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Brita was a cop until an on-duty injury while protecting a child forced her retirement. Now, her days are spent teaching firearms classes, shooting skeet, and doting on her young niece, Jordan. She knows her relationship with Ethan is for life—it’s just a matter of forcing her brain to label it.

The moment Brita got shot is forever seared in Ethan’s memory. She’s the woman he loves, but he’s no dumb Dom. He’s patiently awaiting the day she can finally accept he’s not going anywhere.

Then, an incident during a school outing, where Brita makes a split-second call to protect Jordan and her classmates, changes life forever. Legally and morally, Brita made the right decision. Unfortunately, the man’s rabid fans paint a bull’s-eye on Brita via Jordan. When Brita disappears in hope of protecting her family—and her and Ethan’s secret lifestyle—Ethan knows he has to find her.

But first, he has to catch the bastards stalking her.
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Chapter One

 

Then

 

Brita smirked across the table at Ethan. “That sounds like a loaded question, buster.”

His playful smile lit her heart. “You looking for directness?”

“I am.”

He leaned forward and dropped his voice, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief. “I was thinking later we could go back to my place for the night.”

“We talking meepin’ or sleepin’?”

“Yes.” His smile widened. The inside joke between them helped reduce the chance of anyone talking about their personal lives. Ethan loved to tease her that he could coax meep sounds out of her during sex, and it had become their code for it.

Detective Brita Delgado suspected what she felt for this man, Detective Ethan Neri, was love. He was patient and kind, and in the past four years they’d known each other, she’d never had a single reason to doubt him or not trust him.

Ever.

That he could continue to be with her when she refused to even label their relationship spoke volumes about his dedication to her.

She had signaled for their check when her radio went off.

Both she and Ethan immediately perked up and paid attention.

 

“All units, shots fired, domestic dispute in progress. Caller states male subject sounds drunk and screaming, and there is a woman and male toddler in the apartment…”

 

They were both up and moving, Ethan leaving a couple of twenties on the table. The waitress knew them and knew they were cops and would put the extra on their tab to apply toward their next meal. Normally, they paid in advance in case of this very situation. That afternoon, they were supposed to be off-duty, due at the state attorney’s office in an hour to go over testimony for a case tomorrow.

Except that they were less than four blocks from the address the dispatcher gave.

Brita had already responded to dispatch that they were close and en route.

They’d taken Ethan’s unmarked unit to lunch. He hit the keyfob to pop the trunk and grab his vest, pulling it on over his shirt while Brita caught the keys he tossed her so she could get the engine started.

As he slid into the passenger seat, she didn’t even wait for him to buckle up as she backed out of the space and headed for the address, lights going but running silent.

He carried his Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office windbreaker, the one with DEPUTY emblazoned on the back. “At least you can put this on.”

She glanced at it. “If they don’t know me by now, I’m screwed anyway.”

“You’re not going in there without a vest, B.”

“We don’t know what we’re facing. It might be forensics and clean-up by the time we get there,” she grimly said. “Stop worrying.”

The old apartment complex was three up, three down, a concrete block building that looked like it was built in the forties or fifties, and located in a previously run-down neighborhood which was currently undergoing gentrification that hadn’t yet reached this particular property. The three ground floor units opened to covered stoops three steps up each, and a low block wall surrounded the front, the flowerbed it held back filled with half-dead azalea shrubs struggling to maintain their grip on this earthly plane.

As they pulled up to the apartments, they saw that the middle door stood open. Brita ignored the windbreaker, jumping out, sidearm already in hand as she crouched and headed for the stoop.

They could hear the man ranting, screaming, his voice slurred and obviously intoxicated. A woman loudly sobbed, only exceeded by the sound of a young child’s cries.

At least they were still alive.

She did let Ethan take point, both of them using the stoop’s concrete columns as cover, Ethan on the right, her on the left.

“Sheriff’s Office. Come out with your hands up!”

“Imma gonna shoot this damn bitch!” the man roared. “I’m tired of her ruinin’ my life!”

“Come on out and let’s talk about it,” Ethan called back. “You shoot anyone, you can’t take that back. This is still fixable. No one’s been hurt. We can talk this out.”

Brita tried to peek around the column and see inside, but the interior was too dark with the afternoon sunlight in their eyes for her to get a good view. Plus the door opened inward, to the left, blocking that angle of view.

She ducked down and, in a crouch, descended the steps and jumped the flowerbed’s block wall to circle around the stoop and give her a better angle to possibly see inside to the right of the doorway.

She spotted a small pair of bare feet, moving, like the child was sitting against the wall close to the right side of the door.

As Ethan kept the guy talking, Brita holstered her weapon and pressed against the front wall of the building, now able to see more of the child. From the way he was crying, he either wasn’t hurt, or wasn’t mortally wounded.

Yet.

She felt Ethan’s burning gaze on her as she focused on the child and edged closer to the stoop. Brita knew she was not only concealed by the apartment’s front wall, but that it was made of concrete block gave her a modicum of protection.

While the unseen woman started talking to the suspect, Brita tried to softly get the boy’s attention by making whispering noises at him. Finally, he leaned forward and saw her. She nodded, giving him a big smile and crooking her finger at him, hoping he’d toddle out the door so she could snatch him and run to cover behind their car.

Now two more marked units arrived, and she heard more sirens closing in the distance. As the man started raging again, Brita shut down everything except her focus on the little boy. Maybe two years old, if that, he looked dirty, and was dressed only in a diaper.

He turned onto his hands and knees and pushed himself up into a standing position. As he did, she boosted herself up onto the stoop, still concealed by the apartment’s front wall and to the left of the open doorway.

Her pulse pounded in her ears and time seemed to slow, every movement now coated with frozen molasses as the boy stepped into the doorway.

She lunged for him. As she heard the shot, she reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling him against her body as if he were a football. She let momentum carry her across the stoop, turning her body to shield him as another shot rang out.

Fiery pain radiated through her left hip and her leg gave out. She shoved off with her right leg, taking her off the other side of the stoop as she once again turned to cushion their fall with her body.

She was aware of Ethan screaming her name, the other officers yelling, more shots as they made their entrance. The wind was knocked out of her as she missed the scraggly azalea bushes and landed on top of the low block wall ringing the flowerbed, taking the full brunt of the impact along the length of her back, just to the right of her spine.

Pain flared through her body, but the toddler was still screaming, so she hoped that meant he was okay. She knew she shouldn’t, but she forced herself to roll to her left, off the wall and to the sidewalk below, landing with the toddler between her body and the wall. More pain flared along her spine and her gun dug into her right hip as she did, along with an ominous, painful crunch in her right shoulder upon impact.

Breathe. Keep breathing.

More shouting, but the gunshots had stopped. Time slammed back into full speed as she heard more vehicles pull up but she didn’t dare move again, knowing she might have done even more damage by rolling to put cover between them and the shooter. Now the toddler was squirming, trying to get away from her.

“It’s okay, honey,” she said, forcing the words out through her agony. “I’ve got you. Stay still.”

“Brita!” Ethan leaned over her. “B!”

“Don’t move me,” she cautioned. “How bad am I shot?”

“Oh, god, officer down! Get EMS!” he screamed at unseen others. “Oh, shit, baby, you’re going to be okay.”

“Take him,” she told him.

She didn’t dare move so much as her head, already knowing from the numbness she felt in both legs that this was bad.

Really, really bad.

She didn’t know if it was from the bullet or the fall, and at that point there was so much pain, she didn’t care.

It fucking hurt.

Ethan gingerly extricated the toddler from her embrace. “He’s okay,” he told her, then she heard him pass the baby off to someone else. “He’s unharmed, just a little scraped up.”

“Perp?”

“Dead.”

“Woman?”

“Beat up, but okay.”

“Good.” She closed her eyes and let the pain suck her down.

“No! Baby, stay with me…”

 

* * * *

 

Ethan rarely changed the TV channel. Not like he was watching it, paying any attention to it whatsoever. It served only as noise to help cover the incessant beeps and noises in the ICU unit.

His focus lay squarely on Brita. They’d been able to save her leg. Fortunately, the asshole hadn’t been using hollow points. But she now had a plate in her upper left femur, and would likely have a limp for life. She’d also injured her right shoulder in the fall, her right collarbone fractured and a torn tendon there adding to her misery.

More disconcerting—and uncertain—was her back injury. They’d done surgery to remove bone chips from where two of her vertebrae had cracked from the impact of the fall, but the good news was she displayed reflexive feeling and movement in her legs and feet.

Yet now, three days in, Brita was still heavily sedated for pain and because they didn’t want her moving any more than necessary until the swelling in her spine went down more. At least she wasn’t on a ventilator, but she had practically no tolerance for the pain meds they gave her, so she might as well have been in a medically induced coma. She spent less than twenty minutes a day awake.

Ethan thought that might be for the best for now.

A wall of blue had surrounded them with love and support, people bringing him food and coffee so he could stay at the hospital with her, bunking in a reclining chair next to her bed in the ICU unit.

Being a cop did have some privileges. This was one time he wouldn’t be ashamed to milk it.

Her parents were going to fly in tomorrow from Phoenix, and her sister and brother-in-law had already stopped by to check on her. But their daughter, Jordan, was just a toddler. Right now, there wasn’t anything they could do to help Brita, so he told them both to save their time off from work for after she was home from the hospital. That’s when he’d need help for her. His own parents were divorced and remarried. Had been for years, his father living in New Jersey and his mom in Texas. They’d both met Brita a couple of times, but the stress of having them there and trying to play referee wasn’t worth it.

He’d rely on their friends and Brita’s family.

The only “good” thing was that he was technically on administrative desk duty while IA went over the details of the shooting and sorted out which bullets had struck and killed the subject. Not just him, but two of the unis who’d responded and returned fire with him after Brita was clear of the doorway with the little boy. It’d only take a couple of weeks to be cleared for active duty again once the investigation was completed.

His supervisor had told him to spend his “desk duty” time with Brita.

Ethan rarely went home, except to shower.

I’m going to marry her. One of these days, I will marry her. No matter how long it takes.

Brita had emotional issues that pre-dated their relationship by well over a decade. An abusive relationship with a controlling asshole in high school, her escape from him being for her to join the Army right after graduation. Not that much of a stretch, since her father had been Air Force. She’d claimed at the time it was so she could get the college benefits. As far as he knew, she’d never revealed the extent of the abuse she’d suffered at the guy’s hands to anyone in her family.

When Ethan and Brita had stumbled into whatever this was that they had almost four years earlier, Ethan had known she was the one. He also recognized she needed space and patience, and he had no problems giving that to her. They understood each other, understood the demands of their jobs. They were exclusive without labeling it, per her request.

He was good with all of that, even if he did consider himself a Dom.

She was more than the sum of any kinky fantasies he’d ever had. He didn’t need for her to be “submissive” to him, or “a submissive.” He simply wanted her to be herself, to be happy.

He loved to make her smile, so that’s what he tried to spend most of their alone time together doing.

Now, however, she was going to have to rely on others. If she didn’t want to be in a rehab facility after her discharge, she would finally have to ditch the stubbornness and accept help from her friends and family. From him. She’d barely be able to take care of herself at first, much less chores around her condo. She’d need to be driven to physical therapy and doctor appointments.

In bed, she loved it when he took control, but he knew exactly where that line lay for her. Something else he was fine with. He didn’t need to control her. He enjoyed the control she let him have, when she let him have it. Far more now than in the early days, but slow baby steps he loved her for.

Trusting him.

A nurse entered the room with a syringe of meds for the pump. He’d met her earlier when she came on shift that morning, but this was her first day caring for Brita.

“Have you eaten today?” she asked him.

The staff had been great, too, practically mothering him. “Yeah. Someone brought me breakfast a little while ago.”

She nodded as she unlocked the pump and swapped the empty syringe for the full one, closed and locked it, and reprogrammed it.

“They’ve reduced her dosage because they want her to wake up a little more,” she said. “Don’t hesitate to ring for me if she’s uncomfortable. They don’t want to transfer her to a regular room yet until she’s more awake and responsive and they can better evaluate her.”

“Thanks.”

“Is she your partner?”

“In a manner of speaking. We’re…involved. Committed.”

Even if Brita was in a drug-induced haze, he wouldn’t disrespect her by using labels she didn’t want. Sure, it’d be easy to say yeah, she’s my girlfriend.

Loving someone meant loving all of them, the way they were at that moment in time. And he loved Brita.

“I’m sorry. This must be particularly hard on you. My husband’s a corrections deputy, so I get it. Were you there when it happened?”

“We were at lunch when we got the call, in my car. I had my vest with me, and she didn’t. But she saw a chance to coax the little boy out and grab him and took it.” He stroked Brita’s right hand. “Not that a vest would have helped where she got shot, but it might have cushioned her fall when she landed and lessened some of her injuries.”

She was, in fact, damn lucky she hadn’t landed on the wall at a different angle. Otherwise, it could have easily snapped her spine.

Ethan knew all she’d care about was that she’d saved the little boy, who was now in protective custody with a foster family because his mother had several outstanding warrants for drug charges, and had been high as a kite.

Preliminary reports suggested that the couple had purchased a bad batch of heroin, cut with something toxic, and it had triggered the violent reaction in the man. She’d taken a hit off a different packet, which either had less of the unknown substance, or hadn’t been cut with it.

The man hadn’t even been the boy’s father. The mother didn’t know who his father was, and had only been living with this guy for a few weeks.

The nurse’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Can I get you anything?”

“No, thanks. I’m okay. Thanks for letting me stay with her.”

“We have…latitude.” She smiled. “Our unit supervisor is married to a retired deputy.” She dropped him a wink and started to head out when the TV caught her attention. “Oh, that guy. I used to love watching his videos, until he started getting edgier and meaner for ratings.”

Ethan shifted his focus from Brita to the TV. It’d been tuned to one of the morning network news shows. They were running the latest video from notorious Internet and YouTube star, PwnerInChief, a prankster who frequently caught fire for his outlandish stunts. In this one, he was charging at people with what Ethan hoped was a fake knife in his hand, and he was sprayed head to toe in silver paint like he was a statue, taking people by surprise after they’d innocently approached to get a better look.

He had a film crew who worked with him, and now he was being sued by one of the victims of this particular prank, because she tripped and fell and broke her arm while trying to run from him.

“…and PwnerInChief, whose real name is Jack Stankliskwi, has declined to speak about this incident. Attorneys for Mr. Stankliskwi and his production company released a statement regretting that someone was injured, but pointing out that the ground was slick with ice, and that she could just as easily have slipped walking…”

“He’s going to get himself or someone else killed if he’s not careful,” Ethan muttered. He hated prank shit like that. “Someone innocent’s already been hurt. It’s only a matter of time before he scares the wrong person and gets himself or one of his crew shot.”

“I liked it a lot better when he stuck to the simple things, like minor scares in malls and stuff. Those were funny.” She sadly shook her head. “Guess he wasn’t getting the ratings he wanted and felt he needed to increase his game. They even started having to blur most people’s faces in the pranks because they refused to sign the release waivers after the reveal. I’m surprised he hasn’t been sued before now. Why do people do stuff like that?”

“It’s all about money. Views equal ad revenue. They don’t stop to think about the ramifications. He’s pandering to the lowest common denominator now. Just like drug dealers.” He returned his focus to Brita. “And I have zero patience for anyone like that.”

Once Ethan was alone again with Brita, he lowered the guard rail on her right side and rested his head on the mattress near her face. He laced his fingers through hers. He’d give anything for her to open her sweet brown eyes and look at him. Her long black hair, which she dyed that color from its natural dark brown due to the unusual blonde patch she had on the right side of her head, lay limp. Normally she pulled it back into a ponytail or a bun for work.

Alone together she’d let it loose and he loved running his fingers through it.

“I’m here for you, baby. Never forget that. As long as you need me, and however you need me, I’m yours.” 


Chapter Two

 

Now

 

Brita Delgado stared at the scene playing out before her. She was still irritated at Ethan for making her leave her sidearm at his place. It wasn’t like they were going to be playing here tonight, necessitating securing hers in the gun safe in the trunk of Ethan’s car.

Rat bastard.

Thought with all love and respect, of course. Not that she’d say it out loud to him.

Not yet, anyway, although she had before.

Ethan knew more of the people at the St. Patrick’s Day party than she did, so she kept her mouth shut and observed. It wasn’t a large enough crowd to trigger her PTSD, but she had felt somewhat apprehensive tonight.

For a variety of reasons, not just because of her PTSD.

Going on over eight years now they’d known each other, the last seven of them spent being exclusive with each other, even though Brita had resisted labeling their relationship. They’d spent the last couple of years amping up what had been her enjoying Ethan taking control in bed into something more, loosely bouncing around in a quasi-BDSM dynamic with Ethan on Top and her…not.

Him helping shut her noisy brain off so she could sleep without drugging herself into a daze.

Maybe officially labeling it would happen one day, but for now she was results-driven.

The past four years of forced retirement had not been easy on her. At all. Especially when she was only forty-two now, and Ethan was only a few months younger than her. But the extent of her injuries had meant full disability and official retirement from the sheriff’s office. She was a licensed firearms instructor, and had her federal firearms license. She worked part-time out of a local gun shop with its own indoor range, run by a friend of hers, a retired Sarasota deputy who’d reached out to her after her injury. That brought in extra money and got her out of the house a day or two a week.

Being at the range also allowed her a chance to shut her brain down in other ways, when Ethan was at work and unavailable to help her out.

She’d taken up skeet shooting, driving all the way to Brooksville several times a month to work with a highly recommended instructor there, a snarky, funny woman who made the sport look damned easy. Brita could just as easily have gone south to nearby Knight’s Trail and shot there, or even north to Silver Dollar in Tampa, which was an hour closer. But Brita’s first meeting with Sachi had the two of them getting along like a house on fire.

Brita didn’t mind the drive. It was worth it to have someone who got her, even though Sachi had no law enforcement background. She was someone who’d understand if Brita suddenly had to stop in the middle of a round and take a couple of minutes to breathe. Wouldn’t ask her uncomfortable questions about it, or make Brita wonder if Sachi was silently passing judgment on her for needing to do it.

A woman who’d been through her own public crucible and survived.

And the drive was another way for Brita to help shut down her mind for limited time periods.

Their friends Bill and Gabe, both active law enforcement, he a Charlotte County detective and her an FDLE special agent, were currently playing. A few minutes ago, Cali and Max had stopped to chat with Ethan and Brita and fill them in on the latest news about Kel and Mal, and the sad news about Mal’s miscarriage.

At that point, Brita had…tuned out, lost in her thoughts. Neither she nor Ethan had or wanted biological kids. Another way in which they were simpatico. Ethan was still close to his step-son from his previous marriage. Brita doted on her eight-year-old niece, Jordan.

Over in the corner of the living room Bill had staked out for himself and Gabe, he was now tying her with rope. Eventually, once he had her trussed the way he wanted, he’d put her through a forced orgasm scene.

That was something she and Ethan did alone at home, only with handcuffs.

Easy to use, and they both owned several pairs of them.

Sometimes, Ethan used bare-handed spanking on her, in addition to driving her into a sexual frenzy. Brita didn’t mind that at all, either. He never went too far, and there was something about the play that pulled her mind off daily troubles and into that sweet, fuzzy world where she could let go and kick her brain to the curb for a while.

As Brita pulled her attention back onto Ethan, she realized he was now chatting with Scrye and June.

Another woman who understood crucibles, from her sister’s murder, to having to shoot and kill a man to save herself and a friend of hers from his knife attack less than a couple of years earlier.

Made Brita feel slightly bad she hadn’t been paying closer attention the past couple of minutes. June and Scrye were good people, and fun to watch in action. Ethan had expressed an interest in learning rope, but Brita wasn’t nearly as flexible as June.

Especially with her injuries. Still, she was open to exploring it with him because she was curious if she could do it. Not like Ethan was pressuring her.

He never pressured her. Ever.

One of the many things she loved about him, and one of the reasons she trusted him.

Most guys would have given her up as a lost cause by now, even before she’d been injured.

Not Ethan. If anything, he was fiercely determined to show her how he felt.

Lately, she’d been thinking more and more about bringing up the subject of selling her condo and moving into his house with him. He’d left it an open-ended invitation when she’d first been injured and had to live with him for a couple of months until she healed enough to be independent again.

It hadn’t been an unpleasant time—beyond the reason she was there—and she’d loved him even more when he hadn’t fought her moving back to her condo.

At the time, she’d needed to prove to herself she could be independent again.

Now, they spent an average of four or five nights together a week, at her place or his. They each had as many clothes and other items at the other’s place as they did at their own, and had keys and alarm codes for each other’s homes.

Four years post-injury, Brita knew she was physically as whole again as she ever would be. She’d proven to herself she could survive on her own in the wake of her debilitating back injury. Despite daily pain, PTSD, and anxiety, she was a fully functioning human being.

Mostly.

She also suspected she was close to ready to talking to Ethan about wanting to move another step forward in their relationship.

Now why can’t I make myself admit it to him?

Part of her still worried about outing him with the BDSM stuff, but she’d finally come to an uneasy peace about that. Just like he’d allowed her to handle her physical recovery in her way and at her pace, trusting she knew what she needed, she realized she’d have to trust him.

And she did.

Fully.

Well, her brain did. Anxiety and PTSD sometimes overruled her brain, no matter how irrational and illogical she knew it was.

She’d been relatively lucky during her stint in the military. While she’d been in-country in Afghanistan, she’d worked in communications and hadn’t been sent out on missions. There had been a couple of attacks on their base toward the end of her tour, but because of her training, and their location, she’d felt the start of PTSD trying to worm its way under her skin, returning, a familiar sensation left over from her time spent with her abusive ex from high school, Luke.

With a mother who was a psychologist, at least she’d had someone to bounce things off of besides the medics there. By the time she had returned home and was discharged, Brita thought she’d had things under control.

She’d made it through college and law enforcement training and worked her way up from uniformed deputy to detective.

That one afternoon on the stoop in front of a rundown apartment building in Sarasota had undone all the hard work she’d put into herself. All her progress.

And she despised that weakness in herself, even if she was the only one who saw it as such.

Logic was irrelevant when her thoughts got twisted around by her anxiety.

As she stood next to Ethan, her five-seven frame comfortably nestled against his six-two and his arm draped around her shoulders, she tried to focus on relaxing. After her injuries, she’d focused first on her physical rehab, then started once again chipping away at the mental part. She wanted to get comfortable being in crowds again. Trying to enjoy herself and not “see” them as target-rich environments, with her brain wanting to race ahead of her by twenty or thirty steps to anticipate anything bad that might happen.

She could have put her foot down and told Ethan she wasn’t leaving her sidearm at home.

But she trusted him.

If Ethan felt this was a safe environment—and of course logic and her brain concurred—Brita knew she needed to coax her anxiety into trusting him, if nothing else. He’d never let her down.

Ever.

 

* * * *

 

Ethan had kept a close eye on Brita from the moment of their arrival at the party. As with everything, baby steps were key.

Especially when dealing with Brita.

He hoped the more comfortable she grew with this group of people that she’d eventually come to call some of them friends. She had damned few friends, even if she’d hotly deny that. Acquaintances? Sure. Former colleagues? Absolutely.

No one she trusted on a deeper level, save her family, and him.

It wasn’t even that he wanted her to get to the point they could readily play at a party. He didn’t care about that. He cared more about her being able to let her defenses down and relax.

If he could manage to find a group of people who could help her do that, it’d be a huge win.

Going to the parties also gave him ideas for things he could try with Brita in private. Usually modified to allow for her mobility and flexibility on any given day. Rope was one of the things he wanted to try with her, so any time he got to spend watching Scrye play, or picking his brain, was time well spent.

Once Bill and Gabe finished playing and she was through with aftercare, they rejoined Ethan and Brita on the lanai to chat some more. Gabe was someone Brita had started to relax around and who Ethan hoped would move into friend status with her. While their childhoods were drastically different, their adult life experiences were similar. Both former military, both now in law enforcement.

Both women who needed to be told to leave their guns at home.

“My niece loves that little dolphin you made for her,” Brita told her.

“Cool. So when are you going to let me show you how to do it? Could always use another pair of hands making amigurumis.” Gabe used the craft not only to help calm her own mind, but to help kids in need, donating her creations to children’s hospitals.

“I’ve never crocheted before.”

“It’s easy to learn. I promise.”

Bill arched an eyebrow at Ethan. Ethan had confided in him, used him as a sounding board, knowing confidentiality was ensured.

“I’d hate to take away from your downtime, though,” Brita finally said. “I know what it’s like.”

“Hey, I work in Sarasota. I can find a couple of really easy patterns for you that only take a little while to make, and stop by on my way home from work one afternoon.”

Ethan fought the urge to hold his breath. If Brita agreed to it, it’d mark a massive milestone for her.

She glanced up at him as if reading his thoughts, a smirk on her face. He hoped his own face hadn’t turned red.

“Ethan, I can practically feel you ordering me to do it.”

“Who, me?”

“Yeah, you.” She refocused her attention onto Gabe. “Sure, let’s go for it. What do I need to buy?”

“I’ll send you an Amazon list,” she said. From the way her gaze briefly met Ethan’s before darting away again, he knew Bill had likely encouraged her to make the offer to Brita based on Ethan’s conversations with him.

One baby step closer to a true friend for her.

He hoped. 


Chapter Three

 

Shortly before midnight, Ethan and Brita started saying their good-byes and headed back to his house. Before they’d left the party, Brita had promised to purchase the list of supplies Gabe said she’d e-mail her.

Ethan knew it wasn’t a full-on win, but it was a start in the right direction.

He decided to dive right into the discussion. “How’d you feel tonight?”

It took her a long moment to answer, but he didn’t interrupt the silence. From the way she’d slowly nodded her head after his question, he knew that she’d heard him, but needed to process before she responded.

“It wasn’t too bad.”

“Your anxiety?”

“Right.”

“Progress, then?”

Another pause. “I think so.”

He reached over and laid his hand on her left thigh. “Thank you for trusting me. I know you wanted to cuss me out earlier about leaving your gun at home.” At the next stoplight, he glanced over at her. “I don’t even mind when you cuss me out. At least I know you’re being honest with me.”

She finally rested her hand over his, lacing fingers with him. He could barely hear her voice over the radio, even though he’d turned it down low.

“Thank you for being patient with me.”

“Baby, I love you. There’s nothing to ‘put up with.’ It’s what people who love each other do.”

She gently squeezed his hand but didn’t reply.

He’d take the win.

Maybe it was delusional on his part but over the past couple of months it felt as if she were drawing closer to him. Like calm was finally winning a toehold against her anxiety and PTSD for the first time since the shooting.

How she’d lie on the couch with her head in his lap while they watched TV and he could stroke her hair without it annoying her, or her having to get up and check the doors several times an hour while pretending it was just a bathroom trip.

How she could doze off with him while together like that, in a way she never could before.

How easily her smiles came now, and even laughter he hadn’t heard since before that day.

How she had finally stopped grilling him about his work days and cases and trial preparations. She could now stop at, “How was your day?” and accept the basic summary without it triggering her.

Good things, all of them.

How her mom, during his weekly phone discussions with her, seemed to feel Brita was making progress. Conversations she had to have with him because Brita would always try to gloss over things with her in an attempt to not worry her, only approaching her for professional advice when things got really bad.

But Brita’s parents lived in Phoenix. George Delgado retired, and Candace Delgado was back at work after a failed two-year attempt at being retired. Brita’s younger sister, Alisse, was also a source of info, since she frequently saw Brita.

When they pulled into his driveway, he noticed how her gaze didn’t narrow, her head sweeping to scan the yard as he shut the engine off.

Another small victory.

Hyper-vigilance ever so slowly seeped away.

She waited for him to walk around and get the door for her, something he’d slowly worked on with her for the past couple of years. At first a practical concern, not wanting her to fall or otherwise injure herself getting out of a vehicle.

Later, as a small way for her to show her submission to him in a way she didn’t have to “label.” And he could claim to be a gentleman for her in the process.

As he held her hand while she got out, he watched her movements. Another sneaky reason—he could more easily gauge her true pain levels. No hesitation on her part, no pulling or tugging on him as she got out, meant she wasn’t hurting.

Tonight seemed to be a good night for her. And when he pulled her into his arms for a quick kiss before releasing her, she melted against him.

A very good sign.

“Meepy or sleepy?” he teased.

She smiled up at him. “A little meepy.”

He grinned in response, leaning in to graze his teeth along the side of her neck, earning him a soft sigh from her. “Then let’s get you inside so I can make you make those noises.” He lightly smacked her ass before releasing her.

“Mmm. Yes, sir,” she teased.

He was under no illusions. Lower-case s, always, when she teasingly called him that. Sometimes he got the upper-case S if she was deep in a submissive headspace.

Usually when he had her handcuffed and had his face buried in her pussy and was melting her brains.

He didn’t care if it was upper-case or lower-case. He’d take the win and love her even more for it.

He sent her on ahead to the bedroom while he made the rounds, checking windows and door locks. He didn’t need to do it, but it was either he did it, or she would get up and do it.

The compromise had taken him the better part of six months to earn from her. He’d damn sure stick to it.

She was still undressing when he reached the bedroom. Stepping in behind her, he wrapped his arms around her, his hands cupping her bare breasts. Her hands came to rest on top of his, gently squeezing, encouraging him.

“Mmm, baby,” he whispered against the side of her neck. “Gonna meep you so good tonight.” Followed by a gentle nip.

Her head lolled back against him. “Thank you for making me go tonight.”

“I didn’t think I forced you, but you’re welcome.”

She tipped her head back a little more, staring up into his eyes. “I know you didn’t force-force me, but you know what I mean.”

“Subtle persuasion?”

“Not-so-subtle, yes.”

 

* * * *

 

Brita loved the feel of the warmth of his hands on her bare breasts. In the early days of their relationship—before—their lovemaking had run the gamut from sweet and tender to breaking the bed.

Literally breaking the bed, when Ethan’s old IKEA frame had given way under them one night.

She’d always loved giving herself to him in bed, because she trusted him. The longer they’d been together, the more she gave, because he never took it.

That had always made her feel safe.

He squeezed her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers. “Who’s my good girl?”

Warmth filled her and not just from his touch. “Me, Sir.”

“That’s right.”

The world slipped away, beginning and ending with Ethan and his arms around her, his body pressed against hers. His hands left her breasts and reached down to her slacks, to unfasten her belt first, then her pants. He pushed them down her hips, kneeling as he did, laying gentle nips up and down the backs of her thighs.

Then he made her turn around. He cupped her panty-clad ass in his hands and pressed his face against her pussy, his breath warm through the fabric as he nuzzled her. When she tried to hold on to his head, he made a noise.

“Hands behind you,” he said.

She immediately complied.

With his fingers deliciously digging into her flesh, he used his lips and tongue to tease her through the fabric, enough to drive her mad with need and yet not nearly enough to get her off.

One of his favorite games, making her beg for an orgasm.

Because once she finally broke down and started begging, his next favorite game was making her come until she begged him to stop.

By mutual agreement, neither of them masturbated without asking the other first. Meaning they rarely did anyway, because they were either together, or she was in too much pain to think about sex and he was too worried about her to feel horny.

He’d jokingly asked for that rule from her, and when she’d flipped it around on him as the only way she’d agree to it, she realized he’d boxed her into a corner when he did.

Still…

One more thing to love about him. He wasn’t willing to ask of her what he himself wasn’t willing to give.

As her clit throbbed, swollen and tingling, he circled it with his tongue through the fabric, knowing damn well he’d found his target. As she squirmed and tried to get him to do more, he held on to her ass tighter, keeping her in place. Then he slid his hands up and grabbed her wrists, truly trapping her in position.

People who didn’t know this side of Ethan might never guess it of him. He was definitely a sexual sadist in that he loved to tease and torment her, delighting in melting every ounce of conscious thought right out of her body, until she’d practically beg him for anything just…

To…

Come.

His teeth grazed over her sensitive nub, pulling needy moans from her and making him chuckle.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he mumbled against her, redoubling his efforts. With his lips he tugged at her clit, every movement sending electric tingles through her nerves and making her pussy wetter and aching to be filled.

But not until he was damn well ready to.

When he’d finally gotten her to the point she was begging, she knew she was done for.

“Please, Sir!”

“Please what, baby?”

“Please make me come!”

“What do I get in return?”

Oh, shit.

Tonight he was in the mood to play the guessing game. Usually, he outright told her what he wanted in exchange. Normally, she readily agreed, unless her pain levels wouldn’t let her. Then she’d come back with something close but easier for her physically to manage.

When he was playful, he drew it out, a way, he knew, to pull fantasies from her, until she hit the one he decided he liked the most.

Or she grew too damn horny and begged him to do everything to her if he’d only make her come!

“Handcuffs, Sir.”

“That’s a given, baby. More.” His lips returned to her clit.

“I…I…blowjob, Sir.”

“Another given. Keep going.”

She swallowed hard, barely able to breathe, much less talk, and with her wrists firmly captured in his hands, unable to pull free.

She struggled to find something they hadn’t done in a while that might convince him to get her off sooner. “Butt plug, Sir?”

“Hmm. Which one?”

Now he was just fucking with her and she knew it.

“The vibrating one, Sir.”

“Good girl.” He released her wrists and stood, spinning her around and over the edge of the bed. Yanking her panties down, his hands caressed her bare ass, squeezing again. Twenty quick, hard bare-handed swats divvied up between both ass cheeks, stinging smacks, left her dripping wet and moaning with need.

