dropping him a playful wink as he shook his head in amusement.
“Don’t kill her, honey,” he warned. “That’ll get expensive, and Ed and Ross will end up owning our asses in defense fees. Just embarrass the hell out of her.”
She grinned. “Spoil-sport.”
Yeah, Gerald was an idiot if he thought he might one day screw Kailey over and get away with it. This right here was more than enough additional proof.
Rusty couldn’t wait to get the video posted.
Eliza returned to the center of the circle and turned to face Rusty and the other old-timers.
Gaylena tried charging Eliza again from behind. Eliza held the bastons in one hand and waited until the last second, spun around, smacked Gaylena hard on her right elbow with the sticks while grabbing the hilt of her sword with the other hand and snatching it from her. Then Eliza added insult to injury by tripping her and standing over her with the point of the sword pointed at her throat.
“Does the lady yield?” Eliza asked in that familiar accent that made Rusty’s semi fully spring to hard, screaming, throbbing life. “Or would ye like me to keep kicking yer bloody arse? Because there’s still a lot o’ fight left in this here ole bitch.”
I wonder if the bathroom doors here lock…
Because, damn, he wanted to fuck his gorgeous wife.
Gaylena was sobbing, holding her elbow. “Yield! I yield!”
The old farts started cheering. Eliza walked across to the far edge of the circle, in front of a very shocked-looking Jordan, and melodramatically planted the sword tip-first in the sand in front of him, where the hilt wobbled back and forth.
She tucked her bastons under her left arm and dusted her hands off. “Your turn, buddy. I have errands to run before I get pizza, and I’m starving. You a lefty or a righty? I’ll try not to break it.”
He nearly tripped backing away from her. “Yield! I yield! Fuck this shit, Gaylena. I told you this was a bad fucking idea.”
He turned and ran for the parking lot, prompting a round of laughter from the adults.
“Brave Sir Jordan ran away,” Kevin called in a teasing, sing-song voice, earning yet another round of laughter from the adults, many of whom started singing the full version of “The Tale of Sir Robin” from Monty Python and the Holy Grail, only substituting Jordan for Robin.
“Anyone else from your group of little shits want to fight me?” Eliza challenged. “I’m just getting warmed up.”
To a one, they all shook their heads.
Eliza swept her arm out, indicating the adults. “That’s what this group was always about,” she said. “Having fun. Y’all want to have a choreographed fight group? That’s great. But don’t change what’s been working for literally decades before most of y’all were ever conceived, and don’t force everyone else to do things your way when you are the newcomers.”
Eliza turned to Mayghen while sliding the sticks back into her pouch. “In case you don’t know my name, it’s Eliza McElroy. I’m in the Facebook group. I expect the website and newsletter login info to hit my Facebook inbox within the next two hours, and I expect to be made admin of the Facebook group and page by then, too. And all y’all will be removed as admins and moderators.” Eliza jabbed a finger at her. “If not, I’m going to go tell your parents what little shits you’ve been, and they’ll ground your asses by the time I’m done. I looked into all of you on Facebook.”
She pointed to five different kids. “I know your parents. I taught them. You think they’re going to be happy with Mrs. McElroy rolling up on them and telling them what you’ve been up to? Think again. This group belongs to us. Go form your own group and do your own thing, but y’all’ve already driven away the best talent you ever could’ve learned from.”
Eliza turned to walk away.
“Can we be in your group?” Mayghen called after her.
Eliza turned back. “Sorry, honey. Maybe when you all grow up a little.” Gaylena was still sobbing as she struggled to get to her feet while cradling her right arm.
Eliza pointed to her. “And someone’s probably going to need to drive her to an ER. I was trying to be gentle, but if she actually knew how to fight…”
Eliza shrugged. “I have the info for the dojo I still teach at posted on my Facebook profile. Y’all start taking lessons, prove to me you can work together, with a group, and act mature, then we’ll think about letting y’all back in. Until then, you can find the rest of us sharing workout time with the Viking group. They’ve already invited us to join them, and we can still keep our unique fighting styles. Meaning y’all are going to miss a lot of really cool shit as we start exchanging techniques and ideas.”
Eliza held her hand up for high-fives as she strolled past the group of adults. Rusty stopped filming and started uploading the video to Facebook.
He hustled to catch up with her. “Pizza and PetSmart, Ma’am,” he reminded her.
She grinned up at him. “That’s my good boy,” she softly said so only he could hear.
 




Chapter Eleven
 
While the rest of them practiced, Eliza ran home first to check on Chica—who was wearing a cone of shame, but her toe hadn’t started bleeding again—before rejoining everyone to eat.
That was probably the best fucking pizza Rusty had ever eaten in his life. And everyone treated Eliza like the heroine she was while he sat back, smiling and enjoying his wife’s rightful time in the spotlight.
She deserved it.
Later, at home, Rusty stood in the shower under water as hot as he could stand it and let it beat on his deliciously aching body. He didn’t even turn when he felt the draft from Eliza slipping into the shower with him, or startle when her arms wrapped around him from behind.
“Hey, there, tall, dark, and handsome.” She kissed the spot between his shoulder blades that always gave him the good kind of shivers, flicking her tongue over it. “You come here often?”
He chuckled. “I have never wanted to fuck you as badly or as hard as when I stood there and watched you take that girl apart.” He turned in her arms, draping his around her. “That was fricking incredible.”
“I’m not letting any little bitch insult my barbarian and get away with it.” She looked entirely too pleased with herself. “Fuck that little cunt. She’s in for a very rough life if she can’t learn humility now. Might even be too late for her. She’s never been told no, and she’s never had to face real consequences for her actions. Besides, that’s our group, not hers.”
She sighed. “Literally, now, I guess. I got the notices that they added me as an admin to the Facebook group and page, and received a PM with all the login info for the website. I just booted them and added you as an admin.”
“Question—why not let the other kids join the group if they’re contrite?”
“Because, again, they all need to learn this shit now. Notice none of the kids of our long-time members put up with her bullshit. They went over to Ron’s group immediately with the rest of the grown-ups. Not because they all had to, either. Some of them are driving themselves. They switched because they fucking know better and didn’t want to deal with her bullshit.”
“But Ron’s group choreographs.”
“Yeah, but they do a lot of intensive training. It’s not simply Hollywood movie shit actors do for a camera. It’s not just rehearsed moves. There’s actual fighting involved. They learn how to defend themselves, how to block—all of that. It’s only choreographed to a certain extent. There are a lot of things that can get someone hurt if they don’t know anything other than following a script. You know that. Those kids, if someone goofs up a move, someone’s going to get badly hurt.
“I mean, look how she charged me point-first. If I wasn’t experienced, she could have impaled me. If she tries to press charges against me later, we’ve got, what, no less than ten different videos showing it was self-defense? Motherfucking stand-your-ground laws for the win.
“Ron’s group teaches the basics before they teach choreography. His group is like the hard-working stunt actors who do the heavy lifting and actually fight. They do some skirmishes in practice, but because they have a common fighting style, and they’re using large swords, and are nearly all of them similarly armored and using shields, it’s a level playing field except for skill.”
He smirked. “Going to post a bunch of videos of us all having fun and make those kids grovel to join us, aren’t you?”
“Fuckin’ A, I am.” She grinned. “No one picks on my barbarian.”
“You were going to break her elbow, weren’t you? I saw you pull your hit at the last second.
She shrugged. “Hey, don’t I get brownie points for pulling back at the last second because I thought getting sued by her parents might not be a good thing, even if we would have won it?”
“Yes, of course you do, baby.” He kissed her, sweet and tenderly, loving this woman, every terrifying bit of her.
“Did you post the video to Facebook?” she asked.
“Of course I did, Ma’am.”
“Did you tag Kailey and Gerald in it?”
He snickered. “Of course I did, Ma’am. I want to remind him how terrifying his mother-in-law-to-be is.”
She rested her head against his chest. “We make a great team, barbarian.”
“Yes, Ma’am, we do.”
She sighed. “I will literally kill him if he breaks her heart. Tilly will have to alibi me in London or LA or somefuckingwhere.”
“I think we got that message across loud and clear, Ma’am.”
“You sure? Because I can be even more terrifying.”
He snickered. “Yes, I know you can. And yes, I’m sure.”
“Our baby’s all grown up.”
“As you yourself said, our baby is an expert with firearms, in addition to armed and unarmed combat. If he’s not already terrified of her, I’d be shocked, or he’s just not paying attention.” He nuzzled the top of her head. “Kind of the biggest turn-on, actually. Being terrified.”
She looked up, smiling. “Turn-on, huh?”
“Yes, Ma’am. Knowing you absolutely can take care of yourself.” He kissed her again. “And your barbarian.”
“You ever stop to contemplate that one of the first official things you did for me as my fiancé was to make sure I had an alibi?”
He grinned. “Yeah.” He ground his hips against her. “Why do you think it’s such a turn-on? Because there’s a certain girl who knows how to rev my engine and keep it running. Even after all these years together.” He ground against her again. “She has, ever since the day I met her, when she thoroughly kicked my ass.”
She giggled. “You’re warped.”
He waggled his eyebrows at her. “And you love me like that.”
“Yes, I absolutely love you like that.”
 