“Yes, that’s what my baby needs. Hands and knees.”

She crawled the rest of the way onto the bed and waited, head down, knowing what would come next. She heard him finish undressing, then moving around in the bathroom. He returned a moment later and one hand held her by the hair while the other squirted lube down the crack of her ass.

Another moan escaped her when the first finger started playing with her. Over the years, he’d sneakily conditioned her to get horny when he played with her ass, usually by tying her up and eating her out while he had a vibrating butt plug stuffed deep inside her.

Tonight he worked her up quickly, three fingers she was rocking in time with before they disappeared and she felt the tip of the butt plug pressing against her.

“Push.”

She did, moaning as it slid into place.

“Good girl.”

He stepped away and she heard him wash his hands. When he returned, she flinched when the butt plug sprang to life, all the way on the highest setting.

Oh…boy…

“On your back.”

She rolled, feeling the towel he slid under her as she did. She kept her eyes closed and raised her arms, feeling the cuffs click around them. He left them loose enough she could move around in them.

Then he climbed on top of her and settled over her face, her mouth already open as his hard cock slid over her tongue.

They both moaned now. “Yeah, baby,” he whispered, his fingers teasing her nipples. “You know what to do with that.”

He didn’t leave her much room to move, and that’s the way he wanted it. She swallowed his cock, sucking on it, laving her tongue over his shaft, all nine beautiful inches of it. After a few minutes of that, with her also whining with need, he leaned forward and she felt his warm breath against her bare pussy.

“You know the rules. Don’t come.” His lips closed around her clit and she had to gasp for air, struggling not to disobey him.

Although there were times she was glad to take the five cane strokes just to get the first orgasm.

He never used that rule when he knew she was hurting in the bad way, but that he did tonight meant when he finally did get around to fucking her, he was going to ride her hard and deep and grind that gorgeous cock of his into her pussy with everything he had.

Because he wasn’t scared of hurting her.

His sweet, slow mouth taunted and teased her. He knew every inch of the landscape down there and took great relish in making her hold back until he gave her permission. Between the butt plug undulating in her ass, and his comforting weight pressing on her body, she felt the first spinnings of subspace tugging at her brain.

Yes!

She didn’t hit it every time, like this. But when she did, she knew she’d sleep well that night.

Ethan’s tongue plunged into her pussy, circling, withdrawing, fucking her with it the same way he was fucking her mouth with his cock. Trying to rock her hips against him was useless. He had her pinned down too perfectly in this position.

After an eternity, where she realized she was starting to beg around his cock, he lifted his head. “What’s the matter, baby?” he teased. “Is something wrong?”

She loudly moaned.

He rose up enough his cock pulled from her mouth. “Please make me come, Sir!”

“Did I just hear someone beg for an orgasm?”

“Yes, Sir, please!”

“Excellent. You may come.” He fucked his cock deep into her throat again and sucked on her clit. White heat exploded behind her eyes as the first earth-shattering climax spiraled through her.

 

* * * *

 

Ethan’s chuckles as he sucked her clit were easily lost under the sound of her orgasming for him.

Now I’ve got her.

He’d keep her hovering like this for a while, getting at least three or four really good, hard ones out of her before he’d build her up one last time, teasing, taking his time, making her beg again.

That’s when he’d fuck her, holding back until he’d fucked at least one more out of her.

They hadn’t been able to play like this for a few weeks, so he’d damn sure enjoy it. There were times she was in too much pain and they’d cuddle and fall asleep. Or she wasn’t in the mood but before he could stop her, she’d reached down and started giving him a handjob, or blowing him, not letting him reciprocate. Or he’d sixty-nine with her and get her off first before letting her suck one out of him.

Tonight he’d be able to fuck her, the way he knew she wished they could do every time.

He hadn’t yet managed to fully convince her that he loved her the way she was, but any time he got a chance to, he tried. He’d be forty-two in a couple of months, for chrissake. It wasn’t like there weren’t plenty of nights he was too damn tired to even think about sex, much less want to do it.

His cock throbbed at the feel of her moans vibrating through it when orgasm number two washed over her. He added two fingers to her pussy, fucking her with them, teasing her G-spot and intensifying the third to the point that she was making those adorable, high-pitched meep sounds he loved.

Then came the build-up.

Slow, teasing circles around her clit, feeling her gasping and trying to rock her body against him, the shift from getting away from his mouth to needing more of it.

Slower, drawing it out, until she was whining almost as loudly as she had at the start.

That’s when he sat up and turned, on top of her, pulling her legs around his waist. He lined up his cock with her pussy and thrust hard, holding still to savor it while he stared down into her brown gaze. He reached over and bumped the setting down on the butt plug, the vibration nearly triggering his own release before he did.

“One more for Sir, baby. You know the rules.” He leaned in and started long-stroking her, pulling out until just the tip was still inside before thrusting hard, filling her, knowing the butt plug inside her would help both of them come.

As he built up speed and force with every stroke, he leaned in closer to nibble at the base of her neck. He ground against her swollen clit at the bottom of every thrust, every gorgeous moan he earned in reply firing his own need.

It took a few minutes, but her breath grew shallow, gasping, and then he felt the walls of her pussy contracting around his cock.

“Good girl.” That was his cue to unleash, pounding into her, maybe not as hard as he once was able to, but enough he knew she’d enjoy it. It didn’t take him long to build up his orgasm, ending with one final, hard thrust as his balls pumped his load deep inside her pussy.

Both of them breathless, she brought her hands down on either side of his head, catching the back of his neck with the cuffs and pulling him in for a deep kiss.

“Love you, Sir,” she whispered.

She already sounded half asleep.

“Love you, too, baby. Forever.”

By the time he had her released and cleaned up, she was nearly asleep. He crawled into bed, spooning around her, holding her.

She nestled her body tightly against him and, for this little slice of a heavenly moment, he knew she’d sleep well tonight, no nightmares haunting and disturbing her.

And so would he. 


Chapter Four

 

“Wow. No offense? That’s the worst round I’ve ever seen you shoot, not counting your first lesson.” Sachi’s eyes weren’t visible behind her sunglasses and under the shade from the visor of the cap she wore. “Feel like talking?”

“Didn’t sleep well last night.” They stood on station eight that Tuesday morning, and Brita had just shot an eleven for the first round of the day. She broke open her Baikal over-under twelve-gauge shotgun and caught the spent shell before it ejected.

“Ah. Busy mind?”

“You could say that, yeah. Nightmares.”

Sachi removed her sunglasses. “Those are a freaking bitch, let me tell you what. I still have them, sometimes. Not only from recent events, either.”

Brita balanced the shotgun on her shoulder. “How do you handle it when it happens?”

Sachi shrugged. “Power through it, a lot of the time. I have a feeling you’re a lot like me. The ‘suck it up and keep it quiet’ type. Not wanting to ‘burden’ anyone with what’s buzzing in your brain. Amiright?”

Brita nodded.

“Sometimes, that’s not healthy. Actually, it’s never healthy. It’s a pretzel kind of logic, all twisted up. Even I’ll reluctantly admit that. The only way I get through it is I have to talk it out, with my guys, or with one of a few trusted friends I know who won’t freak out.”

“Shrink?”

“Nah, never found one I quite fit with. At least, not one who didn’t want to drug me into a haze. I don’t like drugs. I hate taking them. Dulls my senses, you know?”

“For shooting?”

Sachi grinned. “Well for that, too. I meant for my day job. But don’t let my opinions on that sway you away from one. Find someone who works well with you. That just doesn’t happen to be my particular path.”

Brita wasn’t a particularly spiritual person one way or another despite being raised Episcopalian. She knew Sachi’s “day job” was a Tarot card reader for a New Age shop in Brooksville, and part-time paranormal investigator for them as well.

Brita didn’t care about that, though. She wasn’t there to see Sachi for that, she was there to learn how to shoot skeet, and the woman was demonstrably excellent at that skill.

And Sachi never tried to push her “woo-woo” on Brita. The only reason Brita knew that about her in the first place was that Sachi included it as part of their introductory talk in the name of full disclosure.

Brita didn’t care if Sachi worshipped the Flying Spaghetti Monster, as long as she was a decent person and could teach her how to shoot skeet.

She also didn’t care that Sachi lived with not one, but two guys, even if she couldn’t explain to Sachi why that wasn’t a problem for her without outing people from the Suncoast Society.

“You want to rest for a few minutes, pretend that massacre never happened, and then start over as if it was your first round?”

Brita gratefully nodded. “Please?”

They headed for the picnic table shaded by a small pavilion. There, Brita closed her shotgun and stood it in the rack before emptying the spent shells from her vest pocket into the garbage can.

“You ever think about reloading?” Sachi asked. “It’s kind of Zen. I can kill three hours before I even realize it. You just get into a rhythm and go to town.”

“I think you’re trying to sell me Bob’s reloader rig he has up in the office.”

Sachi grinned. “Well, can’t blame me for trying.” It faded. “But in all seriousness, it is therapeutic.”

“I’ll think about it.” Brita had given it some thought in the past but had never seriously indulged in more than thinking about it. Some days her pain levels were good enough she could clean her house.

Some days were so bad that simply getting out of bed proved problematic. On those days, especially on days she had lessons scheduled, she had to fall back on heavier doses of over-the-counter pain meds and power through it, knowing she’d doubly pay for her overexertion the next day.

Which was why she never scheduled two days of lessons in a row, and never scheduled lessons for the day before or after a skeet lesson.

Giving up her skeet sessions were not an option. Next to what she and Ethan were exploring in the bedroom, or her personal shooting at the range, skeet was the next best thing to shutting down her brain.

Plus Sachi was a hoot.

Reloading, however, might be more of an energy taxer than it was worth. Someone like Sachi went through far more shells than she did in a given month. It was likely very economical for her.

“I don’t mind giving you a private viewing of what it’d be like,” Sachi offered, her tone more serious now. “I have one like his. A reloader, that is. It’s not physically hard to use, either.”

“Let me think about it. If I miss out, I miss out. I’m finally starting to feel like maybe I’m getting my groove back after a couple of years of hellish recovery.”

“Ah. I can understand that. How’s your back?”

“More my shoulder. My back doesn’t bother me so much when I shoot, but my right shoulder sometimes gives me damn fits.”

“It sucked getting shot in my shoulder,” Sachi said. “Fucker couldn’t have gotten me in the leg or the ass. Noooo. Had to shoot me in my damn shoulder.” She snorted. “Bastard. I couldn’t shoot for a few weeks.”

Brita couldn’t help but smile at the woman’s tenacity. Not many civilians who’d never been in the military or law enforcement could approach such an injury with that particular point of view.

After a trip to the bathroom and a bottle of water, Brita cleared her mind and tried again.

When Brita ended the round by dusting high house eight, Sachi smiled and held her hand out for a fist bump. “That’s better. Twenty-two is more like you.”

“Yeah. I was beginning to think I sucked.”

“We all have days like that. They always pass.”

Brita was still in search of her first twenty-five, an elusive perfect round, but she’d take a twenty-two compared to her first miserable score.

They headed back to the shelter so Brita could empty her spent hulls and get another box of ammo.

“So what are you doing for the rest of the day once you leave here?” Sachi asked to make conversation.

“Recovering.” Brita fished the last of the spent hulls out of her vest pocket and dumped them into the garbage. “I’m usually achy, between the shooting and the driving.” After dumping a fresh box of shells into her vest pocket, she checked her phone.

No messages, but she had an e-mail from Gabe.

 

Let me know what days work best for you and I’ll check my schedule. — Gabe.

 

Followed by a list of links to items from Amazon.

Yarn, crochet hooks, and a couple of other items.

After shooting a twenty-three for her third round, and with her shoulder now throbbing, Brita called it a morning and packed up her stuff. She pulled through a fast food restaurant before getting on I-75 to head south, and while sitting in their parking lot to eat, she looked over the supplies list again.

Clicking on the links brought up her Amazon app on her phone, so she added all of the items to her shopping cart and hit the buy now button.

Her preferred shopping method, when she could utilize it. It meant no fighting her way through a crowded store.

No driving.

No thinking.

No stress.

She replied to the e-mail.

 

Thanks, got them ordered. I’m free next Tuesday and Thursday.

 

And she included her address and phone numbers.

Setting her phone aside, Brita finally hit the Interstate to head home to Sarasota. To her, a morning shooting with Sachi was way better than any session with a shrink could have been. Far more productive, as far as she was concerned.

For tonight, Brita knew she’d sleep like the dead, between exhaustion and the cathartic effect of sending the majority of seventy-five clay disks to their demise with lead shot.

And Ethan was sleeping over that night. He would bring dinner home with him.

She always slept better with him, regardless of which bed they slept in. Lately, she’d realized she slept just as good in his bed as she did her own.

I should talk to him.

Logic and love and every cell in her body told her that moving forward with him, to whatever the next step was, should happen.

Yet…

Not even her parents knew how bad things had been for her with her ex in high school. How he’d threatened to kill their pets and make false sexual harassment claims against her dad, which could have ruined his Air Force career.

Trying to get away from him, at the time, had felt helpless, hopeless. If she’d told anyone what she was going through, he would have denied it and made her look crazy, all the while likely going through with at least some of his threats.

Now, as an adult looking back, she realized she should have immediately told her parents what was going on. But she’d been so deeply bamboozled by him and felt that she had no one to turn to that she’d tried to shoulder the burden on her own.

Pretzel logic.

And that experience had colored every romantic relationship she’d had since then.

Including the one she had with Ethan.

Usually, guys couldn’t put up with her long enough to see the real her.

Until Ethan.

When she took the Fruitville Road exit, she realized she’d automatically selected the lane that would take her on to Ethan’s house, instead of sliding all the way over to the left to make her turn south toward her condo complex.

Maybe I need a dog.

She’d been thinking more and more about that lately, too. She’d resisted getting pets for years, first because of being in the military, then college, then due to her work.

All excuses, valid or not, to hide the truth, that she feared anyone being able to have emotional leverage over her.

Except…Ethan wasn’t that kind of guy.

Ethan loved animals and had been all for her adopting a dog when she’d mentioned it a few months earlier when they happened to see an adoption fair at a local shopping mall one Saturday when they were out. Not to mention he’d brought it up before that.

Several times.

Like every other emotional decision in her adult life, she was taking her sweet time…

At about the same rate frozen molasses flowed uphill.

 

* * * *

 

Before Ethan left work, he texted Brita to confirm her order. Tonight was Chinese, and she usually ordered the same thing nearly every time. On the odd night, she might change her mind.

Hence the text.

No change tonight.

While sitting in his car and waiting for the interior to cool down, he phoned the order in. If traffic held, he’d arrive just as their order was being bagged and set on the counter to await him. Today had been skeet, meaning Brita would likely be in a cuddly, tired, achy mood tonight. Couch time, then snuggling in bed.

Fine with him.

Any time he spent with her was welcomed time.

When he arrived at her condo, he let himself in and set his overnight bag down in the foyer before heading for the kitchen. “It’s me,” he called out.

“Okay.”

He hesitated, hearing the exhaustion in her voice. Instead of unpacking their food, he set the bag on the counter and went in search of her. He found her in the spare bedroom where their shared workbench was also their gun cleaning station, sitting at it with her Baikal completely disassembled. She’d opened the bedroom window and turned on the ceiling fan for ventilation.

At his house, they used the bench in his garage, where he had a custom-installed ventilation hood and fan over it to suck away fumes.

He walked over and kissed her hello. “Baby, I thought you were supposed to wait and let me help you with that.”

“I got it apart and cleaned and then my brain stopped working.”

She sounded dejected.

“I brought our dinner. Let’s eat, and I’ll put it back together for you after we finish.”

He’d never shot skeet with her, or been able to go with her to watch her shoot, since he worked weekdays. But he’d helped her break down and reassemble the gun dozens of times and knew its workings intimately. She’d even pulled the trigger mechanism out of the stock, something they didn’t usually do.

She seemed to read his mind as she watched him. “I looked at my notebook and realized I hadn’t done a full break-down in over six months.”

Ah.

“This can wait. It’s not going anywhere. Going to go Dommy on you, now, baby. Let’s eat.” He helped her up from the padded barstool and herded her into the guest bathroom to wash her hands.

“Maybe I like when you go Dommy on me sometimes.” She stared up into his eyes.

Her sweet brown gaze always melted him and he’d be a damned liar to deny it. “Yeah?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He gently kissed her. “Gonna let your big, bad Dom put your gun back together for you after dinner?”

She smiled, but he saw the pain in it, the physical pain she tried to mask from him. And he realized her eyes were a little red, like maybe she’d cried before he got home.

“Yes, Sir.”

He wondered exactly how long she’d sat there at the bench, frustrated at herself, at her body, and too proud to set the gun aside and just wait for him.

Beating herself up. Twisting her guts into knots because she saw herself as some sort of burden to him, when that couldn’t be any farther from the truth.

He carefully caught her hands, kissed them, then pressed them to his chest. “You realize I love doing stuff for you, right? That’s kind of the deal. Makes me feel good. Makes me feel like your hero. Sometimes I get frustrated at you for not letting me do more.”

“I’m no mooch.”

“I get that. No one could ever accuse you of that, either. But I can’t take your pain away. I will forever feel guilty that I didn’t shoot that fucker sooner. So while you’re trying to twist yourself into knots over everyone else, just remember that this guy, right here in front of you? He loves you. Putting your gun together for you? That’s easy.” He drew her in for a kiss. “Especially when I want to keep doing things for you for the rest of our lives.”

Her gaze seemed to be searching his face, and for a long moment, she didn’t reply. “What if this is as good as I ever get? For the rest of my life, what if this is as ‘healed’ as I’ll ever be?”

“You’re alive, and I love you.”

When she tried to tug her right hand free, he released it. She stroked his cheek, still staring into his eyes. “So I have a Dommy boyfriend, huh?” she eventually said.

He wanted to throw back his head and howl with success, or pick her up and swing her around, crush her in a bear hug.

Keeping all those reactions internal, he instead leaned in and traced her lips with the tip of his tongue, lightly, until a soft sigh escaped her and her lips parted for him. Then he closed the kiss, taking his time, waiting for the press of her body against his before he cupped her ass with his hands.

“You have a very Dommy boyfriend, baby,” he said when he finally ended their kiss. “A very Dommy boyfriend who loves meepin’ or sleepin’ with you every night, whatever you feel like.”

She caught her lower lip under her teeth for a moment, and a flash of fear rippled through him that maybe he’d miscalculated and stepped a hair too far over the line instead of pressing right up against it.

He shouldn’t have doubted her. “Maybe I want my very Dommy boyfriend meepin’ and sleepin’ with me every night.”

It felt like he couldn’t breathe, like they stood at the edge of a cliff.

Boyfriend.

She’d said it.

Not just boyfriend, but Dommy boyfriend.

She didn’t continue, staring up into his eyes.

Finally, he had to say it. “You tell me.”

Her gaze drifted away from his face, but he waited her out. Eventually, she stared up into his eyes again. “Let’s start talking about moving in together. Permanently. I liked your idea of me renting this place to snowbirds instead of selling it outright.”

He wasn’t sure his heart hadn’t just stopped. That conversation had taken place nearly six months ago, when she’d brought up possibilities of what she could do with the condo and had asked his opinion.

“Do you have any idea how much I love you right now, sweetheart?”

That sadness filled her smile again. “I guess you’d have to love me to put up with a broken-down cop like me.”

He bit back the gentle scolding he wanted to issue for putting herself down. He’d just scored a life-altering win, and he didn’t want to do anything to make her reverse course.

“Hey, you love bossy, ugly ole me. I think we’re even.”

“You’re not ugly.”

“And you’re not broken-down.”

She rested her head against his chest. “I love you so much. We’re a pair, aren’t we?”

“Yeah.” He kissed the top of her head. “A perfect pair.” 


Chapter Five

 

After dinner, while Ethan was reassembling Brita’s shotgun, she told him about ordering the crochet supplies.

“Now I need to set up a time and day with Gabe. I’m waiting to hear back from her.”

“Have you checked your e-mail lately?”

“Good point.” She retrieved her cell phone and, sure enough, Gabe had responded.

“Thursday afternoon,” she told him as she tapped out a reply to Gabe.

“I think that’s good,” he said. “Not only taking on a new hobby. It’ll do you good to spend time with Gabe.”

“I like her.”

He swiveled the barstool’s seat around to meet her gaze. “I know you’re worried about my job, but I need to ask you to do something for me, and I’m serious.”

She felt her face heat. “What?”

“I want to spend more time with them. Not just Gabe and Bill, and not just the private parties. I am not worried about my job. You and I are exclusive, and I’m not asking you to start going to the club yet. But I want to start going to more events, hanging out with them. My goal is that I’d like to get to a point where you feel comfortable going to the club. But I need you to focus on you and your feelings and what we need to do to make you feel comfortable. What I don’t want is you worrying about outing me.”

She tried to process that. “How can I not worry about outing you?”

“Do you trust me?”

How many times had they had some variation of this same conversation when he was trying to get her to—rightfully—chill out over something?

Too many times.

“Yes, I trust you.”

“Then you let me worry about my job. I want you to create a FetLife account. You can do the whole ninety-nine years old living in Antarctica thing, if you want. But create one, friend me and add me as your whatever title you want me to be, and then start friending people. Start with Bill and Gabe.”

She swallowed hard. “Why?”

“So we can start staying in touch with our kinky friends more easily.”

“I’m friends with them on Facebook.”

“Not all of them. And that way we can more easily keep track of the munch events.”

The pretzel logic was trying to grab a foothold again. “Why?”

Ethan never lost his chill. Not ever. One of the many things she adored about him. “Because I said so, baby. That’s why.”

That turned into a long, silent staring match, his blue gaze never wavering.

She gave in first with a long, deep sigh. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl.” He stood and walked over, leaning in to kiss her. “I trust Bill. He’s known some of these people for several years now, as has Gabe. Gabe has a friend in the FDLE who’s been a member of Venture for years, before she ever met Bill. They’ve never had trouble. I don’t make this decision lightly, but it’s the right call for us.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He nuzzled her nose with his. “And thank you for that, too.”

“For what?”

“I’ll never force you to do or say anything. You know that. But I love hearing you call me Sir.”

“Well, you ask me to call you the illustrious potentate or something, we’re going to have to talk about that.”

He grinned. “I’ll settle for Sir, thanks.”

 

* * * *

 

Ethan retook his seat at the workbench to finish reassembling the shotgun. Brita would never know exactly how much he enjoyed hearing her call him that.

Baby steps. That’s what he was used to with her, but lately, it felt like she’d finally started easing up more.

He could only hope.

Once he finished with the shotgun and secured it in the larger gun safe in that closet, where she stored her long guns, he headed into the master bathroom to take a shower.

When he emerged, she lay on the bed, naked and watching TV.

Not daring to hope, since skeet days usually meant she wanted to fall asleep cuddling, he climbed into bed, pleasantly surprised when she snuggled against him.

She fit perfectly against him, his chin nestled against the top of her head.

That’s when he felt her hand snake between them, her fingers curling around his cock, which immediately hardened.

“Mmm.” He kissed the top of her head. “If you’re not feeling up to it, I understand, baby.”

“I am feeling up to it.” She slowly pumped his cock, drawing a low moan from him. “A little light meepin’, maybe?”

Catching her chin, he tipped her face up to his, kissing her. “Anything my baby wants.” He gently rolled her onto her back. After throwing the top sheet out of his way, he slid between her legs.

Tonight wasn’t for teasing and tormenting her until she begged. Tonight was to make her feel good, as quickly as possible, before the mood was lost and she hated her body for it.

Wouldn’t be the first time that had happened, either.

First one, then using two fingers inside her pussy, he quickly built her up and got her over with his mouth. He always loved the taste of her, making her moan, knowing he could in some way bring her pleasure and counteract her body’s rebellion against her.

When she’d had enough, she grabbed him by the hair and tugged to get him back up on top of her. Another of those perfectly matched moments as he slid his cock inside her and she wrapped her arms and legs around him.

Tonight he wouldn’t need much, either, so he slowly thrust, gentle, reading her and seeing if it’d be possible to get one more out of her. As her tongue played with his she rocked her hips against him, grinding a little, and he let her set the pace.

It didn’t take long before he felt her nails digging into the backs of his shoulders, and he quickened his pace, speeding up, finishing with her as his mouth muffled her cries.

He didn’t let go. With his arms wrapped around her, he rolled them onto his back, her body draped over his. “Better, baby?”

“Mmm hmm.” She pressed her ear against his chest. “Always better with you.”

 

* * * *

 

Everything was better with Ethan in her life.

“Let’s talk this weekend,” she quietly said.

His fingers, which had been lightly trailing up and down her spine, stilled. Inside her pussy, his wilted cock gave a little twitch.

“This weekend?”

“About moving in together. I want the finances and everything squared away and divvied up first.”

His hand didn’t move. “Okay.”

His tone made her look up. She wasn’t prepared for his silly grin. “What?”

“I’m not going to argue with you, sweetheart. I’m not going to try to make you let me pay for stuff. This is at your speed, in your way.”

“You want to do one of those silly touchdown dances right now, don’t you?”

“So much, you have no idea. I did earlier, too.”

She loved it when he smiled like that. Not that he looked prematurely old or anything, but being a detective, what he dealt with daily, it tended to darken a person’s expression in general.

Seeing him wear a silly smile warmed her heart.

Maybe she could take care of him in some ways, the way he always took care of her.

“It’s okay if I’m not much into yard work?”

“Sooo okay, baby, seriously. You know that.”

“Remember that one time when we caught that case where the idiot guy thought he’d get away with murdering his neighbor by making it look like killer clowns did it? So he went next door thinking the guy wasn’t home and he was going to hide and wait, and the neighbor shot him coming through the back door?”

Ethan snorted. “Yeah. His bad luck the guy was home, shitting-bricks terrified of clowns, and had a gun. Good luck for the neighbor, though. And that guy was seriously whacked. Clown guy, I mean. Why?”

“Remember we’d had tickets to a concert and missed it, so we went back to your place, laid out on a blanket in the backyard, and made love while we listened to their music?”

His fingers resumed stroking her back. “Yeah. I’ll never forget that night, baby. I knew for sure I was in love with you that night.”

“It was the first night we said ‘I love you’ to each other.”

“Yeah.”

She kissed his chest. “And here we are. Together longer than a lot of married couples.”

“Yeah.”

“Thank you for waiting me out,” she whispered. “For the first couple of months, I was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Then I realized this was you, all of you, who you were. You were always…you.”

“Part of me would love to track him down and punch him for you,” he said. “Part of me knows if you hadn’t gone through that with him, you might not have joined the Army, you might not have become a cop, and we might never have met. For what it’s worth, I can’t imagine not having you in my life.”

“Your girlfriend.”

“Yes.” He kissed the top of her head. “My hot, sexy, skeet-shootin’ girlfriend.”

She fought the urge to counter that, to deny it.

That she didn’t feel sexy a lot of the time, but not because of anything he did or didn’t do.

That was the pretzel logic talking, and she knew it.

She told him about that, her conversation with Sachi.

“That’s a good name for it,” he said after thinking it over. “I like that. Pretzel logic. One of these days, I need to take a weekday off and drive up there with you and meet her.”

“I like her. She’s easy to talk to. Been through her own shit. She brings things into perspective with no bullshit.”

“That’s always a good thing.”

“Yeah.”

She finally untangled herself from him so she could go use the bathroom. When she returned, she snuggled tightly against him. “I know that you’ve said a lot of the same things to me over the years,” she quietly admitted. “I don’t mean for it to sound like I was ignoring you.”

He rolled onto his side, propped up on his elbow. “I honestly don’t care how the breakthroughs come, as long as we’re stronger as a result, and it’s helping you.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “If it’s your skeet coach, or a Tarot card reader—”

“She does that, too.”

He froze. “Um, I was just kidding. I didn’t think you’re into that.”

“I’m not.” She smiled. “But she told me she does it when I first signed on for lessons with her. She always tells people about that so they don’t find out later and get upset thinking she was hiding it or something.”

“Ah. I mean, if you wanted to get into that, I’m fine with it.”

She laughed, closing her eyes as she snuggled against him. “No worries. I’ll stick to reading rap sheets instead of Tarot cards to tell me about human nature, thanks.”


Chapter Six

 

On Thursday afternoon, Brita had just finished washing, waxing, and detailing her car, and had returned inside her condo, when her home phone rang.

“Hey, sis,” Alisse’s sing-song voice greeted her. “How ya doin’?”

Brita knew if she was staring in a mirror she’d spot the smirk on her face. “What do you need?”

“Why do you assume I need something?”

“Because I’m your big sister, that’s why. I know that tone of voice. What’d you need?”

“Are you busy tomorrow?”

Brita assumed this would have something to do with Jordan. Last-minute requests nearly always did.

And Brita nearly always said yes to them, unless she had a doctor’s appointment, or a shooting lesson to give, or her skeet lesson.

Alisse and John had added Brita and Ethan to Jordan’s school records as emergency contacts, as well as approved pick-up people. Brita had also chaperoned quite a few school field trips and events when neither of them could get the time off from work.

The private school they had her enrolled in was pricey, but Brita had to admit Jordan thrived there. The school mixed traditional education with frequent guest presenters, outings, and alternative learning opportunities, to give the kids a real-world correlation for what they learned in the classroom.

Considering the school’s students consistently had the highest test scores of any tracked school in the county—public or private—Brita couldn’t argue with Alisse and John’s decision to pay the expensive tuition every year. Which was another reason they both had high-pressure jobs that paid well, to afford to send her there in the first place.

The school also placed a heavy emphasis on music, arts, and STEM classes, making sure all students had a well-rounded education in kindergarten through sixth grades, allowing students from seventh to twelfth grades to pick more specialized options as they grew older, based on their interests and aptitude.

Over eighty percent of their graduates ended up with full collegiate scholarships, and ten percent of the remaining students usually had partial scholarships or grants. Fifty percent of their graduates usually had completed at least one year of college-level-credit courses before graduation. Another ten percent frequently graduated not only with a high school diploma, but also with an AA degree, putting them ahead of the game for college.

“I didn’t have any set plans during the day, no.” She was supposed to meet Ethan for dinner, and they were likely going back to his house later for the rest of the night.

Maybe the whole weekend, if she was lucky.

He tended to come over more weeknights, while she usually spent weekends there. Her condo was closer to his office, but he had to catch up on chores like yardwork during the weekend.

“Would you mind being a chaperone tomorrow for her class trip to Mote Marine? We’ve got a buyer coming in tomorrow, and nobody told me about it until today. I really should be here for it. And John has a meeting tomorrow morning he already tried to reschedule and can’t. I mean, I understand if that’s too much for you, and please don’t feel you have to say yes if you can’t handle it.”

She loved Alisse for thinking about her like that. Mote on a weekday wouldn’t be too crowded. “Sure, I can do that. But how late do I need to keep her for you? I’m supposed to have dinner with Ethan tomorrow night.”

“John can pick her up from you at the usual time in the afternoon. It’s a whole day thing, including a boxed lunch provided by Mote. They’re going to have their picnic lunch at the park next door. I’m really sorry about the late notice.”

She sounded sorry, too. At least her sister and brother-in-law didn’t take advantage of her as free babysitting. Usually, they did give plenty of notice. It wasn’t like Brita minded taking care of Jordan, either. There were worse ways to spend a Friday than watching manatees and sea turtles and sharks and dolphins at Mote.

“It’s all right. What do I need to do?”

“Pick her up from our house at the usual time and go straight to Mote. Everyone’s meeting there at eight thirty. Some of the parents are carpooling and will drop their kids off and pick them up there, and the rest of the kids are riding in on the school’s bus. It’s going to last all day, so they don’t even need to go back to school after. They’re getting a regular tour, as well as a behind-the-scenes tour, plus they’re having special classes with the staff before and after lunch. It’s all three third-grade classes.”

“I’m guessing sneakers and shorts is appropriate wear?”

“Oh, absolutely. And thanks again. We really owe you one.”

“No worries. I’m happy to help.”

Once she was off the call, Brita headed for the shower. She knew she’d be aching tomorrow in the wake of today’s car care, but at least she could walk it off.

Ethan could make her hurt in the good ways tomorrow night, if she was lucky.

After he finished giving her his version of scolding her for not taking it to a car detailer and paying to have it done.

She considered it physical therapy.

More importantly, at least it was something she could do, making her feel marginally less helpless.

As she stood under the hot spray, she closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind. Today her anxiety wasn’t too bad. Being at home all day and doing something physically intensive frequently helped keep her mind in a more relaxed state.

Tomorrow would be emotionally taxing in some ways, but in the good ways. She loved going to Mote, she loved Jordan, and the kids in Jordan’s class were a joy to be around.

Although she wouldn’t deny she might take a Xanax once they arrived at Mote to help her relax throughout the day and not be hyper-vigilant. Not nearly as taxing on her nerves as, say, a class trip to the state fair or Strawberry Festival.

She’d just finished her shower and gotten dressed when someone rang her doorbell. Fighting the urge to reach for her gun, she walked over to the door and peered through the viewfinder, mentally smacking herself when she saw Gabe standing there, a brightly colored canvas tote bag hanging from her shoulder.

I can’t believe I forgot.

Brita was already smiling as she opened the door for her. “Hey. Come on in.”

“You ready to learn how to be a happy hooker? The kind you don’t get arrested for being.”

Brita laughed. “I suppose. I hope I don’t suck at it.”

Gabe turned, meeting her gaze, and they both burst out laughing.

“That’s what she said,” Gabe teased.