* * * *
 
Eliza had worried she was going to step into the shower to a long and rightfully deserved lecture about how poorly she’d handled the combat group situation and Gaylena.
Especially for how she’d handled Gaylena.
Because in all honesty, Eliza had originally been planning on sending the girl out of there in an ambulance with at least one badly broken arm.
Just to send a message.
No one fucked with her husband and got away with it. Especially not some whiny-ass teenaged girl, all because he was too much of a gentleman to kick her ass himself.
The only person allowed to fuck with her husband was her.
Period.
And only in the ways she wanted to fuck with him.
Like the way she wanted to fuck him right now.
He’d already been sporting a chub. She reached down and cupped his balls in her hand, his cock immediately growing fully rigid against her arm.
“That’s what I wanted.” She sank to her knees in front of him and engulfed his cock with her mouth.
He slumped back against the wall with a needy groan that made Eliza’s pulse throb and her pussy clench.
She teased him, pulling off slowly to explore the head of his cock with her tongue and lips.
“Fuck, yeah!” he gasped.
She cupped his balls again and worked her way down his shaft, mouthing along the underside, back to the head. Down and up she played with him, over and over, loving the tension she felt building in him.
Even her nipples tightened.
Everything about them, and this, always felt right. If Kailey and Gerald felt a fraction of this love and passion for each other, then they had her blessings.
She was pretty sure she could help win Rusty over, if given enough time.
She settled in to enjoy this. She’d always loved going down on him, having him helpless and needy and vulnerable with her.
Except she also wanted him to fuck her.
That meant playing with him, driving him nearly insane with her mouth for nearly twenty minutes before finally relenting.
She stood, smiling. “Make me come first—”
The rest of the sentence was swallowed by her laughter as he shoved her against the wall and dropped to his knees in front of her, much like his first night home after his trip. Her juices were already running down the insides of her thighs. All he had to do was slip two fingers inside her pussy and start finger-fucking her as his mouth closed over her clit.
Rusty was no slouch in the oral department, either. Once he got her started, hooking his fingers forward to reach her G-spot, she was a goner and she knew it. He ravenously feasted on her, his other hand reaching up to play with her nipples. Back and forth he tweaked and rolled them, sending new pulses of need to her clit with every motion.
When she climaxed, he let out one of those sexy, satisfied growls he made that only made her come harder.
In their primal, animalistic lust, he ravished her like a great white taking down a gimpy seal.
She loved it.
And him.
Eliza lost count of how many times she came before she finally reached down and tugged on his hair. He shot up to his feet, his cock seemingly impaling her on the rise, effortlessly sliding home inside her slick pussy.
She hooked a hand around the back of his neck to pull him down for a kiss. Rusty slanted his mouth over hers, his low, rolling moan already starting as he held her pinned against the wall and fucked her. Wet, warm water raining down on them, their flesh sliding against each other, it felt like Heaven, right now.
Just like she loved. Hard and fast, eager—his every action showing her how he felt about her.
Nothing passive about her guy.
Not at all.
Everything he did showed her how he felt about her. She never had a doubt about his feelings.
This time, all she could do was hold on and let him rut. It was difficult, standing like this, to get any traction. This was all him, all for him.
It didn’t take him long to come, either. When he exploded, filling her with his cum, he moaned into her mouth. She loved hearing his noises, loved the tangible, sweet proof of his feelings and what she did to him.
When he finally quit thrusting, his chest rose and fell as he tried to catch his breath. “Wow,” he whispered against her mouth.
She stroked his hair. “Wow, indeed, baby.”
He stared down at her with those gorgeous green eyes of his. “After all these years, you still put up with me, Ma’am.”
She smiled. “Just try getting rid of me.”
He rested his forehead against hers. “Guess we’ll be paying for a wedding at some point, huh?”
“Probably.”
“I guess I’d get punished if for the bachelor’s party I got him drunk and shaved his head?”
She snorted. “Not by me, you wouldn’t. Kailey might not appreciate it, though.”
“Yeah, well…” He sighed. “Guess I’m going to have to learn to let go, huh?”
She hugged him tightly. “When you figure that out, please let me know, because I’m going to need some help with that myself.”
As they stood there in the shower, Eliza closed her eyes and relished this moment of peace, of calm.
“Li?” he softly said.
“Yeah?”
He choked up. “Thank you for being patient with me and loving me all those years ago.”
She hugged him tighter against her. “Yeah, well, not like I’m the easiest person to live with. I think I got the better end of the deal.”
He nuzzled the top of her head. “Love you, baby.”
“Love you, too, barbarian.”
 
THE END
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