Brita had done little except open the box from Amazon and check the contents, preferring to wait for Gabe’s instruction. Brita knew if she tried it on her own and got frustrated, she might never do it again.

Settling in the living room, Gabe kicked off her loafers and draped her blazer over a chair before getting comfy on the couch. As Gabe sat, Brita spotted the Glock in the holster on her hip, and an unexpected pang of melancholy hit her.

Shoving that aside, Brita was determined to learn this. Gabe explained some of the basics to her, showing her simple stitches and how to count, and what those stitches looked like in the context of a project in progress, as well as a finished one.

Gabe made it look easy.

The next step was for Brita to learn how to read a pattern. There’s where things got a little confusing, until Gabe worked through the pattern with her, stitch for stitch, and Brita finally started connecting the dots.

After three hours, Brita had a little crocheted, stuffed dolphin sitting on her coffee table.

“Those books have patterns for all sorts of stuff,” Gabe said. “Did you look through them?”

“No. I wanted to wait for you to show me.”

“If you forget how to do something, don’t hesitate to text me. I’ll also e-mail you a list of YouTube video links that are really good.”

“You make it look so easy.”

“It is easy, once you’ve made a few thousand of them. But don’t let it sit for weeks and wait to pick it up again. Try to do at least a few minutes every day. That way, it’ll stay fresh in your mind.”

“I will, thanks.”

They were wrapping up as Ethan came in. “Hey, how’d the lesson go?”

Brita held up the dolphin. “What do you think?”

“I think that’s pretty neat.”

 

* * * *

 

What was even neater was the pleased smile on her face. Despite that, Ethan was no idiot.

He knew damn well her car hadn’t been clean like that when he’d left that morning.

And she damn sure wouldn’t take it in to have it detailed. She hated to spend the money. She insisted on doing it herself, despite him trying to get her to not expend the energy and effort.

He got it, she wanted to be independent, but there were limits and there was such a thing as taking things too far.

Driving herself into the ground needlessly.

Once Gabe had said her good-byes and they’d seen her out, Ethan pulled Brita into his arms.

“Fess up.”

Her brown eyes went big and wide and she put on her best pouty face in an attempt to distract him.

About the only time she ever used that look on him. “About what?”

He lightly smacked her ass with his right hand. “You know what.”

She reached up to play with the buttons on his shirt. “Can I plead the fifth, copper?”

He knew his sigh wouldn’t go unnoticed by her. “B, baby, you’re going to kill yourself. If you don’t want to pay to have your car detailed, fine, but leave it until the weekends so I can do it for you, huh?”

“I did it.”

“And you’ll be hurting tomorrow, too.”

“Well…”

“What?”

“Alisse called earlier.” She explained it to him. “So I’ll be walking around.”

This time, he successfully stifled his groan of irritation. “And you’ll be in pain tomorrow.”

“It’s just walking.”

“And stress.”

“It’s Jordan’s class. I’m not going to tell them no.”

“And they’d still love you if you did. Honey, you’ve been pushing yourself way too hard lately.”

She pulled away from him. “Maybe I need to push myself more, huh? Maybe I’m not doing enough. Maybe that’s why I feel like I’m broken down and useless all the time.”

Tread. Carefully.

He regrouped and considered his next approach. They were in stormy waters, and he damn well knew it. He’d given up trying to get her to talk to someone about this, other than her GP, who wrote her a script for Xanax and Flexeril.

Most days, that was enough to get her through the worst of things.

He didn’t want to trigger her by trying to push her harder than she was ready to go, but he also knew she wasn’t taking care of herself by doing this. “So you’re saying I’m an idiot?”

She turned on him. “What?”

“You’re saying I don’t know my mind?”

“What? Ethan, what are you talking about?”

“Every time you put yourself down, you know what I hear? I hear you telling me that I’m an idiot. That you think I’m dumb for wanting to be with you.”

“I don’t think that at all! I’ve never thought that.”

“Okay, then. Trust me when I tell you I don’t see you as broken down. I see the woman who is the love of my life, and I feel helpless to help her when she won’t let me in.”

Yeah, cheap shots and low blows. He’d hate himself later.

It had the desired effect. It’d shaken her up and jolted her out of her headspace, put her off-guard.

Her shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry.”

Then he swooped in, holding her. “Please stop,” he gently said. “I don’t want your apologies, and I don’t want you beating yourself up. Throw a guy a bone, huh?” He tipped her chin up so she had to meet his gaze. “I ain’t independently wealthy, so I can’t stay home and take care of you like I’d like to. Let me have a few victories, huh? You let me take care of your car. I’m the guy, let that be a guy thing, okay? Please?”

And he offered her a bone. “You can do my laundry. I know you hate the way I fold towels. You’ll just redo them anyway like you do now.”

She finally laughed and buried her face against his chest. He relaxed, knowing he’d won that round.

“Fine,” she said, her voice muffled against his shirt. “I’ll agree to it before you break out the rubber hoses and bright lights.”

“You know darn well department policy says we have to use latex-free hoses now, B. Sheesh.”

The giggle was music to his heart and soul. This time, he waited for her to speak when she looked up at him and stared into his eyes.

“I just want to feel normal again,” she quietly said. “And I have a feeling this is my permanent normal. That sucks.”

“I know baby. I’d give anything to make you better. Meanwhile, I’ll do what I can, as much as you’ll let me.”

She nodded. “Deal.” She played with his shirt buttons again. “Sir.”

“Oooh, you’re teasing the beast, now.”

“Maybe I want to.”

He took another light swipe at her ass. “Is there meepin’ in my immediate future?”

“Maaaybe.”

He scooped her up into his arms as she squealed. Carrying her to the bedroom, he laid her on the bed before he loosened his tie. “I think maybe I want my meepin’ now, baby.”

He also knew if he waited, she’d likely be too tired, or in too much pain later.

Then she’d beat herself up over that, an endless cycle he knew all too well and had learned his own tricks to short-circuiting.

He hadn’t been particularly in the mood when he arrived home, but knowing he had a chance to make her happy?

That put the starch in his cock every time, stoked even more by hearing her saying that magic word.

Sir.

This delicate dance he did with her, he knew there were some in the BDSM community who might think they were playing around and not serious. People who didn’t understand her the way he did.

Who didn’t know all about her, or the emotional struggles she’d been through.

That she had the level of trust in him to even joke about it meant she trusted him.

To call him Sir?

Maybe she wasn’t some Gorean nymph, some diaphanous ideal of a “perfect” slave, but that wasn’t the kind of partner or submissive he wanted, anyway.

He wanted the real her, as much of herself as she’d give to him.

In any way he could have her. 


Chapter Seven

 

Brita watched as Ethan loosened his tie and removed it. He knew she loved watching him undress. He draped it over the closet doorknob before removing his gun and locking it up. After kicking off his shoes and removing his socks, he started unbuttoning his shirt.

“Hey, someone else better be getting naked, baby,” he said.

She slipped off her shorts and panties and pulled the T-shirt over her head. She’d forgone a bra, already in enough pain without adding to it.

By the time he’d stripped off his briefs, she was glad to see his cock was well on its way to being hard. Maybe it was shallow of her, but it helped reinforce what he said, that he loved her and found her attractive.

A natural lie detector.

When he crawled into bed with her, he leaned in and kissed her, his arms braced on either side of her head. “What are you in the mood for, baby?”

“Maybe one notch up from bare minimum.”

He smiled, sliding down her body to engulf her left nipple in his mouth. She sucked in a breath, her hands grabbing his shoulders to hold him in place. He kept most of his weight off her as he teased and sucked it, grazing his teeth over it, until it was a hard, aching point. Then he switched to her right nipple and repeated the treatment, until her clit throbbed and sang and she knew if he fingered her that he’d find her wet and ready.

Then he turned around, stretching out and rolling her on top of him. His cock had fully hardened and she loved the soft gasp he released when she swallowed his shaft.

She loved going down on him, his taste, the feel of him, how vocal he was. Never afraid to show her how he felt, loving to make her moan in the process.

His hands cupped her ass, pulling her pussy down onto his mouth, devouring her in the good way. She soon found herself distracted and grinding against his face. Meanwhile, he started digging his fingers into the flesh of her ass, adding a delicious shard of the good kind of pain to make the pleasure that much sweeter.

Followed by a light slap, first to her right ass cheek, then the left, back and forth, until she was moaning and whining and sucking his cock down to the balls between breaths.

This was a familiar pattern for them, and one that she loved him desperately for. He knew how to read her body, how to keep her hovering, how to build her up and time it just right so that when he was ready to explode, so was she.

I haven’t married him yet…why?

Like this, feeling free beyond her body’s constraints for a few blessed minutes, she knew he absolutely was the love of her life.

It was on that thought that her climax exploded. When he heard her coming, he thrust his hips up, fucking her mouth and in two thrusts she was swallowing a hot load of cum straight from his balls.

She collapsed on top of him. No rush to make her move, he nuzzled the insides of her thighs, kissing her, not in that way to get her horny again, but tenderly.

Lovingly.

Letting his spent cock slide from her mouth, she said, “I think I’m done for the night.”

He gently rolled them over and swapped places again, gathering her in his arms. “How about you let Sir nuke the leftovers for us and we eat cuddled up in here tonight?”

“Yes, please, Sir. Thank you.”

Even calling him that felt right. And the more she did it, the righter it felt.

This wasn’t a fun game anymore. This was them, and she loved it.

She felt loved and protected but not smothered.

Never smothered.

“I love you, Sir.”

He kissed her forehead, the tip of her nose, her chin, then her lips. “I love you so much, baby. I wish I could open my brain and heart and show you.”

She smiled. “Then we’d need a coroner.”

That earned her a laugh. “This is one of the reasons I think we’re perfect together. We get each other’s humor.” His smile faded. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

This time she kissed him. “That was perfect. Exactly what I needed today.”

Only one time had she ever had to safeword, and that was because of a muscle cramp, nothing he’d done. She’d read that a good Dom or Top always stopped well before a bottom was ready for them to.

That description fit Ethan to a T. Yes, they were at a place she’d never imagined she’d ever trust someone enough to be, but they’d gotten there slowly, a single step at a time.

It was that much sweeter a journey for it.

When his stomach rumbled, she untangled herself from him. “I heard that.”

“I’ll be right back.” Naked, he climbed out of bed and headed for the kitchen.

He had a great ass and thighs, too.

Ethan wasn’t a gym rat, but he stayed in shape, between biking and yard work. Sometimes, for large events, he volunteered to take shifts for extra pay with the sheriff’s office bike squad.

And after eight years together, he could still dampen her panties by blowing her a kiss, or winking a blue eye at her.

She heard him in the kitchen, the sound of the microwave, and a few minutes later, he was back with her plate and a glass of water for her.

“Where’s yours?”

“It’s heating. I wanted to get yours for you.”

When he leaned in to hand her the plate, she reached up and cupped his cheek. “So we’ll talk this weekend? About me moving in?”

He met her gaze for a long moment, then set the plate and glass on the bedside table so he could sit on the edge of the bed.

“Baby, I love you. Early on, we had this discussion. You told me you didn’t want me pressuring you. So I’ll say it again—you tell me.”

She nodded, thinking. “Let’s work out the logistics this weekend about the finances, and then by the start of next month let’s get me moved in with you. Please?”

For a second, it looked like he was going to cry. He pulled her in for a long, deep kiss. “Yes, baby. Absolutely. Thank you.”

 

* * * *

 

Something about Brita felt…different tonight. Ethan couldn’t put his finger on what, exactly. But he sensed a shift of the good kind in her.

No, he’d never pressure her. But he’d take every inch she gave him and gladly wait for more.

She glanced down at his right thigh, where an old scar from a bike fall when he was a teenager curled up the front of his leg. Her fingers traced it, something she liked to do. Just like he loved kissing her scars, proving to himself she’d survived and was alive and well in his arms and it wasn’t a dream. That he didn’t lose her that day on the stoop, that the bullet didn’t take her from him.

She was real and his.

“I’m probably going to want to rearrange the kitchen stuff.”

“That’s fine.”

“And you know I’ve always hated the wallpaper in the guest bathroom.”

“You can sit and watch me peel it off and then I’ll paint it whatever color you choose.” It’d come with the house and he’d never had time, energy, or focus to remove it.

Especially when he’d been renting it, then bought it and closed on it.

Then Brita had been shot four months later, shoving everything else to the periphery in his life.

“How will we move the gun safes?”

“We have an army of friends.”

“You’ll have to help me fill out all my federal paperwork for change of address and stuff. Help me make sure I don’t miss anything or screw it up.”

Sometimes, she had brain fogs that accompanied her worst pain days, which were also usually accompanied by anxiety. Not as often as in the early days, but he expected there to be stress and an adjustment period.

Just like he knew the real reason she didn’t want to sell the condo was to have it as a safety net. An escape hatch.

A place of her own if she needed it.

Even if she didn’t want to admit it to herself. Brita’s mom had told Ethan she didn’t even think Brita consciously thought that, but it’d be a natural thing, a nesting instinct. Security.

The first home she’d bought for herself, not needing anyone’s help, in her name alone.

Knowing what he knew about her high school days, and what her parents and sister didn’t, he suspected that was more accurate than her mother even knew.

He also knew he was the only person who got to see this vulnerable side of her, laid open and raw like this. Not even her sister got this deep a view of her weakness.

“Baby, whatever you need me to do to make this happen, that’s what I’ll do. We’ll have Jim help us go through it.” He ran the gun shop she worked out of part-time.

She continued to trace his scar. “I’m scared.”

“Of me?”

“Of screwing us up.”

“We’ll take this at your speed. Would you feel better just moving your clothes first? A little at a time?”

He felt the tear hit his thigh before he realized she was crying.

That’s when he made her look at him. “What’s wrong?”

“You always say the perfect thing. Have I wasted years we could have been living together because I was scared?”

“I don’t think of our time as wasted. I’ve always been here. I’m always going to be here. I knew eventually you’d catch up to me. I had faith in you. Always have, always will.”

A tearful snort escaped her. “Last chance to back out.”

He shook his head. “Not happening. Not unless you tell me to leave.”

Another long, slow series of nods. “I could always hold off doing the paperwork changes for a few months until I have my name changed. So I don’t have to refile them twice.”

It took him a moment to understand exactly what she meant.

Now he was afraid he might really start crying.

“You tell me.”

“I don’t want a big wedding,” she whispered.

He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Are you ready for me to pop the question yet? Or settling yourself into it for after we’re moved in?”

“After,” she eventually said. “Give me a couple of weeks after that.”

He hugged her against him so he could press his face into her hair and allow him a moment to forcibly drag his tears back into his eyeballs. Or at least blink them away. “Anything you want, baby. For life.”


Chapter Eight

 

Brita rolled into Alisse and John’s driveway fifteen minutes early the next morning. Before Brita even emerged from her car, Jordan had already flung the front door open and was racing down the sidewalk. She had her backpack on, and wore the navy short-sleeved, collared shirt and khaki shorts that were the school uniform.

“AuntieBee!” The girl remembered at the last moment to pull up short and hug her gently. “Thank you for taking me to Mote today!”

Brita managed to not laugh at her. “You’re welcome, sweetie. I like going to Mote. But what have we talked about running outside like that?”

The girl’s face turned pink. “Sorry. I forgot.”

Brita held her hand out to walk with her back to the house. “And you left the front door open.”

Alisse appeared in the doorway. “Oh, hey, sis.”

Brita released Jordan’s hand to give Alisse a hug. “We need to work on her running outside,” she whispered in Alisse’s ear.

Her sister, while a fantastic mother, hadn’t seen the things Brita had seen and didn’t share her worries.

“She’s excited, and she’s a kid,” Alisse said, her tone gentle. “Cut her some slack.”

“She can’t see out the viewfinder. What if it hadn’t been me?”

They ended the hug and Alisse gave her the same half smile, half shrug that told Brita she was just humoring her.

From the kitchen, Brita heard a TV playing, accompanied by the warm sound of John’s laughter.

“B’s here,” Alisse called out as they walked down to the kitchen.

“I heard.”

He stood when they entered the kitchen and gave Brita a gentle, careful hug. He’d taken plenty of turns relieving Ethan at home and helping care for her in the early weeks after her injuries, before she was able to care for herself. The cliché about him being like a brother truly fit her relationship with him.

“We really appreciate this, B,” he said. “Alisse said you guys were going out for dinner tonight. Can we get you a gift card to pay for it?”

“Thanks, but no. I’m happy to do it.”

“Let’s go!” Jordan bounced in place. “I don’t want to be late!”

Brita reached out and placed a hand on the petite girl’s head. “We’ll get going, don’t worry.” She was smaller than her classmates, but considering John’s mother and sisters had all been tiny, it wasn’t unexplainable. She looked more like a six-year-old than an eight-year-old, but sometimes they thought she had the mind of a twenty-eight-year-old.

“I’d picked a turkey sandwich for my lunch,” Alisse said. “Seriously, I don’t mind giving you money to buy something different.”

“No.” Brita pecked her on the cheek. “It’s fine. Just to clarify, I’m taking her back to my place, right?”

“Right,” Alisse said. “John will pick her up from you like he usually does.”

“You might get to see Uncle Ethan, if he gets off work early enough.”

Jordan bounced up and down again. “Yay!”

As they finally headed for Brita’s car, she thought about the afternoon a few weeks earlier, when they’d taken Jordan and George to the movies, giving Alisse and John a few hours alone. Ethan and his ex-wife, Maggie, had parted ways amicably after three years. Since George’s father wasn’t in the picture anyway, she’d had no problem with Ethan staying close to the boy.

They even included Maggie and George in holiday celebrations, and sometimes were emergency babysitters for the single mom.

And George and Jordan were all the “real kids” Brita wanted in her life. Thankfully, she and Ethan were on the same page regarding that topic.

Doesn’t this mean I’m thinking long-term?

Of course there were a lot of people who’d argue that eight years and still going could already be classified as “long-term.”

Hmm.

She’d table that mental discussion for now. But it was even more proof to her that she needed to give serious thought to having a talk about long-long-term plans with Ethan.

 

* * * *

 

“AuntieBee, are we going to go eat lunch now?”

Brita had been watching the hypnotic movements of fish in the large shark tank. This was one of the things she found so soothing about Mote, the animals doing their thing.

It wasn’t even due to the half a Xanax she’d taken upon their arrival a few hours earlier. That had pretty much already worn off.

“Yes, sweetie. I believe that’s the next stop.”

She turned to see where the two teachers were conferring with one of the Mote workers in the patio area. Apparently, the third teacher who was supposed to be there had called off sick and had spent the early morning hours in the ER with what turned out to be a kidney stone. During the morning session, Brita had dropped to the back of the pack so she could bring up the rear and keep an eye on all sixty-eight kids at one time.

It boggled her mind that the other two women and one man who were acting as parent chaperones were either busy talking to each other, or on their phones, instead of paying attention to the kids.

It also boggled Brita’s mind that they didn’t have more chaperones.

Sure, the kids weren’t wandering around a large, open area and there were no worries about them scattering in all directions. And yes, while this was out in the “public,” it wasn’t like they were in the middle of a crowded city.

Still, the lack of awareness of their surroundings staggered Brita. She wanted to walk up to them and smack them and knew that might possibly be frowned upon.

The boxed lunches were ready and waiting, ironically, stacked in four large boxes. The adults already knew about Brita’s disability, so no one asked her to help carry them. The plan was to troop across the road, the Ken Thompson Parkway, to the park next door to the other part of the Mote Marine complex. That’s where the manatees, sea turtles, dolphins, and other larger animals were housed for display, rehab, and research. It was also where the second part of their day would begin following lunch.

They all headed toward the front entrance. Jordan went ahead to join her friends, while Brita hung back and took yet another head count. The teachers and parents led the way outside and across the main parking lot. The kids were supposed to bunch up at the road, wait for everyone, and then cross at once, with the adults acting as crossing guards for safety.

They were halfway to the road when Brita heard a strange, deep growling noise that registered outside the high-pitched voices and laughter of the kids. Turning, as did most of the kids, she saw a man emerge from the shadows of trees next to the sea bird rehab center on the other side of the parking lot, closer to the water, and start running toward the middle of the pack of kids.

He…at first Brita hesitated because she had a hard time reconciling what she was seeing. Standing at least six five, and close to three hundred pounds, he looked like an extra out of a horror movie. Ragged clothes, leather gloves stained with what looked like fresh blood, and over his head a dirty, grey cloth hood with eye holes ripped into it, tied around his neck with a cord. He made deep, inhuman growls and animalistic roars.

Then she spotted the large butcher’s knife in his right hand, at least twelve inches long.

Instincts and training kicked in, slamming into her brain and spurring her into action.

“Run!” Tuning out the screaming kids and adults, Brita felt time slow and slip as she ignored her own pain and ran to intercept the man, to put herself between him and the kids.

She also drew her nine millimeter Glock 26 from the belt holster in the middle of her back, which had been concealed by the long tail of the short-sleeved shirt she wore, unbuttoned and open, over her tank top.

“Stop! Drop the knife! I have a gun, don’t make me shoot you!” she screamed at him as she brought the gun up while running. “Freeze! Down on the ground, now! Drop the knife and get down on the ground!”

He was maybe thirty feet away and closing fast. As she stopped she caught herself when she felt her sneakers skidding on shells and debris that had made its way onto the asphalt parking lot surface from the grassy areas surrounding the lot. Behind her, from the street, she heard tires screeching and horns honking, followed by the metallic crunch of a car crashing into something substantial enough to stop its momentum, but she didn’t dare look.

“I have a gun and I will shoot you! STOP AND DROP THE KNIFE, NOW!”

The assailant didn’t stop. The knife came up as he raised his right arm at about twenty feet from her. If he got close enough to stab or grab her, in her condition, she wouldn’t be able to fight him off, and she knew it.

She fired, emptying all ten rounds into his torso while her hearing spun into a muffled, high-pitched whine from the reports.

Hitting the magazine eject button with her right thumb to drop that mag, she’d already reached to her back pocket with her left hand for the spare mag she carried and slammed it into place, tripping the slide lock to release it and chamber a round. Then she edged up to the man’s still form and brought her right foot down onto the knife’s blade.

Three more men, all dressed in black and with bandanas covering their lower faces, ran toward her from the trees from where the man had emerged. As she brought the gun up again, she couldn’t hear any words they might have been saying over the ringing in her ears.

“Freeze! Down on the ground! Now!” and she bit back the urge to follow that with sheriff’s office. “I will shoot you if you do not comply! DOWN ON THE GROUND!”

The men slid to a stop and froze, eyes wide over the bandanas covering their lower faces as they stared at the fallen man.

It was only now she realized that all three men held small cameras.

“All of you! Down on the ground, NOW!”

The men exchanged glances before dropping to their knees and then complying.

“Empty your hands and put them behind your heads! Now!”

Only when they’d all done that did she finally glance down and kick the knife out of the guy’s limp hand with her foot before she painfully crouched to pull the hood far enough up his neck that she could feel for a pulse with her left hand.

Nothing.

She would have been shocked if he’d had one, considering she’d just put ten hollow points into his torso at close range. Even if he’d had a vest on, the force of the ten slugs she’d hit him with would have seriously injured him.

Backing away from the guy and the three prone men, she dug out her cell phone, which had been tucked into her front left pocket, and dialed 911. Putting it on speaker mode so she could keep an eye on the men, she barely made out the sound of the dispatcher answering over her ruined hearing.

“911, what is your emergency?”

She knew she was shouting, but between the adrenaline and not being able to hear well, she didn’t want to have to say it twice.

“Shots fired, main Mote Marine complex, south side of the Ken Thompson Parkway. Subject down. Roll EMS and deputies. This is Detective Brita Delgado, retired, Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office.”

She gave her old badge number, then repeated it. “I shot one assailant, male, armed with a knife and attempting to attack a group of third-graders in the parking lot. I am currently holding at gunpoint three masked men I believe are his accomplices. Repeat, I am armed and holding them at gunpoint. I do not know if they are armed or not.”

She wasn’t sure, but thought she heard sirens approaching in the distance. Brita was desperate to make sure Jordan and the other kids were okay, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the three men she now held—

Well, technically not in custody, since she wasn’t active law enforcement. At bay would be a more accurate term, even though they’d complied with her orders.

She heard sirens turn onto the Ken Thompson Parkway from the main road running down the center of the barrier island where the facility was located. She raised her left hand, cell phone and all, and took another couple of steps back, away from the suspects, as the marked cruiser roared into the parking lot.

She immediately recognized her old friend, Major Dave McConnell, as he got out of his cruiser after barely letting it roll to a stop first. When he drew his gun on the men, she immediately holstered hers and raised her right hand as a second cruiser roared up behind his, the deputy also jumping out with his sidearm drawn.

“She’s one of us,” Dave told the other deputy. “Brita, what happened?”

Only then did she feel comfortable lowering her hands and disconnecting the 911 call after saying, “Officers are on scene. Thank you.” She tucked it into her front pocket. “The guy I shot attacked us with a knife.”

She finally looked over at where approximately half the kids were safely huddled around one of the teachers and a mom on the far side of the two-lane road—including Jordan, Brita was relieved to see—and the rest were huddled on this side…

Except one girl, who was being held by the man, in his arms, and she wasn’t his daughter. She was crying and had thrown her arms around his neck, and Brita spotted blood trickling down her leg from her knee.

At least she was alive and didn’t seem to be seriously injured.

Traffic in both directions had stopped. Two of the cars that had been heading from the main road and driving toward the east end of the spit had pulled off onto the shoulder at skewed angles, like they’d tried to avoid a collision. On the far side of the road, a car had run into a palm tree, which now sat askew. The driver was still behind the wheel and moving. The air bag had deployed.

Returning her focus to the scene in front of her, all three men were now handcuffed on the ground. Dave looked up at her after talking into his shoulder mic and pointed at his cruiser. “Go ahead and put it on the hood for me, please.”

Brita walked over to the cruiser, leaving the empty magazine on the ground where it’d landed. There, she removed the magazine from the Glock, as well as ejected the round from the chamber and left the slide locked open, before she put the stray round back into the magazine and laid everything on the hood. After fishing her driver’s license, concealed carry permit, and federal firearms license from the small wallet she carried, she also laid them next to her gun and took a couple of steps away from the cruiser.

She didn’t know the other deputy, but apparently Dave had already told him the long version of who she was, because he seemed to not deem her a threat. He went to check the perp, pulling the cloth hood completely off the guy’s head, as well as a black lycra hood he’d also worn under that. He verified the guy had no pulse as multiple sirens closed in from the main road.

Then he looked at the knife, which now lay about five feet from the guy’s hand. He stood and knelt over it, frowning. Reaching down with his gloved hand to touch the blade with one finger, his eyes widened.

“What?” she asked. “What’s wrong?” Not that anything about the entire situation was “right,” but she knew that fuck me look well from her years on duty.

He looked up at her. “It’s plastic.” 


Chapter Nine

 

Ethan had been on his way back to his office after lunch when his radio exploded from dispatch with call-outs about multiple shots fired at Mote Marine.

His stomach fell, but since he wasn’t specifically paged, he tried to keep his mind on traffic and not on worst-case scenarios. Especially since they were reporting an armed assailant was the only casualty, and it was a civilian shooter.

When the coroner’s van was dispatched a few minutes later, and several of the extra EMS rigs originally dispatched had been recalled to their stations, he relaxed a little. Hopefully it wasn’t an innocent person who’d been shot, but if it was a single casualty, that was far better than a mass shooting.

He hated that he was so jaded by current world events that he could feel relief over “only” one casualty.

Then his cell phone rang a couple of minutes later, as he was almost back to the office. He hit speaker mode. “Detective Neri.”

It was his major. “You need to get over to Mote right now.”

“I just heard on the rad—”

“No, you don’t understand. You need to get there. It was Brita. She shot a guy attacking a bunch of kids.”

Now Ethan’s blood turned to ice. He dropped the phone into his lap so he could hit the lights and sirens on his unmarked cruiser.

“Is she okay? Are the kids okay?” He’d totally forgotten Brita was chaperoning Jordan’s class there today.

“One of the kids slipped and fell and nearly got hit by a car and is scraped up a little, and another driver got banged up hitting a tree when some of the kids ran into the road to get away from the guy. No other serious injuries. Perp is the only DOA. But Dave McConnell’s on-scene and called me, specifically asked for you to be notified.”

Traffic parted ahead of him like the Red Sea as he got turned around and aimed for the John Ringling Parkway to get across the bay from downtown.

“Tell him I’m en route. ETA fifteen.”

“10-4.”

Ethan ended the call and tried to stay calm, but it was impossible to stay calm when it was one of yours.

Literally.

Two of his, if he counted Jordan.

Due to all the emergency vehicles already blocking the roadway, he couldn’t drive as far down as Mote when he turned onto the two-lane Ken Thompson Parkway. He ended up having to park on the street down from the main entrance, and ran the rest of the way after clipping his badge to his belt.

Someone had draped a sheet over the body stretched out in the parking lot. Ethan spotted Brita partially sitting on the back seat of a cruiser, but with the door open, her feet on the pavement, and Jordan wrapped around her like a koala on a tree.

In three other cruisers, three guys sat in the back seats. From the way they sat, Ethan assumed they were handcuffed.

Brita looked up but not making eye contact with him when he approached. From the distant stare in her eyes, he already knew she wasn’t doing well. He leaned into the doorway and wrapped his arms around both of them, holding them tight.

“Love you, baby,” he whispered in Brita’s ear.

She didn’t reply. He wasn’t even sure if she’d heard him. Then he realized her hearing might still be coming back and didn’t want to scream it at her.

“AuntieBee shot the bad guy, Uncle Ethan. He was coming after us.”

Hell, poor Jordan sounded like she’d reverted a little in age, from the sound of her voice.

“I heard.” He straightened, once again focusing on Brita, mentally willing her to look at him, to meet his gaze.

She wouldn’t.

So he focused on Jordan, stroking her long brown hair, which today was pulled into a single braid on the back of her head. “You okay, JJ?” he asked, his nickname for the girl.

“Yeah. AuntieBee’s a hero.”

He rested a hand on Jordan’s shoulder. “Sure she is, squirt.”

“She better not get in trouble.”

“We’ll get it sorted out.”

Dave McConnell walked over to join them as someone waved in the coroner’s van and parked it to block the public’s view as much as possible. From the way Dave tipped his head at Ethan, he knew the man wanted to discuss this with him away from Jordan.

And possibly away from Brita.

They walked to the front of the cruiser. “What the hell happened?” Ethan asked, keeping his voice low.

“Suspect was some Internet prankster. Went by PwnerInChief. Real name’s Jack Stankliskwi, twenty-seven years old. California ID on him. This is going to be a media shitstorm when it gets out, I’m telling you right now. Apparently this fucker is really famous online.”

“Oh, no.”

“Yeah. Those three jokers we took into custody are his film crew. Not only did they film everything, deceased was mic’d and had a body cam on him.”

“Security camera footage from Mote?”

He nodded. “We’ve got them pulling it for us. And the bird sanctuary.”

“Clean shoot?”

“I’m saying so, based on the footage I ran back on one of the crew’s cameras and other witness statements. Stand your ground, cut and dry. The dad who was with the group flat-out said he thought Brita was going to die, before she drew her gun. I can’t believe the state attorney’s office would dare charge her. Reasonable expectation of death or serious bodily injury to herself and almost seventy young kids, and it’s all on film.”

“What the hell were those jerks doing?”

“The crew admitted the plan was for him to run right up to some kids and get in their faces. They were hoping for a group of kids with only like one adult, but when they saw Jordan’s class, they thought that was a perfect opportunity. It almost looks like maybe he was trying to comply with her order to stop when he saw her gun, but he was running too fast and lost his footing and tripped just before she started firing. From her angle, it probably looked like he was trying to tackle her.”

Dave ran the toe of his tactical boot over some loose shell and gravel on the asphalt to demonstrate his point. “Or maybe he didn’t see her gun at first with the stupid hoods he was wearing. Maybe he didn’t hear her orders to stop because of them. He was screaming and yelling and roaring at her to appear even scarier. She gave him multiple orders to stop and drop, and warned him she had a gun and would shoot. I couldn’t tell the fucking knife wasn’t real until I was on top of it. Put myself in her shoes? I’d have shot him, too. Probably sooner than she did.”

“What do the three assholes with him say?”

“One of them literally shit himself. They’re lucky none of them got shot. They came running up behind him, dressed in black, with bandanas over their faces. I think Brita showed great restraint in not shooting them, under the circumstances. They were going to one-and-done a big scare here, leave in the confusion before anyone could stop them, then hit Siesta Key for another film session. They weren’t even going to tell people it was a joke and get film releases, just blur faces in post-production.”

“Fuck me,” Ethan muttered. “That’s exactly what we need, terrified tourists stampeding on the busiest beach in the goddamned county.”

“Right?” McConnell shook his head. “They said they picked the kids because they were such a large group and there weren’t a lot of adults with them. They’d almost decided to leave to try somewhere else when they saw them come out.”

“I heard a little girl was hurt?”

“Rock cut her knee when one of the parents grabbed her and dragged her out of the road. Nearly got hit by a car. Kids naturally spooked when the idiot came at them. Plus Brita yelled at them to run as she put herself between him and them.”

He looked at Ethan. “Despite how bad of shape she’s in, she still put herself between him and them.”

Dave was a good friend and had been there the day Brita had been injured, arriving on scene immediately after the shooting. “I wouldn’t expect any less from her. She’s still a cop. Doesn’t matter she doesn’t have a badge anymore.”

“Poor driver plowed into a palm tree trying to avoid hitting everyone. Different lady than the one almost hit the little girl.” He turned and pointed to where the wrecked car sat crumpled against the leaning palm tree on the other side of the road. There, an elderly woman talked to a uniformed deputy, giving him her statement.

“She okay?”

“Yeah. Pretty shook up. She was only going about twenty and the airbag cushioned her. She’s seventy-eight. Tried to transport her, but she insisted she’s okay. More worried about the kids than anything. Going to make sure she doesn’t get a ticket. She wasn’t speeding, and considering the circumstances, and her age, I think she did a damn good job not hitting any kids or other cars. She’s a Mote volunteer who was arriving to help out with Jordan’s class this afternoon.”

Ethan ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus, this keeps getting better, huh?”

“You ain’t kidding. We’ve got a PIO on the way because it looks like the Sarasota TV station was listening to the scanner. They’ve already called dispatch for more info. Plus”—he hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the eastern end of the spit where the Ken Thompson Parkway ended and a couple of other businesses were located—“the radio station down there sent someone already. I backed his ass up behind the cordon, but he had a cell phone out and was videotaping before we got a sheet over the body.”

“Oh, good god.”

“I need a medic over here!”

They turned again, and now the officer who’d been talking to the elderly driver was easing her to the ground. Her skin had turned an unhealthy grey color Ethan suspected wasn’t good.

“Oh, shit,” Dave said as both he and Ethan and several other officers and EMTs ran in to help.

Less than a couple of minutes later, she was being transported by ambulance for a suspected heart attack.

As Dave and Ethan headed back to the cruiser where Brita and Jordan still sat, Ethan leaned in close to speak to Dave. “Recommend to the state attorney’s office that those three assholes get charged with as much as possible.”

“Already ahead of you. Hopefully that driver will sue the pants off of the production company, too.”

“If she survives,” Ethan grimly observed.

 

* * * *

 

Brita never had to shoot someone in the course of her time in law enforcement, or in the military. Draw her weapon while a cop? Sure, several times, but never actually shoot someone. She’d never had to fire her service weapon except at a range for training.

In the aftermath, as she sat there tightly holding Jordan against her, a functional emotional numbness had set in. First, there’d been pain all through her body, stress from the running and subduing the men, an adrenaline jolt that now left her feeling shaky and weak. She wasn’t even sure she could drive, much less should drive.

They’re never going to let me chaperone a school trip again.

On the heels of that, another thought, that she needed to call Alisse and John and tell them what happened before they heard about it on the news and panicked.

The other kids, teachers, and parents had been herded into Mote’s auditorium by two uniformed deputies, who were standing watch over them. The little girl who’d been hurt was quickly patched up by EMS and also returned to the group so she wasn’t able to see the dead body on the ground.

Brita had refused to release Jordan once she’d had the little girl back in her arms.

Another source of physical misery, because Brita had lifted her to carry her as soon as she’d laid her hands on her. Jordan didn’t seem inclined to let go of her, either.

The deputies would also have to get statements from all the adults, and the kids. But they couldn’t question the kids without their parents present.

And now it looked like the poor woman who’d crashed her car while trying to avoid the kids was also being transported.

What if I had waited to fire?

But she’d thought the knife was real. And it wouldn’t have stopped the kids from stampeding.

The whirlwind around her seemed to pick up speed and intensity by the moment.

Ethan and Dave returned and crowded around the car door. “Hey, JJ?” Ethan started. “How about you and me go inside to the gift shop for a couple of minutes, okay?”

Jordan’s grip tightened around Brita’s neck, painful, but she wouldn’t force Jordan to let go. “I want to stay with AuntieBee!”

“We’ll come back to her, honey. AuntieBee needs to talk to our friend Major Dave here, and tell him what happened.”

“AuntieBee shot the bad guy. The end.”

Brita closed her eyes and struggled against the laugh that threatened to burp free. “Honey,” she said, her throat now feeling raw and hoarse from the screaming she’d done earlier, “please go with Uncle Ethan for a few minutes. It’s okay. He’ll bring you back.”

Jordan sat back so she could stare into Brita’s eyes. “I don’t want to leave you alone, AuntieBee. You look like you’re in pain.”

“I won’t be alone, honey. Dave’s a friend of mine. We worked together when I was still a deputy. You’ve met him before, but you were probably too little to remember it.”

“They won’t arrest you, will they?”

“No, sweetheart,” Dave said. “AuntieBee’s not in any trouble.”

Jordan turned to look at Dave, a dark scowl on her face. “You’d better not arrest her. She saved us!”

“We know, sweetheart. But I need to fill out paperwork and have to talk to her. It’s adult stuff. It’s okay.”

“Please go with Uncle Ethan. Oh.” Brita pulled her phone out of her pocket and handed it to Ethan. “Please call Alisse and John for me and tell them not to panic. Sooner rather than later.”

“Roger.” He held his arms out to Jordan. “Come on, JJ. I have a credit card itching to buy you a new stuffed animal.”

Those were the magic words, apparently. She climbed off Brita and into Ethan’s arms and he carried her toward the main building.

Dave stepped in. The look of concern on his face nearly made Brita start crying. “You okay, hon?”

She shook her head. “I hope we can talk like this, because I honestly don’t think I can stand up right now.”

“You’re not going to be able to drive, are you?”

“Probably not. I’ll let Ethan drive us home and come back for my car later, or have it towed home.”

“We’ll get someone to drive it for you.” He took out his notepad and a pen and leaned against the cruiser’s door.

She wasn’t so out of it that she didn’t know he was using his body to shield her from view from the growing crowd of bystanders being held back by the cordon.

“Let’s get this over with as quickly as possible, hon,” he said. “Go through it with me.”

She did, and there wasn’t a lot to go through. It had happened so fast, and she’d been focused on the attacker, and then the three men, so she hadn’t seen everything that had happened behind her at the road with the kids.

He was starting to read his notes back to her when his radio went off, in the car and echoing through his shoulder mic, paging him, updating him.

That’s when Brita finally did start crying.

The elderly driver had been pronounced DOA at the hospital, adding another round of charges to the three idiots now in custody.

 

* * * *

 

Ethan dreaded this call. He decided to handle John first, hoping he’d react more calmly than Alisse. While he followed Jordan around the small gift shop, he waited for the man to pick up.

“Hey, B. How’s Mote?”

“John, it’s Ethan.”

The man’s tone changed immediately. “What? What’s wrong?”

“Jordan’s fine, and Brita’s fine, but there was an incident at Mote this morning. I’m here with them now.”

“Incident?”

“Yeah.” He gave brief details, hoping the man didn’t flip out.

There was a moment of silence from the other end. “She…shot the guy?”

“Yeah. The knife looked real. No way Brita could have known it wasn’t real. And he was wearing a costume, a creepy cloth hood, leather gloves with fake blood on them, completely dressed like a horror movie monster. I’d have reacted the same way. It was that PwnerInChief asshole.”

“Oh, shit,” he whispered. “That guy’s famous.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll get out of here and be over there in about thirty minutes.”

“No, you can’t get in anyway. They’re not letting anyone in right now who isn’t emergency services or works at Mote. Please call Alisse and let her know before she hears about it on the news. I’ll stay with Brita and JJ at Brita’s. Come pick her up there at the usual time.”

“Okay, I will. Can I talk to Jordan?”

“Sure. I’m going to put Brita’s phone on silent after we’re done here and hold it for her, so call me on mine, not hers. But I might not be able to answer. If Alisse can avoid calling, that’d be better.”

“But Jordan and B are okay?”

“They’re fine, but Brita needs to give her statement, and so does Jordan.” He got Jordan’s attention. “Daddy wants to talk to you.”

Jordan grabbed the phone and apparently didn’t even wait for him to talk. “Daddy! AuntieBee saved us from a bad guy!”

As Ethan listened to her talk, he thought about what might have happened had Brita not been there. The guy might not have died, but there was a good chance kids could have been seriously hurt, or died, because of running out into traffic. Had the one father not grabbed the little girl’s arm and pulled her out of the way, she would likely be dead or on a helicopter to a trauma center.

His mind flashed back to Brita in the ICU and remembered now his discussion with the nurse about the practical joker. At the time, it’d washed over his head like so many other things had during that period, not to be processed then, mere filler while he waited for Brita to recover enough to open her eyes and look at him and speak and be okay.

It was a clean shoot. There was no doubt in his mind about it.

But would Brita ever forgive herself for taking an “innocent” life, even if the guy basically set himself up for an unintentional suicide-by-cop scenario?


Chapter Ten

 

Ethan let Jordan pick out three stuffed animals—a sea turtle, a dolphin, and a shark. When he realized Jordan hadn’t eaten, he walked her around to the auditorium where the other kids and teachers were being kept, carrying her as she held the bag with her stuffed animals.

When they walked in, he wasn’t sure what reaction he expected, but the stunned silence from the teachers and parents was immediately swallowed by loud, raucous cheers and clapping from all the kids, some of whom ran up to them.

As he set Jordan down, he could barely make out their words, they were talking over each other so loudly.

“Your aunt is cool!”

“Is the guy really dead?”

“Your aunt didn’t get into trouble, did she?”

“She’s awesome!”

“Is she going to come back and eat lunch with us?”

“I love your aunt!”

He’d expected the kids to be shell-shocked, but even one girl, who wore a bandage on her leg and looked like she’d been recently crying, was calling Jordan’s name from the back of the mob and trying to get her attention.

One of the teachers, the older of the two, looked grim as she walked up, but she quickly pasted a smile on her face. He didn’t miss that her gaze dipped to the badge on his belt before focusing on the kids again.

“Everyone, please take your seats and finish eating.”

“She needs her lunch,” Ethan said.

“We saved it for her.”

Jordan looked up. “Uncle Ethan, can I get it and take it back out to eat with you and AuntieBee?”

“I already ate. You stay here until AuntieBee or I come get you, honey.”

“Jordan, Miss Matthews has your lunch. Go see her, please.”

She ran over to another woman, whom Ethan recognized as Jordan’s teacher. The parents were huddled together in a tight ball and staring at him as if he were a grizzly ready to pounce.

The older teacher, Ethan thought her name was Mrs. Atkins, pointed at the door.

Shit.

After letting the door swing shut behind them, she crossed her arms over her chest. “She brought a gun on a class field trip?” she hissed. “How irresponsible is that?”

“I think you’re missing the bigger picture here. You do realize she’s retired law enforcement, right? A detective from Sarasota County. She was injured in the line of duty four years ago. And she’s a licensed federal firearms dealer, as well as a certified firearms instructor. I can assure you, there are very few people more qualified to carry than her. Not to mention she was in the military.”

That seemed to take some of the starch out of her spine, but she wasn’t finished. “We have a no-firearms policy at our school.”

“This event didn’t take place on school property. And it seems like you might have had a few dead third graders after they ran into traffic if she hadn’t stopped the guy from chasing them. And had it been a real knife, you definitely would have had a few dead third graders.”

“That is not the point!”

He took a cop stance, hands on his hips, legs apart, and stared down at her, dropping his voice into a low, threatening rumble.

“Oh, I think it is exactly the point. See, Brita was shot in the line of duty, and then landed on a concrete wall, which caused the worst of her spinal injuries. You know how that happened? She was saving the life of a two-year-old boy. She ran into the line of fire to get him.

“You want to get all high-and-mighty with me? I’m fine with dragging your happy little ass in front of the school’s board of directors and defending what she did today. You should be glad you have someone as trained as Brita providing your kids with free protection. Considering you didn’t provide adequate adult supervision for them. The assholes picked this group specifically because they thought it’d be funny to scatter the kids. If you’d had more adults with them, they would have left them alone.”

He stepped closer, forcing her to look up. “You try to retaliate against Jordan, or her parents, or Brita, I will make sure every parent in your school knows that Brita risked her life and safety for these kids today. Do you realize she put herself between the kids and that guy? She ran toward him to stop him. Which side of the road did you end up on, huh? Did you bother to even look back when you ran? Were you trying to protect the kids, or busy trying to save your own ass? Should be easy enough to tell. It was caught on four different video cameras, not counting Mote’s security footage. Should I go get it and play it for you?”

When the woman’s face went red, he realized he’d hit the mark and pressed his advantage to nip this shit in the bud.

Now.

He jabbed his finger toward her face. “Copies of all those videos can and will be made available online if you so much as suggest Brita be banned from the school, or try to get Jordan expelled. Don’t think I won’t. And, FYI, Brita never carries on school property. As for your school’s no-guns policy, I’m a cop. Do you realize that every time I’ve attended a school function, I’ve been armed? As have at least four other parents I’ve seen who I know are active law enforcement. Oh, and I’m pretty sure you’ve had other parents who aren’t law enforcement, who likely have concealed carry permits, who have also ignored your policy. I know at least one of your teachers carries, because Brita taught them. And you don’t have a school resource officer on staff, yet you have over four hundred students. That’s an awful lot of soft targets. So rethink who you’re really pissed off at.”

Struggling to rein in his temper, Ethan turned and headed back to the parking lot where forensics was setting out markers for Brita’s empty magazine and the shell casings, and starting to take pictures of the scene before releasing the body to the coroner’s office.

Brita still looked shell-shocked where she sat on the back seat of Dave’s cruiser, feet on the pavement.

Dave, Ethan noticed, stood between her and the increasingly crowded cordon line.

Ethan stepped in to help Dave block her from view. She still wouldn’t look up to meet Ethan’s gaze. He wondered if she had any of her anti-anxiety meds with her, but realized it wouldn’t be a good thing to ask her that in front of witnesses. Enough of her life would be on display over the next days and weeks. He didn’t need anyone else hearing about her meds.

“How much longer is this going to take?” Ethan asked.

“We can’t release her yet. We need to finish talking to the other adults first. You know procedures.”

“Can we please get her out of here, at least? Move her to her car to give her a little privacy?” He’d spotted it on his walk into the building with Jordan. Even better, she was parked in a shady spot at an angle that made it impossible to read her license plate from the road, should someone want a picture of that.

“Yeah. Go ahead.”

Ethan had to help her up and wrap an arm around her waist to help her walk. From her stiff, slow gait, he knew how much pain she was in. At her car, he took her keys from her and helped her into the passenger seat before he climbed into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and got the AC blowing.

She stared out the windshield.

He reached over and held her hand. “Baby, I know this is tough, but you need to stay with me. You’ve already been through more than any person should have to go through, but I’m here, and I’m not leaving you.”

“I killed that guy.”

“I know.”

“He didn’t have a real knife.”

“Even Dave said it looked real. Everyone said it looked real. You know how it works. You wait too long to make that decision, a perp is on you.”

“Why didn’t he stop when he saw I had a gun? Why didn’t he follow my orders? I mean, if he was a real criminal or something, that’s one thing. This guy was willing to get shot over a stupid stunt?”

Ethan didn’t mention Dave’s supposition, that maybe the guy was trying to and tripped. If that was really what happened, there’d be plenty of time later for her to feel even worse.

For now, he wanted to try to keep her anchored and not succumb to her anxiety and PTSD.

“He was a high-risk guy. Some of the things I’ve seen him do for laughs are way beyond the edge of what’s funny. If it hadn’t been you, likely it would have been someone else one day. I’m just glad none of the kids got seriously injured.”

“I almost shot the other guys when they ran up.”

He released her hand and gently gripped her face in his hands, forcing her to look at him.

“Listen to me. You did everything right. That was a clean shoot. Stop second-guessing yourself. If we play that game, I could have spent every damn day of the past four years blaming and hating myself for not shooting that guy before he shot you that day. So stop that. Focus on me and Jordan and the fact that you did your job today, and you did it flawlessly.” Which he did blame and hate himself for waiting, but admitting that to her now would defeat the purpose of trying to help her.

Her tears fell, hot and heavy. She sobbed against him as he pulled her into his arms. It wasn’t very comfortable there in the front seat of her Toyota, but at least he could be there for her and they had some privacy.

It took her a good twenty minutes to cry herself out. In that time, he watched Dave and two recently arrived detectives walk over to the auditorium and start bringing the adults out one at a time to speak with them and take their statements.

“Where’s Jordan?” she hoarsely asked.

“I’ll go get her in a little bit. She’s with the other kids and eating her lunch.” He had a thought. “You didn’t eat yet, did you?”

“No. My lunch is in there.”

“Okay. I’ll get it for you. Stay here.”

He started to reach for the door but she grabbed his hand. “I’m not hungry.”

Hoping she didn’t hate him for this later when she had her emotional legs under her better, he gently caught her chin and made her meet his gaze.

“That wasn’t a suggestion, baby. You will eat. That’s an order.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

He breathed a silent, relieved sigh before kissing her. “My good girl. I’ll be right back. Stay here.”

He got out and headed for the auditorium. Dave intercepted him to find out what he needed, and let him go in to get her lunch.

Jordan, it seemed, appeared out of nowhere to practically tackle him as he walked through the door. “Uncle Ethan! Can I go be with AuntieBee now? Please?”

Another possibly low blow, but he’d take it. Brita could always be strong for others even if she didn’t know how to sometimes be strong for herself.

“You know what? I bet she’d love the company. Let’s get your stuff and you go get her lunch for me, huh?”

Mrs. Atkins walked over to him and before she could even say anything, he overruled what he suspected she was about to try. “I’ve already talked to her father,” he said, his voice low. “We’re taking her with us. Just try me, lady. Go ahead.”

Her face pinched even more, but she spun on her heel and returned to where she’d been seated.

He scooped Jordan up when she returned to him, and when they emerged from the auditorium, he made a line for Dave, who’d just finished talking to one of the parents.

“Hey, Major Dave,” Ethan called out.

He frowned. “Yeah?”

“Miss JJ here would like to talk to you about what happened.”

“Ethan—”

“Brita and I are an emergency contacts for her. I can get her father on the phone for you right now to okay it, if you want.”

He nodded. “Okay, let’s do it.”

Ethan nodded toward Brita’s car, where they dropped Jordan’s backpack, bag of stuffed animals, and gave Brita her lunch. With Jordan sitting on the trunk and Ethan standing next to her, Dave talked to her about what she saw.

“We were walking across the parking lot. We were supposed to stop at the street until the teachers told us to cross. Then I heard something really weird. Like an animal growling. When I looked I saw the guy. I guess that’s when AuntieBee saw him, too. She yelled for us to run and ran toward him. Some of us ran across the street, and a lady crashed her car, and I heard AuntieBee shoot the guy.”

“Did you actually see her shoot him?”

She shook her head. “I was running.”

“Did you hear your aunt say anything?”

“She yelled at us to run. Then she yelled for him to stop and drop the knife. I think she told him to get down, too, but I’m not sure. She did a lot of yelling at him. I can’t remember everything she said.”

“That’s okay. So did you actually see if he had anything in his hands?”

“Uh, yeah. He had a huuuuge knife. He looked like a monster.” She leaned in and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Did you make sure he’s really dead? Billie just told me that his older brother lets him watch movies his parents tell him not to watch, and those monsters on TV always get up and attack people after you think they’re dead.”

Ethan and Dave’s gazes locked and they both had trouble not laughing despite the circumstances. If you didn’t have gallows humor in this job, you wouldn’t have any humor at all.

Dave finally managed to get it out first without laughing. “He’s really dead, honey. He’s not a monster, he was a guy in a costume.”

She scowled. “Well, that was stupid! He was scary and it’s not even Halloween! What the heck was he doing in a costume when it’s not Halloween? We were supposed to see the manatees and dolphins and sea turtles and stuff this afternoon, and now we’re not going to get to do that.” She frowned. “Big jerk. I wanted to pet a dolphin and feed a sea turtle.”

Ethan threw his head back, staring at the sky and chewing on the inside of his lip to keep from laughing. Dave, however, had given up and let out a snort as he made more notes.

“Can you remember anything else about the guy?”

“He looked scary. And there were some other guys. I saw them later. AuntieBee made them get on the ground like in the cop shows. They were kind of scary looking, too. Their faces were covered.”

“Do you remember how many there were?”

“Didn’t you count them?”

Now Ethan lost it and let out a chuckle. “Honey, this is how cops have to ask questions. Please answer him.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and sounded a little huffy. “There were three of them.” She held up her right hand without uncrossing her arms and ticked them off on her fingers. “One-two-three. Uno-dos-tres.” She nodded.

“Oh, boy,” Dave said, jotting it down. “Can you spell your name for me, honey?”

“In English or Spanish?”

Ethan closed his eyes and gave up the struggle. He laughed, long and hard. “In English, JJ,” he finally managed.

“I was just asking, Uncle Ethan. J-O-R-D-A-N BigM-LittleC-G-U-I-R-E.”

Ethan glanced over toward the crime scene, barely able to see past one of the marked cruisers ringing the area. The coroner’s team was loading the guy into a body bag and preparing to transport.

He wondered if it made him a horrible person to want to know how tight Brita’s grouping had been when she shot him.

He made a mental note to take a look at the autopsy photos later.

“And do you know your birthdate, honey?”

“Of course.” She didn’t continue.

Ethan returned his focus to her. “JJ, tell him.”

“I’m not supposed to tell people stuff like that. Mommy said it can lead to identity stealing.”

Now Ethan dropped his head in defeat. “JJ, Dave is a friend of mine, and he’s a cop. He needs to know your date of birth. It’s okay to tell him in this case. I’ll tell your mom that I said it was an exception to the rule.”

“Are you suuuure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Okay, fine. But I’m not telling him my social security number. If he wants that, he can ask Mommy or Daddy. I don’t want to get into trouble.” She recited her date of birth.

In English, then in Spanish.

Ethan covered his eyes with his hand and wondered if he’d dropped into a wormhole.

When Ethan finally looked again, he spotted Dave’s amused smirk. “You are one smart little girl, Jordan,” he said.

“That’s why Mommy and Daddy have me at Sorrellson Academy. I’m going to be an engineer and fix bridges and stuff. I am a Jenga expert.” She made a funny little martial arts movie kind of noise and struck a pose with her arms, even while still sitting on the trunk. “I’m a Jenga ninja!”

“I’m done.” Ethan wasn’t sure if Dave meant he was done questioning her, done trying to not laugh, or all of the above. He shook his head at Ethan and handed him the notebook. “Write down her parents’ names and contact info, please.”

“Sure.” He dug Brita’s phone out of his pocket and pulled up the information. While he was doing that, Jordan took the pad and pen from him and started writing. He was about to correct her when he realized her printing, while a little large, was nearly as good as his own.

And she had the correct info.

Even Dave stepped closer to look, his eyes widening. “You sure you don’t want to be a cop, Jordan?” he asked after he took the notepad and pen back.

“Maybe when I retire from being an engineer. Engineers make more money. No offense, Major Dave and Uncle Ethan. Cops are important, too, but I want a Mercedes.”

“Jeez, Ethan, is this kid for real?”

He patted her on the head. “Yeah. And now you see why she’s enrolled at Sorrellson.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

It was nearly two o’clock in the afternoon by the time they declared Brita free to go. The state attorney who’d been consulted on the case reviewed the videos and agreed that Brita shouldn’t be charged. It wasn’t an official declaration, but there was little chance of them suddenly reversing their decision and filing charges against her. Once the official investigation was completed, then everything would be announced at the same time.

The three cameramen were looking at multiple charges, including felonies. They’d been transported and booked and would face preliminary arraignment the next morning.

Now investigators also had the answer to a strange series of phone calls that had been made to 911 earlier that morning, reports of a strange man in a park just north of downtown Sarasota. But he’d disappeared before he could be apprehended.

It’d been a trial run for the costume. With too many adults around, they’d opted not to go for any close-up scares. They’d wanted a group of kids at Mote before moving on to Siesta Key Beach, thinking that’d be a “safe” target. They’d assumed beachgoers, or people at a tourist attraction, likely wouldn’t be armed.

None of the four men, including the deceased prankster, were from Florida. This had been their first of five planned cities in the state to film pranks in.

A rookie deputy in her second week of ride-alongs with a lieutenant volunteered to drive Ethan’s unmarked unit and follow them to Brita’s condo, her lieutenant following to pick her up.

Brita didn’t feel like talking on the drive back. Ethan drove, holding her hand and keeping up a running conversation with Jordan in the backseat, talking about any- and everything except that day’s events.

When they arrived, Brita nearly burst into tears to realize she couldn’t get out of the car by herself.

Ethan sent Jordan on ahead with Brita’s keys. The little girl knew how to disarm the alarm. “Leave the door open for us,” he said.

“Okay.” She skipped up the walk and unlocked the door.

“Baby, are you going to fight me?” he softly asked Brita.

“No, Sir,” she whispered.

Fuck it. She needed him, and he was there.

Ethan was always there when she truly needed him. Had always been there, ever since entering her life.

She’d already unbuckled her seatbelt. He got her legs swung out and helped her stand, then dipped his knees and scooped her into his arms to carry her.

Closing her eyes, she rested her head against his shoulder as she felt him shut the car door with his foot and then head for the front door.

“I always imagined carrying you over the threshold would involve vigorous meeping after,” he softly teased.

That finally drew a pained laugh from her. “Me, too.”

Through the front door, which he also nudged shut with his foot, and he carried her straight through to her bedroom, where he set her on the bed.

“Wait here.” He returned to the living room and spoke to Jordan for a moment before returning, closing the bedroom door behind him.

“Okay. Let’s get you in the shower.”

He even had to help her undress, she hurt so bad. He tried to not let her see the empty holster when he removed it from her belt, but she reached out and stayed his hand. “Put it in the locker, please.”

That’s what they called the large gun safe in her walk-in closet, so it would seem less scary to Jordan. He took the holster and put it away, locking his own sidearm in there for now.

Once she was naked, he again scooped her into his arms. Carrying her into the bathroom, he set her on her feet in the shower and got the water started, waiting until it was a good temperature before switching it from tub to shower for her.

“I’ll come back for you in a few minutes,” he said from the safety outside the shower, peeking in around the curtain. “Let the water run on your back.”

She nodded, too weary and in too much pain to talk.

“And yell if you need me.”

She nodded again even though she wasn’t sure she could yell if she wanted to.

I’m useless.

The hot water helped loosen her locked and protesting muscles even if it didn’t do a lot for the pain. Brita started a slow series of stretches that would help her regain a little mobility as the water beat against her and steam filled the bathroom.

What. The. Hell?

How had today started out so good and turned into a raging shit sandwich?

She closed her eyes and rested her head against the shower wall, letting her silent tears flow. She didn’t know how much time had passed before she heard Ethan in the bathroom. “B?”

“Yeah.”

He peered around the shower curtain. “Oh, babe,” he softly said. He disappeared again, then reappeared at the front, his arm reaching in and shutting the water off. When he pulled the shower curtain open, he engulfed her in a large towel he had ready and once again scooped her up to carry her in to her bed.

She closed her eyes and let him take care of her, the way he had so many other times, fighting the urge to hate herself and feel useless and helpless and…

Damned.

Even though her brain tried to beat its way through the locked door of her mind, the one anxiety and stress and her PTSD had closed and barred, even though she knew she was once again engaging in what Sachi had dubbed pretzel logic, it was what she felt.

Ethan got her dried off and wrapped a towel around her damp hair. Then he helped her into one of his T-shirts he kept there, which hung huge on her, and a soft sarong to wrap around her waist.

“Here, take these.” He’d brought a couple of pills and a glass of water for her when he’d come for her.

She didn’t even look at them before swallowing them. She assumed the muscle relaxer, which she usually didn’t need, and probably her anti-anxiety meds.

Which she definitely needed right now.

For the first time, she wished she had the tolerance to take heavier medication, but anything else would knock her out.

Ethan crouched in front of where she sat on the edge of the bed, looking up at her, her hands in his. He kept his voice low. “I’ve got JJ doing some schoolwork in front of the TV with a snack. We’ll go back out there and sit with her.”

“Alisse and John hate me, don’t they?” she whispered.

“Babe, why would you think that?”

“Look what happened.”

“John didn’t sound mad. He was grateful you two were safe. I didn’t talk to Alisse. John said he would talk to her, but the last thing he sounded was mad. I don’t think anyone with half a brain in their head who saw what you saw would be mad at you for what you did.”

“He didn’t deserve to die.”

“Yeah, well, look how many Darwin Award winners take themselves out of the gene pool on a regular basis, huh? If it hadn’t been you, it likely would have been someone else at some point. Fortunately, no one innocent was harmed.”

“The driver died.”

“That’s on him, not you. And from what I understand, the charges against his film crew will reflect their part in it, as well.”

 

* * * *

 

Ethan was truly worried about Brita’s state of mind. This felt…different, like a deeper level of darkness than she’d ever hit during her recovery period after being shot. He reached up to cradle her face in his hands and made her look him in the eyes.

“Baby, we need to look into getting you in to talk to someone.”

“I don’t need to talk to anyone.”

“Yeah, you do. After I shot that guy that afternoon, I went and talked to someone. A few times. It’s not a weakness. That’s why it’s required when an officer is involved in a shooting. And I still talk to someone on occasion.”

“Talking to my mom doesn’t count.”

“It does when she’s a licensed psychologist, yes. But I talked to someone besides her, thank you very much. Someone local.” Unfortunately, the guy had moved last year, so he couldn’t make her see him or vouch for anyone else.

“What if I’ve traumatized those kids for life?”

“They saw a dedicated woman of law enforcement who stepped into harm’s way to save them. You didn’t hear the way the kids were talking to Jordan when I took her in for her lunch. They swarmed her asking about you, and telling her how cool they thought you were. You’re their hero, babe. You saved them from the monster. Literally. Not saying some of them won’t have nightmares, but they’d probably be worse nightmares if you hadn’t intervened.”

He’d turned off the ringer on Brita’s home phone and had set her cell phone to silent. While she was in the shower, he’d checked and she’d already had four voice mails on her home phone, from media outlets wanting to talk to her.

He wondered who’d leaked that information. Her number was unlisted, and while plenty of people had it, it wasn’t easy to get. Since she wasn’t active law enforcement any longer, her personal information wasn’t protected by the same safeguards. Or maybe someone had worked fast and already tracked down her federal firearms paperwork and got it from there. It was impossible to know at this point, but it signaled an early descent into media frenzy.

He’d already sent several calls on her cell that didn’t have corresponding contact entries straight to voice mail.

He would put his foot down, and would even play the Dom card, if he had to, but the last thing he wanted her to do was talk to the media. Especially not right now, in the condition she was in. If official stand-your-ground law status was issued in her case, at least it would shield her from a lawsuit from the guy’s family over his death.

But he’d be remiss not just as her boyfriend, but as a friend in general, if he let her talk to the media right now.

I need to call Ed.

He was Ethan and Brita’s attorney, and Ethan had only accidentally and belatedly realized Ed was also an attorney for many people in the Suncoast Society when he received several referrals for his services from friends who later turned out to be kinky. Ed had helped June when she’d shot and killed the guy who’d attacked her and her friend that time.

He finally got Brita up and moving and out to the sofa. He’d wanted to carry her, but she insisted on walking this time, albeit slowly and gingerly and while clinging to his arm for support.

JJ looked up from where she sat on the floor at the coffee table. “Are you okay, AuntieBee?” The girl had been too young to understand much at the time Brita was injured, but she’d grown up knowing her beloved aunt usually had some level of pain and to always be gentle with her.

“I’ll be okay, sweetheart. I just hurt.” He eased Brita down to the sofa.

“Can I get you anything?” she asked Brita.

“No, sweetie. Uncle Ethan will take care of it. I want you to do your work.”

A dark scowl filled the girl’s face. “I wanted to pet a dolphin today. They were also gonna let us feed a sea turtle.”

“I know, sweetheart,” Ethan said. “We’ll take you back another day.”

“That stupid monster man,” she continued ranting. “Why’d he have to be so dumb? Why’d he hate kids so much?”

Okay. That was unexpected. “What?” he asked.

“Someone like him has to hate kids, right? We were talking while I ate with the other kids. We had to whisper because the teachers and parents kept trying to tell us not to talk about it. That man had to hate kids. That was a mean thing for him to do. It wasn’t a funny joke, like standing around a corner and saying boo. It was mean like dropping someone’s favorite stuffed animal in a toilet and flushing it.”

It’d been too long of a day for Ethan to try to unpack all of that and explain subtle things to the eight-year-old, like clickbait and online ad revenues and the lowest common denominator of humor and human nature.

Instead, he nodded. “I think you’re absolutely right.”

When Brita tried to say something, he laid his hand on her thigh. “And AuntieBee loves you and your classmates. You know that. That’s why she protected you.”

“When you feel better, can you come talk to our class about being a cop?” she asked. “You, too, Uncle Ethan.”

“I’m not a cop anymore, sweetie,” Brita softly said.

Ethan took over. “We’ll be happy to. I bet I can get Major Dave to come, too. He’ll probably even bring his squad car so you guys can see it up close.”

“How come he gets to wear a uniform and you don’t? Is he more important?”

He prayed Brita would laugh, and she did.

Okay, so it was a snort, but he’d take the win.

“Major Dave is a patrolman. I’m a detective. He’s got the same rank I do, but I work in the office and he gets to drive the cool car with the lights and siren and supervises other patrolmen.”

“Why don’t you do that?”

“I used to. So did AuntieBee. We both started out on patrol and worked our way up. That’s how we met. The officers in the field handle different kinds of cases and take care of immediate stuff. Detectives handle stuff that’s already happened and, in some cases, try to figure out what happened through clues. Sometimes stuff that even happened years ago that hasn’t been solved yet.”

His cell rang, interrupting him. It was Bill. “Let me take this. I’ll be right back.”

Ethan stepped into the master bedroom and closed the door, then into the bathroom. “Yeah.”

“What the hell happened this morning? Is Brita okay?”

He gave Bill the run-down.

Bill sounded relieved. “Clean shoot.”

“Totally.”

“Can we come visit her tonight? Gabe doesn’t even know yet. She was up in Tallahassee testifying, and is flying back to Punta Gorda now.”

“Yeah. I think Brita needs a blue wall around her tonight. She’s in a lot of physical pain and she’s trying to shut down on me. We’re at her condo.”

“We’ll head straight there as soon as I pick Gabe up from the airport in an hour. Give her our love.”

“Will do.”

He’d just ended that call when another came in.

Ed.

“You reading my mind now, or what?” Ethan said when he answered.

“Huh?”

“You were at the top of my to-call list.”

“Brita?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve already called Ross. What time and where do you want us to handle putting together the media statement?”

“Here at her condo. Bill and Gabe will be up later, too. Any time after five. Jordan, her niece, is still here. But I don’t want Brita interviewed by media right now.”

“Oh, hell, no. Ross and I can hold a press conference at my office and read the statement and answer questions. I want to go through it with her first, though.”

“She’s…not doing very well right now.”

“Well, June was a basket case, and that fucker she shot totally deserved it. I can imagine Brita’s upset under the circumstances. I’d be worried about her if she wasn’t.”

Ethan was about to say something else when the doorbell rang. “I need to go. We’ll see you here in a couple of hours.”

“Will do.”

Jordan had looked up, but hadn’t stood to answer the door when he jogged through. He was more than a little relieved to find Dave’s wife, Peggy, standing at the door, cloth grocery bags in her hands.

He let her in. “Hey.”

“Dave sent me. Called me and said you brought her here.” She already knew her way to the kitchen from the time she’d spent helping care for Brita. “Let me set these down, hug her, and then I’ll get dinner going for you both. I’ll make plenty of extra.”

“Thanks.” He wasn’t even going to try to argue with her.

Tonight, he’d take all the help he could to ease Brita through this. 


Chapter Twelve

 

It was actually Alisse who came to pick Jordan up, thirty minutes before Ethan was expecting John at his usual time. She rushed in, unlocking the door with her key and not bothering to knock first. Jordan was in the bathroom when she arrived.

Ethan had heard her car drive up but hadn’t made it to the door before her. He managed to intercept her in the living room, hooking an arm through hers and swinging her around before she reached the couch, pulling her in for a hug.

“Gentle,” he whispered. “B’s in bad shape.”

Alisse froze for a second, then, when he released her, she turned and slowly approached Brita, carefully lowering herself to the couch. “Hey, you all right, B?”

“I’m sorry,” Brita said, tears now rolling down her cheeks.

The anti-anxiety meds had kicked in, which in Brita’s case, with her in as fragile a state as she was, meant she couldn’t hold back the tears like she normally could.

“Sorry for what?”

“For…today.”

Ethan stood there watching, his arms crossed over his chest, as Alisse shot him a helpless look.

He shrugged. He had no good advice for her.

“Honey, John told me what happened. I’m just glad you’re both okay.”

“You’re not mad at me?”

“No! Of course not.” Alisse stroked her sister’s face and tucked stray strands of Brita’s hair behind her ears. “Sweetie, there’s a reason John and I trust you to watch her. Because we know you’ll take care of her. I ended up cutting ties with a former friend of mine several months back who thought it was horrible we let her come over here because you have guns.”

“But they stay locked up.”

“Uh, exactly. You’re responsible. You and Ethan both.”

Brita’s eyes squeezed shut and more tears rolled down her cheeks. “I yelled at him to stop. Why didn’t he stop? Why’d he die over a stupid prank?”

When they heard the guest bathroom open, both Ethan and Alisse moved to block Jordan’s view of Brita to give her time to compose herself, Alisse standing to catch Jordan’s flying tackle hug from her.

“Mommy! Did Daddy tell you what AuntieBee did today?”

“Yes, he did. I’m really glad she was there.”

“Hey, JJ,” Ethan said. “Go say good-bye to Miss Peggy, and then get your stuff.”

“Okay.” She headed to the kitchen, giving Brita a chance to wipe her face and blow her nose with tissues Ethan handed her.

When Jordan returned, she walked over to where Brita still sat on the couch. Leaning in to kiss her cheek, she said, “I love you, AuntieBee. Thank you for protecting us.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart.”

Jordan leaned in for one last hug and whispered something to Brita that Ethan couldn’t make out. Whatever it was, Brita nodded.

Ethan grabbed Jordan’s backpack, while she held her bag of new stuffed animals. “I’ll walk you out.”

Alisse had Jordan get in back and started the car, then hugged Ethan. “How bad is this for her?” she whispered. “Will she be in trouble?”

“No, it was justified. But whatever you do, don’t talk to anyone about it, and do not talk to the media. I’ve got our attorney working on a statement. Refer them to me if anyone tries to talk to you.”

“Okay.”

“And tell Jordan not to talk to anyone about it.”

“But is Brita…okay?”

“I don’t know.” He patted her on the back before stepping away. “That’s something only time will tell.”

 

* * * *

 

Once Jordan and Alisse left, Ethan seeing them out, Brita finally lay on her side on the couch, curled around a throw pillow, her eyes tightly closed. About an hour ago, the high-pitched whine in her ears had finally faded.

What she couldn’t erase from her memory was the sound of the shots.

The kids screaming.

The screech of the cars, horns honking, and the sound of the impact as the one hit the tree.

The dull, wet thud of the man’s body as he limply hit the ground.

She suspected the self-recriminations she felt wouldn’t easily fade, either.

Thinking logic and training and state fricking law told her she’d been completely justified.

Anxiety and PTSD and pretzel logic tried to hammer into her brain she’d fucked up.

And someone had died because she’d fucked up.

Even Jordan’s whispered, “You’re the best aunt ever,” before she left couldn’t erase all those other sounds from Brita’s busy brain.

Peggy emerged from the kitchen. “Dave’s on his way,” she said. “Can I get you anything?”

“A time machine,” Brita muttered.

Peggy leaned in for a one-armed hug where Brita lay. “We’ll get you through this, sweetheart.” She returned to the kitchen, to whatever she was cooking, which smelled delicious.

Brita was honestly shocked her home line wasn’t ringing off the hook. She’d never gotten around to disconnecting it, even though she rarely used it and it was an unlisted number. Anyone who needed to get in touch with her had her cell number. Sometimes she’d needed it to send or receive faxes for work when she was still on the force…but since she wasn’t working as a cop anymore, it really didn’t make sense to have it when now she could simply take a picture of a document with the scanner program on her iPad, save it as a .pdf, and then e-mail it.

But considering Ethan had her cell, people knew to call her house phone as a backup if they couldn’t get hold of her on the cell.

When Ethan returned, she asked him about it. “Did you turn off my house phone?”

“Yeah. I’ll check the voice mails periodically.” He sat on the couch so she could place her head in his lap. “You aren’t to answer a phone tonight. Period. You let me and Ed and Ross deal with all of that. You don’t need to be talking to the media.”

“Where’s my cell?”

“I have your cell.”

His tone of voice was more than protective. He sounded commanding.

Sir’s in the house.

Even if she’d wanted to argue with him, she didn’t have the energy or desire. “Thank you.”

“That’s my job, taking care of you.”

“He’s a keeper,” Peggy called out from the kitchen.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said.

“Just sayin’,” she called back.

 

* * * *

 

Dave beat Ed and Ross, with Loren in tow, by ten minutes. Ethan had fielded several more calls on Brita’s cell from her friends—mostly law enforcement friends—and was trying to get people to hold off stopping by for at least two hours. He wanted Ed and Ross to get the statement put together as quickly as possible so he could change the voice mails on her home and cell to refer all media contacts to the attorney.

Ed had his laptop balanced on his knees. He sat on one side of Brita while Ross sat on the other. Loren had jumped in to help Peggy in the kitchen, and had brought more food with her, as well as bottles of soda, ice, and paper plates and cups.

The less Ethan had to think about, the better.

He wanted his full focus to be on Brita right now.

Ed had pulled up the same statement he’d used for June’s case and referred to it as he typed up one for Brita. As Brita went through what happened, he made more notes, amended some things with input from Ross, and then read through it aloud.

 

“Today, while a chaperone to a large third-grade outing of nearly seventy children, retired Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office detective Brita Delgado was confronted by an armed assailant. Faced with an immediate decision to protect the lives of the children, she drew her legally concealed firearm and gave multiple orders for the subject to stop and drop what to all witnesses appeared to be a very large and very real knife. He refused to comply with her multiple orders to stop, or heed her warnings that she had a gun and would shoot. Proof of this was all caught on film by both the deceased and his film crew.

“In fear for her own life and safety, as well as the lives and safety of the children and other adult chaperones, Detective Delgado was forced to fire after the deceased refused to comply with her multiple orders. Detective Delgado has a valid Florida concealed weapons permit, and is a licensed firearms instructor, as well as a licensed federal firearms dealer.

“While Detective Delgado regrets the unfortunate outcome of this incident, and expresses her condolences to the friends and family of the deceased, she had a legal and moral obligation, both from her military and law enforcement training, as well as the state’s ‘stand your ground’ law, to take all necessary actions to protect the children in her care. Mr. Stankliskwi and his film crew knowingly, willfully, and recklessly endangered the lives of innocent children, when nearly half of them were scared out into a roadway, into oncoming traffic…”

 

Once Ed finished reading it, he shook his head. “Dammit, I really miss Kaden in times like these. He was great handling media issues. Had them eating out of his palm. I hate dealing with them. Bunch of piranhas.”

“Why do you keep referring to me as ‘detective’?” she asked.

“Because that was your rank when you retired.”

“PR,” Ross said. “To help quiet anyone who wants to claim you weren’t qualified to carry. A reminder to them that yes, you were both trained and qualified.”

“Sounds like you’re blaming the victim,” she said.

Ethan reached over and touched her knee. “We absolutely are blaming the victim,” he said. “Because he’s not a victim. He set himself up for this.”

“I watched the videos myself,” Dave said. “The only reason I’m saying this to you all is because it’s you. As they were prepping before he ran at you, they were gloating about how funny the stunt was going to be, how many hits it was going to get them on their website, if it would go viral in twelve or twenty-four hours, and wondering if any of the kids would get so scared they’d wet themselves or not. They were actually discussing how to zoom in to see if kids pissed themselves. I’m not kidding. They were gloating. It was disgusting.”

“This also helps set us up for the class-action lawsuit we’re going to file against the production company both on your behalf, and on the behalf of the kids and adults who were there,” Ed said.

When Brita started to protest, Ethan overruled her. “Hear him out, baby.”

“Idiots like him will keep pulling this extreme shit until someone else gets seriously hurt or dies. They need to understand there are consequences to their actions and tone it back. There might not be any money to be had, but it’s going to send a strong message to rein it in and tone it down.”

“I don’t want any money from them.”

“Then you can donate it to Jordan’s school,” Ethan said. “Or we can put it in a college fund for her. It doesn’t matter what happens to the money, but Ed’s right. They need to pay for this to send a message. What if any of the kids had been hit or killed by a car? They’d be entitled to full medical expenses, and the parents would be entitled to sue for pain and suffering for their loss if someone had died.”

“Someone innocent did die,” Ross said, his tone dark. “We already reached out to the family of the driver. I know Coral’s husband from Rotary. Told him we were your attorneys and issuing a statement tonight. He’s already retained Ed. He and his kids are on board with a lawsuit. They’re angry and want to take every cent they can from these people. A family representative will be at the press conference tonight, standing with us. We’ll be drafting their statement next.”

Ed removed his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “Then we get to talk to the media.”

“I’ll get you a list of the people who’ve already called her,” Ethan said.

Ed handed him a couple of business cards. “Tell anyone else who calls to contact me there. E-mails, calls, et cetera. We’ll set up a presser to issue a statement at my office for tonight at nine. That’ll give the Tampa and Ft. Myers stations time to get crews there to film their packages for the eleven o’clock news. We’ll coordinate with whoever’s working the case about an actual press conference tomorrow.”

“Tom Brown and Gary Reese caught the case,” Dave told them. “They’re the detectives working on it.”

“I know them,” Ed said. “I’ll give them a call.”

Ethan studied Brita’s expression. She looked aged, exhausted.

Fragile.

“Thanks for doing this, guys,” Ethan told them.

“All part of the job. It’s just billable hours,” he joked. “But in all seriousness, don’t talk about the case yet to anyone you don’t trust. Even then, keep it limited. Remember that you could be secretly filmed by anyone. I’m not talking friends like Dave, or Bill and Gabe, people you know will stay silent, especially law enforcement.”

She nodded, but Ethan wasn’t even sure how much she was processing right now.

At least oversharing wasn’t a problem Brita ever had. If anything, trying to get information out of her was damn near impossible sometimes.

Ross and Ed gave her hugs before they headed out, leaving Loren behind to help out.

When Brita turned the TV on, to one of the local stations about to show the five o’clock news, Ethan took the remote from her and changed it to a cooking channel. “Sorry, baby. No news for you tonight.”

Loren stayed out in the living room with her, to keep her company as well as to make sure she ate dinner, while Ethan followed Peggy back to the kitchen so he could retrieve the voice mails from the house phone and call the reporters from his work cell.

At least he could fudge that. Refer them to Ed without divulging who, exactly, he was in relation to Brita. That was more for her privacy than his, because he didn’t give a shit who knew. Brita, however, would obsess over it, worried about outing him.

When he went to check her cell phone, to see if any media had somehow gotten that number, he realized she had a flurry of alerts from her Facebook and Messenger apps.

Frowning, he thumbed Facebook open first.

She didn’t do a lot of posting on Facebook, mostly used it to keep track of Alisse’s postings about Jordan, or to converse with her parents, or with some of their friends.

There were a flurry of comments on her last post from four days ago, a picture of the sunset she’d taken when they’d gone out to dinner Monday night on Longboat Key.

 

Burn, you fucking bitch.

Murderer.

Fucking murdering cunt.

Can’t you take a goddamned joke?

You shot him in cold blood.

Watch your back.

We’re going to make you pay for killing him.

Die, pig, die.

 

Cold fury washed through him. His hands trembled and he was about to delete the comments when training took over.

Evidence.

He took screenshots before he went into her settings and locked down everything tighter than it already was in terms of privacy, and retroactively set all her posts to friends only.

And she suddenly had thirty people requesting to be friends with her.

He didn’t do anything with that list, knowing it was possible some of them could be some of the posters of the comments.

He was almost afraid to look at Messenger, but he found more of the same there, all of them “message requests” from people she wasn’t even friends with.

That was before he’d changed her settings so only friends of friends could contact her, but no telling how much information they’d gleaned from looking at comments Alisse or John or others had made on some of her pictures and posts.

Knowing he’d probably regret this, too, he opened her Gmail app.

Sure enough, there were already two nasty messages in there, as well.

Dammit.

He knew someone like PwnerInChief, his primary demographic was likely composed of predominantly young guys who had no problem being vicious, harassing trolls online, people lacking in empathy, keyboard warriors.

People who would blame Brita, instead of blaming the man who’d truly been responsible for his own death.

Guys who probably didn’t even have kids of their own to see the situation from her point of view.

I have to get her a new phone number.

That would likely be a battle, and one he’d put his foot down over. He wouldn’t let her be harassed.

It’s going to be a long damn night. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Ethan had Saturday and Sunday off already, and Gabe had volunteered to take two personal days on Monday and Tuesday, to stay with Brita. Ethan had already called Jim at the gun shop to let him know Brita wouldn’t be in for at least a week.

She was in no shape to face the public.

The Saturday morning press conference was crazy, with press coming in from all over, including digital-only media outlets. Ethan and Ed had discussed letting Brita go to it, then decided not to when Ethan showed Ed the threats she was already receiving.

Media requests to interview her were flooding Ed’s cell and e-mail, so it likely would need to happen eventually.

Ethan watched the presser live with Gabe, who’d come by to stay with them for the day, while Brita slept through it in the bedroom thanks to a full dose of her anti-anxiety meds.

Tom and Gary had prepped several video clips, leading up to but stopping just short of the actual shooting. Every one of them clearly showed Brita ordering him to stop, warning him she had a gun. In the one taken from the victim’s body cam, they’d included extra footage, of him giggling and laughing just before he ran out, bragging about how “awesome” this prank would be and how it would make him even more famous than he already was.

His last words before taking off toward Brita and the kids. “I can’t see shit with this cloth hood, man. I should have made the eye holes bigger.” He was also wearing a lycra hood under it to make him look even scarier and help disguise his race to make it harder to identify him.

“We’ll do that before the next stop,” one of the crewmen said.

He’d been loudly making noises as he ran, so between his reduced visibility, and his reduced hearing from the hoods, and his own yelling, it wasn’t until he was almost on top of Brita that he started yelling, “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Wait!” but it wouldn’t have been audible over her screaming at him.

Then the knife came up, visible in his own camera shot.

That’s where they cut his video feed off.

The other angles had shown where it looked like maybe he’d tripped, but the result was a flying lunge that would undeniably appear to be him attacking Brita from her point of view.

Tom took over. “After conferring with the state attorney’s office, who has reviewed all of the video evidence and witness statements, they are declining to press charges against Ms. Delgado and have classified it as a stand-your-ground case. Clearly, Ms. Delgado was acting in good faith and reasonably believed Mr. Stankliskwi was engaging in a forcible felony, as defined by law, that would have resulted in serious bodily injury or death.

“However, more charges, including felonies, are pending against Alfred Kensington, Mark Schueffly, and Gerald Smith, for their parts both in the attack, as well as their actions leading up to Mr. Stankliskwi’s death, and the death of Mrs. Coral Iverson.”

Then they’d let Ed read essentially the same statement he’d issued the night before, with a few additions. “My firm is currently coordinating with representatives from the school, as well as the families of the children, and Mrs. Iverson’s family. Any media requests can be directed to me and my firm.” He read off his contact information.

Then he stepped back and Gary took over for the questions. He called on the Sarasota TV station first.

“How did Detective Delgado come to be at Mote Marine with the children?”

“Retired Detective Delgado was an approved civilian chaperone and was there with her niece in that capacity.”

“Can you give us her niece’s name?”

“Because she is a minor, not at this time. The family wishes to maintain their privacy and has requested it not be released.”

It would only be a matter of time before Jordan’s name leaked, either through one of the kids talking about it, or one of the parents, or someone at the school, or maybe even a good old-fashioned FOIA request.

Because Jordan wasn’t a victim of a sexual assault, and there were so many kids involved as witnesses, getting the trial records sealed might be tricky even though they were minors.

“This is a real shit sandwich,” Gabe muttered. “How bad are the trolls getting?”

“There were ten more e-mails this morning and several more friend and new message requests on Facebook.” He’d already told Gary and Tom about those. Because it was related to the original investigation, they would also be looking into them, but not until they had the immediate investigation completed and referred to the state attorney’s office.

“Should probably have all her mail forwarded to a PO box,” Gabe suggested. “And get her a new e-mail account. Maybe download that Facebook account info, close it, and open her a new one.”

“Right now, I’m going to put everything on hold and get her through the next few days.”

“Did you get that list of shrinks I sent you?”

“Yeah. Getting her to talk to one will be the problem.”

“I don’t envy you guys. Knock on wood, I’ve never had to use deadly force. Yet. I know telling her she didn’t do anything wrong isn’t going to help, because feelings.”

“Exactly.”

Friends dropped by throughout the day, but Brita was either asleep, or too sleepy, to do more than accept hugs and nod at them. Ethan took the step of calling her GP’s emergency number, and he sent in a prescription for a mild sedative for her, which Ethan ran to get while Gabe stayed with her.

Ethan wished there were more he could do, but he knew the only way through the storm was to ride it out.

 

* * * *

 

Brita knew she was shutting down, and it wasn’t healthy, but she didn’t care. Between her emotional state, and the physical pain triggered by the encounter, Ethan kept her posted on what she needed to know, didn’t let her do anything for herself, and kept her away from social media as well as her phone.

Alisse called to talk to her on Ethan’s cell phone. Jordan hadn’t had any nightmares overnight from the incident, fortunately.

By Monday morning, Brita knew she needed to suck it up and deal, but was glad Ethan had taken the initiative to cancel her classes at the gun shop that week. She had the list of names Gabe had given him, but she hadn’t yet picked anyone to call and talk to.

She didn’t want to talk.

There’d likely be plenty of talking when the case went to trial.

She also avoided the news and any channels on TV that might show news about the case.

By the next Friday, Brita had stopped taking the sedative and had convinced Ethan she needed to spend the day alone, but made the mistake of listening to the voice mails on her home phone.

From the look of the caller ID, the guy had spoofed his number and disguised his voice with a synthesizer app.

“Gonna get you, bitch. You took out the Chief. Gonna roast us a pig.”

Ethan had already disabled her cell’s voice mail and texting features to prevent more abuse, because she’d refused to change her number or replace her cell phone yet.

It was her number, dammit. She’d had it for years. Why should she have to change her number or spend money on a new, second phone?

She’d spent the last several days hiding, and she knew it. She used that time to crochet, finding it soothing and able to quiet her mind in some ways.

Especially since right now she didn’t have the heart to go to the gun range. She didn’t want to talk to anyone about the shooting, and she wasn’t yet strong enough to deflect discussion of it.

What hurt most was having to call Sachi to cancel her lessons for the couple of weeks, knowing she was in no condition to be doing that, either.

“You know you can talk to me, right?” Sachi said after Brita had told her the basics of what happened. “About this. You don’t need to put on a brave face for me, and I won’t tell anyone.”

Part of her wanted to spill her guts.

Part of her succumbed to denning instinct. “I need to find my center again. Sorry about canceling on you. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.”

“No worries, sweetie. I’ll be here when you’re ready. Brightest blessings, and namaste.”

“Thanks.”

Brita didn’t bother looking at her e-mail or her Facebook account, Ethan having already warned her about the trolls. When Gabe stopped by to visit her that afternoon on her way home from work, Brita finally got her friend to admit to her how bad it was.

“There’s a small group of guys, his hardcore fanbase, who are screaming on Twitter and Reddit and elsewhere that you should be charged. Which is, of course, bullshit. Typical troublemakers, most of them probably teenagers. They’re trying to drum up support for the camera crew. They even started a GoFundMe for them, which was canceled by the website after one day when enough people reported it to them.”

“How much had they raised?”

Gabe snorted. “Fifty bucks.”

“That’s it?”

“Seriously. Mainstream locally, all the man-on-the-street opinions the media are filming are overwhelmingly in support of you and what you did. One guy said if you ran for sheriff, he’d vote for you. Several people said they thought you should have shot the camera guys, too.”

Brita’s stomach rolled as Gabe continued.

“The stand-your-ground opponents are stumbling around and saying of course this case isn’t a ‘bad’ example of it in action, but that had it not been in place, you still would have been protected from prosecution in light of the circumstances. What the proponents are reminding people is that SYG is protecting you from civil liability, whereas a finding of no-prosecution without it would not.”

“Did the guys make bail?”

“No bond. Two of them have outstanding warrants, it turns out. One a bench warrant, failure to appear for a traffic ticket in Delaware, of all freaking places. The other guy had been found guilty of misdemeanor battery against his ex-girlfriend in California and stopped checking in with his probation officer six months ago. And it looks like they’re waiving their speedy trial option. The production company is footing the bill for their attorney.”

“Great. Who is it?”

She laughed. “I asked Kimbra about him. Some idiot from Nokomis who usually handles DUIs. Apparently he works cheap. She thinks he volunteered to do it for the free advertising.”

“Are they looking for an ineffective counsel appeal?”

“I don’t think they’re that smart. I think the production company is just that broke.” Her smile faded. “Ed’s already prepping the wrongful death lawsuit for the Iverson family. That’ll be separate from the negligence suit he’s going to file for everyone else.”

“I wish he wasn’t including me in that. Ethan says I need to.”

“Damn right you need to. This has upended your life.”

“But it ended his.”

 

* * * *

 

Ethan had tried to get Brita to at least call the psychologists on the list, but she kept putting it off.

Finally, by Sunday night, when they were alone at her place, he pressed the issue.

“Honey, it’s time you start making phone calls.”

She’d been putting away clean dishes from the dishwasher and slammed a glass against the counter so hard it shattered in her hand, scaring her.

“I’m not fucking calling anyone, so stop it.” When he moved in to help her clean it up, she held up both her hands, warding him off. “Stop. Please. And don’t pull the damn Dom card on me!”

Then she started sobbing.

He stepped in, wrapping his arms around her and gently guiding her away from the counter. It took her a moment to finally relax in his arms.

She hadn’t left the condo since the afternoon of the shooting.

He slowly rocked her in his arms. “You’ve been looking at your e-mail, haven’t you?”

“Yeah,” she eventually sniffled.

Ethan had all her login info for her various accounts. Gary and Tom were looking into the case officially now, because the threats were escalating and growing more persistent and detailed. They’d already requested a court order for IP info from Facebook and Gmail, but it took time to get those requests processed at the other end once they were submitted.

And it might not even give them usable information that could lead to an arrest.

“We need to get you a new phone this week, and change your home number.” Last week, when he’d had to go to work, he left his personal cell for her to use because he had his work cell.

“I know.”

They hadn’t had their conversations about her moving in with him, either. Right now, in her fragile state, he didn’t want to heap more stress on her. He’d spent every night there at the condo with her, not wanting to leave her alone.

He got her settled in the living room and then cleaned up the broken glass for her. When he returned, she was staring at the TV.

“I think I need to be alone tonight,” she said.

Her quiet, flat tone of voice scared him. “Baby, please—”

“I’m sorry, Ethan.”

Torn, he struggled for a response, floundering. “I don’t know if that’s the best choice tonight, baby.”

“Please don’t make me safeword.”

It almost felt like a slap in the face, her statement shocked him so much. He sat on the coffee table in front of her. “Is this what you really want?”

“For tonight. I’m not going to hurt myself. I just need to clear my head.”

He finally came up with a compromise. “I go home tonight, you will start calling people tomorrow to find someone to talk to. And we’ll go get you a new phone this week. Deal?”

At first, he thought she would safeword anyway, argue with him.

The slow nod of her head brought him a measure of relief. “Deal,” she quietly said.

It was a trade-off he’d accept as a win, because for the one step back of having to leave her alone, he’d just gained two steps forward. He leaned in and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Okay, baby. I’ll go home tonight, if that’s what you need me to do.”

“Thank you.”

Still, nerves churned in his gut as he did. Leaving her alone didn’t feel right.

But maybe he had to let her decide this for herself tonight.

 

* * * *

 

Once Ethan had left, Brita locked the door behind him, and verified it was locked.

Then she made the rounds twice, checking all the windows and the back door, before setting the alarm.

It felt weird doing it herself after having Ethan around for so many days in a row.

She’d walked into the kitchen to get a glass of water and take her anti-anxiety meds when she saw the light on the home line blinking, meaning it was ringing, and the caller ID showed 000-000-0000 as the phone number.

Angry, she grabbed it. “Hello?”

A pause before the obviously disguised voice started speaking. “Gonna have a pig roast.”

“Then do it, you nutless douchebag. Quit being a fucking coward and calling and e-mailing me and fucking do something. Hell, show up at my front goddamned door and say hello, why don’t ya? Obviously you have no fucking goddamned life if you’re obsessed with me! What’s the matter? Your mommy didn’t give you enough love? Or are you some spoiled little brat who can’t get hard unless he’s bullying someone?”

Ominous silence met her. Belatedly, she realized maybe they were recording her call.

She also realized she didn’t care.

“You’re gonna pay for that, bitch.”

The line went dead.

She hit end and fought the urge to slam the cordless phone down on base unit.

Fuck.

She knew that was the worst thing she could have done, but she hated feeling afraid, hated that some selfish prick looking for lulz had gotten himself killed by her, and she hated feeling like her entire goddamned life had been hijacked yet again, beyond her control, just when she’d been about to move in with Ethan. She was done being a victim.

Oh, hey, there’s my fucking spine. Hola, amiga. Where ya been?

She started laughing at that realization, and it felt good to finally laugh again.

Ethan’s right. I need to talk to someone. I’ll start calling in the morning. First thing.

On that thought, she finally took her meds and shut the kitchen light off without going back to verify—again—that the windows and back door were locked.


Chapter Fourteen

 

Brita didn’t know what woke her up at first. She squinted to make out the time on the cable box and saw it was a little after four in the morning.

Sitting up in bed since she was now wide awake, she listened and thought she heard a weird noise. Getting the nine millimeter out of the drawer of the bedside table where she kept it at night when she was alone, she crept out toward the living room.

That’s when she spotted the orange glow outside. She peeked out the front window.

Her car was on fire, and the neighbor’s cars on either side were quickly becoming engulfed, as well.

Turning, she hit the fire-call button on her alarm panel before running back to the bedroom to grab her shoes and purse. She already heard sirens approaching, so one of the neighbors must have awakened before she did. She didn’t know if the alarm company was trying to call her, because the house phone was silenced and her cell was on the charger in the living room.

By the time she got her alarm disabled and went outside, the first firetruck had rolled up and the neighbors on either side were standing outside.

In shock, feeling like she was stuck in a nightmare, she watched as they quickly extinguished the flames while a deputy and more firetrucks arrived.

She didn’t know the deputy who walked over to talk to her and her neighbors. Barely able to focus, she answered his questions, mentioning the ongoing threats and the call the night before, and that he needed to pass the info to Tom and Gary.

It wasn’t until he’d finished with her statement and started talking to one of her neighbors that she finally thought to call Ethan. She pulled his cell from her purse and called his work cell, which she knew he kept on the bedside table at night.

He sounded half asleep. “B? Honey, what’s wrong?”

She tried to tell him and burst into tears, so loudly that the deputy turned to make sure she was okay.

“Honey, what happened? Are you okay?”

Ashamed that she couldn’t even get words out now, she handed the phone off to the deputy and sat, right there on the sidewalk, and sobbed.

 

* * * *

 

Brita knew the major, Elliot Polk, who rolled up five minutes later, apparently summoned by Ethan’s frantic call to the duty desk to see who was on and available and close enough to get there before he could. Elliot helped her stand and return to her condo, calling Ethan to let him know he was with her.

When Ethan arrived twenty minutes later, in shorts and a T-shirt and his badge on a chain around his neck, he burst through the front door like a tornado. “Brita!”

She was sitting on the couch, still clutching her purse—which held her nine—and rocking herself.

“She’s okay.” Elliot pulled him aside to update him.

All this she processed through a weird filter, both seeing and understanding everything going on, and now too far beyond her ability to hold it together to really respond to any of it.

Ethan sat next to her and pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay, honey. I never should have left you alone.”

“We’ll get the arson team here,” Elliot said before heading outside.

“Please put my purse up, Sir,” she whispered to him, handing it to him.

He must have realized, when he felt the weight of it, why she asked it of him. He immediately stood and disappeared into the bedroom, returning a moment later without the purse.

She knew from the amount of time he’d been gone that he must have locked her gun up.

He sat next to her again and held her. “Tell me about the call you got.”

She did, ashamed now that she’d lost her temper and triggered not just her own car being set on fire, but the neighbors’ cars as a result.

No way it could be a coincidence.

That was proven ten minutes later when Elliot returned. “We have evidence of some sort of incendiary device being placed under the car. It’ll be light pretty soon and they’ll get a better look at it then before they move anything. I already contacted Tom and Gary about this, too.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said.

Alone once more, he cupped her face in his hands. “Okay, baby. Ready to lean on me again?”

“Why are they doing this?”

“Because some people are vicious and crazy and evil, that’s why. You need to move to my house.”

“I don’t want to let them run me out of my house.”

“We’d already decided you were going to move in with me.”

That’s right. They had.

“Not yet, please? We haven’t even had our talk yet.”

She almost gave in under the weight of his blue gaze. “Next weekend, baby. We’re moving you. Period.”

“Yes, Sir.”

As dawn broke that Monday morning, Ethan took over, handling calling her insurance company, who was able to get an adjuster out that morning before the sheriff’s office had the car towed to impound for analysis. Since it was obviously a total loss, and she didn’t owe any money on it, there wouldn’t be any haggling about estimates or repairs. He tapped in the report on his tablet and had her sign it with her finger.

“We’ll be handling it as a wire transfer,” he said. “To the same account you pay from?”

She nodded. “Thanks.”

He went to his car and printed her up a hard copy of everything, including the settlement amount, and left it with Ethan.

“I guess we need to add car shopping to the list this week,” Ethan said.

“I guess so.”

How had she gone from finding her spine last night to once again feeling…helpless?

Hopeless?

On his way out the door from his house, Ethan had grabbed stuff he’d need for work and planned to take a shower there at Brita’s condo. He couldn’t miss work today, though. So once her car, and her neighbor’s cars, had been towed away, he got ready.

“Do you want me to call Loren to come stay with you today?”

She slowly shook her head. Shortly after arriving, Ethan had made her take a full dose of Xanax.

“Will you let me take you to my house, at least? Spend the day there?”

“No.” She was already beyond her upper limit of stress. She didn’t want to leave her home.

Not like this.

“I’ll leave my cell with you. Call me immediately if anything else happens, okay?”

She slowly nodded.

Once she was alone again, she set the alarm and crawled into bed, immediately dropping off into a nightmare-filled sleep.

 

* * * *

 

Ethan had trouble sleeping that night even after Brita had drifted off thanks to Xanax. He kept getting up to look out the front windows at the charred spot where the three cars had been parked that morning.

That the troll had escalated things to this level terrified him. He had no one to put a hand on and toss in jail. Her complex didn’t have security cameras to see who it was who’d set her car on fire. It could have been anyone, including one of her neighbors, for all they knew.

In the process of yesterday’s events, Brita had forgotten to make the calls she’d promised to, tearfully breaking down when she realized that after he’d returned from work. He’d assured her he wasn’t upset with her, and softened his stance on it. She understood she needed help, and was moving in the right direction.

He wouldn’t fault her for the extra stress making her forget.

Even though he only got about two hours of sleep that night, Brita looked even worse than he felt the next morning.

“I unplugged the house phone last night,” he told her. “Don’t plug it back in. We need to cancel it. You don’t use it anyway.”

She nodded.

“I’m going to get you a phone on my account today, all right? I’ll bring it home with me.”

She nodded again.

He pulled her into his arms. “Baby, we’ll get through this. Please don’t quit on me. They won’t win. We just need time to track them down.”

“Time for what? For them to set fire to my condo next time? What if someone had gotten hurt?”

“It’s not on your head, baby. You’re using that pretzel logic again. We’ll find them, and now since they’re in felony territory, they’ll go to jail. This just got bumped up in priority. They’re bringing in the FBI and FDLE to help out.”

“All that effort just because some loser’s obsessed with me.”

“Stop talking like that. We’re going to get this guy.”

But after he said good-bye and headed in to work, he wondered if they really would be able to.

Not that he’d ever admit that to her.

 

* * * *

 

Brita sat down with the list of names Ethan had left for her on his phone. She booted up her laptop so she could Google them all first.

Then she spotted the icon for the shortcut to Gmail on the menu bar of her browser.

Knowing this was a mistake, she clicked on it.

The message had come in at 7:02 a.m. with the subject line HOW’D YOU ENJOY THAT, PIG?

 

Sinse u stopped answering ur phone thought we’d throw u a barbecue to get ur attenshun! Why don’t u kill urself before u ruin ur entire families life? Jordan is in for hell. Don’t think we won’t make her our hobby from now on. Once we read ur funeral notice, we’ll forget about her. But u keep breathing, we’ll not only ruin her life, we’ll root out every person ur close to and find all their secrets and post them. Don’t think we can? Just look at these. You took the Chief from us, so we’ll except your suicide as paymnt. Bye! :)

 

Attached to the e-mail were photos that made Brita’s stomach curdle. A screenshot of what looked like Jordan’s student records on the Sorrellson computer server, first her grades as they now stood, going all the way back to pre-K.

The second screenshot was all of her grades changed to Fs.

All of them.

And a Google Earth screencap of Alisse and John’s house, and both their work addresses.

Her parents’ house and her mom’s job.

Closing her eyes, Brita fought the urge to scream.

No. I will not let them ruin her future.

Her eyes flew open as she remembered her FetLife account. Panicking, she immediately logged in and deleted her account from the server, as well as deactivated her Facebook account.

Then she called Ethan.

 

* * * *

 

Ethan was just getting ready to go into a meeting when his work cell rang and he realized it was Brita calling from his phone.

“Ethan, they hacked Sorrellson!”

She started talking so fast, and crying at the same time, that he couldn’t understand her. “What? Slow down, baby. What happened?”

She finally was able to get it out, and he reversed course to jog down to where Tom and Gary shared an office with two other detectives. They were there. Knocking on the doorway to get their attention, he waved them to follow him into a conference room.

There, he put Brita on speakerphone. “Honey, I’ve got Tom and Gary here. Hold on.” He looked at them. “The guy apparently hacked into Sorrellson Academy’s computer. He changed Jordan’s grades.”

“What?” They sounded like twins. “How?”

“I don’t know. I only know what Brita just told me. One of you, get the principal and their IT people on the phone. Right now. First, confirm that Jordan’s grades really were compromised and it’s not just a good Photoshop job or something. Then we need to see if they left any electronic evidence we can use to find this joker.”

After ten minutes, they had all the info that Brita could give them. Once Ethan ended the call with her, Gary brought his laptop into the conference room and they logged into her Gmail account.

There sat the message, just as she’d said.

Tom returned from calling Sorrellson.

From the grim look on his face, Ethan knew.

“Yeah. Principal confirmed it. Their IT guy has locked down their entire network until he can find where they got in at and fix the security hole. He’s requiring everyone to reset their passwords, across the board, and he’s restoring the system from last night’s backup to get her grades fixed.”

Ethan’s stomach fell. “Let’s get over there and talk to them. We need to get a report started on this.”

“This isn’t your case,” Gary reminded him.

“You want to argue semantics, or you want to catch this guy?”

“Fine, let’s get moving,” Tom said. “We need to be a step ahead of this joker, and so far he’s making us look like we’re Barney fucking Fife.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

By the time he got off work, Ethan wanted to punch something. Not to mention Brita wasn’t answering his calls to his personal cell phone. Instead of diverting to the cell phone store to get her one, he headed straight to her condo first.

Fear and frustration warred within him as he drove. He wasn’t sure what was going through her mind right now, but he was going to put his foot down, for good or for bad, and pray it didn’t nuke their relationship.

He was a big boy and didn’t need her to “protect” him from anything. And from some of what she’d said to him before he’d switched the call to speaker phone, he knew that’s exactly where her mind had gone, worried about the hacker discovering their kink involvement.

He didn’t care about that. He didn’t give two shits.

All he cared about was Brita and keeping her safe.

Fighting a growing sense of unease, he let himself in and disarmed the alarm. “B?” he called out despite how empty the place felt.

Walking down to the master bedroom, he spotted the open closet door first.

Sure enough, there were several items missing, items that weren’t in her laundry hamper.

And her big suitcase wasn’t there, either.

Neither were the two carry-ons that nested inside it when stored in the closet, either.

“Shit, baby,” he muttered, returning to the living room and standing there for a moment.

That’s when he spotted the piece of paper on the breakfast bar in the kitchen, weighed down by his cell phone. His heart chilled when he walked over and picked it up to read it.

 

E,

Sorry, I need to do this, but I have to protect you, and Alisse and John, and Jordan, and my parents. I’m going to go away for a few weeks. I’ve put a hold on my mail and emptied out the fridge. I wouldn’t recommend using my place. I don’t want them harassing you.

Red, don’t search for me. I’ll contact you in a few weeks. Don’t bother calling or tracking my phone, because I turned it off and will buy a burner. I won’t check my e-mail, either. I need to go dark for a while. Don’t bother trying to track me through my bank or credit cards. I already thought about that. I wiped ALL my social media accounts. If you need my Facebook account for the investigation, I only deactivated it. You have the password.

Please don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay. But I’d never forgive myself if something happened to Jordan, or to anyone in my family. Or to you.

I know you can take care of yourself, but there’s too much risk right now, and I feel like I can’t breathe, I’m so worried about all of you. Just a few weeks. Hopefully Tom and Gary can find him by then. If not, then I’ll figure it out at that point.

Love you,

B.

 

Yes, despite what he knew was her less-than-veiled safeword about him Dom-carding and trying to find her, he did try calling Brita’s cell phone, but didn’t bother leaving a voice mail. He immediately called Alisse, who answered her cell on the second ring.

Not bothering with niceties, he plowed into it even though he already suspected the answer. “It’s Ethan. Have you seen or heard from Brita today?”

“Not since I talked to her on Sunday. Why? Is she okay?”

He leaned against the counter as he rubbed at his temple, disappointed at that potential lead coming up empty. “I don’t know. She ran.” He’d honestly figured maybe Brita had asked her sister for a ride or something.

“Ran what?”

“Away.” He told her what happened, with the arson, and then read her the note.

Minus the reference to “red.”

“Oh, no.” Her tone turned somber. “Now what happened? Why would she do that?”

“In addition to the arson, apparently the same troll found out about her relationship to Jordan. Sorrellson’s computer system was hacked.”

“What?”

“Yeah. They had full access to everything in the system, including personal information.”

“We haven’t heard anything about that.”

“When I left the office a little while ago, they were still working with an IT specialist and the detectives assigned to the case. All of Jordan’s grades had been changed, across the board since pre-K, to Fs. No other student’s grades were touched, as far as they could tell.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, she’s a kid! She’s eight years old! What the hell?”

“I know. They’ve already locked things down and patched the exploit the hacker used. They restored a backup for the data and fixed it. The school is going to notify parents via a robocall tonight. Expect a personal call from the principal.”

“You bet your ass I’d better get a call from them, as much money as we pay to send her there.” An exasperated sigh rolled through the connection. “So why did Brita leave?”

“Because the troll sent Brita a screenshot of Jordan’s grades before and after they changed them, and said if she didn’t kill herself, she could expect Jordan’s life to be ruined from that point on. And they had pictures of your house and work, your parents’ house, everything. They also threatened to start digging into her family’s life, anyone close to her, and expose any information or secrets about them.”

When she didn’t respond, he looked to see if the call had dropped.

It hadn’t. “Alisse?”

“You think B’s going to kill herself?” she softly asked.

“No, I think she’s disappeared for a while. She knows how to do it, too. She thinks if she lays low, that the trolls will either be caught, or will get tired of her and move on to a new target.” He didn’t bother going into his personal situation with Brita. “And we already have FDLE working on it as a courtesy. They’ll be calling the FBI into it now, too.”

“Jesus fucking christ, all this because some Internet video asshole basically signed his own death warrant?”

“I’m not saying it’s logical.”

“Ya think?”

The sisters obviously shared a sarcasm gene. “Can you call your parents for me, please? I think they have all my contact info, but make sure. And please have them call me immediately if they hear from her.”

“I will. I can’t believe she’d run away like this.”

Ethan knew her family didn’t understand the full extent of what Brita went through in high school, or her personality of trying to shoulder burdens alone.

Unless he knew her life was in danger, he wouldn’t break her confidence. “She’s very protective of Jordan.”

“But she should know we wouldn’t want her to leave. That’s letting the assholes win. She’s a cop. She knows this.”

“Logical or not, Brita’s made what she thought was the best decision. Now I have to find her.”

“Please find her, Ethan. And when you do, promise me something?”

“Sure.”

“Spank her ass for disappearing, okay? She’s my sister and I love her.”

He fought the urge to laugh, because Alisse wouldn’t understand why he was laughing. “I promise to convey the depth of your love to her, yes.”

Despite the dire circumstances, he wasn’t sure if he could promise to spank Brita without laughing when he said it.

 

* * * *

 

Brita hadn’t dared use Uber or Lyft or any ride-sharing services.

She called for an old-fashioned taxi, using a free Internet VOIP service for the phone call via her phone’s wireless connection. It would likely take Ethan at least two days to find out the info about her new car, since he wasn’t expecting she would replace her old one that quickly.

And he wouldn’t be polling every taxi service in Sarasota to look for her, either.

She’d pick up a burner phone after she replaced her car.

The used Kia was small, less than a year old, had low mileage, and would be easy on gas. It also meant she didn’t have to go through any protracted haggling with the dealership, or finance the difference between the insurance settlement and the sticker price.

From there she bought a burner phone, hit the bank, then back home to grab her luggage—and her nine millimeter—and leave.

By one, she was on her way north on I-75, still not sure where she’d be heading. Part of her wanted to run far and fast away, anywhere, far away.

Part of her chafed at leaving, her training and instincts telling her this was the worst thing ever. To stand her ground—again—and fight.

Except she knew she’d never forgive herself if Jordan’s life was ruined because of her trying to maintain her principles. Worse, if it got out about what she and Ethan did in their spare time.

And the bastard had threatened to go after Alisse and John.

And her parents.

She really needed to have a long talk with all of them about locking down their social media accounts, but that was something that’d have to wait.

How long, she didn’t know. She hoped not longer than a couple of weeks. If she had to be gone longer than a month, she’d check in with Gary and Tom to see how the case was going and if they needed any testimony from her. The case wouldn’t go to trial for six months or longer, so her leaving wouldn’t screw things up there, at least.

Disappearing in the digital age wasn’t an easy proposition. Ethan would discover the bank withdrawal within twenty-four hours, she suspected. He had all her logins, just like she had his.

Sure, she could change all of that, but then he’d likely pull strings and use the material witness angle to get a warrant to watch them.

Why make it harder on him than she had to?

Unless someone at the four stores she’d stopped at to buy the pre-paid debit cards reported seeing her, he wouldn’t know about those.

Between using cash and those, unless Ethan tracked her new license plate—if he thought to look to see if she’d replaced her car or he wasted his time trying to figure out how she’d rented one without tripping credit card charges—she’d have some breathing room.

She’d only gotten as far as Brooksville when the shakes hit. Pulling off into the parking lot of the McDonald’s she frequented after her skeet lessons, she parked in the back, in the shade, and laid her head on the steering wheel to cry.

This was not how she’d pictured her life.

She damn sure didn’t want to ruin Jordan’s. And she didn’t have the strength or stamina to stand guard over her niece 24/7. It wasn’t possible.

But by disappearing, and the trolls not being able to track her, it would give her time to breathe and think.

To recover from what felt like a non-stop barrage from life itself. This felt like living in hell, even worse than those weeks in the hospital following her injury.

Then she had a thought. Inspiration, really.

She headed west toward Brooksville until she was parked across from the entrance to the range complex where she came for her lessons with Sachi.

Sure enough, she could see through the trees that the woman was there, giving lessons to an older man at one of the distant skeet fields.

Brita parked in the lot of a shopping complex just down and across the road from the range. Then she grabbed a ball cap and sunglasses from her luggage in the trunk. Using an elastic band to pull her hair up, she tucked it under the cap and donned the glasses before crossing the highway and walking down the range’s long driveway.

Sticking to the shadows provided by the trees, she watched Sachi, waiting until the man headed back to the clubhouse between rounds to approach her.

Sachi startled when she spotted her, then started laughing. “Jeez, you scared me. You all right?”

“While I would never ask anyone to impede a police investigation, I need a favor. Unless you can promise not to tell anyone you’ve seen me, we don’t need to talk any further. I don’t want anyone tracking me down.”

Sachi’s expression immediately turned serious. “What’s going on?”

“Can you promise me?”

“Are you in legal trouble? Is this about the shooting?”

“I’m not in trouble, but it’s related to it. I’m being stalked by a fan of the guy. They threatened my eight-year-old niece and torched my car.”

“Does your family and boyfriend know where you are?”

Brita shook her head.

Sachi glanced around and grabbed her hand, heading quickly to the concrete low house bunker for that field. Unlocking the door from a ring of keys she produced from her pocket, she led Brita inside and closed the door behind them. In the dim light from sunbeams trying to pierce through the louvered vents on the building’s side, Brita nearly cried with relief when Sachi smiled.

“What can I do to help, my friend? You have my silence.”

“Do you want to hear the whole story first?”

“No. You can tell me tonight.” She pulled her cell out of her pocket and texted someone. “I’ll have Oscar meet you at our house and let you in.”

“I don’t want to put anyone else at risk.”

Sachi glanced up. “I trust them to hold your secrets. They know what I went through. They understand sometimes people need to hide. For tonight, at least, you need to stay with us.”

“I can’t risk my car being spotted in your driveway.”

“No problem. He’ll drop his there and take yours over to John’s aunt’s house.”

“No. I don’t want to involve more people.”

“Relax.” Sachi smiled even as she texted. “It’ll only be there for a few hours. Tonight, once John’s guys have gone home, we can park it at his warehouse.”

This was spinning out of control. “What about his aunt? How do you explain that to her?”

“It’s a present for a friend’s girlfriend.” She told the lie without hesitation. “Need to stash it for a couple of hours before the party, someplace where she won’t spot it. Seriously, toss me a harder one, Jessica Fletcher.”

The laugh burped free, quickly followed by a cascade of tears. Sachi stopped texting long enough to hug her.

“Look, I might not necessarily agree with you running without telling your family, but I’m no Judgey McJudgestein, because I have no room to talk. I fucking changed my legal name and ran to Florida from Idaho, for crying out loud. At least take tonight to breathe and regroup and I’ll help you. You can stay with us for days or weeks or longer, if you need to. I can even offer you the apartment over the store, rent-free. No one’s living there right now, and I know Mandaline would be cool with it. She knows what I went through and how I had to hide out. If my dad wasn’t living full-time in Florida now, I’d send you to Idaho to stay with him.”

The apartment was an interesting option, but that would put her in contact with even more people and it would only be a matter of time before someone said something.

She needed time to decompress.

To breathe.

“Let’s get through tonight,” Brita finally said.

“You might wake up tomorrow and decide to go home,” Sachi said.

Brita’s stomach rolled as she thought about the message she’d received that morning. The screen caps, the pictures.

The very calculated and well thought-out threats to ruin Jordan’s life.

She wouldn’t let her niece go through that. Not after what she herself went through in high school.

“I doubt it. I will go home eventually, but not right now. I need to let the detectives working the case have time to complete their investigation without the distraction of more threats and trolls coming after me. That’s like trying to sort through a landfill for evidence while they’re bringing in truckloads of new garbage to dump on top of it at the same time. It’s useless.”

“How do you know more won’t come after you once you do go back?”

“I don’t, but when they catch one guy and prosecute him, it’ll make others think twice about the risk. That takes the fun out of it for them. These guys are used to being untouchable. When law enforcement touches them, it chills the rest of them for a while.”

Sachi stared at her, her blue gaze seeming to pierce through her in an unsettling way. “And you have hit your ceiling on stress. Looking over your shoulder.”

Brita nodded.

Sachi hugged her again. “Tonight, we chill. Tomorrow, we talk. Promise me.”

She lost nothing by doing it. “I promise.”

“Good. Now let’s get you out of here before Mr. Conroy finishes emptying his bladder. I swear the guy’s like a damn camel.” 


Chapter Sixteen

 

Hoping this wasn’t a mistake, Brita drove to the address Sachi gave her. There was already a car parked in the driveway, and when she pulled up, a man hurried out of the house to meet her.

“Kelly?” he asked. “Sachi texted me. I’m Oscar.”

Brita started to say no, she wasn’t Kelly, then shut her mouth and nodded. “Thanks. Sorry for this.”

“No worries. Let’s get your stuff moved and then I’ll take your car.”

He helped her unload and got her settled in the guest bedroom. Then he took off, leaving her alone in the house.

It felt…weird.

She returned to the living room and walked over to a glass-fronted curio cabinet in one corner that held a collection mostly made up of statues of red cardinals, ceramic, glass, carved wood.

For some reason, it made her think of her own mother and strongly miss her.

No matter how tempting it was, she couldn’t pick up the phone and call her. Especially not until the troll was found.

Walking out to the kitchen, she found the cabinet holding drinking glasses, grabbed a plastic cup for herself, and filled it full of ice and water. Taking that back to the bedroom, she dug her anti-anxiety meds out of her bags, took a pill, and stretched out on the bed to…deal.

Not that running away was dealing, but it was as close to it as she could come at that moment.

 

* * * *

 

Brita felt confused and disoriented when she awoke some time later. From the dim light and deep shadows, she realized she’d slept far longer than she’d intended.

What had awakened her was a light tapping on her bedroom door, which repeated. “Kelly?”

Sachi.

“Yeah. Come in.”

Sachi slipped in like a ghost, closing the door behind her. “How you doing?”

“I’m…apparently, I had a nap.” She sat up. “What time is it?”

“Nearly seven. Dinner will be ready shortly.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “Sorry about renaming you,” she whispered. “I figured you’d go with it.”

“Does anyone else know I’m here?”

“Just my guys. I told them you weren’t in any legal trouble, but you had a damn good reason to stay hidden, for your safety.”

“That’s it?”

“They know what I went through. That’s all they needed to know. You might as well not exist, at this point. They won’t say a word about you to anyone. If anything comes up, you’re a friend of mine from out of town visiting for a while. And if you want to tell them your real name, I swear, they’ll keep it a secret.”

“I feel badly I’ve put you into this position.”

“Hey, I’d be spitting in the face of the Goddess if I didn’t pay it forward when I have a chance to. My friend Julie basically took me under her wing years ago, and then Mandaline after her. I have a good life now. I have to honor that. Helping people is what I do for a living, whether it’s teaching them about skeet, or giving them a reading, or setting their minds at ease debunking supposed paranormal activity. It’s kinda what I do.”

“I’ll try to find someplace else tomorrow.” Although the thought of packing and locating a new hideout left her exhausted.

“Why?”

“Because you have a life.” What she left unsaid was that Sachi had two men and was sure they probably didn’t want to curtail whatever meepy kind of activities the three of them indulged in.

“My dad lived with us for months before he moved in with his girlfriend. Who I suspect is going to be his wife before long. And he has an open invitation to move back. If having my dad under the same roof didn’t put a crimp in my sex life, having an open-minded friend here who apparently understands alternative lifestyles damn sure won’t.”

Brita felt her face heat. “Thanks.”

Since Sachi had so graciously invited Brita into their lives, she knew the least she could do was be honest with Sachi’s men. As she followed Sachi out to the kitchen, the men offered her smiles.

“You met Oscar already. This is John.”

He shook with her. “Hi, nice to meet you.”

“Look, before we go any farther, I think you know Sachi gave a fake name for me. My real name’s Brita Delgado.” She gave a brief rundown of what happened and why she’d run.

When she finished, Sachi hugged her. “Feel a little better getting it out?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

The men looked somber. “You’re welcomed to stay with us as long as you need to,” Oscar said. “Seriously.”

John nodded. “Agreed. Please, we know what it’s like to be displaced suddenly.”

Sachi laughed. “Oh, crap. I forgot about the tornado.”

“Tornado?” Brita asked.

They sat down to eat and explained how a dinner at the men’s duplex apartment had devolved into a fight for their lives. Which led into a side discussion of the paranormal investigation at John’s aunt’s house that had led to a marijuana grow operation being discovered.

And then another segue into how Sachi had gotten shot, which had happened before she’d become an item with her two men.

Sachi rested her elbows on the table, hands clasped. “So, you see, we’re not exactly strangers to accidentally imported drama around here. We won’t rat you out, but I will ask that you please give serious thought to at least sending your guy an e-mail or text that you’re safe.”

“I’m going to keep checking the news to see if there’s a break in the case. Otherwise, I’ll contact him in four weeks.”

“I suspect that’s the best deal I’ll get out of you, copper.” Sachi extended her hand to shake and seal the deal. It startled Brita a little that she used the same phrase she and Ethan bantered around, but then she shook with her.

“Once we’re done with dinner,” Sachi said, “I’ll show you my reloader.” She grinned.

Finally, something to laugh at. “Let me guess, he hasn’t sold his yet?”

“Not yet, but maybe you can go home with a new toy once you’re ready to go.”

 

* * * *

 

By eleven o’clock that night, Ethan had called any- and everyone he could think of who Brita might know and call for a ride from the condo. No one had heard from her, but everyone promised to get in touch with him if she did contact them.

He’d gone online to check the phone accounts. There were no outgoing calls from the home phone, her cell, or his cell.

And no credit card charges to taxi companies.

He couldn’t even ping her cell phone with the family locator, and she’d turned off the “find my computer” features on her laptop and tablet.

He deactivated his own FetLife account, just in case, even though there was no way to tie it back to him personally other than through his computer. He even used a fake Gmail account for it that he’d created specifically for that purpose.

Finally, he left her condo and headed home, remembering halfway there to take a circuitous route. He was in his work car, so if anyone had cruised by her condo and saw the license plate, they would likely assume he was there as part of the investigation, unless they’d seen his car there before.

He pulled into a Walmart parking lot and sat there, looking around for a few minutes.

He didn’t think anyone was following him.

Now I’m being paranoid.

He still took a roundabout way home from there, only turning onto his street once he was satisfied he wasn’t being followed.

At least they hadn’t hacked into Brita’s accounts. She’d always been good about using very strong passwords and not clicking on e-mail links.

After a shower, he crawled into bed, but sleep wasn’t soon in coming. He was worried, yes, but worse, he hated he wasn’t able to protect Brita better. Once again, he felt like he’d failed her, failed Jordan.

Some Dom I am.

 

* * * *

 

Brita and Sachi sat up in the spare bedroom long after Oscar and John retired for the evening. As Sachi had promised, the actual act of reloading wasn’t physically taxing.

And they talked.

By the time eleven o’clock rolled around and Brita was yawning, she realized they’d been talking for hours.

“Sorry to keep you up. I don’t even know if you’re a night owl or a morning person.”

“Night owl by choice, morning person by needing to remain gainfully employed.” She smiled. “It’s okay. I don’t have to be up really early in the morning. Feeling a little less stressed?”

“Feeling a little less pressured. Still stressed, though.” Brita had sworn she wouldn’t check her e-mail, knowing if she did it would only add to her anxiety.

“Understandable. At least you know there isn’t anything tying you to me that the whackadoodles can find.” She shrugged. “Even if they did, so what? I live with two guys. That’s not a secret. Everyone knows about us. We don’t hide it.”

“I have friends who are poly,” Brita admitted, leaving out the kinky stuff. “That doesn’t shock me.”

“Good. You’ll fit right in then. I promise we won’t run around naked.” She stood and stretched. “John will leave his car here tomorrow for you to use. Oscar can run him to work.”

She felt silly not having her own car. “I guess if I backed my car into your driveway, that’d be good enough, huh?”

Sachi grinned. “See? I didn’t even need to suggest it. We’ll still leave John’s car here for you to use. He can drive your car home tomorrow night.”

“I doubt I’ll be going anywhere.”

Especially considering the first time she’d left the condo in over a week had been to run away.

“Eh, just in case. I don’t want you without a ride if we’re not home. I trust you.”

“Why?” she said.

Sachi’s head cocked to one side. “I know we don’t talk woo-woo when you shoot. But this is kinda what I do.” She waved her fingers at Brita, vaguely in the shape of the outline of Brita’s form. “I read auras as part of what I do. You’re in a lot of emotional pain. Which, I know, that’s like a no-brainer thing. But you’ve always been in some sort of physical pain while you’ve seen me. And emotional pain. But when you shoot, the emotional pain gets a lot less pronounced by the end of the session, so I can see it’s helping you. When you show up again, it’s back.

“Also, when you talk about Ethan? Your aura really lights up. You love him crazy, but you’re afraid you’re a burden on him. Again, I know, doesn’t take an Einstein to put two and two together, but go with it, huh?

“And when you showed up yesterday, it didn’t just scare me because of you appearing out of nowhere.” She waggled her fingers at Brita. “I knew about the shooting, because duh, you’d told me over the phone. Plus I’d seen it on the news. But…dayamn. Your aura looks like someone shot you through it with a metaphysical shotgun. This is a different and far worse kind of pain you’re in right now.”

Sachi sighed. “But when I mentioned Ethan earlier and asked that you promise to call him, I saw the slightest bit of healing there. He’s the answer for you. I have no doubts a man as tenacious and loving as he is will track that little psycho fucker down and make him or her regret ever having touched a computer in their life. But what you need to learn is that, no matter what, he has never in his life seen you as a burden. If anything, he is burdened by what he feels is his failing.”

“What?”

Sachi held up a finger. “Again, I swear to the Goddess and the great and powerful Dildous that I have never talked to your man. This…is…what…I…do. What I see isn’t just from what you’ve told me, but from what I see in you. He feels guilty he can’t fix you and make life perfect for you.”

Brita knew damn well she’d never revealed anything like that to Sachi. Sachi knew she’d been shot, knew Ethan had helped her recover, but she’d never, not once, revealed any deeper facts to Sachi about their conversations along those lines.

Sachi’s right eyebrow arched skyward. “Freaked out yet?”

Brita slowly nodded.

She grinned, wide and toothy and reminding Brita a little of Sheldon Cooper. “Ya ain’t seen nothin’ yet, sister. Stick around a few days. I’ll positively weird you right the fuck out.”


Chapter Seventeen

 

Ethan wasn’t sure he might not want to go dig up the body of the guy Brita had shot and put a few more rounds in him and then set fire to his corpse, that’s how angry he felt.

Nine days since Brita had left, and they still hadn’t caught the arsonist hacker yet, although the cyber forensics division was working on it.

A few more e-mails had come in to Brita’s Gmail account, the flow of the taunts slowing now that she wasn’t responding and her home phone wasn’t accepting voice mails.

Her voice mail on her cell phone was full. He could log into the computer portal to see the account, but she hadn’t made any calls or sent any texts from it since before she left.

Other than her new license plate coming up when he’d had a d’oh moment and searched to see if she’d bought a car, there were no signs of Brita.

Anywhere.

The bank withdrawal she’d made had been looked at by Tom and Gary as a courtesy to him. The security pictures showed just Brita, apparently alone and not in any distress they could see. When they compared external security cam footage to the description of her new car, they matched.

She’d bought the car, made the bank withdrawal, and…left.

He still stopped by the condo every day, to check for any problems. She wasn’t getting any mail, so nothing for him to pick up there. At dinner with Gabe and Bill one night, he lamented the lack of progress. As far as he could tell, the only gun she’d taken with her was the larger nine millimeter Glock that she’d sometimes carried. She’d already said she didn’t want to get her gun back that had been used in the shooting.

He couldn’t blame her there. He’d traded in his service weapon for a different one after shooting the guy that afternoon, even though he could have had it back.

He didn’t want it back.

“Maybe this is for the best,” Gabe said.

Both he and Bill looked at her like cockroaches had just exploded from her eyeballs.

“What?” they both asked.

She shook her head at them. “She’s a lot like me in some ways. Strong. Independent. A fixer.” She pointed at Ethan. “You’re a fixer, too. She trusts you. Her leaving is in no way a statement about her thinking you can’t take care of her. Remember, she thinks by leaving that she is taking care of you and Jordan and everyone else. At a time when she feels utterly helpless and being pulled around by some invisible asshole she can’t even fight back against, she took matters into her hands, something she could do and control, and did it.

“Now, again, I agree I think she should have consulted with you. Sometimes we need to do emotional shit to hit a mental reset.” She hooked her thumb toward Bill. “Ask this one here. I flew to Chicago without asking his permission first just so I could have it out with my grandmother. Who it turned out didn’t even fucking know who the hell I was, she was so far gone.”

She snapped her fingers. “Poof, decades of her fucking ghost living rent-free in my head—gone.”

Bill shrugged. “She’s got a point.”

“This is driving me crazy,” he said. “What if she’s hurt?”

“She’s hurting,” Gabe said. “And unless there’s something about her you haven’t told us before, I doubt she’ll kill herself. She’s trying to find healing right now.”

He played with his water glass. “She took her crochet stuff with her, you know.”

“Well, that’s good. Maybe this is the mental reset she needs.”

“But what if it drives me crazy waiting for her to come home?”

Bill smiled. “Love’ll do that to you anyway.”

 

* * * *

 

It was the second Friday since Brita’s arrival. She’d been living at Sachi’s for eleven days now. Brita had gone shooting with her several times, sometimes sitting and watching Sachi teach others, sometimes joining in and using one of Sachi’s guns and loaner safety gear.

She missed her Baikal, its comforting weight and the way it shot. Her scores initially weren’t very good, but as she grew more comfortable using the loaner, they picked up again.

She missed Ethan and hoped he wasn’t worrying too much about her.

She desperately missed Jordan, and George.

Alisse and John, and her friends.

She missed Ethan’s house, her own condo.

The dresser in her bedroom was slowly losing surface territory to the growing army of amigurumi animals she’d created. Her skill making the dolphins had increased to the point she could easily make two in an evening, although other animals, like a kitten and an otter, were still one in an evening. She’d been eying another of the patterns that she wanted to try next, a puppy, except she was almost out of the grey yarn.

She wasn’t even sure what kind of yarn to get if she tried to buy it locally.

Logging onto Amazon, she went in and changed her credit card info to add one of the pre-paid cards. She used a different e-mail address for this, one she only used for Amazon, but suspected Ethan might not even remember that, especially since she wouldn’t be triggering a bank alert with the purchase.

A lot of times, she’d order stuff from his account and have it shipped to his house. She had one of her credit cards on his account for just that reason. He received a lot of auto-ship orders, for things like vitamins, and if she wasn’t going to be at the condo when something arrived, she didn’t want it sitting outside at her complex.

She immediately logged into the e-mail account and deleted the alerts from adding the credit card.

Then she added Sachi’s address and went through her last order, the one for the yarn, and added everything she needed to her cart.

Even though she was starting to feel like maybe she’d regained some of her grounding, she still felt off-kilter.

Am I hoping he’ll look this up and see it and find me?

This was a stupid mistake, probably. This was the kind of choice criminals made every day that allowed cops to find them.

Yet she hadn’t seen anything in the news about an arrest in the arson or hacking into Sorrellson’s computers, even though the hacking had finally made the news.

I don’t care.

She hit the buy now button.

 

* * * *

 

The next morning, Sachi was still home when Brita got up.

“You don’t have to teach skeet this morning?”

“Nah. Lesson canceled yesterday. I finally got to sleep in on a Saturday. So, want to go shopping?”

She’d been to the grocery store with them a few times already, which taxed her nerves, but got easier every time she did it. She also felt completely comfortable around Oscar and John. They reminded her in some ways of John her brother-in-law, and had made her feel like she was part of the family.

Sachi’s father was a hoot. He’d come by for dinner one night, alone, warned by Sachi that their guest needed privacy. Having been through what they’d gone through when Sachi was a kid, he understood the need for secrecy to protect Brita’s identity.

“We just went to the grocery store yesterday.”

“Nah, farmer’s market, downtown.”

“What passes for downtown in Brooksville,” Oscar added. “Near Many Blessings.”

“It’s really cool,” Sachi said. “Fresh veggies and organic honey and all that shit.”

Sensing Sachi really wanted her to get out, Brita agreed. “Okay. My pain levels aren’t too bad today.”

“We can park at Many Blessings and it’s just one block over from there.”

So she shared the backseat with Sachi a little later, Oscar driving.

As they drove, Sachi chatted non-stop, but Brita realized she found it a comfort, not annoying. Before this, she never realized how lonely she’d been. Closed off.

We need to get out with our friends more. Or have them over to our place.

She felt somewhat guilty about that, too. Yes, she was fine with Ethan going out with friends without her. Sometimes, her pain levels were too much for her to go.

But how many times had he opted to stay home with her even when he had the opportunity to go out? And not just kinky friends, but cop friends, and other friends.

The farmer’s market was small, but eclectic, with a wide variety of vendors touting everything from homemade goods to veggies to kitschy baubles.

At the far end were two picnic tents set up side-by-side, with nearly a dozen wire dog crates of various sizes.

Sachi hooked her arm through Brita’s. “Ooh! Puppies!”

With Oscar and John trailing behind them, Sachi led the way over. It was a local no-kill animal shelter, and not only did they have puppies, but adult dogs of various breeds, and even some cats.

Sachi homed in on one smaller crate, toward the back and out of the way, separated from the others by some plastic storage tubs, lawn chairs, and a folding table. Inside, a small black and tan dog that looked like a Chihuahua mix, maybe ten pounds, if that, trembled in the back corner, warily eyeing everyone who moved.

One of the volunteers walked over. “I see you’ve spotted Kilroy.”

“Can we see him, please?” Sachi asked.

“I’ll warn you, he’s very timid. He was a stray we rescued from Animal Services. He’s not aggressive, but he does growl at someone until he gets to know them. And I’ll warn you that he has a lot of energy. When he feels comfortable, he’ll run around like crazy, but he’s adorable. We think he’s about three years old.”

“Yeah, yeah, please can she hold him?”

Brita looked at Sachi. “Me?”

“Yeah, you. Go on.”

With Oscar and John’s help, Brita got down onto the ground next to the crate while the woman went to find the little harness they used for him. Brita held her hand up to the side of the crate. His huge brown eyes looked like he was scared of everything, yet he leaned in, his nose practically vibrating as he sniffed at her hand through the bars of the crate.

“Wow. I’ve never seen him do that before,” the volunteer said when she returned. “He must really like you.”

He drew back when the volunteer opened his crate, but let her put the soft chest harness on him. When she pulled him out, he jumped out of her hands and immediately ran to Brita’s lap.

Where he promptly curled up and leaned back, pressing against Brita’s body as he silently dared the volunteer to come near him again.

Her eyes widened. “Seriously, he must love you. I’ve never seen him do that with anyone before. Ever.”

“She’ll take him,” Sachi said. “Let’s fill out the forms.”

Brita tried to interject. “But—”

“You know me,” Sachi told the woman. “I work for Mandaline, over at the coffeeshop.”

“Oh! Yes, of course.” She laughed. “I knew you looked familiar.”

Sachi grinned. “Double caramel non-fat latte.”

“Oh my goodness, yes! Let’s get her a form.”

“I can vouch for her, that she’ll give him a good home…”

The two of them walked around to the other side of the tent where another table was set up.

Oscar and John smiled down at her. “Welcome to our world,” Oscar said. “And congratulations.”

Brita stroked the little dog’s head, noticing how he leaned into her touch. He stared up at Oscar and John as if daring them to try to take him from her.

“Kilroy, huh?” she asked.

He looked up at her and sniffed, his tail wagging. Then she realized the leash attached to the halter was just lying there, and grabbed it.

Yet he’d made no attempt to run.

When she stroked under his chin, his mouth opened, tongue lolling almost as if smiling.

Something inside her rolled sideways, and she knew, yes, she had to have him.

That it would break her heart not to have him.

He licked her hand and went back to leaning against her.

 

* * * *

 

On the way back to Sachi’s, they stopped at a pet superstore so Brita could get him everything he’d need, including a small crate. The shelter suspected he was housebroken, but they didn’t know for sure. Fortunately, Sachi’s backyard was fenced in. Once they got home and John and Oscar unloaded everything for her into her room, Brita took Kilroy out to the backyard to explore.

Sachi sat with the biggest Cheshire grin Brita had ever seen. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

“What?”

She waggled her fingers at her and then the dog, who was sniffing the fence’s perimeter. “Both of you. I don’t usually see animal auras very well, but he’s in love with you. He was terrified. And you’re starting to heal a little, now, too.”

“Is that what this is about?”

“He was like a friggin’ lighthouse beacon, sitting there. Soon as I saw him, and you, I knew you were meant to be his human. Soon as he was in your lap, his aura calmed and just faded.” She nodded. “Yep. Score another one for the witch.” She buffed her nails against her shirt.

Brita wasn’t sure she believed in woo-woo, but she wouldn’t deny Sachi had a way about her.

And she wasn’t going to complain. She’d be lying if she denied something about the little dog pulled at her.

“You going to keep his name?” Sachi asked.

One of their older volunteers had named him that when they’d taken him in, and the little dog already responded to it.

“It seems to fit him. Kilroy.”

He froze and turned, staring at her, tail wagging.

Sachi laughed. “Yep. Puppy love.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Two weeks after Brita left, the arsonist hacker still wasn’t in custody and Ethan was growing frustrated with the investigation’s pace…or lack thereof.

“We need a new plan,” Ethan told the detectives working the case.

Tom and Gary stared at him. “We’re all ears. You know how hard it is to track these people down? Have you worked cybercrimes before?”

“This guy was local. He torched Brita’s car. That means we can find him.”

Gary leaned back. “What are you suggesting?”

“I have Brita’s login info for all her accounts. I reactivate her Facebook, bait him, and draw him in.”

The two detectives exchanged a look. “You still don’t know where she is yet?” Gary asked. “We could issue a material witness warrant for her.”

“I’m working on finding her. And no, I don’t want you to do that. I told you, I don’t think she’s in danger. Well?”

“What kind of bait were you thinking?” Tom asked.

“My own car. I have keys to her condo and permission to be there. I take a picture of my car and post it on Facebook like it’s hers, and see what happens.”

“What if the guy knows your car?” Tom asked.

“He hasn’t contacted me at all. I don’t think this guy knows about my relationship with her. If he did see my car at her place, he’d likely assume I was another resident and probably hadn’t been paying any attention to it.”

The detectives stared at each other for a moment. “You know,” Gary said, “It’s not a bad idea.”

“How soon can you do it?” Tom asked.

“I brought my personal laptop with me.”

“Go get it,” the men said.

Five minutes later, the three of them were huddled around the computer and Ethan reactivated her Facebook account. Ethan took a picture of his car that he already had, one he’d taken when it was brand new, blacked out the license plate, and posted it to her profile, the picture and accompanying caption set to public.

 

Finally got my new car. New car, new me. Leaving early tomorrow morning for long-overdue road trip vacation with my bestie. Done hiding from the crazies and ready to live again. Cowards won’t keep me down. #bestpresentever #lifeisgood #burnthisbitches

 

“You don’t think that’s overkill?” Tom asked when Ethan posted it.

“Nope. If anything, it’s not enough. I want to really gig that fucker. Make him mad.”

Gary straightened. “How are we going to handle the stakeout?”

“I have to go home and get my car moved to Brita’s. We’ll do it later this afternoon. I’ll pick up Dave’s wife, Peggy. She’s about Brita’s height and build. She can use my key to go into Brita’s and leave through the back door so she’s not seen. We can park at both ends of that stretch of parking lot in the condo complex, and box them in.”

“What if they didn’t drive?” Gary asked. “What if they walked in?”

“Then we’re chasing on foot.”

Tom didn’t look convinced. “You don’t even know if it’ll happen tonight.”

“You said yourself the account received an e-mail this morning from the guy.”

“And it pinged out overseas, too. Impossible to track. He could literally be anywhere in the world, and it’ll take us a while to track him down.”

“Hence why the tight timeline of the update. He’ll think she’s leaving town tomorrow morning. If they’re keeping an eye out for her, this will force their hand after two weeks of her going off the grid. I’m telling you, I think this will work. If it doesn’t, all we’re out is a few hours’ sleep. Best-case? We catch the guy tonight.”

Tom and Gary exchanged a look before they shrugged. “Can’t hurt, I guess,” Gary said. “Not like we’ve made great progress with the forensics. If this does force his hand, it could save us weeks or months of work.”

“Exactly.”

 

* * * *

 

Late that evening, Brita sat in Sachi’s backyard with Kilroy. She’d spent the afternoon reloading and had to admit Sachi was right.

It was a pretty Zen experience.

The entire time, Kilroy had lain curled up in the comfy chair in the spare bedroom where Sachi had her reloader set up, watching her. Peacefully content.

He was pretty Zen, too.

It boggled her mind that the terrified little dog she’d seen at the adoption fair was apparently also the most peaceful, calm being on the face of the planet. As if preternaturally attuned to her and her needs.

Sachi was right.

Again.

Brita still didn’t believe in woo-woo, but she’d be an idiot to deny that whatever insight Sachi possessed was accurate to a fault.

She was also desperately glad she’d let Sachi talk her into staying with them. The worst of her initial panic had abated to a functional level where she was now able to put some metaphorical distance and perspective between herself and what had happened. All of it, not just the shooting.

Contacting Ethan would have to happen soon. She suspected he and her family were worried about her despite the note she’d left.

And she missed them all terribly.

While she couldn’t exactly check in with her former coworkers about the investigation, she had kept watching the websites for the Sarasota newspapers and the TV station.

Nothing yet. No further updates, no arrests.

She’d almost expected Ethan to have them swear out a material witness warrant on her, but nothing about that was mentioned in the news, either.

Sachi insisted no one had contacted her about Brita’s whereabouts, and Brita was inclined to believe her.

For now, she existed in a limbo of her own creation. A Purgatory.

Two more weeks.

If nothing broke in two more weeks, she would contact Ethan. The thought of being gone that long plucked deep, mournful notes through her heart and soul, but it couldn’t be helped.

Once the hacker was caught—if the hacker was caught—Brita could relax somewhat.

More than enough guilt already burdened her soul. She didn’t need the extra load of ruining Jordan’s future, or being the reason Ethan was outed, piled on top of that.

She worried those might totally finish burying her for good.

 

* * * *

 

They had three cameras set up, one in the front window of Brita’s condo, and two at different angles in the parking lot, coming and going, to catch license plates in case they somehow lost the guy.

Gary and Tom each sat parked in cars at either end of the section of parking lot where Brita’s condo was located, while Ethan stood watch inside at the front window. He’d set up timers in the spare bedroom and in the living room to randomly switch off lights, plus he’d left the TV on in the master bedroom, to give the illusion of someone being there.

As the night wore on, he switched everything off and waited in the dark, watching.

Dave had also volunteered to help out, returning after taking Peggy home earlier and sitting in his personal car near the complex’s main entrance, armed with a radio.

Once midnight hit and traffic entering and leaving the complex slowed to practically nothing, they became more alert.

At four a.m., Dave’s voice broke the silence. “Small Acura two-door, light, silver or cream. Single occupant. Florida plate. Turned toward Brita’s and just switched its lights off.”

Ethan unlocked the front door and waited, his hand on the doorknob, eye pressed to the viewfinder.

They spotted the car rounding the corner and slowly cruising down toward Brita’s condo. The driver stopped, leaving the car running, three doors down. The dome light didn’t come on when he ducked out, dressed all in black and a hood covering his face as he ran toward Ethan’s car.

Ethan quietly opened the door and drew his sidearm, crouching low as he headed down the walk, at first obscured from the guy’s view by neighbors’ cars and bushes.

“Sheriff’s Department! Hands in the air and get down on the ground! Now!”

The guy dropped what he had in his hands, straightened, and turned to run, but Tom and Gary were already on him, their weapons also drawn.

“Wait, this is a—”

Tom had holstered his sidearm and went in for the takedown, tackling the guy facedown onto the pavement and sitting with a knee in the middle of his back.

“Ow! Stop, wait, please—”

Ethan holstered his sidearm and moved in to help subdue him, sitting on the guy’s legs.

He sounded young. When Tom had the guy handcuffed, he ripped the man’s hood off him. “Jesus, he’s a kid.”

“You got him?” Gary asked.

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “What’s in the package?”

Gary holstered his sidearm. Already wearing tactical gloves, he reached out, opened the black plastic garbage bag, and grinned.

“Gentlemen, I believe we have our arsonist.”

 

* * * *

 

After reading him his rights and calling in a marked unit to transport the kid, who turned out to be nineteen, Ethan, Gary, and Tom collected the cameras and headed down to the main station to interview him.

The makeshift device he’d had in the bag matched the accelerant profile and construction of the other one perfectly. They’d already awakened a judge to sign a search warrant, and a team was on their way to Venice to execute it as soon as they arrived.

Klein Peters had turned nineteen a month earlier and still lived with his mother and step-father. In his car he’d had his bookbag and personal laptop computer.

After torching the car, he’d been planning to make his way to classes at Venice High, where he was a senior.

Before questioning the kid and risking him lawyering up, Gary and Tom sat down with him in the interview room while Ethan and a very tired-looking assistant state attorney watched from behind the two-way glass.

Tom laid out paperwork. “Whoever set fire to Brita Delgado’s car is the same person who hacked into her niece’s school and changed her grades. So there’s arson, domestic terrorism, aggravated stalking, and a laundry list of serious felonies. Add to that the threats, the damage to the neighboring vehicles, and various other charges. That person is looking at a minimum of twenty-five years of hard time in Starke, no parole.”

Klein Peters, who was kept handcuffed with his hands behind him, looked like he was ready to piss himself. “I want to talk to my parents.”

“People in Hell want cold water,” Tom said. “You’re not a minor. When we finish here, you’re getting transported to the county jail and we’re recommending no bond.”

“Now that is,” Gary said, “unless you want to talk to us, tell us the truth right from the start, work with us, explain to us what’s going on, give up your buddies who were also harassing Ms. Delgado, and make a deal to reduce your jail time to make you eligible for parole sooner. Or, we can stop talking now, put you in a cell, and your lawyer can try to get you liberal visitation in prison with your parents once you’re convicted on all charges. Your call.”

Ethan watched and waited. At one point, before Gary and Tom had entered the room, the kid had been sitting there, crying.

This was no hardened criminal.

This was an online bully who’d crossed a line and had lost sight of the fact that there were real-world consequences for what he’d done.

Gary clasped his hands on the table and leveled a gaze at the kid. “So what’s it going to be? You want to talk to us, right now, and get this over with? Or you want to ask for something else and drag this out?”

Ethan and the ASA both knew what the detectives were trying to do. They were walking that precarious slackline between violating the kid’s rights to have an attorney present, and coaxing him into thinking it would behoove him to talk to them without an attorney without doing anything that would get a confession tossed out.

The kid had not yet specifically asked for an attorney.

“If I want to talk to an attorney?” the kid asked.

Tom and Gary shrugged and stood, gathering their papers. “Enjoy Starke, kid,” Tom said.

“Wait!” the kid said, leaning forward. “I said if!”

The men paused, exchanging a glance. “We already told you,” Tom said. “We can talk to you now, or we can talk to you later with an attorney, but there won’t be any deals later. Not like the one we can offer you now. We need a fast resolution to this case. So make up your mind. Are you asking for an attorney, yes or no?”

The kid swallowed hard. “No,” he softly said.

“I couldn’t hear you,” Gary said.

“No, I’m not asking for an attorney. I’ll talk to you.”

The detectives returned to their seats. “Then start at the beginning,” Gary said. “Why did you target Detective Delgado?”

When they finished nearly three hours later, Peters had written a confession and given up about two dozen of his hacker buddies, some of them local and three of them minors, who’d also been involved in the targeted harassment. Yes, Klein Peters been the one to torch Brita’s car, and he’d hacked into the school’s computer.

He’d accomplished that by hacking his step-father’s laptop. That man led the school’s IT department, which was how the kid gained access to their system. He’d asked to use the man’s laptop one night to look something up and had installed a keystroke logger on it.

With all the dots connected and a long list of names and the contact info the kid had, the ASA authorized them to make a deal for a minimum of eight years before parole, full restitution, fifteen years probation, and he had to plead guilty to all counts, no trial.

Otherwise, they’d throw the full list of charges at him, as well as turn him over to the feds for further prosecution, including racketeering charges for the organized nature of the crime. The federal ADA had already agreed, via phone, to not pursue charges against him if he pled out quickly.

Once he’d signed his confession, then they let him call his parents.

That also explained why Ethan hadn’t been targeted by the hackers. Because he was active law enforcement, he wasn’t listed in the computer records for Jordan’s file. There was a notation in her records to see her physical file, where the signed forms were kept, for the names and info of additional contacts. It was a safeguard Sorrellson had in place to help protect parents who were law enforcement. The physical files were kept locked up and only accessible by certain employees, including the principal.

By the time Ethan returned home late that morning, it was nearly noon and he was exhausted. He logged into his e-mail account and sent her a message from there.

 

B, we caught the ringleader. He’s the one who burned your car and who changed Jordan’s grades. He’s in jail and will plead out on everything. Local kid. Please call me, or contact me. It’s safe to come home.

Love you.

 

He stared the message for a moment before hitting send and then closing his laptop to go grab a shower and a nap.

Short of a material witness warrant, there wasn’t much else he could do.

Except pray she saw the presser when they finished their first round of arrests of the kid’s cohorts. 


Chapter Nineteen

 

It’d been three weeks since Brita had arrived at Sachi’s. She knew she’d have to contact Ethan soon. If nothing else, so he didn’t worry.

In the past week, her physical pain levels had been the lowest she could remember since she’d hit a plateau in her healing. Maybe Sachi had been totally right about Kilroy, no matter what the reason.

He’d helped her heal in a way she hadn’t been able to heal before.

And she couldn’t imagine the little dog not being in her life now.

Jordan’s going to love him.

She hoped Ethan loved him.

She sat in Sachi’s backyard, reading an e-book on her tablet while she watched Kilroy chasing a couple of leaves. He had boundless energy like this, making it even more incredible how calm and soothing he was when snuggling with her.

Like, exactly as Sachi said, he sensed what she needed and when. Entertainment or snuggles.

I need to train him.

He already knew the basics, but Brita could easily picture him enjoying training. Plus it’d give her something else to do to stay active, as well.

She pulled up her Amazon app and started browsing. Once she had filled her shopping cart with several dog training books and DVDs, treats, toys, and a couple of clickers, she hit the buy now button.

Done.

Maybe part of her had hoped Ethan would have found her by now from the yarn order she’d placed. Obviously, checking her Amazon account hadn’t been something he’d thought about. Why would he? She’d used one of the prepaid credit cards so it wouldn’t trip a bank notification.

As far as the world at large was concerned—outside of Amazon—she’d totally left the grid.

More guilt filled her.

He’s probably worried about me.

It was too tempting to spend the rest of her life in hiding. Sachi, Oscar, and John had been amazing hosts, but she couldn’t live there forever.

She had a home. She had a family.

A guy she loved with all her heart.

The BDSM stuff still worried her, that the stalker might somehow connect her to Ethan and then to Suncoast Society members, putting them at risk, as well. But if she stayed dark in terms of social media, and they didn’t attend Suncoast Society functions in the foreseeable future…maybe that connection could remain hidden.

Am I really going to let some anonymous asshole run me out of my life, or am I going to fight back?

After a moment, the answer came to her, like a quiet voice in her brain.

I want to fight.

Tonight, she’d call him, once she knew he was home from work.

 

* * * *

 

By late the following morning, just over three weeks since she’d left, Ethan still hadn’t heard anything from Brita. He wasn’t sure if the first thing he should do when he finally found her—or she came home—was spank her ass or kiss her.

Maybe both.

She’d proven herself to be an excellent hider, that was for sure. He’d thought maybe she’d slip somewhere.

Other than the e-mail he’d sent to her Gmail account letting her know that they’d caught the little bastard, a text to her phone saying the same thing, and periodic checks of her bank accounts, there wasn’t much else he could do.

Ed swore he wasn’t holding out on him, and that he absolutely would order her to contact Ethan if she contacted him first.

He believed the man.

Wherever she was, and he suspected it wasn’t local, she likely had someone helping her stay concealed. Yet none of their friends, when he’d talked to them personally, acted like they had any knowledge of her whereabouts.

He suspected he might even be on the verge of losing friends, from the way he’d grilled people about her.

Repeatedly.

After the press conference that morning updating people on the arrest of Klein Peters, and the still-growing list of charges against his cohorts—including federal charges—and that they had made other arrests that would be announced soon, Ethan clocked out for the rest of the day and headed home.

Mentally, physically, and emotionally, he was worn out.

A stop by Brita’s condo, just to put his mind at ease. He made the rounds of the windows and everything was as it should be.

Except for Brita’s absence.

He headed home and thought about trying to send her another e-mail. Not that it would likely be seen by her. Either she was periodically looking at her e-mail, or she wasn’t.

He suspected wasn’t, since he hadn’t received any security alerts about access from other devices, something he’d set up soon after her departure. He’d thought maybe if she logged in from some other computer somewhere, or a burner phone, at least he’d have a ballpark idea where to start looking for her.

I have to wait her out.

He took a look at his neglected backyard and, with a heavy heart, broke out the lawnmower and got to work. At least he could do something productive.

It wasn’t the same without Brita sitting on the lanai, watching him, bringing him water, making sure he took breaks, able to talk to her.

During one such break, he grabbed his cell phone, fully intending to call Bill at work, just to help center him.

Then he realized he had an Amazon delivery notification for his monthly vitamin subscription order he received through them.

Sure enough, the box sat on his front porch. He’d never even heard the driver.

As he grabbed the box and headed inside with it, he froze.

Shit. I’m an idiot.

Racing inside to his laptop, he pulled up the Amazon site…and didn’t see any orders he didn’t place.

But as he looked closer, he realized what he didn’t see.

The order he knew she’d placed for crochet supplies when Gabe worked with her. So he logged out…then logged in as Brita, into her account.

The air whooshed out of his lungs when he saw the two new orders in her account. One placed—and delivered—over a week ago.

And one placed that morning, just an hour earlier.

Both of them with a Brooksville delivery address.

Gotcha, baby.

 

* * * *

 

He showered and dressed, slacks and button-up shirt, as if going back into work.

Including his sidearm and badge, just in case.

He didn’t recognize the name of the property’s owner when he looked up the address on the Hernando County tax collector’s website. Her name—he assumed a her—sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place her.

With the address plugged into his phone for the GPS, he took his personal car and headed for I-75 a little before two p.m., not daring to hope.

As he drove, he thought about the orders. Yarn supplies made sense. She’d taken her crochet stuff with her.

It was the dog supplies he didn’t understand. He hoped it was Brita behind them and not some criminal who’d hacked into her account.

Except the new credit card listed as the method of payment was likely a prepaid card.

Which would explain why no bank alerts had triggered.

Ethan didn’t recognize any of the cars parked in the driveway when he rolled up to the house just after four o’clock. Still, even knowing he wasn’t in his jurisdiction, he parked on the street, clipped his badge to his belt, and walked up to ring the bell.

He didn’t even get that far when the front door opened. He started to speak to the short, Asian-looking woman with long, dark, straight hair who answered it, but she shot him a dark scowl and motioned with a finger over her lips for him to be quiet. Her blue, almond-shaped eyes intensely focused on him. Gaze narrowing, she pointed at him, looking him up and down several times.

As if…scanning him.

When he tried to speak to her a second time, she jabbed her finger at him and placed it over her lips again.

Finally, she slowly nodded, several times, then crooked her finger for him to follow and turned without bothering to wait.

Weird.

Despite it going against every ingrained instinct in his body, and his training, he followed.

That’s when it slammed home why the property owner’s name sounded so familiar, and he realized he was a fucking idiot.

Again.

This was Brita’s skeet coach.

I’m a moron. I should be busted down to deputy.

He’d never even thought about Brita coming up here.

Relief flooded in, though. It meant Brita was safe, and likely had support the past couple of weeks. He followed Sachi through the house and to a sliding glass door that led to a screened lanai. Past that, a shaded, fenced backyard, and he saw Brita sitting in a lawn chair, her back to them as a little black and tan dog ran around and played.

He tried to step forward but Sachi grabbed his shoulder, stopping him. Then, she rose up on her toes to whisper in his ear.

“Please be gentle with her. She damn sure hasn’t been very gentle with herself. But she loves you very much and hid to protect you and Jordan and everyone else she loves. Keep that in mind, and be firm in your love for her. She’s already broken. What she needs isn’t scolding. She needs someone to make her allow herself to accept his help to pick up the pieces and lovingly put them back together for her.”

He froze, already rethinking his approach. When he tried to step forward again, she stopped him.

“His name’s Kilroy, and she adopted him last weekend. I think they saved each other. I also don’t care that you’re a cop. If you don’t accept her dog, I will personally make sure they never find your fucking body, buster.”

This time, Sachi gave him a wide, toothy, manic grin before she patted him on the shoulder and stepped back, motioning for him to go on, shooing him out the door.

Normally, he might take a threat like that seriously. Except he’d heard lots of stories from Brita about Sachi’s snark, which hit stratospheric levels.

Although the tone she’d delivered her statement in sounded very Tilly in nature. He suspected Sachi and Tilly were cut from the same cloth, and failure to at the very least respect them might get someone on their bad side.

A place he definitely didn’t want to be.

He couldn’t very well do anything about his sidearm, but he did slip his badge off and put it in his back pocket, as well as roll up his sleeves.

Casting a look back at Sachi, he saw she stood with her arms crossed over her chest, watching, and she nodded encouragingly to him.

He got the distinct feeling she was a very protective person, like Tilly. He didn’t know much about her personally, except Brita loved her and enjoyed her lessons. He knew the basics about the attack Sachi had endured not too long ago, but he’d suspected she had a backstory Brita never revealed to him out of respect for her privacy.

That was something he’d ask Sachi himself.

Later.

For now…

He carefully slid the door open, then quietly closed it behind him after stepping through. All the things he’d planned to say to Brita over these past weeks vanished from his brain.

Walking up behind her, he stopped, watching the dog. “Kilroy, huh? How’d he get that name?”

She winced as she spun in her chair and stared up at him, then he mentally kicked himself for startling her, causing her to hurt herself.

He would have laughed at the shock in her eyes had he not been so damn grateful to have found her.

Stepping beside her, he reached out and cupped the back of her neck with his hand and leaned in to trace her lips with the tip of his tongue. Somehow, he managed not to shout with joy when she reached up and grabbed the back of his head, pulling him in and deepening the kiss immediately.

Dropping to his knees, he pressed his forehead against hers. “I love you, baby. I was so damned worried about you. We caught the guy who hacked Jordan’s school and torched your car, and are arresting more of the lesser assholes who joined in the harassment. By tonight, if they’re not in custody already. And a lot of them are.”

She sobbed as she threw her arms around him. “I decided this morning I was going to call you tonight.”

“Yeah? Well, good thing I saved you a call.” He tempered his comment with a smile.

The dog ran over to them, hesitant, nose in the air as he warily eyed Ethan. When she patted her lap he jumped right up, shoving himself between them and giving a wary growl.

“Shh, he’s okay,” she scolded, releasing Ethan. “Settle.”

The dog quieted immediately, but still looked wary.

Ethan held his hand out, palm down, for the dog to sniff. After a brief hesitation where the little dog’s nose seemed to be working overtime from a distance, Kilroy leaned in closer, going over every square inch of it.

She scratched him behind the ears. “See? He’s your daddy. Get used to him.”

Ethan slipped his other arm around Brita’s shoulders even as the dog continued sniffing. “Yeah, get used to me, buddy. And you won’t be the only one wearing a collar around our house.”

Brita stared at him, lips slightly parted in shock.

Before she could say anything, he plowed forward. Either this would nuke them, or make them for life.

“I love you, and I’m done being patient. You belong to me, and I’m marrying you, and that’s it. First, I’m collaring you. We’re doing that this Saturday, in front of our friends. You’re moving in with me, and we’ll try that for three months. Then either we get married, or we figure out where we’re going from there. Understand me, baby?”

She blinked, licking her lips, blinking again, finally nodding. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

Relief filled him. He pulled his hand from under Kilroy’s nose and cupped Brita’s cheek so he could kiss her again. Long and sweetly, deeply.

“Congratulations, you win the hide and seek award,” he teased, finally pulling a laugh from her.

Then he engulfed her in another hug.

“I love you, Sir,” she softly said.

“I love you, too. That’s why I’m putting my foot down. Maybe I should have done it years ago, after you got hurt, but I was willing to wait you out. I’m not waiting any longer, and I don’t think you really want me to wait, do you?”

“No, Sir. I don’t want you to wait.”

 

* * * *

 

There was a terrifying amount of freedom in admitting that. Yes, Ethan had been patient. Far more patient than most men ever would have been.

In Brita’s logic brain, the one with the training and common sense, she honestly hadn’t expected him to come after her. Not when she’d gone to great lengths to disappear. In the past, he’d always respected her, respected her space, never forced himself on her.

In the part of her brain where the pretzel logic took over, she knew she’d hoped he would have found her after the yarn order.

As if reading her mind, he spoke again. “And no, your friends here didn’t rat you out. I was an idiot. I received my vitamin order today and had a d’oh moment where I finally thought to check your Amazon account.”

“I’m sorry, Sir.”

Even saying that felt right.

Brita heard a slight commotion behind them as the sliders opened. It sounded like Sachi was scolding someone. When they turned, she spotted John and Oscar standing there, Sachi trying to pull both of them back inside.

“Everything okay, Brita?” John asked.

“I told you they’re fine!” Sachi said. “Get yer asses back inside!”

“We’ll go inside when Brita tells us she’s okay,” Oscar said.

“Oh my Goddess, you two jerks better not screw this up for her, or you’re making love to your hands for the next few months!”

Ethan finally started laughing. “We’re okay.” He stood and picked up Kilroy from Brita’s lap, tucking him under his right arm so he could offer Brita his left hand to help her stand. “Want to introduce me to your bodyguards?”

Brita slipped her arm around Ethan’s waist as she leaned against him. “Oscar, John, and Sachi, this is Detective Ethan Neri.” She looked up at him. “My fiancé, and my Sir.”

When his eyebrow arched at her, she smiled. “Sachi, John, and Oscar aren’t exactly kinky, but they’re a poly triad, and they have friends who are poly. I hope you don’t mind I told them about us.”

“Ah.”

Brita took Kilroy from him so he could step forward and shake hands with the men. When he tried to shake with Sachi, she went in for a bearhug instead.

“Fuck that polite nonsense shit. What took you so fricking long to find her, you putz? Are you Inspector Clouseau or something? I was about to start sending up goddamned smoke signals.”

“She hid pretty well.” Ethan explained the Amazon order to them.

“Oh.” Brita pulled out her phone. “Sorry. I need to change my shipping address for the order, I guess.”

“Well, are you staying for dinner?” Sachi asked. “We have plenty.”

Ethan’s blue gaze nailed Brita deep in her core. “Thank you for the offer, but I’m looking forward to getting her home. Can we take a rain check and come back this Sunday? Or you’re welcomed to come down so you can inspect my house and sign off on me.”

Brita knew he wasn’t even teasing, suspecting he’d quickly figured out Sachi was a non-kinky Tilly.

Sachi let out a barking laugh. “Ha! I like this guy. Of course you can take a rain check. And yes, we’d be delighted to come down for dinner on Sunday. I’ve got my dad’s kugel recipe I’ve been dying to make.”

When Brita looked, she spotted the other woman’s pleased grin. “Dang, girl. He’s even better-looking in real life. Soon as I opened the door, I was hit by his aura first. He crazy loves you. He’s also been worried about you.” She wiggled her fingers at Brita. “And now you’ve finally shifted out of dark and cloudy mode.” She hooked an arm around Brita’s. “I know you humor me, but I was right about Kilroy, wasn’t I?”

She had been. In an almost spooky way. “Yeah.”

“Then trust me when I say you two are meant to be together.”

“She does have a pretty darn good track record there,” Oscar said.

“Yeah,” John added. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t live with her and see it with my own eyes on a regular basis. She’s made a believer out of me.”

Brita tipped her head onto Sachi’s shoulder. “Thank you for protecting me from myself.”

“Hey, this is nothing. This was easy. I was all ready to have my dad talk me through disabling your car if I really thought you were going to run again. I knew you just needed some decompression time to sort out your priorities. Stress relief.”

“You were really going to disable my car?”

John snorted. “She’s a tricky witch. Don’t ever let her fool you.”

“You know, baby,” Ethan said, “I think I really like these friends of yours.”


Chapter Twenty

 

It took them less than an hour—with Sachi constantly sniping at Brita to sit down and let her and Ethan and the men pack for her—to get on the road.

If Ethan hadn’t taken an immediate liking to Sachi, seeing how she basically sheep-dogged Brita into taking it easy would have sealed the deal. And now Brita had more friends, open-minded friends who weren’t cops, who she could lean on and confide in.

One of the cars in Sachi’s driveway, parked facing the street and with the back end against the garage so the license plate wasn’t visible, turned out to be Brita’s replacement car. As they got it packed with all her things, and John moved his car so she’d be able to pull out, Ethan knew Sachi hadn’t been kidding about keeping her there by any means necessary.

Once her car was fully loaded, and they’d all had a last round of hugs, Ethan held Brita’s driver’s door open for her. He would follow her all the way back to his house in Sarasota and not take his eyes off her for a second until he had her safely inside.

“I’m really surprised you didn’t find me sooner,” she told him before getting in. “I figured you would have called Sachi.”

“You didn’t take your skeet gun. I did an inventory of the lockers. When I saw it in there, and your skeet stuff was in the office, it dropped from my mind.” He smiled. “You going to tell on me? That I’m a sucky detective?”

“I’ll hold it over your head,” Sachi snarked. “In case I ever need leverage against your ass.” She waggled a finger at him. “Keep that lady on a short leash for the next few days, huh? And we’ll see you Sunday afternoon for dinner.”

“You’d better believe it,” he said.

With Brita and Kilroy safely in her car and heading out, he followed her in his car.

On the way, he called Alisse to let her know.

“Is she okay? Where’s she been?”

“Brooksville. She’s fine, she’s safe.”

“I’m going to kill her!”

“No, I’ll explain later. Don’t bother calling her, because she has a burner phone. We’re driving home now, to my place, and I plan on having her all to myself for a serious talk over the next few hours.”

Actually, he planned on fucking her brains out for the next few hours, but he wasn’t going to say that to Alisse.

His next call was to work, to get an update and to let them know he was taking a personal day tomorrow. Also letting them know he’d found Brita and was bringing her home. If they needed to talk to her, they could call him.

After also updating Bill and Dave and Ed, so they’d stop worrying about her, and they could help pass word to their friends that she was safe and home, he tossed his phone into the passenger seat and relaxed, staring at the rear end of her car as they made their way south down I-75.

Yeah, he was a dumbass. He still should have contacted Sachi, if nothing else to ask her to call him if she heard from Brita.

Then again, Sachi likely would have lied to protect Brita, in the beginning.

I owe that woman a bottle of wine or a new shotgun or something.

He could barely see Kilroy’s ears, where the little dog kept looking out the passenger window and staring around.

Another good sign. He’d never wanted to push a pet on Brita, but had known her being alone all day wasn’t good for her. A dog would keep her active and give her company. He loved animals, but after hinting around a few times that maybe she should look into adopting one, he’d given up.

Yes, when they pulled into his driveway, he parked behind her car.

Not that he didn’t trust her, but he wasn’t taking any chances until he knew she wouldn’t run away again.

And he had a ring on her finger.

 

* * * *

 

It was a welcomed relief to be back at Ethan’s. He even walked up and opened her car door for her, helping her out and grabbing Kilroy’s leash before he could jump out.

“I guess I should call Alisse. She’s going to chew me out.”

“I already called her,” he said. “We told Jordan you were on vacation to relax, a cruise you couldn’t call from. I told her you’d call her tomorrow.” He leaned in for a kiss. “I have dibs on you tonight.”

“You do, huh?”

He smiled. “Yeah. I do.” His smile faded. “But in all seriousness, we need to get you a new phone tomorrow.”

“You have to work.”

“No, I don’t. I took the day off once I had you tracked down. Your cell number is compromised, anyway. We’ll get you a new one, put it in my name, then it won’t matter.”

Before, she would have bristled under his suggestion, argued with him, or flat-out refused it.

Except she was done with pretzel logic.

“Yes, Sir.”

Damn, it felt so good to admit she liked him taking care of her.

His smile returned, bright, wide, handsome. “Now those are two words that can stiffen my cock.”

He wouldn’t let her help unload. Instead, he sent her to the backyard with Kilroy, to walk him and get him used to his new home. Like Sachi’s, the yard was fenced in, and she could let him off his leash.

He immediately ran around sniffing everything, exploring, chasing leaves.

Brita didn’t even realize she was crying until Ethan came out a few minutes later and found her there.

He pulled her into his arms. “Honey, what’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry I scared you.”

“Yeah, we need to have a talk about that. I wish you’d told me you wanted to go away for a while instead of assuming you had to protect me. I would have helped you hide out. You could have come here, you know. Or we could have found you a place to stay. You didn’t have to go dark on me.”

“When I saw the message about Jordan, I panicked.”

“I know, and you played right into his hands. Unfortunately for the little fucker, he wasn’t anticipating me.”

“How’d you arrest him, anyway?”

“Simple. We baited the bastard. I reactivated your Facebook account. I posted as you and a pic of my car with the license plate obscured, as if it was your car, and a message that I knew would bait him. Said you were leaving the next day on a road trip. How you’d decided to fight back and how you wouldn’t let some little cowardly pussies scare you.”

“You did, huh?”

“Words to that effect. Taunted him. Suspected the forced timeline would make him act. Tom, Gary, Dave and I had a good old-fashioned stakeout at your place. Caught the guy driving in early in the morning. He’s a nineteen-year-old senior at Venice High. He was going to torch my car and then head to his classes.”

“How’d that work for him?”

“His father and step-mom are howling up a storm, but the kid is over eighteen. He started crying like a little bitch when we leaned on him and hinted he was looking at a minimum of twenty-five years hard time, no parole. He never in his wildest dreams thought he’d get caught. He was in line to be valedictorian in his class, and this has just cost him a full academic scholarship to MIT. His hacker buddies had built his ego up to the point he thought he was untouchable. When the state attorney’s office offered to cut him a deal to save him some jail time, he rolled and vomited up names like you wouldn’t believe. Managed to get that before he lawyered up, too.”

“How’d he break into Jordan’s school’s computer?”

“Oh, get this—his step-dad heads up their IT department. Kid installed a keystroke logger program on his step-dad’s laptop and got the school login info, then used that to scout through their system until he found a backdoor he could manipulate to make it look like someone hacked in. He’d actually had access since two days following the shooting, once he’d heard one of the students’ aunts was the shooter. That’s how he got your address, home and cell numbers, e-mail, Alisse and John’s employers, all of that.

“He found out about your parents through looking at their comments on your Facebook posts. He was bragging about it to his hacker buddies, who all encouraged him to take action, since he lived so close. Needless to say, the step-dad is not happy. He’s asked we throw the goddamned book at the kid. There might be a divorce in that man’s near future, too.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Nope. It was that simple. That’s also how he got your car’s license plate. All that information was listed in Jordan’s file for emergency contact and approved pick-up contact info.”

She stared at him. “Then how did they not go after you?”

“Remember, my info isn’t in the computer, because I’m law enforcement. They have me listed in her physical file in the office, with the signed forms, and a notation in her computer file to look at that file for additional contacts. All he had to do was run a simple script to search the contact database for your name to find out hers and see all the information on file with her.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“Yep. It was literally an inside job.”

Brita got Kilroy settled in his crate in the living room with the TV on to keep him company and a stuffed Kong to keep him busy. She suspected there might be spanking in her future and didn’t want him to freak out.

Then she led Ethan to the shower, where she draped her arms around him.

“I missed you, Sir.”

“I missed you, too, baby.”

“I’m sorry I ran away like that. I thought I was doing the right thing, at the time.” It figured that just hours after she’d finally found her spine, Ethan had found her.

His hands splayed over her ass cheeks. “You fucking worried me.” His blue gaze stared down at her, intense, piercing, as he slapped her ass with his bare hand. “What do you think needs to happen to atone for that, hmm?”

She rose up onto her toes to kiss him. “I was thinking Sir should fuck my ass.”

He waggled his eyebrows at her. “If you were looking for the fastest way to an orgasm, congratulations, wish granted.”

His hands squeezed her ass, then one finger parted the seam between her cheeks. His hard cock rubbed against her pussy even as his finger probed, pressing against her rim but not breaching. “Maybe I should tie you up, fill you up, and not let you come, hmm?”

She hoped he was teasing because even though she hadn’t had any desire while she was gone, now her libido had returned with a vengeance. “No, Sir. Please let me come.”

He spun her around. “Hands against the wall.” She did, feeling him lean out to get something. When he returned, he stroked her ass before starting to spank her, back and forth.

Not hard at first, but he quickly picked up the pace and strength of every stroke as he gauged her ability to take it. Before long, she was moaning and her pussy dripping and she wondered why she’d ever thought running away was a good idea?

He absolutely could take care of her and himself.

Just when she thought maybe she’d have to force herself to say yellow, the spanking abruptly stopped. “I don’t have your vibrating butt plug here, baby, so you’ll get the real thing.”

Lube-coated fingers quickly found and breached her rim, as he used the fingers of his other hand to start playing with her clit.

It was almost sensory overload.

One finger easily pressed into her ass, slowly fucking her as he also teased her clit and slid a finger from his other hand into her pussy. She thrust her ass against him, wanting more.

Wanting him.

He captured her left nipple between his teeth, lightly tugging, teasing, adding more pleasure to the burn of him working two fingers into her ass. In her pussy, a second finger joined the first, easily sliding in with her juices readily flowing.

By the time he’d worked the third finger into her ass, he had her begging for the orgasm.

“Oh, baby. Tonight, Sir gets his first. And it’s going in that lovely, tight ass of yours that I do not fuck nearly enough.”

She tried rocking against his hands, but he quickly caught on to that plan and withdrew the hand from her pussy and clit, leaving her achingly empty.

“No, you don’t. You have to pay the price for running away, baby.”

Damn, it felt good to be home.

With him.

He fucked her ass with his fingers as the shower steamed up. With his other hand, now he played with her nipples, back and forth, driving her need and frustration ever higher.

“Who’s going to be a good girl for me from now on?”

“Me, Sir.”

“That’s right. I’m your Sir. We’re done screwing around. I’m taking charge for good. If you don’t want that, you need to tell me now.”

Subspace teased, called, taunted.

“I want it, Sir.”

“Good girl.”

He stepped behind her, his fingers disappearing from her ass just to be replaced by his cock. He grabbed her hips and started fucking her, hard and fast. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I’m getting mine first, baby.”

It was like the floor fell away from her, her dive into subspace. One second she could still coherently think…

And then she couldn’t.

“Yeah, you’re all hot and horny now, aren’t you, baby? That cock in your ass and you not getting any.”

“Yes, Sir!”

One hand slid around to her pussy, cupping her without giving any traction to her clit, frustrating her even more.

“Beg me for it.”

“Please make me come, Sir.”

“Not that, baby. You don’t get to come right now until I get to come.” She felt his thighs rubbing against the backs of hers at the bottom of every deep, hard thrust. His balls bounced against her freshly spanked ass.

“Please fill my ass, Sir.”

“Whose ass is this?”

“Your ass, Sir.”

“Who’s getting collared this Saturday?”

“Me, Sir.”

“Damn straight.” His thrusts slowed, long-stroking her now. “You are now living here. Period. We’re moving all your stuff in as we can, but you will from now on sleep here, with me, every night. Deal?”

“Yes, Sir.”

She didn’t want to be away from him again.

Ever.

“That’s…my…good…girl.”

On the last word, he thrust one final time, his breath blowing across her shoulders, his head finally resting against the back of her neck.

“You’re mine, baby. Period. I can take care of you. Your only job is to let me take care of you.”

She straightened and pulled his arms around her. “Yes, Sir.”

He nibbled the back of her shoulder. “Love you, baby.”

“Love you, too, Sir.” 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Ethan quickly cleaned up, soap and water, and hoped the hot water held out for the next part of things. He backed her against the shower wall, kissing her as his fingers explored her pussy and played with her clit.

It wasn’t long before she was whining, trying to rock her hips against his hand. He pinned her to the wall by her throat, not hard enough to choke her, just to remind her who was in charge.

With his lips over hers, he stared down into her eyes. “Mrs. Brita Delgado-Neri. Gonna like seeing that on the joint checking account.”

She smiled up at him. “Does Kilroy need to get his name hyphenated, too?”

“Absolutely. Don’t want my son to be a bastard.”

Dammit, how had he not found his balls before today? But now that he had, he wouldn’t let her slide back into that stinkin’ thinkin’ that had her running scared.

She wanted an Alpha Dom? That’s what his baby would get.

In every way.

He slowed his fingers as he kissed her, savoring and swallowing her needy whimpers. “My good girl didn’t masturbate while she was gone, did she?”

“No, Sir.”

“Excellent.”

He replaced his fingers with his cock, easily sliding inside her slick pussy. It hadn’t taken long for him to revive, either. Especially not with her saying those two words.

He laced fingers with her and pinned her hands over her head, against the wall, as he kissed and fucked her. She desperately tried to grind her body against his but he knew she wouldn’t be able to come like this.

All part of his diabolical plan. Get himself off and out of the way so he could handcuff her in bed and make her beg while he took his sweet time eating her out and not letting her come.

The only tears he wanted out of her tonight were of frustration when she realized he wasn’t going to let her get off right away.

“Such a sweet, fuckable pussy, baby,” he whispered. “My pussy. Belongs to me now. Got it?”

“Yes, Sir.”

From the sound of her voice to the sweet glazed look in her eyes, he could tell he had her exactly where he wanted her.

He flexed his hips, fucking her, hard, short thrusts he quickly built his second climax up with. Fast, relentless.

He buried his face along her neck and bit down, hard, growling with satisfaction as his balls tensed and tightened and number two filled her pussy.

She moaned, this time with more than a tinge of frustration, as he stopped moving.

He chuckled. “Oh, baby. You have no idea how much begging you’re in for.”

 

* * * *

 

Brita knew trying to rush him at this point would only prolong her torment, so she let him have his way. He soaped her entire body, shampooing her hair for her, kissing her forehead after he rinsed the suds away.

“Your blonde patch is coming through.”

“I know. I need to get it dyed.”

“I always thought it was cute.”

She didn’t respond at first. “Is that an order, Sir?”

“No, it’s your hair. I will tell you I like it this length or longer, but I won’t force you to do anything with it.”

She tipped her head back to look into his eyes. “I guess I could let it go longer, then.”

He smiled. “Good girl.”

Once they were out of the shower and dried off, he immediately handcuffed her, hands over her head and the cuffs looped around the headboard.

Then he shoved her legs apart and dove in.

At first, she thought maybe he was going to get her off hard the first time and then drag the next one out, but…

No.

After ten minutes of his talented tongue slowly exploring her pussy, she was nearly crazed with need. “Please, Sir! Please make me come!”

He lifted his head and grinned. “No.” Back down, lips playing with her clit.

She stared, not quite believing what she was seeing and hearing. This was her Ethan, but…more there than ever before.

More…Dominant, the noun, not the verb.

He’d never really pressed before.

Seemed this whole experience had changed more than just her.

It was nearly an hour in when he sat up, his cock once again hard. He slowly pumped it as she practically drooled while she watched. Not just because she wanted to suck him, but because he’d kept her so close to the edge of coming without getting her over she’d nearly lost her damn mind.

“One more load to put in you before I let you come,” he said. He moved up the bed, straddling her head and cradling his hands under her head to support her. “You coax this third load from me, and then I’ll let you beg me to get you over. This one might be difficult to get out of me, though. I already gave you two.” He grinned, with an edge to it she’d never seen before.

An edge that nearly had her creaming.

“You want it? Or should I just leave you here like this all night?”

She opened her mouth wide, ready.

Eager.

He carefully positioned himself so he wasn’t hurting her, but he was definitely in control. There was no blowjob to this. He was fucking her mouth like he owned it.

Which, of course, she realized he did.

And it felt so fucking right to know she loved it.

All she could do was keep her lips closed firmly around his shaft and keep her teeth off him. He did the rest, one hand braced against the headboard and his other cradling her head.

“Yeah, baby,” he whispered, staring down into her eyes. “There will be more of this in your future, too, won’t there?”

“Mmm hmm!”

Her clit throbbed again, and not just because he’d left her hanging. But because the thought of him using her like this more really fucking turned her on.

“Okay, baby. Let’s see if I can feed you one more so I can make you happy.” He found a good angle and she could tell from the way his cock was hardening, growing hotter, that yeah, he was getting close. Even as his balls bounced against her chin, she stayed with him, eager, ready.

“And…yes!” She tasted it, sucking, swallowing, not nearly as large a load as he usually pumped out, but damn, not bad for number three, either.

He slowly pulled out and then stretched out next to her to kiss her.

“Beg me,” he whispered.

“I need to come, Sir. I’ll do anything. Please!”

“You’ll take my collar Saturday night?”

“Yes, Sir! I want your collar!”

“You won’t fight me about moving in here?”

“I’m living here, Sir. I’ll let you set the time for getting my stuff moved.”

“No more washing your car by yourself, unless you take it through one of those automated car washes?”

“I promise, Sir!”

He grinned as he leaned in close. “You’re marrying me, baby. You have one year from today that you can plan it however you want to and we have it. Otherwise, I’m taking you to the courthouse. So get planning.”

“Yes, Sir!”

He traced her lips with the tip of his tongue. “We’re going to start going to Venture, and more parties, and you’re going to relax and let me deal with the worrying. Your job is to enjoy yourself, do what I say, and have fun. Got it?”

“Yes, Sir!”

He started to work his way lower, nipping and biting and driving her need to a frenzied level she could never remember feeling before. “We will get together with Sachi and Oscar and John at least once a month, here or up there, I don’t care. I don’t mean for shooting skeet, either. Socializing.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“We’ll rent your condo out. We’re not selling it. It’ll be an investment property. We’ll set up a trust or something through Ed. He’s good at all that shit.”

A few more tethers of her stress fell away. “Yes, Sir.”

“I want you to talk to June about yoga. She said it’ll help your pain levels. She’s a teacher. You’ll start taking classes, at least once a week.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He raised his head after nipping a circle around her navel. “And we’re trading in that fucking car. That thing’s tiny. You need a bigger, safer car for hauling Jordan and George and Kilroy around in. I get it, you went for cheap and fast, but I don’t like it, and we would have had words if you’d tried to get it with me around. I want you in something safer than that.”

She shivered in the good way. “Yes, Sir.” That very same thought, that he probably wouldn’t have approved of her car choice, had flitted through her mind as she was signing the papers.

“And yes, you will get a say in the final car, pending my approval. And you won’t look at the goddamned price tags. If it needs to be financed, we’ll both sign on it. You’re my wife. Or, will be soon. Got it?”

She closed her eyes, smiling. “Yes, Sir.”

“And one last thing.” He moved up the bed again. She opened her eyes to find him staring down at her. “Who am I?”

“My Sir.”

He smiled. “Correct, but try again.”

This freedom felt addictive, sweeter than any honey. “My husband,” she softly said.

His smile nearly split his face. “That’s what I’m talking about, baby.” He leaned in for a kiss. “My baby want to come?”

“Yes, please.”

“Good girl.”

This time, he pushed her thighs apart and settled in and immediately brought her over the edge. When her nervous system finished ripping itself apart from that, his tongue swirled, playful, teasing her clit and taking her from too much to not enough in record time, even for him.

She lost count at five, finally giving in and knowing she couldn’t safeword for this. Not when she now understood exactly what Sachi had meant by her soul was healed by him.

She’d never seen it before. It’d taken time and clarity and distance and a shit-ton of pain for her to realize it.

She was his, but more importantly, he was hers. And it’s all he ever wanted to be, officially recognized, not just loved and appreciated.

He read her body, building her up for what she suspected was one last motherlode of pleasure, and he didn’t disappoint. Three fingers buried in her pussy, and that sinful tongue later, she was coming all over him and crying from how good it felt.

Finis.

He stretched out next to her after unlocking the cuffs, rubbing and kissing her wrists.

She folded against him, limp, spent, done.

“I love you,” she said.

He chuckled. “I love you, too, baby. Just remember all those promises you made me.”

She stared up into his eyes. “I will…husband.”

She knew she didn’t imagine that his eyes suddenly grew too bright and he seemed to be blinking a lot. “Fuckin’ A I’m your husband. Or will be shortly.” He kissed her, hard, possessively. “I’ll be the best goddamned husband and Sir you ever dreamed of.”

She sighed, stroking his cheek. “That’s just it—you already are.” 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Brita didn’t know why she was surprised when they headed out to dinner with everyone at Sigalo’s Saturday night. Maybe part of her hadn’t really thought he was serious, or hadn’t fully processed Ethan’s declaration when he showed up at Sachi’s.

Or what he made her promise him that night in bed.

Bill and Gabe were there, too.

She greeted Brita with a long, gentle hug. “Glad you’re home,” she said. “Although I want to spank you myself for running away in the first place.”

“Red,” Bill joked. “I’m the only spanker in this relationship.”

Gabe stuck her tongue out at him.

Everyone was warm and welcoming, and fortunately, no one asked her about the day at Mote. Even June and Scrye were there, she was happy to see.

“If you ever need to talk,” June said, “my shoulder is always open.”

“Actually, she needs to talk to you about yoga,” Ethan said.

Oh, yeah. She had agreed to this, too, hadn’t she?

“I’d love to have you in my class. I have one class specifically for people with chronic pain and health issues. Very gentle stuff, we do a lot of stretching of different muscles and not so much with the crazy poses.”

Ethan caught Brita’s gaze and arched an eyebrow at her.

“Yes, Sir,” she said. “I’ll sign up for her class.”

He didn’t respond, the eyebrow still arched.

“And arrange my other stuff around it so I can attend.”

He smiled. “Good girl.”

After dinner, they drove to the club. He wouldn’t give up any details about what was going to happen, but when they arrived there were already quite a few cars in the parking lot.

It turned out many of the people at the club that early were there for this, at Ethan’s invitation. Knowing she wouldn’t want anything fancy or formal, everyone gathered around them in the social area, where he had Brita sit on a chair instead of kneeling.

“So it seems I’ve got a woman who needs a GPS tracker,” he started, which drew a round of laughter from the group.

“Hey, I thought I was the joker?” Gilo playfully protested. He was already dressed in his slave outfit, his wife, Abbey, starting out on top that evening and holding the leash attached to his collar.

“Shut up, you,” Loren lightly said. “Tilly’s not here tonight to chase you around.”

He blew her a raspberry through the mouth hole in his leather hood.

Abbey lightly jerked his collar. “Behave.”

He turned and seemed to grow a couple of inches in height. “Just remember that in a little while, sweetheart.” He definitely didn’t sound submissive now.

“Oh, shit,” Abbey muttered, giggling nervously.

“Ahem,” Loren said. “Anyway, Ethan asked for quick and simple, so that’s what he’s getting. Take it away.”

“Quick and simple, because I’ll let her plan our wedding however she wants it to be, and that can be the long version.” Ethan smiled down at her. “For right now, her collar, and day collar, will be the same thing.”

He dropped down to one knee, producing a jeweler’s box. In it, a beautiful solitaire. “Marry me, sweetheart. Take my ring, take my collar, because you’ve owned my heart for years already. If I don’t have your trust by now, I don’t know what more I can do to earn it, but I’ll damn sure try. All I ask is that you be mine. I know we don’t have a lot of protocols and stuff, but I ask for this—you let me take care of you, however that needs to happen, and you hand things over to me to deal with. Period.”

“I’d take that deal,” Gilo muttered, which earned him laughter and a playful elbow from Abbey. He responded by shoving his hand up under her short skirt, which quickly devolved into…

Brita wasn’t sure what it devolved into, but the two of them soon took over a couch and were spanking each other and laughing and giggling and apparently wrestling.

“Aaaannnd we lost ’em,” Loren joked. “You were saying, Ethan?”

He smiled. “Oh, I have one more condition. I’m the Dom, you belong to me. I don’t care what label you want, slave or submissive or pet or baby or whatever—”

“Baby,” she said. “I love it when you call me that. Please, Sir?”

He smiled. “My baby. Always. But we don’t do that.” He pointed over his shoulder to where Gilo had managed to pin Abbey’s wrists behind her, with her over his lap, and he was now spanking her bare ass with his other hand. “I’m the Dom, you’re not.”

She smiled. “Agreed, Sir.”

He slipped the ring on her left finger. “For life.”

“For life, Sir.”

He stood and helped her up, kissing her as everyone broke into applause.

Except Gilo, who spanked Abbey’s ass for his version of applause, while she squirmed and tried to get free.

 

* * * *

 

They stayed and chatted for a while, and a slave-dressed Gilo topped a corset-wearing Abbey on a spanking bench. When his leash got in the way, he slung it over his shoulder and went back to spanking her bare-handed.

After they said their good-nights, they headed through the office when Ethan stopped and backed up, staring at something on the wall. When she realized what it was, she gulped.

He picked up the wooden paddle and hefted it, swatted his hand with it, then took a couple of test smacks against his thigh.

He grinned. “I think someone owes me at least ten good hard paddle swats for disappearing.”

She swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir,” she said, her voice tiny.

“It’s only because I know your pain is low. After tonight, you can always safeword for physical play if you hurt.” He held up the paddle. “I want you to remember these, though.”

She nodded. “Thank you, Sir.”

He wasted no time when they got home. He’d retrieved her butt plug and all their other sex toys that were at her condo the evening before. After putting the butt plug into her and cranking it up, he put her on her hands and knees on the bed.

“Ten,” he said. “Won’t make you count them, but they’re going to hurt.”

She dropped her head to the bed, already in a blissful haze from the butt plug. “Yes, sir.”

The first stroke took her breath away and brought tears to her eyes. He wasn’t kidding. That made a bare-handed smack feel like nothing in comparison.

Worse, she knew he’d held back a little for that first one, could sense it.

The second was harder, and he gave her time to breathe through it, even reaching between her legs to play with her clit. “I think we’re going to work on the paddle making you as horny as the butt plug does.”

Oh…boy. “Yes, Sir.”

She was crying by the time he’d finished the tenth stroke, and not just because they’d hurt like motherfuckers.

But because she was so horny she couldn’t see straight. The harder the paddle stroke, the more time he took between them, playing with her clit, adjusting the butt plug’s vibration, all of that.

Finally, he knelt between her legs and entered her from behind, every stroke pressing against the butt plug, too.

And her sore ass.

“Come for me, baby. Come for your Sir.” He reached around and rolled her clit in his fingers.

She exploded. The fullness in her ass and his cock and everything—like a damn bomb going off.

“Good girl.” He started fucking her, which triggered another smaller orgasm in her, before he finished off with his cock deep inside her and pumping her full of his cum.

He rolled them to their sides and felt around for the controller to shut the vibrator off.

She let out a shuddering sigh of relief.

“Oh, I placed an order for you this morning,” he said. “But not on Amazon.”

She tipped her head back. “You did?”

“Yep.” He rubbed noses with her. “A vibrating dildo for your pussy. So I can fill you there while I fuck your ass.”

She shivered, this time in anticipation. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

He grinned. “Ah, you thank me now. But there is some serious training in your future. My baby is going to be so well-fucked that you’re never going to think about running away again.”

She snuggled tightly against him. “There’s no chance of me ever running away again, Sir. I promise.” 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Brita sat in a lawn chair in the shade in the backyard and watched Kilroy running around and burning off energy.

Her solitude.

How did I miss that fact?

All this time, Ethan was right in front of her. The only thing stopping her from taking the step was…her.

Getting out of her own way had proven to be the best medicine for her soul.

It was difficult to classify what she felt about the shooting as regret. She definitely regretted that she’d taken a life, and that the kids had witnessed it, but she would have made the same decision again to protect others.

Jack Stankliskwi had brought it on himself. No, he hadn’t counted on there being a former cop as a chaperone. He’d thought he was scaring a group of kids and some parents.

Even more cowardly, in her opinion, that he’d had to resort to such low tactics for lulz.

He hadn’t deserved to die for it, but she couldn’t risk the kids’ lives by hesitating.

Hopefully the experience she’d gone through might make others think twice before doing something so utterly stupid.

Then again, it never paid to underestimate the stupidity of human beings.

She stared at the ring on her left hand. It’d been there for three weeks now, and she was starting to forget what it’d felt like not to wear it.

Except…

Brita followed the dog with her gaze. Really opened her eyes and looked around the yard, at this oasis of peace. Before the events of that afternoon, she’d never really paid much attention to Ethan’s backyard. It was pretty, functional, and sometimes a source of irritation for him in terms of maintenance. In the past when she’d suggested he could move to a place with a smaller yard, or hire someone to do the yard work for him, she’d never really understood why he didn’t want that.

Now, she did. No, she couldn’t help a lot with the yard work, but Ethan enjoyed that the way she enjoyed skeet. Or, now, making amigurumis.

Or spending time working with Kilroy.

His brain-quieting time outside of their bedroom.

She heard Ethan’s car pull up outside even before Kilroy’s ears perked up as he froze and stared at the lanai. A moment later, the dog streaked for the lanai to deliver a futile furry flying tackle as Ethan opened the sliders. He might as well have tried bouncing a peanut off the side of an elephant, for all the impact the little dog had on him.

Turning in her chair, she smiled as he laughed and picked up the small dog, carrying him back outside to her.

“Hey, baby.”

“Hey, Sir.”

His smile widened. “You know, you’re going to spoil me, you keep calling me that.”

“Maybe that’s the effect I was going for.”

“Ah. Then carry on, baby.”

She reached for Kilroy, who leaned back against Ethan, not yet ready to relinquish his daddy. “I think someone is tired of Mommy.”

Ethan stroked the dog’s head. “Nah. He just wants a treat. He knows Daddy’s a soft touch.”

“Soft sadist, huh?”

He smirked. “Sometimes.” He leaned in for a kiss, then turned to head inside. “Want to shower with me?”

She eased herself up and out of her chair. Today, she’d taught a small class of retirees at the gun shop. An easy day, but she felt a little stiff and sore. “Be glad to.”

When she made it to the kitchen, Kilroy was already on the floor and gnawing on the cookie Ethan had given him.

And there was a small wrapped box with a bow on it, about twelve by eight by four inches, sitting on the counter.

“What’s this?”

Ethan wore that smile of his, the panty-melting sexy one that had always melted her. He crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s for you.”

It felt heavy for its size, and her mind immediately went someplace, even as she unwrapped it…

And that turned out to be correct.

The Glock 26 was a newer model than hers had been. She didn’t open the box, not quite ready to go that far, but despite her mixed emotions glad to have one like her gun.

“I know you said you didn’t want your gun back. But I also know how much you loved that gun, because it was easy for you to shoot and carry and it made you feel safe.”

He pushed off from the counter and walked over to wrap his arms around her. “So this is from me. When you carry it, I want you to not think about that day. I want you thinking, ‘This is what Sir gave me to stay safe.’ And that’s how I want you to frame it, without the pretzel logic getting in the way. That even when I’m not physically with you, your Sir is always with you. Because I love you and want you to stay safe.”

She stared down at the box, her vision blurring with tears. She hated admitting that yes, carrying helped mitigate her anxiety. Ever since her injury took her ability to defend herself from her.

And she’d not felt as comfortable with a smaller gun, or one of her larger nines, as a concealed weapon. She’d even unconsciously planned her wardrobe around easily and comfortably carrying. Something she’d never really thought about until after the day at Mote.

“Thank you, Sir. I love you.”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “I love you, too. And I’m so proud of you for how hard you’ve been trying for me. And how hard you’ve tried to get past what happened. I only have one request about this.”

“Yes, Sir?”

“On the day of our wedding, whenever you decide you want it to be, you will not carry. I’ll do the carrying, of you over the threshold. Understand?”

“Clearly, Sir.”

“Good girl.”

She turned in his arms and reached up to play with his shirt buttons. “I was thinking I need to talk to Mom and Dad and see what their schedule is like. When they can fly out here. And we can schedule the wedding around that. Something small, here. Them, Alisse and John and Jordan, George, some friends. Maybe have Kimbra officiate for us.”

He smiled, and it lit her world. “That sounds wonderful, baby. Oh, you know, you didn’t open the box.”

She cocked her head as she studied him, but went ahead and opened it.

Tucked in the top was a stainless steel chainmaille necklace, light, delicate.

“Oh, yeah, and there was something else you can always have on you so that you know your Sir is with you.” He withdrew the necklace from the box and fastened it around her neck. It hung loose, long, just the way she liked necklaces, so they weren’t tight around her neck.

“Is this a collar, Sir?”

He kissed the nape of her neck. “Yes, it is. I warned you Kilroy wasn’t the only one going to be collared.”

She turned, kissing him. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I know originally we didn’t really talk about collars, but Rebecca made this specially for me. Well, for you, from me. You know what I mean. And when you have to take your rings off when you shoot at the range, you can keep them safe on it instead of putting them in your pocket.”

She teared up. Perfectly wonderful logic. “Thank you!”

“I have a good idea every once in a while. Even if I apparently suck as a detective.” She spotted the smirk.

“You don’t suck, copper. You’re a regular Columbo.”

Kilroy had finished his cookie and was begging for attention. She scooped him up and let him sniff the necklace. After giving it the Kilroy wag of approval, he leaned against her, staring at Ethan.

“I think he wants his evening Daddy time.”

He stroked the dog’s head. “Maybe one day we’ll find him a four-legged brother or sister.”

She smiled. “Really?”

“Really.” He held up two fingers. “But two’s our limit. One each. That’s manageable.”

“There’s supposed to be an adoption fair this Saturday in Brooksville.”

“I suppose Sachi told you that?”

“Yeah.”

“Then I guess you should ask if they’d like to have dinner and visitation with their nephew on Saturday.”

That had become the running joke, Sachi asking how her furry nephew was.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Shower time, baby.” He headed for the bedroom. “Don’t forget to lock up your gun.”

She set Kilroy down, and he bolted after Ethan. As she closed the box and picked it up, she realized that today had been a good day, without any pretzel logic sneaking in to ramp up her anxiety.

And even better, now she had a wedding to plan.

 

 

THE END
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